
    
       

 

 

  
 

   
  
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

  
 
 

DOCKET NO. 196-SE-0325 

STUDENT b/n/f PARENT, § BEFORE A SPECIAL EDUCATION 
Petitioner § 

§ 
v. § HEARING OFFICER FOR 

§ 
MANSFIELD ISD, § 

Respondent § 
§ THE STATE OF TEXAS 

ORDER NO. 16 
FINAL DECISION 

I. STATEMENT OF THE CASE 

This matter arises under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (“IDEA”) and involves Student *** 
(“Student”), a minor residing within the Mansfield Independent School District (“District”). 

Petitioner, on behalf of Student, filed a due process complaint on March 10, 2025. The undersigned was 
duly appointed as the impartial hearing officer for the State of Texas to preside over this matter. 

A due process hearing on the merits was conducted by videoconference over February 4, 5, and 12, 2026, 
and was transcribed by a certified court reporter. 

Petitioner appeared pro se. Respondent was represented by Dean Micknal of Leasor Crass, P.C. 

II. ISSUES PRESENTED 

The issues properly before the Hearing Officer are: 

1. Child Find 
Whether the District violated its obligations under IDEA by failing to timely evaluate Student after 
having reason to suspect that Student had a disability and required special education services. 

2. Free Appropriate Public Education (Procedural) 
Whether the District denied Student a free appropriate public education through procedural violations, 
including whether the ARD process was structured in a manner that denied meaningful parental 
participation. 

3. Relief 
If a violation is established, what relief, if any, is appropriate. 
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III. RELIEF REQUESTED BY THE STUDENT 

Petitioner seeks findings that the District violated its obligations under IDEA, including its Child Find duties 
and its obligation to provide Student a free appropriate public education. 

Petitioner further seeks an award of compensatory educational services to address alleged delays in 
evaluation and services, as well as relief designed to ensure that Student receives appropriate supports and 
programming going forward. 

Petitioner also requests such other relief as the Hearing Officer deems appropriate under the 
circumstances. 

IV. DISTRICT’S DEFENSES 

Respondent contends that it complied with IDEA requirements, that any delays were consistent with 
applicable procedures, and that Student was provided with appropriate educational programming. Respondent 
further argues that Petitioner has not established that any procedural violation resulted in a denial of FAPE or 
caused educational harm. 

V. PROCEDURAL HISTORY 

The Student filed a due process complaint with the Texas Education Agency on March 10, 2025, alleging 
that the District failed to provide a free appropriate public education. 

The undersigned was appointed as the Special Education Hearing Officer shortly thereafter. A scheduling 
order was issued on March 12, 2025, initially placing the matter on an expedited docket and setting deadlines 
for the resolution session and due process hearing. 

A resolution session was conducted on March 17, 2025. The parties also engaged in motion practice, 
including Respondent’s plea to the jurisdiction and motion for summary judgment. The matter was 
subsequently removed from the expedited schedule and reset for a full evidentiary hearing. 

The parties participated in a prehearing conference, during which the issues for hearing, witness lists, 
exhibit exchange, and logistical matters were addressed. The parties thereafter engaged in additional 
discovery and continued efforts to resolve the matter, including mediation, which was ultimately unsuccessful. 

The hearing was reset by agreement of the parties and by order of the Hearing Officer. The parties also 
convened and reconvened ARD meetings during the pendency of this matter, which did not result in full 
agreement. 

The due process hearing was conducted over multiple days in February 2026. At the hearing, the parties 
were afforded a full and fair opportunity to present evidence and argument. Documentary exhibits offered by 
both parties were admitted into the record, subject to rulings made during the hearing. The Student and the 
District each called witnesses, including fact witnesses, who testified under oath and were subject to cross-
examination. 
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At the conclusion of the hearing, the undersigned established a posthearing briefing schedule. The parties 
timely submitted posthearing briefs in accordance with that schedule. 

The record closed on March 20, 2026. 

VI. RESOLUTION SESSION 

The parties held a resolution session on March 17, 2025. It was not successful. 

The parties then mediated the matter with Lucius Bunton on January 27, 2026. That was also not 
successful. 

VII. FINDINGS OF FACT 

A. Student Background and Emerging Concerns 

Student is a minor enrolled in the District. During the 2024–2025 school year, Student began to exhibit 
academic difficulties and increasing emotional distress, which were communicated by Parent to District 
personnel. (Pet. Exh. 2; Pet. Exh. 13; Pet. Exh. 27). 

Student’s academic performance reflected gaps in foundational skills, including in core subject areas. (Pet. 
Exh. 13; Tr. Vol. 2). Testimony from District personnel acknowledged that Student was struggling academically 
during this period. 

At the same time, the record reflects escalating emotional concerns. Parent communicated concerns 
regarding Student’s emotional functioning and ability to access the educational environment. (Pet. Exh. 2; Pet. 
Exh. 27). 

B. October ***, 2024 Evaluation Request and District Knowledge 

On or about October ***, 2024, Parent requested that the District conduct a Full Individual Evaluation and 
identified concerns related to *** and academic performance. (Pet. Exh. 28; Resp. Exh. 2). 

At the time of this request, the District had information indicating that Student was experiencing both 
academic and behavioral challenges. (Pet. Exh. 13; Pet. Exh. 14). 

The record reflects that campus personnel were aware of Student’s struggles at or around the time of the 
evaluation request. Testimony established that Student’s needs were known to relevant staff. (Tr. Vol. 1 at 
144–145). 

C. *** Process and Delay in Evaluation Decision-Making 

Following the October ***, 2024 request, the District did not immediately initiate the evaluation process. 
Instead, the request was routed through the District’s *** process. (Resp. Exh. 4; Pet. Exh. 8). 
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The *** committee met on November ***, 2024. (Resp. Exh. 4). The record reflects that the evaluation 
request was addressed in that setting rather than through an immediate special education evaluation process. 

Testimony established that key personnel involved in special education decision-making were not present 
for all stages of this process. The *** meeting addressing the evaluation request did not include a diagnostician 
or other qualified evaluation personnel. (Tr. Vol. 2 at 320–322). 

The record further reflects that information necessary to issue Prior Written Notice was not immediately 
available to the diagnostician and had to be obtained from campus administration. (Tr. Vol. 2 at 307–309). 

The District ultimately issued Prior Written Notice regarding the evaluation decision on or about November 
***, 2024. (Resp. Exh. 7). 

The sequence of events reflects a delay between the point at which the District had reason to suspect a 
disability and the point at which the evaluation process was formally advanced. 

D. Evaluation, Eligibility, and Development of Services 

The District later proceeded with a Full Individual Evaluation, which was completed in March 2025. (Resp. 
Exh. 14). 

Following the evaluation, the parties convened an ARD meeting in April 2025 to review eligibility and 
develop an educational program. (Resp. Exh. 16 at 32–35). 

The record reflects that the ARD process continued over multiple meetings, including reconvened ARDs in 
August 2025 and October 2025. (Resp. Exh. 16; Resp. Exh. 19). 

At the August 2025 ARD, the parties reached agreement on an IEP, and Parent provided consent for 
services. (Resp. Exh. 16 at 38). 

E. ARD Process and Decision-Making Authority 

Testimony established that ARD participants could discuss services but did not always have authority to 
commit District resources during the meeting itself. (Tr. Vol. 1 at 140–142). 

The record reflects that certain decisions regarding services involved consultation with District-level 
personnel who were not present during the ARD meeting. 

At the same time, the evidence reflects that ARD meetings were conducted, that Parent participated in 
those meetings, and that input was received and discussed. (Pet. Exh. 33; Resp. Exh. 16). 

The evidence presents a mixed picture: the ARD process functioned procedurally, but decision-making 
authority was not always clearly exercised within the ARD itself. 
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F. Academic Performance and Educational Impact 

The record reflects that Student experienced academic difficulty, including gaps in foundational skills. 
Testimony from instructional staff confirmed that Student required support in core academic areas. (Tr. Vol. 2 
at 306–307). 

The evidence further reflects that Student experienced academic regression during the relevant time 
period. (Pet. Exh. 14; Tr. Vol. 3). 

The record reflects that certain data points typically used to monitor progress were not consistently 
available during portions of the relevant period. 

G. Emotional Functioning and Access to Education 

The record reflects that Student experienced significant emotional distress that affected school functioning. 
(Pet. Exh. 27; Pet. Exh. 35). 

Medical documentation submitted by Petitioner indicates that Student’s condition deteriorated during the 
relevant period and that school-related stressors contributed to that decline. (Pet. Exh. 27). 

Testimony further reflects that Student’s emotional condition impacted attendance and ability to participate 
in the educational environment. (Resp. Exh. 22; Resp. Exh. 23). 

H. Attendance and Educational Access 

Attendance records reflect that Student had significant absences during the relevant time period. (Resp. 
Exh. 21; Resp. Exh. 22; Resp. Exh. 23). 

The record reflects that these absences were associated, at least in part, with Student’s emotional and 
educational challenges. 

VIII. DISCUSSION 

A. Child Find 

Under IDEA, a school district has an affirmative obligation to identify, locate, and evaluate students who 
are suspected of having a disability and who may need special education services. 

This obligation is triggered when the District has reason to suspect that a student has a disability and may 
require special education services. The duty to evaluate arises at the point of reasonable suspicion, not at the 
point of formal confirmation or internal consensus. 

Here, Parent made a written request for a Full Individual Evaluation on October ***, 2024, identifying 
concerns related to emotional functioning and academic performance. At that time, the District also had access 
to information reflecting Student’s academic difficulties and emotional distress. 
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Rather than promptly initiating the evaluation process, the District routed the request through its internal *** 
process. The record reflects that the evaluation request was addressed in an *** meeting on November ***, 
2024, and that key personnel responsible for special education decision-making were not fully involved at that 
stage. The record further reflects that information necessary to issue Prior Written Notice was not promptly 
communicated to the diagnostician, resulting in additional delay before a formal evaluation decision was 
issued. 

The Hearing Officer does not find that the use of *** is, in itself, inconsistent with IDEA. However, once the 
District had reason to suspect that Student may have a disability requiring special education services, it was 
obligated to act without undue delay. A district may not defer or postpone evaluation by continuing general 
education processes when reasonable suspicion has already arisen. 

Although the District ultimately issued Prior Written Notice and proceeded with evaluation within applicable 
timelines, compliance with later procedural requirements does not cure a delay that occurs after the duty to 
evaluate has been triggered. The duty to evaluate is not satisfied by eventual compliance if the District’s 
internal processes delay the initiation of that evaluation after reasonable suspicion exists. 

Based on the totality of the record, the Hearing Officer finds that the District had reason to suspect that 
Student had a disability and delayed initiation of the evaluation process by routing the request through internal 
processes and failing to timely advance the evaluation decision. This delay is inconsistent with the District’s 
Child Find obligations under IDEA. 

B. Procedural FAPE (ARD Process) 

A school district denies a free appropriate public education where procedural violations significantly 
impede parental participation, result in a loss of educational benefit, or otherwise interfere with the 
development of an appropriate educational program. 

Petitioner contends that the ARD process was predetermined and that the committee lacked authority to 
make meaningful decisions. 

The record reflects that certain aspects of decision-making were influenced by individuals outside the ARD 
meeting and that participants did not always have clear authority to commit District resources during the 
meeting itself. These structural features raise legitimate concerns regarding the functioning of the ARD 
process. 

At the same time, the evidence reflects that ARD meetings were convened, that discussion occurred, and 
that Parent was afforded the opportunity to participate and present concerns. The record does not support a 
finding that the ARD process was entirely predetermined or that Parent was excluded from meaningful 
participation. 

On balance, the Hearing Officer finds that the ARD process reflected procedural imperfections and 
structural limitations. However, these deficiencies did not rise to the level of significantly impeding parental 
participation or independently depriving Student of a free appropriate public education. 

Accordingly, while the Hearing Officer finds that the ARD process presented procedural concerns, those 
concerns do not constitute a standalone denial of FAPE under IDEA. 
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C. Substantive FAPE 

To establish a denial of substantive FAPE, Petitioner must show that the educational program was not 
reasonably calculated to enable progress appropriate in light of the Student’s circumstances. 

The record reflects that Student experienced academic difficulty and emotional challenges during the 
relevant period, including evidence of regression and periods of reduced engagement. The Hearing Officer has 
also found that the evaluation process was delayed, which affected the timing of services. 

At the same time, the evidence reflects that the District ultimately conducted an evaluation, determined 
eligibility, and developed an educational program through the ARD process. The record does not establish that 
the program, as developed, was substantively inappropriate or incapable of enabling progress once 
implemented. 

While the program may not have fully addressed Student’s needs as early as it should have, that 
deficiency is more appropriately understood as a function of the delayed evaluation rather than a flaw in the 
substance of the program itself. 

Accordingly, the Hearing Officer does not find a denial of substantive FAPE under IDEA. 

D. Causation and Harm 

Relief under IDEA must be tied to harm caused by a violation. Not every procedural or substantive 
deficiency warrants compensatory relief; rather, the inquiry focuses on whether the violation resulted in a loss 
of educational opportunity or otherwise affected the provision of a free appropriate public education. 

The record reflects that Student experienced academic difficulty and increasing emotional distress during 
the relevant period. The evidence also reflects multiple contributing factors, including Student’s underlying 
mental health needs and broader circumstances affecting school functioning. 

The Hearing Officer has found that the District delayed initiation of the evaluation process after having 
reason to suspect a disability. That delay resulted in a period during which Student’s needs were not fully 
assessed and addressed through the special education process. 

At the same time, the evidence does not support a finding that all of Student’s academic and emotional 
difficulties are attributable to the District. Rather, the record reflects a combination of factors contributing to 
Student’s overall functioning during the relevant period. 

With respect to the ARD process, while the Hearing Officer identified procedural concerns regarding the 
structure of decision-making, those concerns did not independently result in a denial of FAPE and do not 
provide a separate basis for relief. 

On balance, the Hearing Officer finds that the delay in evaluation resulted in some loss of educational 
opportunity by postponing the identification of Student’s needs and the provision of appropriate supports. Any 
compensatory relief must therefore be limited to addressing the impact of that delay. 
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IX. CONCLUSIONS OF LAW 

A. Jurisdiction and Applicable Law 

1. This proceeding arises under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (“IDEA”), 20 U.S.C. § 1400 
et seq., and its implementing regulations. 

2. The Hearing Officer has jurisdiction over the parties and subject matter of this proceeding. 
3. The burden of proof in this matter rests with Petitioner. 
4. The Hearing Officer has authority to grant such relief as is appropriate under IDEA. 

B. Child Find 

5. A school district has an affirmative obligation under IDEA to identify, locate, and evaluate all children 
with disabilities who are in need of special education and related services. 

6. This obligation is triggered when a district has reason to suspect that a child has a disability and 
reason to suspect that special education services may be needed. 

7. The Child Find duty requires a district to act within a reasonable time after suspicion arises. 
8. A district may not delay evaluation by requiring a student to progress through general education 

interventions when reasonable suspicion of disability already exists. 
9. In this case, the District had reason to suspect that Student had a disability and required special 

education services at or around the time of Parent’s October ***, 2024 evaluation request. 
10. The District routed the evaluation request through internal processes, including ***, rather than 

promptly initiating the evaluation process. 
11. The delay between the point of reasonable suspicion and the initiation of the evaluation process was 

inconsistent with the District’s Child Find obligations. 
12. Accordingly, the District violated its Child Find obligations under IDEA. 

C. Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) 

13. IDEA requires that a school district provide a free appropriate public education (“FAPE”) to eligible 
students with disabilities. 

14. A FAPE is provided when a district offers an individualized education program (“IEP”) reasonably 
calculated to enable a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances. 

15. A denial of FAPE may occur as a result of substantive deficiencies or procedural violations. 
16. Procedural violations deny FAPE when they impede a child’s right to a FAPE, significantly impede 

parental participation, or cause a deprivation of educational benefit. 

D. ARD Process and Parental Participation 

17. The ARD (IEP) process must be collaborative and must involve meaningful participation by the parent. 
18. A district may not predetermine a student’s program or make decisions outside the ARD process that 

are merely presented for approval. 
19. The ARD committee must include participants with authority to make decisions regarding services and 

placement. 
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20. In this case, the evidence reflects that aspects of decision-making were influenced by individuals 
outside the ARD meeting and that participants did not always have clear authority to commit to 
services during the meeting. 

21. At the same time, the ARD process was conducted, and Parent was afforded an opportunity to 
participate and provide input. 

22. On balance, while the ARD process presented structural concerns, the evidence does not establish a 
standalone denial of FAPE on the basis of predetermination or lack of participation. 

E. Educational Harm and Causation 

23. A violation of IDEA warrants relief only to the extent that it results in educational harm or loss of 
educational opportunity. 

24. Compensatory relief must be tailored to address the educational impact caused by the violation. 
25. In this case, the delay in evaluation contributed to a period during which Student’s needs were not fully 

addressed. 
26. The record reflects that Student experienced academic difficulty and emotional challenges during the 

relevant time period. 
27. The evidence supports a finding that the delay in evaluation resulted in some loss of educational 

opportunity. 

F. Remedy 

28. Hearing officers have broad equitable authority to award compensatory education and other relief 
designed to remedy violations of IDEA. 

29. Compensatory education is an appropriate remedy to address educational loss resulting from a 
district’s failure to comply with IDEA. 

30. The scope of compensatory relief must be reasonably calculated to place the student in the position 
Student would have been in but for the violation. 

31. In this case, compensatory educational services are warranted to address the impact of the District’s 
delay in evaluation and services. 

X. ORDER 

Based on the foregoing Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law, the Hearing Officer orders as follows: 

1. Child Find Violation 
The District violated its obligations under IDEA by failing to timely initiate an evaluation after having 
reason to suspect that Student had a disability and required special education services. 

2. Compensatory Educational Services 
The District shall provide Student with compensatory educational services designed to address the 
impact of the delay in evaluation and services. 

These services shall be targeted to Student’s areas of academic need and shall be delivered in a 
structured manner sufficient to provide meaningful educational benefit. 
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The nature, frequency, and duration of such services shall be determined by the ARD Committee, 
consistent with this Order and the findings herein. 

3. ARD Committee Meeting 
Within 30 days of the date of this Order, the District shall convene an ARD Committee meeting to: 
 review Student’s present levels of academic and functional performance; 
 determine appropriate compensatory services; and 
 ensure that Student’s educational program is reasonably calculated to enable progress in light 

of Student’s circumstances. 

The ARD Committee shall be properly constituted and shall include participants with authority to make 
decisions regarding services and placement. 

4. Procedural Compliance 
The District shall ensure that future ARD meetings are conducted in a manner that allows for 
meaningful parental participation and that decision-making occurs within the ARD process. 

5. All Other Relief 
All relief not specifically granted herein is denied. 

SIGNED this 20th day of April 2026. 

Bradley A. Areheart 
Special Education Hearing Officer 
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