
 1 

Remote learning poses unique challenges for Special 
Education programs throughout the District 
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For the roughly 15% of D.C. public school students who qualify for Special Education and their 

teachers, remote learning has created unique constraints to success since the start of the 

pandemic.  

 

Under federal law, children may receive supportive Special Education services if they have 

emotional, intellectual or physical impairments. Due to the vast spectrum of disabilities covered, 

the needs of each student can vary vastly according to their specific case.  
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According to Dr. Karen Ihrig, a graduate Special Education and Disability Studies professor at 

the George Washington University, most Special Education students have one common need: 

multiple breaks during the virtual school day. One of the hallmarks of remote learning is working 

on a computer for an extended period of time, which is a difficult task for anyone. But for 

children with disabilities remaining focused can be almost impossible – calling for teachers to 

come up with creative solutions to keep kids engaged.  

 

Ihrig, who has worked in Special Education for over 30 years, oversees 12 teaching interns 

across 10 different elementary and middle schools in the D.C. area. Each intern works with 

children who have severe emotional and behavioral disturbances, which present unique demands 

on the learning environment. According to Ihrig, kids who struggle to regulate their emotions 

often need incentives to continue their work, which can be tough to create when everything is on 

a screen.  

 

“My people are doing a lot of visual checks and smiley faces, they’re trying to keep engaged and 

rewarded, but they do what they can,” Ihrig said. “The biggest problem is getting kids to stay or 

come to class, or to turn on their screen.”  

 

A lack of focus and engagement coming from students has also created problems for Brandi 

Brown, a teacher at the School Without Walls at Francis-Stevens who works with students on the 

autism spectrum. During a typical year, Brown observes the students on her case while they are 

attending their regular classes, keeping note of the instances where they struggle and then 
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assisting them when they need it. Now that she must observe everything behind a computer 

screen, Brown has found that it is much harder to help her students.  

 

“Normally I’m able to pick up on a kid’s deficit in a few minutes, 20 minutes tops,” Brown said. 

“But online, it takes so much time to identify because there are so many things that I just can’t 

see.”  

 

Brown said her inability to quickly identify her students’ struggles can make even simple 

adjustments, such as helping a student hold their paper in a different way, complicated.  

 

Having to stay home for remote learning has left many students feeling isolated from their peers, 

as well. For Brown’s students, socializing – which was already a particular challenge – is even 

harder in a virtual classroom. Kids generally learn how to interact with the world by modeling 

acceptable social behaviors with their peers, including those not on the spectrum, Brown said. 

When kids are not able to interact with each other, that piece of learning is lost.  

 

For the students that Ihrig works with, a lack of social modeling has caused significant 

disruptions as well.  

 

“I think that’s a piece that’s suffering… that ability to be self-aware, socially aware, how to do 

self-management, and build relationships and make decisions,” Ihrig said. 
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Nevertheless, insufficient social interaction is not the worst issue for some kids, who are forced 

to opt out of school altogether, according to Jonathan Melmed, a Special Education teacher and 

LEA coordinator at the Oyster-Adams Bilingual School.  

 

“The most disabled students are not able to learn on a computer, so [they] are completely 

missing out on their opportunity to have public education right now,” Melmed said.  

 

While he believes it to be a stressful process, Melmed is hopeful that plans to reopen in person 

learning will alleviate some of the negative impacts remote learning has had on Special 

Education programs. His school has yet to return to a full capacity, but actions are already 

underway alongside many other schools in the district, who are prepared to bring everyone back 

to campus for the first time since March.   


