
 

 
 
Early Learning Division • Office of Academics •  
tn.gov/education 
 

Pg 1 | June 2026 

2026-27 Guidance for Classrooms Providing  
Preschool Special Education Services to Children with 

Disabilities Ages 3-5 

Overview 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and state law require local education 
agencies (LEAs) to provide a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to all eligible children 
with disabilities between ages 3 through 21. See 34 C.F.R. § 300.101(a); State Board of 
Education Rule 0520-01-09-.05(2). The IDEA requires all states that accept Section 619 
funding to support the early learning of children with disabilities from ages 3 through 5. See 
20 U.S.C. § 1419. The regulations implementing the IDEA have specific requirements for 
providing services to children with disabilities from ages 3 through 5, not in kindergarten. 
See 34 C.F.R. § 300.800 through -.818. All LEA-operated preschool programs operating to 
provide access to special education and related services in a child’s least restrictive 
environment shall provide a high-quality early childhood program in accordance with the 
policies, rules, and regulations of the State Board of Education (SBE) and the Tennessee 
Department of Education (department), and the guidance requirements below. 

A. Structure of Program/Service Delivery 
In addition to complying with Chapter 0520-12-01 of the State Board of Education Rules, 
“Standards for School Administered Child Care Programs,” the LEA shall: 

1) Comply with all applicable state and federal laws, rules, and regulations. The LEA is 
responsible for ensuring compliance with all state and federal laws, rules and 
regulations, and requirements stated herein, whether operating the program 
directly or through a third party; 

2) Ensure preschool students with disabilities have access to FAPE, including all special 
education and related services to meet the child's unique needs. See 34 C.F.R. § 
300.101(a); SBE Rule 0520-01-09-.05(2). 

3) Ensure that, to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities are 
educated with children who are nondisabled and special classes, separate 
schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the general education 
environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability is such that 
education in general education classes with the use of supplementary aids and 
services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. See 34 C.F.R. § 300.114; 
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4) Ensure preschool students with disabilities receive services listed in their 
individualized education programs (IEPs) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) to 
the maximum extent appropriate. See 34 C.F.R. § 300.114; SBE Rule 0520-01-09-
.12(5). 

5) Ensure special education and related services are made available to preschool 
students with disabilities in accordance with their IEP. See 34 C.F.R. § 300.323(c). 

6) Collaborate and coordinate with all other preschool placement options within the 
community and LEA (e.g., community-based, locally funded, Voluntary Pre-K (VPK), 
Head Start, Title I, private childcare) to ensure: 

a. Children with suspected disabilities are promptly referred for special 
education, receive timely responses to those referrals (i.e., within 10 days), 
and obtain appropriate evaluations. 

b. Each preschool child with a disability has access to special education and 
related services within their individually determined LRE.  

7) Offer a full continuum of preschool special education services and ensure that each 
child’s special education services are individually determined by the needs of the 
child. See 34 C.F.R. § 300.115. The continuum of preschool special education services 
must include: 

a. Community-based or LEA-operated preschool general early childhood 
program with the majority of special education services and/or supports 
integrated into the general education environment; 

b. Community-based or LEA-operated preschool general early childhood 
program with integrated services and/or supports and/or with additional 
pullout special education and/or related services as appropriate; 

c. Separate special education classroom (i.e., comprehensive preschool). 
Classrooms that are assigned the course code of comprehensive preschool 
(i.e., a separate special education classroom), shall only enroll preschool 
children with disabilities, ages 3 through 5. Preschool children without 
disabilities shall not be enrolled in comprehensive preschool classrooms; 

d. Separate special education school or residential facility; 
e. Drop-in services for special education and/or related services; and 
f. Homebound or hospital services. 

8) Ensure IEP service frequency, duration, and intensity are determined by the child’s 
individualized need for specially designed instruction, not by the child’s enrollment 
in a particular program, classroom, or placement; 
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9) Ensure IEP service minutes are based on data-driven, individualized needs and are 
reasonably calculated to enable appropriate progress toward IEP goals, not 
predetermined by program availability, staffing models, or schedules. 

10)  Preschool children with disabilities shall not be enrolled or served in programs that 
include children above kindergarten age. 

11)  If an LEA is found to have enrolled children without disabilities in a comprehensive 
preschool (i.e., a separate special education classroom), the LEA must take 
immediate corrective action to return the classroom to compliance. The LEA will be 
required to: 

a. immediately notify families of children without disabilities that the program 
is a special education setting and that their child is not eligible to attend, 

b. provide written notification to all affected families stating that their child may 
no longer attend the program, and 

c. unenroll all children without disabilities from the comprehensive preschool 
classroom. 

d. Submit evidence to the department that written notification was provided to 
families and that all children without disabilities have been unenrolled.  

12)  During the daily schedule, children must be offered time to rest/relax. For 
preschool children who are in care for six (6) hours or more, rest/relaxation 
guidelines are as follows: 

a. For multi-age Pre–K classrooms and single-age 4-year-old classrooms 
operating seven (7) hours or fewer per day, rest/relaxation cannot last more 
than thirty (30) minutes. 

b. For multi-age pre-K classrooms and single-age 4-year-old classrooms 
operating more than seven (7) hours per day, rest/relaxation can last up to, 
but no more than one (1) hour. 

c. For single-age 3-year-old classrooms operating more than six (6) hours per 
day, rest/relaxation can last up to, but no more than one (1) hour. 

B. Staffing 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01 of the SBE Rules, 
“Standards for School Administered Child Care Programs,” the LEA shall: 

1) Ensure all classrooms are staffed with a teacher who is state-licensed and endorsed 
with one of the allowable options listed within the Tennessee Department of Education’s 
Course Catalog for the specific type of classroom. See Chapter 0520-02-03 of the State 
Board of Education Rules02-03; 

https://ccms-search.tneducation.net/#/
https://ccms-search.tneducation.net/#/
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2) Ensure all early childhood special education services are provided by a teacher who 
is state-licensed and endorsed with one of the allowable early childhood special 
education endorsements listed within the Tennessee Department of Education’s Course 
Catalog. See Chapter 0520-02-03 of the SBE Rules; 

3) Ensure teachers in preschool classrooms through a job-embedded placement hold 
the appropriate practitioner license and endorsement;  

4) Ensure all general education and special education teachers have training and 
support to meet the needs of all children for whom they provide instruction or 
services, including economically disadvantaged children and children with 
disabilities; 

5) Employ or contract with an appropriately licensed and endorsed long-term 
substitute when the teacher of record is expected to be absent for a period of 30 or 
more consecutive days. The long-term substitute should be placed continually and 
consistently in the classroom until the teacher of record returns. The LEA shall notify 
the department’s Assistant Commissioner of Early Learning via email of any 
utilization of long-term substitutes; 

6) Ensure all staff (teachers, educational assistants, paraeducators, teacher assistants, 
and direct supervisor of the early childhood special education program) have a data-
driven professional development plan identifying specific training and job-
embedded professional learning opportunities to meet staff needs to improve 
classroom practices;  

7) In accordance with SBE Rule 0520-02-06-.04, educational assistants shall, at a 
minimum, have a high school diploma, or a high school equivalency credential 
approved by SBE, and shall show demonstrable proficiency in reading and writing 
skills.  

a. Educational assistants who have completed one (1) or more years of college 
shall be given preference in employment.  

b. Educational assistants shall only be employed in non-teaching positions and 
shall be subject to direct supervision of licensed teachers when directly 
involved in the instructional program.  

c. If a licensed teacher to whom an educational assistant has been assigned is 
required to be absent from the classroom, the educational assistant may 
assume responsibility for the classroom in lieu of a substitute teacher but 
may not provide special education or related services to students with 
disabilities. However, no educational assistant shall assume responsibility 
for the classroom for more than three (3) consecutive school days. 

https://ccms-search.tneducation.net/#/
https://ccms-search.tneducation.net/#/
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8) If the LEA operates VPK, ensure implementation of the pre-K and kindergarten student 
growth portfolio models, or SBE-approved alternative growth models (Universal Reading 
Screener), for all pre-K and kindergarten teachers in all general education settings, 
including those staffed by educators serving in dual roles as both the general and 
special educator. 

C. Enrollment/Attendance/Education Information System Data 
Collection 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) Consider and document relevant data demonstrating the child’s response to 
instruction, interventions, and the provision of appropriate supplementary aids and 
services within the general education setting prior to placing a preschool child with a 
disability in a separate special education setting. 

2) Support inclusionary practices by collaborating with Head Start and VPK programs 
within the LEA’s geographic region to ensure at least 10 percent of children enrolled 
are children with disabilities who reflect the disability categories assigned to 
children ages 3 through 5, not in kindergarten, in the district; 

3) Implement a universal application to be completed by all families of children ages 3 
through 5 years old, not enrolled in kindergarten, that gathers essential information 
for each child including, but not limited to: basic demographic information, proof of 
residency and income, proof of age and/or birthdate, and medical and 
developmental history including immunization records, to ensure all preschool 
children with disabilities have access to all applicable continuum options; 

4) Under no circumstances may limitations related to space, scheduling, staffing, or 
program availability delay, reduce, or deny special education or related services 
identified by the IEP team as necessary for a preschool child with a disability; 

5) Document a child’s withdrawal from the early childhood program in accordance 
with the district’s attendance policy;  

6) Document a parent-initiated withdrawal with code 10 and a school-initiated 
withdrawal with code 13. Use of code 13 requires submission of documentation for 
the reason of dismissal to the department’s Assistant Commissioner of Early 
Learning, to include the attendance restorative practice plan; 

7) Enter information for all children enrolled in LEA-operated classrooms into the 
district and state information systems in accordance with guidelines set by the 
department;  
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8) Enter information for all preschool children with disabilities receiving services 
through an IEP who are otherwise enrolled in community-based setting (i.e., Head 
Start, childcare, private preschools) or participating in drop-in therapy at a service 
provider location, including school-based locations; 

9) Maintain and report daily attendance of enrolled children; 
10) Implement and document a restorative practice plan, such as consulting with district 

family engagement specialists, to address attendance concerns in collaboration with 
the family;  

11)  Assign a classification code of (ID619) to all preschool children with active IEPs. 

D. Health, Nutrition, and Safety 
1) Ensure all children are taught about personal safety through an approved personal 

safety curriculum; and 
2) Follow guidance provided by the Center for Disease Control and local health 

department guidance to inform strategies on how to ensure health, nutrition, and 
safety. 

E. Behavior Management 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) Using the department's Model Policy for Alternatives to Exclusionary 
Discipline, develop a behavior management policy that aligns to positive 
behavior supports and interventions. This can include, but is not limited to, 
strategies like those found in the “Guidelines and Standards for Alternatives to 
Exclusionary Discipline Practices;” 

2) In the event exclusionary discipline and/or suspensions are used, assign 
appropriate classification codes in the student management system. 
Exclusionary discipline is defined as the removal, on a long-term or short-term 
basis, of a child from a class, school, or educational program or activity for 
violating a school rule or code of conduct or in response to a child’s behavior. 
Suspension is defined as the temporary removal of a child from the assigned 
educational setting for disciplinary purposes, including in response to a child’s 
behavior; 

3) Prohibit spanking or any other type of corporal punishment; 
4) Implement and document a restorative practice discipline plan, including, but not 

limited to consulting with district special education supervisors and available 
technical assistance resources, to address behavioral concerns in collaboration 

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/early-learning/Model_Policy_for_Alternatives_to_Exclusionary_Discipline_in_Pre-K.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/early-learning/Model_Policy_for_Alternatives_to_Exclusionary_Discipline_in_Pre-K.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/early-learning/Tennessee_Guidelines_and_Standards_for_Alternatives_to_Exclusionary_Discipline_in_Pre-K.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/early-learning/Tennessee_Guidelines_and_Standards_for_Alternatives_to_Exclusionary_Discipline_in_Pre-K.pdf
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with the family; and 
5) If an LEA wishes to dismiss or modify a child’s general education preschool 

program in a way that reduces the child’s standard school day or week due to 
behavior, the LEA must submit a written request using the Pre-K Modified 
Schedule or Dismissal Request form to the Assistant Commissioner of Early 
Learning, including, but not limited to documentation of the restorative practice 
plan and efforts.  

a) If an IEP team determines that a free appropriate public education 
(FAPE) for a preschool child with a disability can be provided through 
specially designed instruction within a program that is less than a 
standard school day or week, a written request is not required. 

F. Transportation 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) If transportation for a preschool child with a disability is needed to receive a free 
appropriate public education in the child’s least restrictive environment, 
transportation must be provided at no cost to the parent or guardian. 

2) Provide documentation of training on transportation procedures for all staff and 
faculty responsible for transporting and signing children on and off school buses; 
and 

3) Provide adult-to-adult transfer of children always. 

G. Curriculum 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) Provide for the use of a comprehensive, research-based educational curriculum and 
an evidence-based foundational early literacy skills curriculum supplement, 
approved by the department’s Early Learning Division, that is aligned with the 
Tennessee Early Learning Developmental Standards and the science of reading in all 
single-age 4-year-old classrooms, single-age 3-year-old classrooms, multi-age pre-K 
classrooms, and comprehensive preschool classrooms serving children with 
disabilities.  

2) Ensure that instructional materials are high-quality and offer concrete and relevant 
experiences; 

3) Provide an educational program to meet the wide range of developmental interests 
and abilities served by the program; and 

https://stateoftennessee.formstack.com/forms/pre_k_modified_schedule_or_dismissal_request?mc_cid=5ea54e6991&mc_eid=68980b2ed4
https://stateoftennessee.formstack.com/forms/pre_k_modified_schedule_or_dismissal_request?mc_cid=5ea54e6991&mc_eid=68980b2ed4
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4) Ensure that the organization and delivery of the daily activities within the 
developmental learning program are based upon teacher observations and 
assessment of each child’s development. 

H. Family Engagement  
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) Implement a plan to introduce each child and family to the preschool program prior 
to the child’s first day of school; 

2) Implement a transition plan to enhance promotion and smooth transition for each 
child and family into the kindergarten setting;  

3) Offer families an opportunity to learn about the personal safety curriculum taught 
in the school; 

4) Ensure families and caregivers of children with disabilities receive regular 
communication regarding their child’s participation and progress in the general 
curriculum, daily activities, and individual goals; 

5) Ensure information for all pre-verbal and non-verbal children is recorded and 
shared with parents daily as follows: the time and amount of feeding, toileting 
and/or times of diaper changes, sleep patterns, and developmental progress. See 
Chapter 0520-08-01.14(8). 

I. Classroom Data Collection and Evaluation 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall: 

1) Collaborate with the department’s Early Learning Division on the development of 
program improvement efforts, which include measures of programmatic and 
instructional quality indicators; 

2) Evaluate all early childhood special education teachers annually by a reliably trained 
LEA staff person using the pre-K to3 Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 
and CLASS Environment tool. This includes early childhood special education 
teachers providing special education services through an itinerant model, serving in 
a dual role in a general education preschool program, or teaching in a separate 
special education comprehensive preschool classroom. CLASS observations must be 
conducted by a reliably trained district staff person. Contracting of independent 
CLASS observers or outside agencies is prohibited. While annual observations are 
required, best practice when implementing the CLASS tool includes conducting at 
least two observations per teacher per year (i.e., fall and spring observations). 
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J. Monitoring 
In addition to complying with the requirements of Chapter 0520-12-01, the LEA shall 
maintain documentation on file in the classroom and easily accessible for monitoring that 
includes: 

1) Number of children enrolled in the program, including the number of children with 
current IEPs (Individualized Educational Program) through Part B, Section 619, of 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),  

2) Roster of children with a date of birth listed; 
3) Approved educational curriculum and assessment used in the program; 
4) Names of all preschool teachers with verification of a valid Tennessee teaching license 

and applicable degree information such as early childhood and early childhood special 
education endorsements; 

5) Preschool observation data with documentation of dates and times when observations 
were conducted; 

6) Daily number of hours of the program’s operation and the number of days the program 
serves children; 

7) Names of program director, teacher(s), assistants, and other direct services staff; 
8) Type of training provided for staff, including the number of hours of each type of 

training offered; 
9) Transportation arrangements developed for each child; 
10) A comprehensive list of the parent involvement activities implemented/planned for the 

remainder of the year; and 
11) A comprehensive list of collaborative/partnership activities with any other state/federal 

agencies or departments. 

Certification/Signature 
By signing this report, I acknowledge the requirements for classrooms providing preschool 
special education services to children with disabilities ages 3 through 5 related but not 
limited to student eligibility, organization, staffing, enrollment, health, nutrition, safety, 
behavior management, data collection, evaluation, monitoring, performance measures and 
compliance. Additionally, I certify to the best of my knowledge and belief that the report is 
true, complete, and accurate, and the expenditures, disbursements, and cash receipts are 
for the purposes and objectives outlined in the terms and conditions of the award. I am 
aware that any false, fictitious, or fraudulent information or the omission of any material or 
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fact may subject me to criminal, civil, or administrative penalties for fraud, false 
statements, false claims, or otherwise. 

Director of Schools Signature: ________________________________ 

Special Education Supervisor Signature: ________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________ 
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