
 
 

Often   families   and   practitioners   are   confused   about   the   difference   between   a   medical   diagnosis   (that   they   received   from   a   doctor)   and  
the   eligibility   category   given   to   a   child   as   a   part   of   the   special   education   assessment   process.   Here   are   the   key   differences:   
 

 Special   Education   Eligibility  Medical   Diagnosis  

What   law   or  
rules   apply?  
Who   decides?  

Governed   by   federal   IDEA   (Individual   with  
Disabilities   Education   Act)   and   California   Education  
Code.   Educational   eligibility   determined   jointly   by  
federal   law,   educational   code,   and   a   collaborative  
decision   by   the   child’s   IEP   team.   The   child’s   IEP   team  
(including   his/her   family)   determines   the   child’s  
eligibility   for   special   education.  
 

Guided   by   clinical   and   professional   criteria,   including  
data   from   the   DSM   (Diagnostic   and   Statistical  
Manual).   A   clinical   diagnosis   is   given   by   a   medical  
professional   (doctor,   nurse   practitioner,   psychologist,  
licensed   clinical   social   worker).   It   is   often   made  
working   collaboratively   with   other   professionals   and  
families.  

How   many  
categories   are  
there?   What  
are   the  
categories?  

There   are   only   13   categories   of   eligibility   for   special  
education,   and   the   IEP   team   has   to   choose   the   one  
that   is   the   “best   fit”   or   best   explains   the   student   within  
those   categories.   Determining   the   best   fit   requires  
reviewing   the   legal   mandates   of   the   category   and  
picking   one   that   best   describes   the   big   picture/overall  
needs   of   the   child   based   on   federally   mandated  
criteria.   
 

There   are   over   300   diagnoses   to   choose   from   in   the  
DSM,   and   many   more   ICD-10   diagnoses.   Medical  
diagnoses   are   more   nuanced,   descriptive,   and   varied  
depending   on   the   professional   assessing   and   their  
training.  
 
Example:    Down   syndrome   is   the   medical   diagnosis.   



Example:    A   child   with   Down’s   Syndrome   can   be  
eligible   for   special   education   under   ID   (intellectual  
disability)   or   SLI   (speech   and   language   impairment).  
 

What   is   the  
relevant  
setting?  

Looks   primarily   at   the   child   and   their   needs   in   a  
public   educational   setting .   Process   is   legally  
mandated   to   focus   on   “educational   access”   for   the  
student.   
 

Looks   at   the   child   in   all   areas   of   the   child’s  
development   and   functioning,   and   in   all   settings   -  
home,   school,   and   community.   Process   focused   on  
diagnosis   and   treatment   options   across   settings.   

What   is   the  
significance  
for   special  
education?  

Eligibility   means   that   the   child   meets  
educational   eligibility   criteria   for   access   to  
special   education   services.   
 
The   student’s   IEP   team   cannot   give   a   medical  
diagnosis   as   a   part   of   the   eligibility   process.  
 
Certain   eligibility   categories   do   not   require   any  
medical   diagnosis.   For   example,   the   category   of   OHI  
(Other   Health   Impaired)   does   NOT   need   a   medical  
diagnosis   (of   ADHD,   HIV,   diabetes,   etc.)   to   support  
the   eligibility   process,   as   the   criteria   needed   are:   
  

● limited   strength,   vitality,   or   alertness   due   to  
chronic   health   problems;   and  

● an   educational   performance   that   is   negatively  
affected   as   a   result.  

 

Medical   professionals   can   suggest   treatment   and  
services,   and   the   IEP   team   takes   into   account   all   the  
relevant   material   which   is   available   on   the   child.  
However,   no   single   score   or   product   of   scores   is   used  
as   the   sole   criterion   for   the   decision   of   the   IEP   team   as  
to   the   child's   eligibility   for   special   education.   In   other  
words,   a   medical   professional   cannot   “make”   someone  
be   eligible   for   special   education   through   their  
diagnosis.   
 
The   IEP   process   welcomes   medical   professionals   to  
contribute   their   thoughts   (and   reports)   to   the   process,  
even   though   their   opinion   does   not   stand   alone   in   the  
collaborative   process   of   eligibility.  
 
Regardless   of   an   existing   medical   diagnosis,   the   IEP  
team   still   determines   whether   the   health   impairment  
significantly   impairs   the   child’s   access   to   their  



However,   a   medical   diagnosis   can   support   the  
eligibility   process.   
 

education   -   the   medical   diagnosis   alone   is   not   enough  
for   eligibility.   
 

How   does  
assessment  
work?  

Assessment   is   multidisciplinary.   Its   purpose   is   to  
determine   whether   the   child   qualifies   for   special  
education   -   in   other   words,   whether   the   child   requires  
special   education   services   in   order   to   access   their  
education.   
 
However,   the   IEP   team   does   need   to   use   multiple  
sources   of   data   to   make   their   determination   of  
eligibility   and   if   a   family   does   not   feel   that   the  
assessment   was   adequate,   they   can   request   an   IEE  
(Independent   Educational   Evaluation)   at   the   district’s  
expense.   
 

Assessment   may   involve   laboratory   evaluations   and  
imaging,   as   well   as   multiple   tests   and   questionnaires.  
Its   purpose   is   to   determine   whether   any   of   the  
diagnoses   set   forth   in   the   DSM   apply   to   the   child   and  
what   type   of   treatment   is   appropriate   (including  
medication).  
 
Similar   tests   can   sometimes   be   used   between   special  
education   and   the   medical   community.  

 


