
Tri-County Interlocal              FACT SHEET   
Emotional Disturbance (ED)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Common Characteristics 

Social Maladjustment Emotional Disturbance 

Peer relations are usually 
intact. Often unsympathetic, 
and remorseless in relation 
to others.  

Peer relationships are often short-
lived, a source of anxiety, and 
sometimes chaotic. 

Often displays confident self-
concept, except in school 
situations.  

Often is characterized by a 
pervasively poor self-concept. 

Tends to dislike school 
except as a place for social 
contact.  

School is often a source of confusion 
and anxiety.  

Lacks approporate guilt; may 
be a risk taker.  

Generally anxious, fearful, mood 
swings.   Link to more 

Quick note: Students 
that are ED are not 

just presenting 
“naughty” behaviors. 

ED is very much 
linked to 

considerable 
emotional needs that 

are significantly 
impacting academic 

performance.  

What is emotional disturbance?  
“Emotional disturbance" means a condition exhibiting one or more of the 
following characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked 
degree that adversely affects a child’s educational performance: (1) An 
inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or 
health factors; (2) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory 
interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers; (3) inappropriate 
types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances; (4) a general 
pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; or (5) a tendency to 
develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school 
problems. The term includes schizophrenia, but shall not apply to 
children who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they 
have an emotional disturbance. Reference KS Eligibility Indicators 
 

What is social maladjustment?  Social maladjustment is not 
specifically defined in IDEA nor an eligibility category in IDEA. The 
primary feature is that of conduct problems in which maladjusted 
students choose not to conform to socially acceptable rules and norms. 
This can appear as purposeful antisocial, destructive, and delinquent 
behavior.  Students with social maladjustment tend to view themselves 
as normal, and are capable of behaving appropriately and following 
school/social norms. However, they choose not to.  

What is the difference between 
emotional disturbance and a 
mental health diagnoses? 
Students may have a mental health 
diagnosis of ED which is just that, a 
mental health diagnosis, not an 
educational eligibility category. 
This can be very confusing, and 
even frustrating to a parent or a 
teacher. Just because a student has 
a mental health diagnosis or shows 
inappropriate behaviors at school, 
does not constitute a student being 
eligible under the ED category of 
special education. As with any 
special education eligibility 
decision, this is a very serious 
determination, and therefore a 
process must be followed to ensure 
the student’s needs are being met 
and understood.  

How is ED linked to Trauma?  This question can’t be answered specific to any one student. There are children 
that have mental health needs due to trauma. There are students that have experienced trauma, or have a mental 
health diagnoses for that matter, that do not have academic needs.  The positive thing about the education 
system now is that trauma is being discussed. Many school districts even provide professional development to 
their staff around trauma. The strategies and supports in place for students with trauma will be strategies and 
supports that will work for students with an emotional disturbance.  As for any student, no one strategy or 
support is the fix-all, but adult awareness and behavior are a first step in supporting students with ED. 

https://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/topicbrief_sed_socialmaladjustment
https://www.ksde.org/Portals/0/SES/misc/iep/EligibilityIndicators.pdf
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How is special education eligibility in the area of 
Emotional Disturbance determined by the school?  

Students must meet two prongs to be eligible: 

Prong 1: Does the child exhibit an exceptionality in ED?  

Tri-County uses information from multiple sources, 
including individual achievement and intellectual 
assessments as well as assessments specific to ED to 
determine an exceptionality.   Internalizing behaviors are a 
factor in this determination through the use of one or more 
of the following assessments: Behavior Assessment System 
for Children, Scale for Emotional Disturbance, Survey for 
Common Characteristics of Emotionally Impaired vs. 
Socially Maladjusted and/or the FAST.  

In addition, the IEP team must determine the following 
characteristics are present 1) at a higher much higher or lower 
rate than appropriate for one’s age when compared to peers 
2) over an extended period of time in different environmental 
settings within the school, home, community and 3) interfere 
consistently with this student’s educational performance.: 

• An inability to build or maintain satisfactory 
interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers. 

• Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under 
normal circumstances.   

• A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 
depression.   

• A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears 
associated with personal or school problems. 

                  

Prong 2: Does the child NEED special education (specially 
designed instruction) and related services?  

This information comes from detailed information from the 
general education and Tier teachers. Required information 
to make this decision is progress monitoring data based on 
the specific concern the teacher has indicating the intense 
and sustained resources needed. Despite implementation of 
intensive interventions, which include purposeful 
instructional design and delivery, prioritized content, 
protected time and grouping, and performance monitoring, 
the child does not make specific progress to meet 
standards in one or more areas. Reference KS Eligibility 
Indicator’s Pg 11 

What happens if my child is referred for 
special education? 

First, the parent must consent to an evaluation. 
Then, special education professionals, will 
conduct assessments, typically intellectual and 
achievement in a 1 on 1 setting. This data, 
including a record reviews, and possibly other, 
will be pulled together to determine eligibility. 
A meeting will be held to share the results with 
the team, which always includes the parents.  

 

 
What happens if my child is eligible for 
special education?  

First, the parent must consent to special 
education services. Then, the team will review 
an Individual Education Plan (IEP) that is 
specific to the areas of need to help support the 
student. The student will then receive those 
services indicated in the IEP, at no cost to the 
family, during the school day. In addition, 
accommodations and modifications can be 
added to help support the student. 

Where will my child receive the special 
education services?  

The team will look at the setting options 
available in the school and the needs of the 
student. Remember, the student was eligible 
and required specially designed instruction. The 
team must determine how to provide specially 
designed instruction in the least restrictive 
environment. The setting options are always 
the last step in the process. Typical options 
may include, partial pull-out of the general 
education classroom, support in the general 
education classroom, or a combination of these.  

How are students referred to special 
education?  

Typically, the teacher has concerns and takes 
these concerns to the Student Improvement 
Team. The teacher begins the process of 
intervention and data collection. This is the 
data that helps determine Prong 2 of 
eligibility. Without this information, 
eligibility cannot be determined.  

There are exclusionary factors where a student 
can’t be determined eligible.  

https://www.ksde.org/Portals/0/SES/misc/iep/EligibilityIndicators.pdf
https://www.ksde.org/Portals/0/SES/misc/iep/EligibilityIndicators.pdf

