
Family CAFÉ
Coach 

Session 1: Understanding Disabilities



Welcome Back 

Quick Check In 

How Are You 
Feeling?





Training Session Overview

● Session 1 - Understanding Disabilities

● Session 2 - Special Education Overview

● Session 3 - Special Education Evaluations

● Session 4 - Individualized Education Programs (IEPs)

● Session 5 - Legal Rights in Special Education



Today’s Agenda
Time: Topic/Discussion Item:

10 min. Welcome and Overview

10 min. Coaching Content 

30 min. Understanding Disabilities

5 min. Break

30 min. Managing Terminology

10 min. Questions and Action Planning

5 min. Wrap-Up and Evaluation



Outcomes

1. Identify the characteristics of each disability 
category.

2. Describe the unique context of coaching families 
of children with disabilities.



Relevant Resources
Primary Resource

● Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act Statute and 
Regulations

Other Resources

● Advocacy Institute
● Ask Resource Center
● Beyond the Bake Sale
● CADRE - The Center for Appropriate 

Dispute Resolution in Special Education
● Center for Parent Information and 

Resources
● Coaching for Performance

Other Resources (cont.)

● High Quality IEPs
● The IRIS Center
● Mindset: The New Psychology of Success
● Ohio Coalition for the Education of 

Children with Disabilities
● Ohio Department of Education and 

Workforce
● Pacer Center Champion for Students 

with Disabilities
● Reading Rockets
● Texas Education Agency
● Understood.org



Family 
CAFÉ 
Project 
Ultimate 
Goal:

To develop a model to promote 
family engagement in districts and 
schools thereby improving 
outcomes for students with 
disabilities particularly those that 
are highly mobile.



Intro Session Review K-W-L

What I know… What I want to know…



Understanding 
Disabilities



Alphabet Soup - Acronyms

Reminders

● A helpful resource to help navigate is 
Disability and Special Education 
Acronyms

● Use the Family CAFÉ Dictionary of 
Acronyms.

https://www.parentcenterhub.org/acronyms/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/acronyms/


IDEA

● IDEA is the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. 

● This is the federal law which ensures that any child with 
a disability receives a Free Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE) in the least restrictive environment.



IDEA and FAPE

○ Schools identify and evaluate children with disabilities at 
no cost to families.

○ Children receive the necessary special education and 
related services and supports to make progress in their 
school.

○ Children who are identified as students with disabilities 
are required to receive special education services that 
will meet their unique needs and allow them access to a 
FAPE.



Understanding Disabilities under IDEA

● To qualify for special education services, IDEA 
requires that:

○ The child meet the requirement for one of the 
disability categories outlined in IDEA;

○ The child’s disability impacts their education or 
schooling.



Medical Diagnosis vs. Special Education

A child diagnosed with a disability by their doctor may 
be found ineligible for special education services by 
their school if the child does not have any unmet 
educational needs.

Medical evaluations diagnose 
the medical condition or 

developmental disability of a 
child.

Special education evaluations 
determine if a child qualifies for 

educational support and 
services at school.



Understanding Disabilities

Taken from The Advocacy Institute 

Why do 
you think 

this 
number 

has 
increased?

https://www.advocacyinstitute.org/blog/?p=1250


Understanding Disabilities

Taken from The Advocacy Institute 

https://www.advocacyinstitute.org/blog/?p=1250


Disability Categories

● There are 13 Disability Categories under IDEA (the 
federal law).

● Some of the categories are broad while others are more 
specific. This ensures that the categories cover many 
different challenges that children experience.

● In order to be identified with one of the disability 
categories, a child must be evaluated first in accordance 
with the IDEA evaluation rules.



 13 Disability 
Categories

 Independent Review and 
Discussion



Directions

1. Review assigned slides.
2. Use the Disability Category Note Catcher to document  

key points. 
3. Be ready to share a high level overview of the 

assigned disability categories.



Remember…

When you’ve met one student with a 
disability, you’ve met one student with a 
disability.



Disability Categories

● Challenges with social skills

● Challenges with communication

● Restrictive or repetitive behaviors or interests

Autism

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Combined hearing and visual impairment which 
causes severe communication and other 
developmental and educational needs. 

● The student's communication challenges impacted by 
both their vision and hearing.

Deaf-blindness

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● A hearing impairment so severe that the child is 
impaired in their ability to process linguistic 
information through hearing, with or without 
amplification (hearing devices) and negatively affects 
the child’s education performance.  

● This disability category includes a wide range of 
impairments related to deafness.

Deafness

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● A condition which exhibits one or more of the following 
characteristics over a long period of time: 
○ Inability to learn which cannot be explained by intellectual, 

sensory or health factors. 
○ Inappropriate behaviors. 
○ General pervasive mood of unhappiness/depression. 
○ Physical symptoms.  
○ Includes schizophrenia, anxiety disorder, bipolar disorder. 

● This category also covers mental health issues

Emotional disturbance (ED)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Impairment in hearing which may be permanent or 
fluctuating but does affect the child’s education 
performance. 

● Although this category includes a wide range of 
impairments related to hearing, it does not fall under 
the educational disability category of deafness.

Hearing impairment 

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Significantly subaverage intellectual functioning, 
existing concurrently (at the same time) with deficits 
in adaptive behavior and manifested during the 
developmental period.

● The previous term was mental retardation. 

Intellectual disability (ID) 

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● A combination of impairments such as developmental 
delay and visual impairment. 

● This category includes children with the most severe 
physical, cognitive and communicative impairments.

● Students in this category generally need extensive 
support across multiple skill areas.

Multiple disabilities (MD)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Severe impairment(s) in one or more of three main 
areas- neuromotor impairments, degenerative 
diseases or musculoskeletal disorders that adversely 
affects a child’s educational performance. 

● Impairments caused by disease (bone tuberculosis) 
and impairment from other causes such as cerebral 
palsy and amputations.

Orthopedic impairment

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Limited strength, vitality or alertness including heightened 
alertness to environmental stimuli. 

● It is due to chronic or acute health problems most 
commonly Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) or Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), but also can include 
many more such as Tourette Syndrome, or even a heart 
condition.

Other health impairment (OHI)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● A disorder that affects a child’s ability to acquire and use 
language, math or reading skills, which results in difficulties with 
reading, writing and math. The difficulties may be with one, two, 
or all of these areas. 

● A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes 
involved in understanding or using language spoken or written 
that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think 
speak, read write, spell or do mathematical equations.  

● This is the most common disability for students with IEPs.

Specific learning disability (SLD)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Communication disorder that affects a student’s 
ability to understand or express language.

● Students in this disability category may have difficulty 
with articulation, fluency, voice control or language 
development.

Speech or language impairment

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● Acquired injury to the brain caused by an external physical force, 
resulting in total or partial functional disability or psychosocial 
impairment. A psychosocial impairment makes it difficult for a 
person to function effectively. 

● TBI results in impairments in one or more areas such as 
cognition, language, memory attention, reasoning abstract 
thinking, judgement, problem solving sensory perceptual and 
motor abilities; psychosocial behaviors; physical functions; 
information processing and speech.

Traumatic brain injury (TBI)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Disability Categories

● An impairment in vision that, even with correction 
(glasses), adversely affects the child’s education 
performance. 

Visual impairment, including blindness

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


In Addition 

● Used only for children ages 3-9. 

● Defined by the States. 

● Used when a child does not meet the expected 
developmental milestones in physical, mental or 
emotional development.

Developmental delay (DD)

Adapted  from Understood.org 

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea


Most Common Disability Categories for 
Students

Students Ages 3-5
1. Developmental disability: 45%
2. Speech or language impairment: 33%
3. Autism: 15%
4. Other health impairment: 2%
5. All other categories: 5%

Common to Least Common Disability Types for SY 22-23

School Age (K-12) Students
1. Specific learning disability: 34.2%
2. Speech or language impairment: 18%
3. Other health impairment: 16.5%
4. Autism: 12.9%
5. Intellectual disability: 6%
6. Emotional disturbance: 4.6%
7. All other categories: 7.7%What differences do you notice?

Why might the categories change for 
each age group? Taken from The Advocacy Institute 

https://www.advocacyinstitute.org/blog/?p=1250


Remember…

When you’ve met one student with a 
disability, you’ve met one student with a 
disability.



Disability Categories Activity
https://view.genially.com/67e085e08760193b2b395cf6 

https://view.genially.com/67e085e08760193b2b395cf6
https://view.genially.com/67e085e08760193b2b395cf6


Disabilities 
Answer Key



Managing 
Terminology



Words Matter
Which quote resonates with you:

1. “Words have magical power. They can either bring the greatest happiness 
or the deepest despair.” Sigmund Freud

2. “Kind words can be short and easy to speak, but their echoes are truly 
endless.” Mother Teresa

3. “Be mindful when it comes to your words. A string of some that don’t 
mean much to you, may stick with someone else for a lifetime.” -Rachel 
Wolchin

4. “Be careful with your words. Once they are said, they can be only 
forgiven, not forgotten.” -Unknown

5. “Words are free. It’s how you use them that may cost you.” 
-KushandWizdom



Managing Terminology

As terminology evolves, words or phrases that were 
once acceptable can take on new connotations. 

Outdated Terminology Current Terminology 

Mental retardation Intellectual disability 

Invalid An individual with a physical impairment

Slow A person with a learning disability 

Handicapped A person with a disability 

Taken from “Disability Awareness: Disability-Related Language Activity” by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/wp-content/uploads/pdf_activities/group/IA_Disability_Related_Language.pdf


Managing Terminology

As terminology evolves, words or phrases that were 
once acceptable can take on new connotations. 

Negative Terms Positive and Neutral Terms 

A person is afflicted by / suffers from 
/ is a victim of a disability 

A person has a disability  

Bound to a wheelchair Uses a wheelchair

Crazy Person with an emotional disorder 

Low achieving Struggling learner

Taken from “Disability Awareness: Disability-Related Language Activity” by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/wp-content/uploads/pdf_activities/group/IA_Disability_Related_Language.pdf


Managing Terminology

People-first language: Also 
referred to as person-first 
language, this preference 

refers to the person before 
the disability (e.g., person 

with a disability). Advocates 
of people-first language 

prefer to keep the primary 
focus on the individual, 

rather than the disability. 

Identity-first language: This 
preference refers to the 

disability before the person 
(e.g., disabled person). 

Advocates of identity-first 
language feel that their 

disability is an integral part of 
their identity and use such 

terminology to express their 
disability pride. 

Taken from “Disability Awareness: Disability-Related Language Activity” by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/wp-content/uploads/pdf_activities/group/IA_Disability_Related_Language.pdf


Managing Terminology
How do you know which to use?

People-First Language Identify-First Language

Person with a disability Disabled person

Student with autism Autistic student

Adult who is deaf Deaf adult 

Person who is blind Blind person

Taken from “Disability Awareness: Disability-Related Language Activity” by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/wp-content/uploads/pdf_activities/group/IA_Disability_Related_Language.pdf


Challenges 
Faced by 
Parents of 
Children with 
Disabilities



Emotional Stages

● Disbelief – that their wonderful gift is not perfect.
● Guilt – what could I have done differently?
● Fix mode – what can I do to fix my child?
● Reality – my child is not broken. He/she does not need to be 

fixed.
● Education – how can I better understand my child's disability and 

provide, to the best of my ability, what my child needs to be 
successful.

“Parents go through these stages not just once, but every time 
there is a transition in their child's life.”

Taken from "Building  Parent/Professional Partnership Through Communication" by OCECD 

https://filecabinet5.eschoolview.com/7132D93C-113A-42DB-AD9B-3D42946C44E5/7bf3d733-6fd2-458d-8a71-84c3abb1b8da.pdf


Roles and Responsibilities

● Case Manager
● Medical/Insurance 

Expert
● Advocate 

Taken from "Family Engagement: Collaborating with Families of Students with Disabilities" by the IRIS Center 

● Inclusion Specialist 
● Transition Specialist
● Personal Future 

Planner 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/fam/cresource/q1/p03/#content


Other Common Stressors

● Lack of support 
● Financial struggles 
● Access to health insurance and navigation of the 

healthcare system
● Accessibility issues

Taken from "Family Engagement: Collaborating with Families of Students with Disabilities" by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/fam/cresource/q1/p04/#content


Portrait of a 
Family CAFÉ 
Coach





Empathetic
A Family CAFÉ Coach is…



Empathy Scenarios
Your 14-year-old daughter was 
recently involved in a car 
accident where she sustained 
serious injuries. She is your 
oldest of three children, who 
just made the high school 
basketball team. While in the 
hospital she is diagnosed with a 
traumatic brain injury (TBI). You 
are told that this condition will 
likely affect her mobility skills, 
speech, and, possibly, cognitive 
abilities.

Your two-year-old son has frequent 
tantrums when he needs help. You and 
your spouse write it off as “the terrible 
twos.” You then notice that he shows 
very little interest in interacting with the 
family and only wants to play with the 
same toy cars. You share this 
information with the pediatrician. The 
doctor conducts a screening for autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), and decides 
to conduct a full evaluation. Your fears 
are confirmed that your son has 
autism.

Your eight-year-old child was 
recently evaluated for a learning 
disability. This is your first child 
and you had no anxiety about his 
development until his new 
third-grade teacher voiced her 
concern about his difficulty with 
reading. Soon the results of the 
evaluation come back, and you 
are informed that your child has a 
learning disability in reading. In 
addition, the school states that it 
would like to evaluate him further 
for attention deficit disorder.

Taken from "Family Engagement: Collaborating with Families of Students with Disabilities" by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/fam/cresource/q1/p02/#content


Scenario Reflection

Select one of the scenarios and reflect on the following questions:

● What do you think your immediate reaction would be?
● How do you think your friends and family would respond when you told 

them the news?
● How do you think your life might change?
● Do you think your dreams for your child would change after learning of 

the disability? Explain.
● What support would you want from educators for you and your child?
● What might you need from a Family CAFE Coach?

Taken from "Family Engagement: Collaborating with Families of Students with Disabilities" by the IRIS Center 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/fam/cresource/q1/p02/#content


Revisit K-W-L

What I Learned

● What new insights have you gained about your child’s 
disability or disabilities in general?

● How has your perspective on disabilities changed 
after today’s session?



What is on 
your mind?



Outcomes - How did we do?

1. Identify the 
characteristics of each 
disability category.

2. Describe the unique 
context of coaching 
families of children 
with disabilities.

Remember Activities:

● K-W-L

● Discussion

● Small group 

● Matching Activity

● Words Matter 

Quotes

● Scenarios



Additional Resources for Deeper Learning
 on Disability Categories

● Understood - The 13 Disability Categories 
Under IDEA

● Disability Specific Resources | Ohio 
Department of Education and Workforce

● Categories of Disability Under Part B of 
IDEA - Center for Parent Information and 
Resources

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/conditions-covered-under-idea
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Disability-Specific-Resources
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Disability-Specific-Resources
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/categories/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/categories/
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/categories/


Do you have any questions?

Please reach out to one of our team members.

THANKS


