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Related Services 
Providers: 
Important 
Contributors to the 
Accommodations 
Decision-Making 
Process

Related services providers
include speech-language pathologists, 

audiologists, psychologists, and physical 

and occupational therapists, to name 

just some of the personnel who provide 

specialized support to students with 

disabilities.1 The expertise of related 

services providers enhances student 

access, active participation, and 

progress in learning the grade-level 

general education curriculum. 

 
1Several other terms also are used for related services providers,  
including specialized support personnel, specialized instructional  
support personnel, and pupil services personnel.
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Student learning is an iterative process comprised of 
instruction and assessment. As educators teach the 
content, student learning is assessed through classroom, 
district, and state assessments. Instruction may then 
be adjusted to reinforce and enhance different areas 
of learning. The expertise that related services provid-
ers bring to identifying effective strategies to instruct 
students with disabilities also enables them to support 
informed decisions about appropriate accommodations 
and accessibility features for assessments. And, the more 
that accommodations and accessibility for assessments 
are consistent with those received during instruction, 
the greater students’ skill and comfort with using them. 
When there is consistency in accommodations and ac-
cessibility, it is more likely that barriers to learning and 
performance will be reduced.

Related services providers can suggest appropriate 
accessibility features and accommodations for both in-
struction and assessment. For example, speech language 
pathologists can collaborate with teachers to address 
the language access supports that may be needed by 
individual students with disabilities. Audiologists can 
ensure that the hearing needs of students with hearing 
impairments are met. Physical and occupational thera-
pists can identify supports that students may need to 
be stable and comfortable when sitting at their desk, 
writing, managing a keyboard or mouse, or using assistive 
technology. School psychologists and school counselors 
can help identify accessibility features and accommo-
dations that address social, emotional, behavioral, and 
cognitive functioning. School nurse and health service 
providers can help to identify ways to manage health 
needs during testing. 

This Brief suggests strategies for supporting related ser-
vices providers so that they can participate more confi-
dently as members of Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) teams when decisions are made about instructional 
and assessment accommodations. The supports for 
related services provi)ders will enable them to suggest 
accommodations and other accessibility features in the 
areas of their expertise. They will also enable related 
services providers to contribute to the implementation 
and evaluation of accommodations. 

An overview of federal requirements for assessment 
accommodations and an example of perspectives from 
speech-language pathologists are presented first to pro-
vide a foundation for suggestions provided in this Brief. 

Federal Requirements
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
recognizes the importance of providing accommodations 
to ensure that students with disabilities have access to 

the grade-level general education curriculum. These 
requirements are consistent with those of the Rehabil-
itation Act of 1973, which provides for 504 accommo-
dations, and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 
For students in K-12 public schools, the IEP team makes 
decisions about the accommodations that individual 
students need for access to both the curriculum and to 
state and districtwide assessments.

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
also addresses assessment accommodations and oth-
er accessibility features. It reflects the importance of 
these for students with disabilities by including several 
requirements in its assessment peer review process. 
Included among the requirements is that assessment ac-
commodations and accessibility decisions be consistent 
with those documented in the student’s IEP. 

Example: Related Services Providers’ 
Perspectives 

Results of a survey of speech-language pathologists  
(Goldstone et al., 2021) provides insight into experi-
ences with accessibility features and accommodations 
of related services personnel. The survey asked about:

What are Accessibility Features? Are They 
Accommodations?

Both IDEA and ESEA refer to accommodations. Many 
assessment programs introduced the idea of acces-
sibility features as a way to make access available 
to a wider range of students. With the addition of 
these features, IEPs should document both needed 
accessibility features and accommodations. 

The following definitions reflect the general ap-
proach now used by many large-scale assessments, 
although the specific term used for accessibility 
features may differ.

Accessibility Features—supports available to all 
students for whom an adult or team of adults 
has indicated a need. Examples include color 
contrast, magnification device, and masking.

Accommodations—supports provided only to 
students with disabilities and English learners 
for content assessments, and only to English 
learners with disabilities for English language 
proficiency assessments. Examples include 
American Sign Language, assistive technology, 
braille, closed captioning, scribe, and speech-
to-text.
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• how speech-language pathologists participate in 
the IEP team instructional and assessment deci-
sion-making process for accessibility features and 
accommodations

• what factors influence how speech-language pathol-
ogists participate in decisions about accessibility 
features and accommodations

• the professional development needs of speech- 
language pathologists for understanding accessi-
bility features and accommodations and making 
decisions about them for individual students

Just over six percent of the 31 responding speech- 
language pathologists across the U.S. indicated that they 
were well prepared by their preparation programs to 
implement accessibility features and accommodations. 
Only 21 percent indicated that they had implemented 
accessibility features and accommodations during their 
training program. Further, most speech-language pathol-
ogists who indicated that they had some knowledge of 
accessibility features and accommodations stated that 
they had obtained that knowledge through their work 
experience rather than through their training programs. 

Even though speech-language pathologists recognized 
the relevance of accessibility features and accommoda-
tions for all students with disabilities, only one-half of 
them thought that speech-language pathologists were 
viewed by other educators as a resource for identifying 
accessibility features and accommodations for individ-
ual students. Despite this, nearly all speech-language 
pathologists thought that decisions about accessibility 
features and accommodations were within the realm of 
their responsibilities. 

When speech-language pathologists contributed to IEP 
decisions about accessibility features and accommoda-
tions, most often they did so for classroom assessments. 
Much less often did they contribute to IEP team decisions 
about accessibility features and accommodations for 
district and state assessments. 

Speech-language pathologists made several comments in 
response to the survey. Most often, their comments re-
flected a lack of confidence that they had the knowledge 
needed to make decisions, as well as a lack of knowledge 
about which accessibility features and accommoda-
tions are available and which ones students are using 
in the classroom. They also indicated a need for more 
information on how various accessibility features and 
accommodations can meet individual student needs. 

Speech-language pathologists identified three primary 
steps that would support their role as decision makers:

• Guidelines on accessibility features and accommo-
dations

• Professional development about accessibility fea-
tures and accommodations

• Support from school administration

Suggested Strategies

Several suggestions for related services providers 
emerge from the findings of the survey of speech- 
language pathologists. These are discussed in brief here.

Increase preservice training on accessibility features and 
accommodations in instruction and assessment. To gain 
the confidence to contribute to decisions about acces-
sibility features and accommodations, related services 
providers need training during their preservice training 
program. This training should include both information 
about accessibility features and accommodations, the 
impact of the accessibility features and accommodations 
on student learning, and guidelines on how to make 
decisions about them for individual students. In addi-
tion, related service providers need the opportunity to 
contribute to decisions about accessibility features and 
accommodations during their practicum experiences.

Include related services providers in professional develop-
ment on assessment accessibility features and accommo-
dations. Assessments change over time and are different 
in different locations. For these reasons, professional 
development on assessment accessibility features and 
accommodations is important. This type of professional 
development is typically required of personnel who 
administer assessments, but should also be provided to 
IEP teams, including related services providers. Training 
should include information on allowable accessibility 
features and accommodations for each assessment stu-
dents take, as well as details on the process for making 
decisions for individual students. If a service provider 
works in an area where the state has additional guid-
ance, such as for the use of American Sign Language, the 
service provider should be trained on that guidance also.

Include related services providers on the IEP team when de-
cisions are made about accessibility features and accommo-
dations. Students who are receiving support from related 
services providers should have IEPs that are informed 
by those providers. In other words, when the IEP team is 
considering accessibility features and accommodations 
for instruction and assessments, these related services 
providers should be included in IEP team discussions.



4

NCEO Brief #27, December 2021
The authors of this Brief were Sheryl S. Lazarus, Linda Goldstone, Martha L. Thurlow, and Gail Ghere

NCEO Director, Sheryl Lazarus; NCEO Assistant Director, Kristin Liu. 

All rights reserved. Any or all portions of this document may be reproduced and distributed without prior permission, provided the 
source is cited as:

Lazarus, S. S., Goldstone, L., Thurlow, M. L., & Ghere, G. (2021, December). Related services providers: Important contributors to the 
accommodations decision-making process (NCEO Brief #27). National Center on Educational Outcomes.

NCEO is supported through a Cooperative Agreement (#H326G160001) with the Research to Practice Division, Office of Special 
Education Programs, U.S. Department of Education. The Center is affiliated with the Institute on Community Integration at the 
College of Education and Human Development, University of Minnesota. The contents of this report were developed under the 
Cooperative Agreement from the U.S. Department of Education, but does not necessarily represent the policy or opinions of the 
U.S. Department of Education or Offices within it. Readers should not assume endorsement by the federal government.  
Project Officer: David Egnor

NCEO works in collaboration with Applied Engineering Management (AEM), Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), 
National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE), and WestEd.

Require related services providers to review state, district, 
and school policies and guidelines on types of accessibility 
features and accommodations, and criteria for providing 
them during assessments. When related services provid-
ers participate in IEP team meetings where accessibility 
features and accommodations are discussed, they need 
to be informed of current assessment policies. To en-
sure that this happens, they should be provided access 
to and required to review state, district, and school 
policies and guidelines on accessibility features and 
accommodations. 

Ensure that district and school administrators understand 
the role of related services providers when decisions are 
made about needed accessibility features and accommoda-
tions. The support of district and school administrators 
is needed to ensure that related services providers 
contribute to IEP team decisions about accessibility 
features and accommodations. This type of support is 
most likely when administrators understand the role 
and expertise of related services providers in making 
these decisions. 

Conclusions

Too often, related services providers have not been 
involved in IEP team decisions about accessibility fea-
tures and accommodations for students they serve. 
Because of their specialized knowledge, it is important 
that they participate in these decisions. Implementing 
the suggestions provided in this brief can help to better 
equip related services providers to contribute to these 
decisions. 
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