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Individualized Education
Plan (IEP)
Stephanie M Reich

An individualized education plan/program (IEP) is a

federally mandated plan for parents, teachers, school

administrators, service personnel/paraprofessionals,

and students (when appropriate) to work together

to design instruction, accommodations, and services

to children with special needs. Supported by the Indi-

viduals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), an

IEP ensures that children with disabilities are entitled

to a free and appropriate education. This means that

public schools must provide to children with disabil-

ities specially designed instruction and services to meet

their unique needs. These modifications to general

education should be provided to children at no cost

to their family.

The first step in starting the IEP process is identify-

ing which children have disabilities and are in need of

services. This ‘‘child find’’ process can be initiated by

schools or families. Teachers or other school personnel

can recommend a child be evaluated for a disability, or

parents could request that the school evaluate their

child. Irrespective of the instigator of the evaluation,

parents must consent to their child being evaluated.

Thus, by federal law, a multidisciplinary team must

determine that a child has a disability and that they

are in need of special education or related services in

order to benefit from the general education program.

Once a child is identified as a ‘‘child with a disability,’’ as

defined by IDEA, an IEPmust be written within 30 days.

Although federal law requires that individual edu-

cation be provided, the form and format of the IEP is

flexible and can vary from state to state, or school

district to district, with some regions providing addi-

tional information or services. No matter where the

IEP is written, some aspects are mandated by law.

These include the types of people on the IEP team

and the content areas of the plan.

The IEP Team

Parents or guardians are essential members of the IEP

team. They are the members that know the child well

and can inform the team about how the child learns

best, what their strengths are, and which skills are

being used at home.

Teachers are another important part of the IEP

team. Regular education teachers and special education

teachers assist inwriting an IEP. If the child is in a regular

education class, the teacher of that class attends the

IEP meeting to provide information about the general

curriculum, to describe services, aids, or changes to the

program that could help the child, and to suggest beha-

vioral strategies for helping the child participate in

the class. The general education teacher participates

in the discussion and helps make decisions about how

the general curriculum in the regular class could be

modified to assist the child’s learning.

The special education teacher is an expert in edu-

cating children with disabilities. Thus, they are another

important member of the IEP team who can make

suggestions about how to modify the general curricu-

lum for the child, provide ideas for individualizing

instruction, and offer ways to modify testing so the

child can show what they have learned. In addition to

helping write the IEP, the special education teacher

may work with the student individually, team-teach

with the general education teacher, and work with

school staff to address the child’s learning needs.

A school representative, such as the principal or vice

principal, will also attend the IEP meeting. The school

representative must be familiar with the resources avail-

able at the school and have the power to commit these

resources and make sure they are provided as promised.

If service is needed by the child but not available at the

school, the school representative can arrange for supple-

mental services to be provided, even if off campus.

Anyone with special knowledge or expertise about

the child can also be a member of the IEP team. This

could be a person whom the parents/guardians invite

(e.g., a speech therapist, psychologist, family friend,

minister) or someone the school requests (e.g., an

occupational therapist, physical education teacher,

social worker).

The child may also be a member of the IEP team.

Including the child in the design of their own educa-

tional plan ensures that they have a voice in the process

and agree with the individualization of their educa-

tional program. If the child is receiving or is about to

receive transition services, they must be included in the

IEP team.

If the child is old enough to be transitioning out of

the school system, a representative from the transition
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service agencies must be included in the IEP meeting.

In such situations, the IEP meeting is different in

structure because it is focused on helping the child’s

transition from school to the next phase of their life.

The representative of the agency will identify which

skills are needed for the transition, what types of ser-

vice are available to the child, and whether the agency

will pay for these services. If a representative is not

available for the meeting, the school must make other

arrangements for obtaining the agency’s participation

in the child’s transition services.

Once the IEP team is assembled, they will meet to

discuss the content of the IEP. Although there is flex-

ibility in the writing of the IEP, there are some core

elements of every individualized education program

that are required by law.

IEP Content

Every IEP must begin by assessing the child’s current

performance. By determining the child’s present levels of

educational performance, the IEP team can determine

what the child’s strengths are and where their limita-

tions may be. Assessments of performance are made by

looking at classroom tests, homework or assignments,

individualized tests and evaluations/assessments done

by professionals and paraprofessionals, as well as obser-

vations by parents, teachers, and other school staff. Areas

of assessment include academic skills (e.g., reading, writ-

ing, math), social skills (e.g., making friends, socializing

in class), sensory skills (e.g., sight, hearing), daily living/

self-help skills (e.g., toileting, eating, dressing), commu-

nication (e.g., talking, listening), mobility (e.g., getting

around the classroom, school, and community), and

vocational skills (employment).

Annual goals must be set during the IEP meeting.

These goals must be measurable and should include

short-term objectives and benchmarks. They may be

social, behavioral, academic, physical, or related to

some other need. Well-written goals should include

information about who will achieve them, what skill

is being addressed, how and in what manner it will be

achieved, in which settings it should occur, and by

when it should be accomplished.

Every IEP must list the services (including special

education services) that will be provided to the child. This

includes modifications to the program, supplementary

services, as well as support for the school personnel

such as training and professional development for

learning how to address the child’s unique needs.

Examples of services include, but are not limited to,

special education plans (e.g., learning to read Braille),

occupational therapy, speech therapy, psychological

counseling, parent training, physical therapy, and

transportation.

The IDEA mandates that children be educated with

non-disabled peers (mainstreaming) whenever possible.

As such, the IEP must explain the extent to which

children will or will not participate with non-disabled

peers in school activities and within the classroom.

To promote contact with non-disabled peers, the IEP

should consider modifications, accommodation, sup-

port, and supplemental aids for assisting the child. The

goal is for the child to be in the least restrictive place-

ment possible.

Part of the IEP meeting is to determine which, if

any, modifications should be made to ensure the

child’s participation in state and district-wide tests. If

the test is inappropriate, the IEP should state why it is

not appropriate for the child and how the child will be

tested instead.

The IEP meeting will determine where, when, and

for how long services will be provided to the child. This

plan will describe where the child will receive services,

for how long the session will last, and on which dates

the services will start and finish.

For children who are high-school aged or older, the

IEP meeting will address issues of transition service

need, types of service available, and the processes for

measuring progress toward transition. This part of the

IEP will address what the child will do after high

school. Starting at 14 years, this topic should be intro-

duced into the IEP meetings. By 16 years, the IEP

should provide specific statements about planning for

transition services. Beginning at least one year before

the age of majority, the IEP must include a statement

that the child has been told of their rights that will

transfer to them at the age of majority.

The IEP should be reviewed annually and reevalu-

ated every three years. It is reviewed annually by the

IEP team to ensure the goals are being met and to

identify any modifications that need to be made. The

full educational program is reevaluated every three

years and rewritten if need be. Parents and schools

can call for a meeting whenever necessary to make
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changes to the IEP or to assess whether it is being

implemented as intended.

Overall, the passage of IDEA and subsequent

amendments have ensured that children with special

needs obtain the free and appropriate education they

are entitled to, even if additional support and planning

are needed to make this possible.

See also: > Language and educational assessment;

> School roles in mental health; > Section 504
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Suggested Resources

US Department of Education: Office of Special Education and

Rehabilitative Services (OSERS)—http://www.ed.gov/about/

offices/list/osers/index.html?src=mr: This website, maintained

by the U.S. Department of Education, provides details on the

rights of children with disabilities as well as copies of current

legislation affecting children with special needs in school.

Wrights Law—http://www.wrightslaw.com: This website provides

thousands of articles, cases, and free resources on topics around

special education rights, advocacy, and current legislation.
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