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Abstract 

The purpose of special education is to enable students to successfully develop to their fullest 

potential by providing a free appropriate public education in compliance with the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act. The IEP creates an opportunity for teachers, parents, school 

administrators, related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) to work together to 

improve educational outcomes for children with disabilities. Writing and implementing an 

effective IEP requires teamwork. Both federal and state law provide rights and protections to 

students with disabilities and to their parents. However, schools often find themselves out of 

compliance with these laws. While IEPs are required to be individualized and should provide a 

roadmap to academic acceleration, many are “cookie cutter” and are not designed to meet the 

unique needs of students. As a result, our most vulnerable students are not given appropriate 

educational programs and are not making progress. When done well, IEPs are designed with 

operationally beneficial instructional contents and can be used as a reference for planning 

instruction. Research indicates that student growth is positively correlated with the quality of the 

IEP. Thus, the ability to develop and implement IEPs is required for advancing educational 

outcomes of students with disabilities. Research shows that standards-based IEPs (SB-IEPs), that 

utilize data-based individualization (DBI), can improve outcomes for students. This action 

research project shows how professional learning communities can be used to enhance IEP team 

collaboration and train teachers on SB-IEPs and DBI. This research project further reveals the 

impact of IEP templates and writing manuals on assisting teams in writing SB-IEPs that 

incorporate DBI. The results of this research indicate that if IEP teams engage in professional 

development and capacity building activities, they can more effectively collaborate to develop 

legally defensible IEPs that facilitate academic access for students with disabilities. As a result of 
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the intervention, staff were able to collaborate to craft standards-based, data driven IEPs that can 

be used to drive student instruction. Common training with an IEP writing manual and checklist 

increased team members’ knowledge and understanding of how to write a meaningful IEP. A 

comparison of pre- and post-intervention IEPs indicates that after receiving common training on 

the use of an IEP writing manual and checklist, teams wrote IEPs that not only met compliance 

indicators but also produced IEPs designed to support students in achieving educational benefit. 

Training on grade level standards resulted in IEPs that were aligned to the Common Core State 

Standards and team building created an environment in which teachers were able to collaborate 

productively and push one another’s thinking to create meaningful IEP plans. 
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Developing Effective Plans for Special Education Students 

Introduction, Context, and Problem of Practice  

Background: IDEA & Special Education  

Special education is specially designed instruction, support, and services provided to 

students with an identified disability requiring an individually designed instructional program to 

meet their unique learning needs (IDEA, 2004). The purpose of special education is to enable 

students to successfully develop to their fullest potential by providing a free appropriate public 

education (FAPE) in compliance with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

IDEA is a federal law that requires school districts to provide FAPE to eligible children with 

disabilities. A free appropriate public education means that special education and related services 

are to be provided as described in an individualized education program (IEP) and under public 

supervision to school age children at no cost to parents (IDEA, 2004).  

IEPs must truly be individualized. According to the US Department of Education Guide 

to the Individualized Education Program (2007): 

The IEP creates an opportunity for teachers, parents, school administrators, 

related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) to work together to 

improve educational results for children with disabilities. The IEP is the 

cornerstone of a quality education for each child with a disability. To create an 

effective IEP, parents, teachers, other school staff--and often the student--must 

come together to look closely at the student's unique needs. These individuals 

pool knowledge, experience and commitment to design an educational program 

that will help the student be involved in, and progress in, the general curriculum. 
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The IEP guides the delivery of special education supports and services for the 

student with a disability. Without a doubt, writing--and implementing--an 

effective IEP requires teamwork. 

The IEP process is a vital element to “ensure effective teaching, learning, and better results for 

all children with disabilities” (US Department of Education, 2017). It is critical that IEP teams 

understand what is required by IDEA and state law. Establishing a shared understanding, 

guidelines, and roles and responsibilities can help teachers, parents and anyone involved in the 

education of a child with a disability, develop and carry out an IEP. While this is a requirement 

per federal law, schools often find themselves unable to comply with the requirements. 

California’s Report Card Indicator for Federal Fiscal Year 2014 reveals that California met 69 

percent of the 16 target indicators (California Department of Education Annual Performance 

Report FFY 2014). Schools with high populations of students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

are most vulnerable to compliance errors for several reasons. Firstly, these schools have high 

teacher turnover and special education staff have the highest burnout rate of any group in 

California. Secondly, parents with lower socioeconomic status are more likely to face barriers to 

participating in the IEP process (such as challenges getting time off of work, language barriers, 

etc.) and may be less familiar with educational laws and the full range of educational 

environments (Lalvani, 2012). While IEPs are required to be individualized, many are “cookie 

cutter” and not designed to meet the unique needs of students. As a result, our most vulnerable 

students are not given appropriate educational programs and are not making progress. This 

results in a huge opportunity cost.  

Special Education for Change 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 6                                                    

Today, Oakland Charter Network (OCN) operates six independent charter schools in 

Oakland, California. OCN was founded in 2005 through a strategic partnership with Oakland 

Unified School District (OUSD). According to the OCN website, OCN “was originally designed 

to become a charter management organization (CMO) that would focus on converting existing 

OUSD Program Improvement schools to charter schools to provide the flexibilities and agilities 

of charter law to existing district public schools.”  In 2005, Earth Academy (EA) and East 

Elementary converted to charter schools and became the first two OCN schools.  

In California, for purposes of special education, charter schools can either operate as part 

of an existing Local Education Agency (LEA) or they can become an independent LEA. These 

two special education structures have implications for funding, infrastructure, and authority over 

placement decisions. Originally, both EA and East Elementary remained schools of the district 

(OUSD). Special education services and programming were provided through OUSD.  In 2010, 

OUSD denied East Elementary charter renewal and by extension the Oakland Special Education 

Local Plan Area (SELPA) rescinded membership to East Elementary. As a result, OUSD would 

no longer provide special education services for East Elementary students and East Elementary 

had to restructure as an independent LEA, taking on full responsibility for special education 

programming. EA followed suit and also became its own LEA for special education. LEA status 

for special education offers schools full flexibility and autonomy for special education services 

and funding, while also requiring them to serve every child. From staffing, to Designated 

Instructional Services (DIS), to programming, each LEA is ultimately responsible for serving 

any needs that are identified and included in the IEP. A full continuum of services are provided 

by each OCN School. Each OCN school must ensure that all students served under their 
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jurisdiction that have disabilities, regardless of the severity of their disability, and who are in 

need of special education and related services, are identified, located, evaluated and served. 

With its new found responsibilities managing independent LEAs and left without special 

education teachers or programming, OCN partnered with Affinity Center to design and 

implement a special education model. From 2010-2015, Affinity Center provided oversight, 

direct services, and professional development (PD) for OCN’s special education programming 

and services (including intervention/ pre-referral services). In 2012, STEAM Academy, Soar 

Academy, and Infinity Academy (IA), formerly OUSD schools, converted to charter schools as 

part of OCN. Affinity Center expanded to serve these schools. Shortly after, in 2014, Hero 

Charter School opened and also partnered with Affinity Center to run its special education 

program.  

 Affinity Center was nationally recognized for its “unconditional education” approach 

and was successful on a number of measures including the provision of wraparound services, 

provision of Tier 2 and 3 interventions, reduction of special education referrals, and monitoring 

of compliance indicators, including ensuring IEP meeting timelines and provision of service 

minutes were met. Nonetheless, while general education students at OCN were out performing 

district counterparts in similar schools, students with IEPs were not making significant growth 

(California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress, 2009-2012). In 2016, OCN 

Leaders analyzed student achievement data and conducted a cost benefit analysis of the 

effectiveness of the Affinity Center partnership. Despite spending millions of dollars on special 

education, special education student performance at OCN remained stagnant (see Table 1). 

Leaders hypothesized that the stagnant performance could be linked to structural issues inherent 

to contracting out special education services to a third party. They also hypothesized that it 
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would be less expensive to hire special education providers directly and develop an in house 

model for special education.  

Table 1 

 
In schools, students who struggle and are not making adequate progress are referred to a 

multidisciplinary student study team (SST) that considers, plans, and assesses general education 

interventions and supports.  This early intervention for struggling students through the SST 

process is a function of the general education program and not of special education. The SST 
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process provides an opportunity for in-depth focus on improving school success one student at a 

time. The purpose of the SST is to problem solve and identify supports in the general education 

setting which allow a student to be successful in that setting. When Affinity Center took 

ownership of the SST process at OCN, the responsibility of finding solutions for students who 

struggle shifted away from general education teachers and principals and onto interventionists 

and Affinity Center school based administrators. The most vulnerable students with the highest 

needs were referred out of the classroom to work with Affinity Center employees. School 

administrators and teachers were removed from the students struggling the most. In the short 

term this model provides teachers with immediate relief and solutions, in the long term it results 

in teachers not developing the capacity to differentiate to meet the needs of diverse learners in 

the classroom. It also sent a message to students that they needed to be sent out of the class for 

support. For school administrators, this approach had the effect some described as “out of sight, 

out of mind” (reported to the researcher in conversations between both OCN school 

administrators & Affinity Center staff). School administrators did not always attend IEP 

meetings, and oftentimes they did not interact with with students and families of students with 

challenging behaviors. Meanwhile, during this same time period, California’s teacher shortage 

crisis surgered, with special education positions being amongst the hardest to fill (Leal & Maio, 

2016). In light of the special education teacher shortage and in an effort to minimize costs and 

maximize supports, Affinity Center and OCN hired staff in alternative credentialing programs 

and increased the number of aides working under credentialed staff (School Accountability 

Report Cards 2012-2016). Reading specialists, a position traditionally held by credentialed 

teachers with additional certification in literacy instruction, were replaced by reading 

interventionists, individuals who were not required to have a background in education and who 
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were not trained in reading. Affinity Center developed an assembly line approach to completing 

assessments and delivering services. Staff were given specialized, technical training in specific 

areas and split across sites to perform specific duties. This sometimes resulted in siloed operation 

of programming, particularly between general education and special education. Many staff did 

not have a thorough understanding of education pedagogy, special education procedures and/or 

compliance.  

Simultaneously, as OCN leaders were grappling with poor special education student 

outcomes, OCN as an organization had stabilized and leadership had more capacity to support 

and oversee special education programming. The organization hypothesized that fully integrating 

the special education model into the framework of the organization would decrease spending and 

yield higher student achievement outcomes. During the 2016-17 school year, OCN hired a 

Director of Special Education and several special education staff members for the first time. 

During this school year, the majority of services continued to be provided by Affinity Center. 

The Director of Special Education audited the program and planned for OCN to take full control 

of special education during the 2017-18 school year. As planned, during the 2017-18 school 

year, OCN took on full responsibility for all special education and related services, as well as 

Tier 2 supports. At the time of publication, OCN continues to have a strong partnership with 

Affinity Center, however, OCN now exercises decision making power over the Special 

Education and Student Support Services Department.  

The vision statement, mission statement, and guiding principles at OCN each embrace the 

notion that ALL students will be successful in OCN schools. Yet, when the researcher joined 

OCN in July 2017 and assumed the position of Director of Special Education and Student 

Support Services, it was clear that general educators were not working collaboratively with 
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special educators. Staff were not sharing the responsibility for ensuring that students with 

identified disabilities experience success and there was not a culture of inclusion. Research 

shows us that students can learn when instruction is geared to their strengths and they are given 

sufficient opportunity to learn. According to Thurlow, Quenemoen, and Lazarus (2011), “The 

vast majority of special education students (80-85 percent) can meet the same achievement 

standards as other students if they are given specially designed instruction, appropriate access, 

supports and accommodations, as required by IDEA” (p. 5). Despite this, students with diverse 

learning needs, at OCN and across the country, are not achieving rigorous outcomes/ their full 

potential (Thurlow, Quenemoen, & Lazarus, 2011; Smarter Balanced Test Results 2017). A 

survey conducted at the end of the 2016-17 school year revealed that OCN staff believe that the 

performance of special education students is due to mismanagement of time (time spent on 

paperwork as opposed to interventions, ineffective interventions), high caseloads, and lack of 

collaboration.  At the end of the 2016-17 school year, the following data was reported: 18% of 

students with IEPs are on grade level in reading or on-track to being on grade level as measured 

by the DRA; 82% of students with IEPs are not on grade level in reading or on-track to be on 

grade level. Fifty two percent of students without IEPs (general education students) were on 

grade level in reading. Students with IEPs were on average, 141 points from meeting the Smarter 

Balanced Summative Assessment English language arts/literacy (ELA) proficiency standard and 

157 points from meeting the mathematics standards. Students without IEPs (general education 

students) were 63 points from meeting the ELA standard and 74 points from meeting the math 

standards.  

One possible reason for the discrepancy between general education and special education 

students could be that special education students are educated outside of general education 
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classrooms and there is a sentiment special education student achievement is not the 

responsibility of general educators. Another reason could be that students are not correctly 

identified for special education and students who do not have a specific learning disability (SLD) 

are being made eligible under the category. The researcher has consulted on several cases in 

which a student with cognitive scores in the 60-70 range is made eligible under the SLD 

category. Typically, a student with SLD is as capable of learning as their peers (and has an 

average or above IQ, <85) but learning is impaired by a processing deficit. For students who do 

not meet this profile, specialized academic instruction (SAI, an IEP service) may not be 

effective. SAI is typically most effective for students with processing deficits because if 

processing is an issue, presenting the material differently will support the student in acquiring the 

information.  Students with below average IQs will likely need intensive general education 

supports and interventions to learn concepts and may need to relearn these concepts as well, as 

compared to a student with a SLD for whom specialized instruction/interventions would be able 

to target a specific area of processing and support the student to process this information 

differently, reach their potential and hopefully exit and no longer need special education (“Slow 

Learner FAQ,” 2016). If students are not correctly identified for special education and IEPs are 

not developed and reasonably calculated for them to make progress, this could explain some of 

the reason behind the poor performance of special education students at OCN. Another possible 

reason for the discrepancy is the pre-referral process. At OCN, pre-interventions that typically 

occur in the classroom are exported out of the classroom. As a result, teachers have not been 

exercising their differentiation muscles and students with behavior and learning challenges who 

fail to thrive in Tier 1 settings are referred out of the classroom to work with Tier 2 and 3 

interventionists. OCN’s coordination of services team (COST) is a multidisciplinary team made 
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up of school leaders, service providers, general education teachers, and support staff and is 

responsible for the coordination of intervention services. COST is responsible for regularly 

reviewing school-wide data including academic, behavioral and/or social emotional screeners 

and progress assessments and using results to inform decisions around intervention services and 

caseloads.  In addition, the team may identify thematic areas of need around which they will 

develop a school-wide approach. COST receives, reviews, and responds to individual student 

referrals made by teachers. After a student is identified as needing additional support, a school’s 

COST team schedules a meeting with teachers and staff who work with the student to review 

student strengths and challenges. During the meeting, the teacher presents information on the 

referred student, and the team asks questions and suggests possible interventions. The team then 

commits to action steps, which are reviewed in a meeting the following week. This begins an 

eight-week cycle. At the end of the eight-week cycle, COST reviews student progress to 

determine whether the student is ready to step down to a lower level of service or whether their 

service should continue with equal or greater intensity. During this process, the parent of the 

student is not always contacted. The researcher observed that during COST meetings, students 

with challenges are identified and interventions are assigned, however, there is not a always a 

clear connection between the challenge the individual student is presenting and the intervention 

identified by the team. A review of individual student COST records suggest that it is common 

for students to go through several rounds of “intervention” and not make progress. Students who 

go through 2-4 cycles of COST without making progress are then referred for special education 

assessment.  

Students referred for special education assessment, are assessed by a multidisciplinary 

team, led by a school psychologist. The school psychologist makes a recommendation for 
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eligibility, however, the decision to qualify a student is ultimately left to the IEP team. At OCN, 

it is not uncommon for IEP teams to qualify students who do not meet the strict eligibility 

criteria outlined in IDEA. In districts, school psychologists typically hold one to three schools 

and are responsible for assessing students in that school. At OCN, school psychologists were 

split across OCN and other Affinity Center partner schools. School teams worked with many 

different psychologists and it was not uncommon for school site teams to work with five 

different school psychologists during any given academic year. School psychologists were not 

known and trusted by IEP teams and therefore when the school psychologist made a 

recommendation for eligibility, the school team may have been less likely to hold the opinion of 

the school psychologist in high regard. This comment by one staff member illustrates frequently 

expressed sentiments, “the (school psychologist) does not know the student, they only did one 30 

minute observation in the classroom.” Because school psychologists worked across multiple 

schools, they may have been less likely to collaborate with other service providers during the 

assessment process. It is best practice for school psychologists to complete assessment reports 1-

2 weeks prior to an IEP meeting, affording school teams time to collaborate to write a draft IEP. 

According to Special Education Information System (SEIS), the online management system for 

IEPs and special education records, and staff member interviews, school psychologists working 

at OCN schools frequently did not send draft reports prior to the IEP meeting. Therefore, case 

managers would often draft the IEP without using data from the comprehensive evaluation as a 

basis for the IEP. Multidisciplinary assessment teams did not have opportunities to meet 

throughout the assessment process. Many staff were contracted for specific jobs and it was not 

uncommon for a staff member to assess a student, a different staff member to present the 

report/develop the IEP and a third to supervise a fourth team member who implemented services. 
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Students who do not qualify for special education, were identified. A review of IEPs revealed 

that students often exit the assessment process with very similar IEPs. IEP teams do not have the 

knowledge and skills to develop effective individual learning plans to qualify students for special 

education on a consistent basis.  

Since 2010, OCN principals and teachers have been removed from the IEP process. IEP 

team members lack knowledge of special education laws and timelines and this results in IEP 

teams not utilizing the IEP process to develop meaningful IEPs. The following example from a 

fall 2017 PD training on IEP progress reports illustrates the peril of teams not knowing and using 

the IEP process. Service providers are required to track progress towards IEP goals and report on 

this progress per the IEP (each time academic progress reports are sent home). When a student 

does not make anticipated progress towards an IEP goal, the IEP team has an obligation to hold a 

meeting and review lack of anticipated progress. During a fall 2017 PD, IEP teams reported that 

they were familiar with the requirement to monitor progress and provide parents with IEP 

progress reports. Staff (specialists and administrators) who had worked at OCN for several years, 

were not familiar with the requirement to convene the IEP team when a student is not making 

anticipated progress. Staff were also not familiar with guidelines that IEP goals should not be 

kept the same year to year.  

Compliance has a primary focus on improving educational and functional results and 

outcomes for students with disabilities. The CDE routinely monitors compliance with the 

provisions of IDEA through a comprehensive system of oversight. The CDE believes that 

compliance is the foundation of an effective service delivery program. The CDE monitoring 

activities include Data Identified Noncompliance (DINC) reviews, Performance Indicator 

Review (PIR), annual disproportionality calculations, fiscal review, and review of annual budget 
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and service plans. OCN schools, like most LEAs across the state, did not meet established PIR 

targets. This creates additional pressure for OCN to establish procedures and common practices 

for developing compliant IEPs. An IEP must be reasonably calculated to enable a child to receive 

“educational benefits.” The Supreme Court added that a child must receive “some educational 

benefit” sufficient to provide “access” to education that is “meaningful” (Endrew F., 2017). If it 

is not evidenced that the IEP has been written and completed with an effort for a child to benefit, 

students are unlikely to progress.  

Through June 2017, Affinity Center program assistants managed SEIS for OCN. These 

personnel were not credentialed in special education, yet were tasked with managing compliance 

and affirming IEPs (the last step in the IEP process). Program assistants ran error reports, 

however, were not able to check the accuracy of the data and did not have adequate knowledge 

of the student or law to know if information in the IEP was sufficient.  

Case reviews indicate that some students may have been incorrectly identified for special 

education and related services. Case managers frequently did not set rigorous goals designed to 

accelerate learning. Furthermore, services are not tied to goals. With frequent staff turnover, case 

managers did not necessarily conduct file reviews or monitor student progress and growth 

overtime. During an educational benefit check conducted on October 20, 2017, many students 

were found to have had the same IEP goals year to year. Students do not seem to be making 

progress on state benchmarks or IEP benchmarks. Case managers reported finding a lack of data 

used to make decisions.  

The researcher explored a multitude of options for the poor performance of special 

education students, including training for general education teachers, collaboration between 

special education and classroom teachers, interventions in the classroom, infrastructure and 
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funding. There are knowledge issues (teachers and principals have been removed from the IEP 

process for the last several years). The majority of special education staff are relatively new to 

the profession and average 1-4 years of service experience. The special education department is 

new and does not have systems or common procedures. IEP teams have not had a school-based 

professional learning community (PLC). The researcher acknowledges the challenges and many 

contributing factors to achievement of special education students across the network, the 

researcher argues that the root cause of this performance is that IEP teams do not have a shared 

vision of what makes a strong IEP and do not have a thorough grasp of the laws governing 

students with disabilities, therefore they are unable to apply the laws. Teams are not working 

together to write IEPs and IEPs are not implemented with fidelity due to a lack of understanding 

of what the IEP means and how to implement it. At OCN, IEP teams have a variety of experience 

and are not utilizing the IEP process to develop meaningful IEPs that drive instruction. IEP teams 

are going through the motions of the process, but not following the intent of the law. IEP teams 

are offering a cocktail of services, none of which are tied to individual student needs, evidence 

based interventions, or data. Because of this, IEPs are not in compliance and are not resulting in 

students making meaningful progress. IEPs are not calculated to offer students opportunities to 

achieve educational benefit and students with IEPs are not making progress or accelerated 

growth. IEP teams (principals, ed specialists, speech and language pathologists (SLPs), school 

psychologists, and related service providers) are made up primarily of new to the field 

employees and have not received training or coaching to be highly effective and do not have 

processes to work together to develop meaningful IEPs for students who qualify for special 

education and related services. A compliant IEP serves as the blueprint for effective service 

delivery. OCN is in a transitional period and setting this precedent now is critical to ensuring that 
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students are provided with educational opportunities to prepare them with the strong 

foundational skills they need and deserve.  

OCN staff demonstrate high will and the Student Support Services Department wants to 

take advantage of this time period, in which staff are learning oriented. There is a critical 

opportunity to equip IEP teams with the knowledge they need to be fully-prepared. Many staff 

members are interns who have provisional permits, these staff members have not participated in 

traditional training programs and thus there is a need to provide on the job training. This problem 

is not isolated to OCN, according to the Learning Policy Institute (2016), “new, underprepared 

special education teachers outnumber those who are fully prepared 2:1” (p. 1). Research 

indicates that the performance of the IEP team as a team can improve outcomes for students with 

disabilities. The organizational and leadership challenges of special education are not unique to 

OCN, if the researcher can examine how effective IEP teams succeed in advancing the academic 

success of students with disabilities and what challenges and barriers they encounter, this 

research can be distributed across the network of OCN schools and to other schools so that IEP 

teams have access to support and PD as they seek to make change.  

Literature Review  

Introduction  

It is critical that IEP teams understand the requirements of IDEA and state law. 

Establishing a shared understanding, guidelines, and roles and responsibilities can help teachers, 

parents and anyone involved in the education of a child with a disability, develop and carry out 

the IEP. While this is a requirement per federal law, schools often find themselves unable to 

comply with IDEA. Although experts assert that the IEP “should be a critical element for 

facilitating curricular access and improving student academic outcomes for students with 
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disabilities” (Shriner, Carty, Goldston, & Thurlow, 2017, p. 69), the reality is schools often only 

revisit the IEP one time per year. A number of researchers suggest that standards-based IEPs 

(SB-IEPs) will ensure both compliance with the law and provide students with opportunities to 

make meaningful progress (Shriner et al., 2017). To meet the demands of IDEA and ESSA, 

special educators need to know the content standards, pedagogical strategies to deliver the 

content, strategies to meet the needs of diverse learners/provide intensive instruction on key 

strategies, concepts and skills, and additionally need exceptional interpersonal skills to 

communicate and collaborate with an array of general education teachers and related service 

providers (Leko & Brownell, 2009). The literature reveals PD can be an effective intervention 

for changing educator behavior. PD should be coherent (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman & 

Yoon, 2001; Grant, Peterson, & Shojgreen-Downer, 1996; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & 

Gallagher, 2007; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007); content-focused (Kennedy, 

1998; Yoon et al., 2007); active and situated in classroom settings (Carpenter, Fennema, 

Peterson, Chiang, & Loef, 1989; McCutchen et al., 2002); and finally it should be collaborative 

and include student data (Garet et al., 2001; Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles, Mundry, & Hewson, 

2003; Penuel et al., 2007).  

In this literature review, the researcher first reviews the laws, policies and data related to 

special education and explores the reasons problems exist. Next, the researcher reviews what has 

been tried to address challenges IEP teams face and improve student outcomes. Finally, the 

researcher examines the literature related to collaboration, effective group behavior, data-based 

individualization (DBI) and PLCs. The researcher argues that PLCs can be used to train teachers 

on SB-IEPs and DBI, and can enhance IEP team collegiality, with the ultimate result of IEP 
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teams collaborating to craft IEPs that facilitate academic access and acceleration for students 

with disabilities.  

Educational Inequality & Federal Law 

While children with special needs have always existed, the history of public special 

education is relatively short. In 1965, Congress passed the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA) to address educational inequality for disadvantaged children. In 1966, ESEA was 

amended to include a grant program designed to help states in the “initiation, expansion, and 

improvement of programs and projects...for the education of handicapped children” (P.L. 89-10). 

In 1970, Congress ratified Education of the Handicapped Act (P.L. 91-230), the act replaced the 

ESEA grant program and enticed states to develop programs for students with disabilities but did 

not require public schools serve these students. In 1975, Congress enacted the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EHA), Public Law (P.L. 94-142). This landmark law ensured that all 

children receive FAPE. Prior to this legislation, many children with disabilities were excluded 

from public schools (Villegas, 2017). P.L. 94-142 introduced the idea that students with 

disabilities should be placed in the least restrictive environment (LRE) in order to allow 

education with non disabled peers to the maximum extent possible. It also included procedural 

safeguards, designed to protect the educational rights of children and their guardians (Wright, 

2010).  In 1990, EHA was renamed and reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act or IDEA (P.L. 101-476). IDEA expanded the notion of inclusion and parent 

involvement in education decisions, mandating parent consent prior the implementation of an 

IEP (Villegas, 2017). In 1997, IDEA was reauthorized with a new emphasis on student outcomes 

(P.L. 105-17). In 2004, IDEA was once again reauthorized and included provisions requiring the 

use of “scientific, research-based interventions” (P.L. 108-446). IDEA is a federal law that 
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requires school districts to provide FAPE to eligible children with disabilities. FAPE means that 

special education and related services are to be provided as described in an IEP and under public 

supervision to school age children at no cost to parents. Special education is specially designed 

instruction, support, and services provided to students with an identified disability requiring an 

individually designed instructional program to meet their unique learning needs. The purpose of 

special education is to enable students to successfully develop to their fullest potential, achieved 

by providing FAPE in compliance with the IDEA (IDEA, 2004).  

A central tenet of the IEP is individualization (Shriner, Carty, Goldstone, & Thurlow, 

2017). According to Wolfe and Duran (2013), the “IEP is the backbone of IDEA and is intended 

to serve as a legal contract that specifies the child’s present levels of performance, lists annual 

goals and related short-term objectives, details the provision on related services, and delineates 

the allocation of time between the general and special education environments” (p. 4). According 

to the US Department of Education Guide to the Individualized Education Program (2007): 

The IEP creates an opportunity for teachers, parents, school administrators, 

related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) to work together to 

improve educational results for children with disabilities. The IEP is the 

cornerstone of a quality education for each child with a disability. To create an 

effective IEP, parents, teachers, other school staff--and often the student--must 

come together to look closely at the student's unique needs. These individuals 

pool knowledge, experience and commitment to design an educational program 

that will help the student be involved in, and progress in, the general curriculum. 

The IEP guides the delivery of special education supports and services for the 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 22                                                    

student with a disability. Without a doubt, writing--and implementing--an 

effective IEP requires teamwork. (p. 1) 

The IEP process is a vital element to “ensure effective teaching, learning, and better results for 

all children with disabilities” (US Department of Education, 2000, p. 1).  

Compliance and Performance of Students with Disabilities  

It is critical that IEP teams understand what is required by IDEA and state law. 

Establishing a shared understanding, guidelines, and roles and responsibilities can help teachers, 

parents and anyone involved in the education of a child with a disability-develop and carry out 

an IEP. While this is a requirement per federal law, schools often find themselves unable to 

comply with the requirements (California Department of Education Annual Performance Report 

FFY, 2014). California’s Report Card Indicator for Federal Fiscal Year 2014 reveals that 

California met 69% of the 16 target indicators (California Department of Education Annual 

Performance Report FFY, 2014). The literature suggests that schools with high populations of 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds are most vulnerable to compliance errors for several 

reasons (Freedberg, 2017). For one, these schools have high teacher turnover and special 

education staff have the highest burnout rate of any group in California (Freedberg, 2017). Many 

special educators are entering the profession with limited training. Increasingly, teachers 

participate in alternative preparation programs. These teachers are unprepared to collaborate with 

general education teachers, write IEPs, or provide direct instruction (Leko & Brownell, 2009). 

Urban, low income schools are disproportionately impacted by high teacher turnover and 

experience a revolving door of educators. Leko and Brownell (2009) note, “chronic staff 

turnover disrupts the cohesion of these environments and interferes with attempts to build a 

collaborative culture” (p. 66). Another contributing factor is parent involvement. Research 
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indicates that parent socioeconomic status (SES) is an important factor in parent involvement in 

school (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997; Hernandez, Harry, Newman, & 

Cameto, 2008). Low income schools have higher numbers of parents with culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CLD) backgrounds (Wolfe & Duran, 2013). Wolfe and Duran (2013) 

found that parents with CLD backgrounds have lower levels of involvement and satisfaction with 

the IEP process. Wolfe and Duran (2013) attribute this to a few interconnected issues “related to 

race, language, and SES. For example, parents who are CLD may have to contend with negative 

racial stereotypes, linguistic barriers, and/or higher rates of poverty (Donovan & Cross, 2002): 

these multiple risk factors lead to marginalization within mainstream society” (p. 13). Other 

researchers build off of this argument, asserting that the complex protocols and mandates of 

IDEA disproportionately benefit high SES families and create barriers for low SES families 

(Pudelski, 2016; Massey & Rosenbaum, 2014). For a variety of reasons, including funding and 

teacher turnover, districts who have students with low SES backgrounds have a harder time 

meeting IDEA mandates (Shah, 2012; Weintraub, Myers, Hehir,  Jaque-Antón, 2008). Although 

IEPs are required to be individualized, many are boilerplate and not designed to meet the unique 

needs of students (Matava, 2012). As a result, our most vulnerable students are not given 

appropriate educational programs and are not making progress.  

IDEA was up for reauthorization in 2011, but it has been delayed pending changes in 

other education legislation (Pudelski, 2016). School administrators and district officials have 

proposed that the current due process system should be overhauled in the next IDEA 

reauthorization (Pudelski, 2016). Pudelski (2016) contends that compliance with IDEA has 

dramatically shifted since the 1970s and changes to federal accountability and compliance 

monitoring systems under NCLB has lead to increased oversight of special education and school 
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districts now face penalties and increasingly greater oversight if they do not meet strict 

performance indicators. Pudelski (2016) argues that schools are more compliant and more 

focused on improving outcomes, yet, the due process system impedes the ability of educators to 

“provide enhanced academic experiences for all students with disabilities because it devotes the 

district’s precious time and resources to fighting the legal actions of a single parent” (p. 2). 

Pudelski (2016) surveyed 200 school superintendents on the IDEA due process system to learn 

about the number of due process cases districts were facing and how districts handled requests. 

Superintendents reported acquiescing to parents to avoid due process hearings, citing the high 

cost and impact on students, families and school personnel. Increasingly, schools are “weighing 

the cost of complying with parents’ request for services, programs and placements against the 

cost of engaging in a due process hearing, even when districts believe these requests are 

frivolous, unreasonable or inappropriate for the student” (Pudelski, 2016, p. 11). The American 

Association of School Administrators (2013) report to Congress recommends the reauthorization 

of IDEA and revamping of the due process system, asserting too much money continues “to be 

expended on a process that has little, if any, real connection to improving education outcomes” 

(Pudelski, 2013, p. 2-3).     

IDEA and The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) mandate “that students with 

disabilities have access to the general education curriculum and meet adequate yearly progress 

(AYP) on state academic content standards” (Leko & Brownell, 2009, p. 65).  The accountability 

requirements of IDEA and NCLB expose the achievement gap between students in general 

education and students with disabilities (McLaughlin, 2010; Blanton & Perez, 2011). In 

“Meeting the Needs of Special Education Students: Recommendations for the Race to the Top 

Consortia and States”, Thurlow et al. (2011) assert, “the vast majority of special education 
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students (80-85 percent) can meet the same achievement standards as other students if they are 

given specially designed instruction, appropriate access, supports, and accommodations, as 

required by IDEA” (p. 5). The authors make recommendations for the Race to the Top 

assessment consortia to the meet the needs of learners with disabilities (Thurlow et al., 2011). 

Students are not making progress on their IEP goals or on state standards. The “38th 

Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act” (2016) outlines progress the country has made providing FAPE, ensuring the rights of 

students with disabilities and their parents are protected, assisting states in providing for the 

education of all children with disabilities, and assessing the effectiveness of efforts to educate 

students with disabilities.  In the 2013-14 school year, the median percentage of students with 

disabilities in grade 3, grade 4, and grade 5 who were found to be proficient on math tests was 

36.1 percent, 34.4 percent, and 27.4 percent, respectively. The median percentage of students in 

grade 6 through high school who were found to be proficient with these tests was in a range from 

16.8 percent to 20.1 percent. The median percentages of students proficient in reading ranged 

from 23.1 percent to 32.1 percent (38th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the 

IDEA, 2016) .  

Standards-Based, Quality IEPs and Facilitating Access  

Over the years, additional elements have been added to IDEA. For example, IEP teams 

must now consider participation in general education curriculum and statewide assessments. 

Shriner et al. (2017) argue that these requirements make the IEP process more difficult. The 

authors illustrate this point through an example, “one of these factors has been the required 

consideration of the construction of annual goals that “enable the children to be involved in and 

make progress in the general curriculum” (IDEA Regulations, 2006, §300.320(a)(2)(i)(A)). In a 
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standards-based educational environment, IEP teams must both: (a) provide a free, appropriate, 

and individualized education for students with disabilities, and (b) strive to meet the group-

oriented, standards-referenced expectations of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), now the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA;Shriner & DeStefano, 2007 )” (Shriner et 

al., 2017, p. 67). The U.S. Department of Education IDEA Regulations, the Office of Special 

Education Programs (OSEP), upholds these sentiments and maintains that an “IEP that focuses 

on ensuring that the child is involved in the general curriculum necessarily will be aligned with 

state content standards” (Assistance to States, Final Rule, 71. Reg., 2016, 46540).  

A number of researchers and special education experts have recently suggested that SB-

IEPs will ensure both compliance with the law and provide students with opportunities to make 

meaningful progress (Alarcon & Luckasson, 2017). SB-IEPs consider a student’s present levels 

in relation to the standards and backwards map a plan to support the student in achieving the 

standards (Shriner et al., 2017). The literature indicates there are several conditions for 

successful SB-IEPs: (1) communication and collaboration amongst general educators, special 

educators, and related service providers in the development of IEP goals; (2) rigorous student 

achievement expectations; and (3) the IEP team develops priority standards for individual 

students to focus on (Shriner et al., 2017).  In sum, the process, document, and implementation 

must be within a standards-based framework.  

Since the passage of NCLB, throughout the development of the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) and into the era of ESSA, there has been debate about educators’ command of 

content standards (Shriner et al., 2017; Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011). The shift to 

CCSS has meant an increased focus on academic rigor and understanding, not just factual and 

procedural knowledge. In their research, Shriner et al. (2017) explore the question of whether 
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special educators are engaged with challenging academic content standards. Their research 

reveals that both special educators and general educators feel unprepared to meet the 

instructional needs of students with disabilities. Graham and Harris (2013) explored challenges 

of educators in adopting English Language Arts (ELA) CCSS for special education students and 

cited teacher preparedness to use evidenced-based practices as a key element needed to shift 

practice. This need is not limited to instruction of students in ELA. Research in mathematics 

(Perry, Finkelstein, Seago, Heredia,Sobolew-Shubin, & Carroll, 2015) and reading (McLaughlin 

& Overturf, 2012) garners similar findings, pointing to a need for additional PD and training on 

CCSS. Perry et al. (2015) surveyed teachers and administrators on their training and 

implementation of CCSS in mathematics and found that educators experienced difficulties 

planning instruction tailored to the needs of individual students. Fifty two percent of school 

leaders and 53% of teachers had access to PD to support them in working with students with 

disabilities, and of these 75% stated a need for additional supports.  

The IEP “should be a critical element for facilitating curricular access and improving 

student academic outcomes for students with disabilities” (Shriner et al., 2017, p. 69). Many 

factors influence IEP decision making. In response to these concerns, researchers at the 

University of Illinois developed a web-based IEP tutorial and decision-making support system 

linked to the State of Illinois’ IEP software. The software is designed to help IEP teams prioritize 

annual goals in relation to standards and develop IEPs that can be used routinely in planning and 

implementing instruction. The project was incepted in 2007 and ongoing studies have been 

conducted over the course of the last ten years. Shriner et al. (2017) studied the effects of the 

IEP-Q Tutorial and found that use of a web-based decision-making tutorial, such as the IEP-Q, 

can help IEP teams prioritize instruction within challenging academic content standards as they 
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prepare IEPs. In this same study, the researchers describe the results of the IEP-Q Tutorial study, 

33% of teachers reported that the tutorial improved the structure and organization of their IEPs, 

33% of teachers reported the tutorial improved their ability to write quality IEP goals, and 25% 

of teachers reported the tutorial improved communication amongst IEP team members (Shriner 

et al., 2017).   

In their 2013 study, Salle, Roach, and McGrath attempted to investigate the relationship 

between the quality of an IEP and its impact on academic achievement. The researchers 

concluded that quality of the IEP demonstrated a negative association with student achievement. 

One explanation for these findings is a sampling and design flaw. Salle et al. (2013) studied 130 

student’s who were selected because they (1) had an IEP and (2) scored on the lowest level of 

proficiency on the state standardized assessment. Because the research focused only on the 

lowest performing students, it failed to take into account whether IEP quality matters for mid 

achieving and high achieving students. Furthermore, researchers only looked at the most recent 

IEP for each student. If Salle et al. (2013) had included historical information, this could have 

provided additional context and insight to whether students made progress overtime toward 

proficiency on state assessments.   

Composition of the IEP Team and Challenges Facing the IEP Team  

A multidisciplinary team comes together to develop each student’s IEP (“When the IEP 

Team Meets,” 2016). This team is called the IEP team. IEP Teams are required by law. 

California Education Code (Section 56341) states the following individuals are required 

members of an IEP team, as defined in the for purposes of developing, revising or reviewing the 

IEP, determining eligibility, and/or recommending placement for any pupil:  
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1. An administrator or an administrative designee (other than the student’s teacher) who is 

knowledgeable of program options appropriate for the student. This person must be 

authorized to make decisions and allocate resources. 

2. At least one general education teacher.  

3. The student’s special education teacher(s).  

4. The student’s parent(s)/legal guardian(s)/surrogate parent, or an individual selected by 

the parent. 

When appropriate, the IEP team may also include: 

1. The Student. 

2. Other persons who possess expertise or knowledge necessary for the development of the 

IEP. 

3. An assessor (s) who conducted an assessment and is presenting his/her report for the IEP 

team or an individual with the appropriate qualifications to present the assessment report 

on behalf of an assessor (Procedural Guide, n.d.).  

The shortage of special education teachers in California has disproportionately impacted low 

income, urban schools  (“California Special Education Teacher Shortages Grow More Severe,” 

2016). The educators at low income, urban schools who serve on IEP teams (principals, 

education specialists, SLPs, school psychologists, and related service providers) are primarily 

new to the field employees and these individuals may not have received training or coaching to 

be highly effective and/or they may not have processes to work together to develop meaningful 

IEPs for students who qualify for special education and related services (“California Special 

Education Teacher Shortages Grow More Severe,” 2016). To meet the demands of IDEA and 

ESSA, special educators need to know the CCSS, pedagogical strategies to deliver the content, 
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strategies to meet the needs of diverse learners/provide intensive instruction on key strategies, 

concepts and skills, and additionally need exceptional interpersonal skills to communicate and 

collaborate with an array of general education teachers and related service providers (Leko & 

Brownell, 2009). Special educators often work across many grade levels and with a wide variety 

of disabilities. Brownell et al. (2009) established that while special educators have above average 

classroom management skills, they have average to below-average skills in teaching reading. 

Traditional special education preparation programs do not focus heavily on content. Leko and 

Brownell (2009) point out that these programs are often broad in scope; “cover education in 

Grades K to 12; and focus on general instructional practices and behavior management” (p. 66).  

Despite legal mandates on the use of evidence-based practices (EBD) (IDEA, 2004), 

research reveals that special educators are not using EBD with fidelity (Scheeler, Budin, & 

Markelz, 2016). Scheeler et al. (2016) analyze current challenges educators face in implementing 

EBD and propose teacher preparation programs as an effective means to promote the use of 

EBD. In the study, the researchers found that a critical factor was providing opportunities for 

teachers to transition coursework to fieldwork.  

The IEP process is ripe with opportunities for procedural errors, a problem compounded 

by the reality that they are often treated as perfunctory, routine manners. It is crucial that all 

members of the IEP team clearly understand the IEP as a written contract and know what each 

IEP contains before signing off on it. Armenta and Beckers (2006) explain that while IDEA 2004 

mandates what must be done for students with disabilities, it does not prescribe IEP forms 

themselves. They highlight four common problems as participants, LRE, instruction, and 

statewide assessments and caution against the IEP being just a formality. Yell, Katsiyannis, 

Ennis, Losinski, and Christle (2016) identified the numerous ways IEP teams violate the 
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procedural and substantive requirements of the IEP and name the most common errors as (1) 

failing to conduct a complete and individualized assessment; (2) failing to address all of a 

student’s needs in the present levels of performance; (3) failing to write ambitious, measurable 

goals; (4) failing to provide comprehensive special education services; and (5) failing to monitor 

student progress.  

Literature points to the historic structure of special education and division between 

general education and special education as one of the roots for current challenges (Bock, 

Michalak, & Brownlee, 2011; Bock & Borders, 2015). Bock et al. (2011) explain that for many 

years, general education and special education programs functioned as essentially two separate 

schools in one building. Recognition of the benefits of collaboration between general education 

teachers and special education teachers in policy at the national level was first seen in the 1980s 

with the Regular Education Initiative (REI). Collaboration between special education teachers 

and related service providers predates this. EHA (1975) acknowledged the role of related 

services in special education. As the climate has shifted towards inclusion, the provision and 

delivery of related services has shifted to fit this model. Bock and Borders (2015) describe the 

importance of collaboration amongst the IEP team, “professionals deliver services based upon 

the educationally necessary model, which is determined by members of the IEP team. Regardless 

of where services are delivered, when there are multiple related service professionals on a child’s 

educational team, there is a great deal of collaboration and communication required” (p. 120). To 

ensure this occurs, Bock and Borders (2015) recommend selecting a key communication person 

or case manager, striving for clarity in communication, setting a schedule for consistent check-

ins, removing education jargon, and communicating what is important to parents.  

Principal Influence  
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Another key collaborator is the site principal. Templeton (2017) evaluated the influence 

principal knowledge has on leadership of special education programs. The researcher found that 

a principal’s knowledge of special education affects how he or she is involved in the special 

education program. Templeton (2017) recommends there is a need for principals to move beyond 

a fixation on special education procedures, guidelines, and legal issues and focus on improving 

services for students with disabilities. According to Templeton (2017), the majority of 

administrators would benefit from PD on issues of special education.  A topic for further 

research is the impact principal knowledge has on student outcomes. 

Addressing the Problem  

The literature on improving outcomes for students with disabilities points to several key 

levers in addressing the problem. DBI and intensive interventions can be used to improve student 

outcomes (Danielson & Rosenquist, 2014). Planning, participation and collaboration are widely 

cited in the research on improving the effectiveness of IEP teams (Weishaar, 2010; Yell et al., 

2016; Diliberto & Brewer, 2014;Fialka & Fialka-Feldman, 2017; Bock et al., 2011; Spraker, 

2003). Although there is limited research on leadership/organization of IEP teams, research in 

other fields on effective group behavior may be applicable (Talbott, Mayrowetz, Maggin, & 

Tozer, 2016). Teacher training, PD and PLCs have been utilized to change teacher behavior 

(Gerber & Popp, 1999; Leko & Brownell, 2009).    

Data-Based Individualization. Researchers concur that there is a need to improve 

outcomes for students with disabilities who have severe, persistent learning and behavioral 

problems (Danielson & Rosenquist, 2014, p. 7). While there is an abundance of guides and 

recommendations on IEP content development and the research tells us a great deal about 

intensive interventions, there are gaps in the existing research exploring the correlation between 
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incorporation of intensive interventions and services into the IEP and student outcomes. The 

National Center on Intensive Intervention recommends intensive intervention to help meet the 

needs of students who are not otherwise making progress. Intensive intervention is grounded in 

the concept of “DBI, a systematic method for using assessment data to determine when and how 

to intensify intervention in reading, mathematics, and behavior” (Danielson & Rosenquist, 2014, 

p. 7). In “Data-Based Individualization in Reading”, Lemons, Kearns, and Davidson (2014) 

outline the steps for implementing DBI in reading. The authors assert that DBI has the potential 

to “redefine special education as a service in which expert instructors deliver intensive, 

individualized, clinical teaching to students with disabilities” (Lemons et al., 2014, p. 29).  

Planning, participation and collaboration leadership/organization of team. Books 

and articles on team collaboration and parent participation provide IEP teams with “tips and 

tricks” for navigating the IEP process (Weishaar, 2010; Yell et al., 2016; Diliberto & Brewer, 

2014). Yell et al. (2016) identify tips to avoid the most common errors in IEPs. Weishaar (2010) 

offers twelves techniques for reducing conflict and increasing parent participation in a strengths-

based IEP process. Similarly, Diliberto and Brewer (2014) offer six tips for successful IEP 

meetings. Fialka and Fialka-Feldman (2017) address the communicative processes between 

teachers and parents in developing IEPs.  

The literature consistently supports the notion that collaboration amongst educators is 

critical for the success of all students, particularly students with disabilities (Bock et al., 2011). It 

is important that service providers and IEP team members have both the training needed to 

effectively collaborate and job embedded opportunities and context to do so (Bock et al., 2011). 

Collaboration is applied to several school-based frameworks including multidisciplinary teams, 

teaming, co-teaching, professional-development, and curriculum planning. Collaboration can be 
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defined as “an interactive process that enables people with diverse expertise to generate creative 

solutions to mutually defined problems” (as cited in Bock et al., 2011, p. 4). Collaboration is 

often closely linked to consultation. Consultation can be defined as an expert-driven approach in 

which someone with extensive knowledge is paired with another professional (Bock et al., 2011; 

Joyce & Showers, 2002). The main barrier to teacher collaboration as cited in the literature is 

time. A second barrier is inadequate teacher preparation. Research emphasizes the importance 

that school administrators and district policies play in developing and upholding collaborative 

practices. Staff must have adequate planning time, and common planning time. Researchers also 

discuss the importance of providing PD activities (Gerber & Popp, 1999). Teachers are more 

likely to collaborate if they receive training and ongoing support on the collaborative process 

(Spraker, 2003). Bock et al. (2011) offer case studies exploring collaboration amongst the  

multidisciplinary roles of the various individuals who comprise IEP teams and serve special 

education students.  In similar vein, Hott, Thomas, Abbassi, Hendricks, and Aslina (2015) 

highlight the role of the school counselor in serving students with disabilities through 

participation in the IEP process.  

Research on leadership in special education focuses primarily on leader knowledge of 

special education topics. One of the few studies on the effectiveness of IEP teams, draws a 

connection between effective group behavior and distributed leadership (Talbott et al.; 2016). 

Talbott et al. (2016) take a broad definition of leadership, applying the term to both formal and 

informal leadership roles, in order to understand how leaders in both the district and school 

support their IEP teams and make their work effective as measured by outcomes for students 

with disabilities. The researchers explain special education leadership as a process wherein 

“administrators at different levels in the district and school hierarchy, along with special 
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education teachers who may act as informal key opinion leaders, interact and influence each 

other as they engage in leadership functions in three broad categories of behavior: (a) task 

activities, such as compliance with federal law; (b) relations activities, such as communication 

and PD; and (c) change activities, including data-based individualization and research-based 

practices” (Talbott et al., 2016, p. 25). The researchers seek to answer the question, how do 

special education leaders, distributed across the organization, contribute to the effectiveness of 

the IEP Team? They argue that special education leaders make the IEP effective. This happens 

through the work of IEP teams that have a clear task and compelling direction, a leader, and 

membership stability (ingredients of real team as demonstrated by organizational research). 

Studies of effective group behavior indicate that teams perform at their best when leaders create 

conditions that allow them to manage themselves effectively. Hackman (2002) identifies five 

conditions that increase the likelihood of team success: a stable team, a clear and engaging 

direction, an enabling team structure, a supportive organizational context, and the availability of 

competent coaching. It is not clear, however, that this conclusion applies to IEP teams. Talbott et 

al. (2016) propose additional research on effective group behavior and IEP teams.  

Effective professional development. Hiring teachers, including special education 

teachers, with content area and pedagogical knowledge needed to provide high-quality 

instruction to students with disabilities is one way to ensure that teachers are able to accomplish 

the goals of IDEA and ESSA (Leko & Brownell, 2009). Since the majority of teachers are 

novice, they are in need of further training to be a productive member of the team (“California 

Special Education Teacher Shortages Grow More Severe”, 2016). Another option is to provide 

teachers with high quality PD and training on the job. Because there are generally few, if any, 

experienced special education teachers at urban school sites, opportunities for mentoring and 
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specialized guidance are limited. Experts suggest designing PD that combines essential teaching 

strategies (e.g. classroom management, lesson planning) with content preparation and effective 

pedagogy. The literature reveals effective PD should be coherent (Garet et al., 2001; Grant et al., 

1996; Penuel et al., 2007; Yoon et al,, 2007); content-focused (Kennedy, 1998; Yoon et al., 

2007); active and situated in classroom settings (Carpenter et al., 1989; McCutchen et al., 2002); 

and finally it should be collaborative and include student data (Garet et al., 2001; Loucks-

Horsley et al., 2003; Penuel et al., 2007). 

 Technology has opened the door to new formats for delivering PD. Joneen (2016) 

compared three PD formats for improving the quality of SB-IEP goals written by SLPs. SLPs 

were randomly assigned to one of three PD formats: web-based reading, workshop, or workshop 

followed by two months of peer coaching conducted through a website. All three formats 

resulted in knowledge gains, however the workshop and peer coaching participants demonstrated 

significant improvement over the web-based reading (Joneen, 2016). 

 The IEP is key aspect of special education policies around the world and many countries 

have stipulations that children with disabilities continue to have their education based on the 

standard/general curriculum (McCausland, 2005). Therefore, international research was 

reviewed as a component of this literature review. Researchers in Turkey developed an IEP 

training program and studied the effect the training program had on inclusive education teacher 

perceptions of their IEP competencies (Ilik & Sari, 2017). The study shows that, as a result of 

being supported by practical examples, the In-Service IEP Development Training Program 

(based on the Rational Planning Model) is effective at increasing teachers’ knowledge and skills 

in a number of important areas that had been lacking. The model follows a five step process: 

diagnose needs, formulate objectives, select and organize content, select and organize learning 
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experiences, and evaluate. Across the world, Peng-Sim Eng (2015) discusses how a training 

program for a group of young, inexperienced teachers and teaching aids effectively addressed the 

educational needs of children with diverse disabilities by utilizing a process for IEP 

documentation. The process of linking procedure and substantive requirements to accurately 

identifying individual needs as goals in an IEP for effective delivery of appropriate services is 

complex. The IEP is a document that should link student needs to accelerated growth. Lo (2012) 

notes that most IEP documents fall short of this standard. Because limitations in teacher capacity 

are often at the heart of this, Peng-Sim Eng (2015) designed their intervention to target teacher 

capacity. Teachers received explicit training on writing IEPs and were provided with a pro forma 

template. The results of research indicate that all staff who participated agreed that IEPs written 

on the pro forma empowered them with effective skills to facilitate student learning (Peng-Sim 

Eng, 2015).  

High Quality Professional Learning Communities  

The research presented clearly points to several common threads hindering special 

education school site teams: individual educators have a variety of experience, collaboration is 

lacking, SB-IEPs support the shift to CCSS (but educators lack training on the SB-IEP), and 

educators are not effectively using DBI. The overarching theme woven through these challenges 

is a need for quality professional learning opportunities for members of the IEP team.   

In “Coaching and Adult Learning: Theory and Practice,” Cox (2015) explores how adult 

learning theories of andragogy and transformative learning may be used when coaching adult 

learners. These theories can be used in conjunction with a PLC to move teacher practice. 

Developing effective professional relationships amongst school staff is essential to providing 

students with high-quality educational experiences (Browder & Duffy, 2003). Research 
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demonstrates the positive impact of collaborative development and implementation of IEPs 

(Hunt, Soto, Maier, & Doering, 2003). One approach to support teachers to collaborate 

effectively is PLCs. PLCs can be defined as a group of educators who work collaboratively to 

improve practice and student outcomes (Blanton & Perez, 2011). PLCs were first popularized in 

the 1980s. A review of literature reveals there are six main attributes of effective PLCs: 

supportive and shared leadership; open dialogue/collaboration; shared vision, values, goals; 

student centered school improvement; supportive environment; and ongoing inquiry/reflective 

practice (as cited in Blanton & Perez, 2011).  

While research on special education teacher participation in PLCs is limited, literature 

does point to a number of directly applicable implications that PLCs can have for special 

education students (Blanton & Perez, 2011). It is not uncommon for the achievement of students 

with disabilities to hinder a school’s AYP. PLCs offer an evidence based solution to this 

problem. PLCs improve classroom practices and performance of students with disabilities. There 

is no research on PLCs to improve IEP development and there is limited research on 

participation of special education teachers and related service providers in PLCs. There have, 

however, been numerous studies conducted that show PLCs can be a vehicle to drive school 

improvement (Blanton & Perez, 2011). Since, teacher learning can be maximized through PLCs, 

PLCs may be an effective means of enhancing the professional learning of special education 

teachers and related service providers (Blanton & Perez, 2011). PLCs offer much promise for 

what and how special education teachers, related services providers, administrators, 

psychologists and general education teachers can learn from one another, and have great 

potential to provide benefits to the students these individuals serve.   



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 39                                                    

Grossman et al.’s (2001) research illustrates four key elements of PLCs that distinguish a 

community of teachers from a group of teachers: (1) formation of group identity and norms of 

interaction, (2) navigating fault lines, (3) negotiating essential tension, and (4) communal 

responsibility for growth.  Research of high functioning and low functioning PLCs reveals that 

active principal facilitation and participation in PLCs is positively correlated with higher 

functioning PLCs within the same school (Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). PLCs can move school 

teams beyond accountability and towards increased collegiality.  

Talbott et al.’s (2016) research on effective group behavior and distributed leadership 

aligns with the research on PLCs. One of the central tenants of a PLC is shared leadership. If 

members of the IEP team are each considered teacher leaders, effective interventions should train 

all team members, not just one leader. A PLC does just that.    

Nelson, LeBard, and Waters (2010) explain how to create a PLC. They recommend using 

a collaborative inquiry cycle to guide the work, learn how to have deep conversations, and take 

an improvement approach to looking at student work. Similar to other researchers, Nelson et al. 

(2010) focus on PLCs as a forum for general educators. Although, the information presented has 

obvious applications that can undoubtedly be applied to any team of educators working together.  

Many schools fail to make AYP because of poor performance of students with IEPs, 

however, the IEP team or IEP itself is not commonly thought of as a mechanism to increase 

student outcomes. IEP teams determine what and how services will be delivered. There is a great 

deal of collaboration and communication required to ensure IEP teams are operating effectively 

in service of students. Often times, the IEP team develops what seems like it is a great plan, 

however, it is not based on concrete data and everyone leaves the meeting only to have 

communication and data collection cease until the next yearly IEP.  There is reason to suggest 
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that the PLC model can be used to enhance collaboration and professional learning for IEP team 

members. In the research, the researcher found that while there has been a lot of research on the 

use of PLCs to support school improvement, there has been scarce research on the role that 

special educators play in learning communities.  

Conclusion of the Literature Review  

The IEP should be the roadmap to academic acceleration. If IEPs are designed with 

operationally beneficial instructional contents, they can be used as a reference for planning 

instruction. Student growth is correlated to the quality of the IEP. Thus, the ability to develop 

and implement IEPs is required for advancing educational outcomes of students with disabilities. 

Writing SB-IEPs that utilize DBI can improve outcomes for students with disabilities. IEP 

documentation and collaboration are the logical starting points.  PD changes teacher knowledge 

and practice. The research clearly indicates that PLCs enhance collaboration and foster teacher 

learning. Because the literature suggests that PLCs are more effective than other teacher learning 

structures (online learning, peer coaching, pds), PLCs are the best forum to address the problem 

of practice that IEP teams have a variety of experience and are not utilizing the IEP process to 

develop meaningful IEPs (Joneen, 2016). 

In this literature review the researcher described interventions to address the problem that 

IEP teams have a variety of experience and are not utilizing the IEP process to develop 

meaningful IEPs. First, the researcher described the laws governing special education and current 

special education student outcomes. Second, the researcher reviewed interventions that have 

been tried to address challenges IEP teams face. The researcher argued that the IEP itself is 

intended to be used as a long term plan to drive instruction. The researcher built the case that IEP 

teams have the potential to improve the quality of this planning and instruction through 
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collaborating effectively with one another. The researcher explored the literature related to 

collaboration, effective group behavior, SB-IEPs, DBI and PLCs. Finally, the researcher 

concluded that PLCs can be used to train teachers on DBI and SB-IEPs, and can enhance IEP 

team collegiality, with the ultimate result of IEP teams collaborating to craft IEPs that facilitate 

academic access and acceleration for students with disabilities.  

Theory of Action  

The main idea driving this action research project is that IEP teams have a variety of 

experience and are not utilizing the IEP process to develop meaningful IEPs that can be used to 

drive instruction. The research presented in the literature review confirms that schools across the 

country face a similar problem of practice. The IEP should be a critical element for facilitating 

curricular access and improving student academic outcomes for students with disabilities. 

Nonetheless, the reality is schools often only revisit the IEP one time per year. SB-IEPs ensure 

both compliance with the law and provide students with opportunities to make meaningful 

progress. Intensive intervention is needed to help meet the needs of students who are not 

otherwise making progress. Intensive intervention is grounded in the concept of DBI, a 

systematic method for using assessment data to determine when and how to intensify 

intervention in reading, mathematics, and behavior. IEP templates and writing manuals can assist 

teams in writing SB-IEPs that incorporate DBI. Research reveals that teams benefit from training 

to effectively collaborate and job embedded opportunities and context to do so. PLCs are an 

effective vehicle to enhance collaboration and foster learning.  Given all of this research, this 

researchers theory of action is: If special education staff are trained in collaboration, SB-IEPs, 

and DBI, then IEP teams will collaborate to develop IEPs that drive student instruction. 

To increase performance of students with disabilities, school teams must collaborate to 
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write effective IEPs. The research shows that collaboration enhances teacher learning and in 

return teacher learning enhances student learning and student outcomes (Meirinka, Imants, 

Meijer, & Verloop, 2010). The goal of each IEP team is to develop an IEP that is strong in 

substance and value to the individual student. Research indicates that the performance of the IEP 

team as a team can improve outcomes for students with disabilities. If school teams engage in 

PD and capacity building activities, they can more effectively collaborate and develop legally 

defensible, meaningful IEPs.  

If this intervention succeeds in addressing the problem of IEP teams not knowing how to 

write compliant IEPs that drive student instruction, after the intervention IEPs will be calculated 

to offer students opportunities to achieve educational benefit and students with IEPs will make 

accelerated growth. Service providers will have implementation plans. OCN spends lots of 

money on special education, but without a coordinated approach to services or a shared 

understanding/model of effective instruction and service delivery, students are not making 

progress on their IEP goals (or on state standards). If IEP teams receive coaching and training 

and understand how to write compliant IEPs and utilize the IEP process, special education 

leaders will spend less time dealing with contentious cases and can invest more time into 

building staff capacity.  

The organizational and leadership challenges of special education are not unique to OCN, 

if we can examine how effective IEP teams succeed in advancing the academic success of 

students with disabilities and what challenges and barriers they encounter, we can distribute this 

research across the network of OCN schools and to other schools so that IEP teams have access 

to support and PD as they seek to make change.  
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Table 2- Theory of Action  

  
Problem of 
Practice 

Literature Review Intervention Expected 
Outcome 

Research 
Methods/Data 
Collection 

IEP teams 
have a variety 
of experience 
and are not 
utilizing the 
IEP process to 
develop 
meaningful 
IEPs that 
drive 
instruction. 

● SB-IEPs 
● DBI 
● PLC 

● Focus on Special 
Education 
Teachers, 
Related Service 
Providers, 
School 
Psychologist and 
Administrator 

● IEP Checklist & 
IEP Writing 
Manual 

● Training on SB-
IEPs and DBI 

● Team building 
and 
collaboration 
activities 

● PLC 

● Staff will 
utilize IEP 
process to 
write SB-
IEPs that 
drive 
student 
instruction 

● Pre and post 
interviews and 
surveys 

● IEP Audits 
● Exit ticket from 

training 
● Reflective 

journals 
● Video 
● Researcher field 

notes recorded 
from PLC 
observations 

 

Intervention Plan 

Students have a civil right to receive a quality education. The IEP should be the blueprint 

that drives instruction. The current state is that not all students have the opportunity to receive 

the education they need and deserve, however this is a solvable problem. IEP teams are tasked 

with doing the important work of ensuring that all students have opportunities to achieve their 
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full potential. The proposed intervention is designed to help special education teams collaborate 

effectively throughout the IEP process so that they can design meaningful IEPs that actually 

drive instruction. 

The primary intervention is establishing a school site based PLC. The PLC will be 

comprised of the members of the school site “learning lab team,” including education specialists, 

a speech teacher, a school psychologist, clinicians, the behavior health team, and one 

administrator. One school site, IA, has been selected to pilot the intervention. The pilot program 

was pitched to the six OCN schools, IA was chosen for the pilot because they were the first 

school to respond to the opportunity to participate in the pilot. Additionally, IA hired three new 

learning lab team members mid year (a school psychologist, paraprofessional, and speech and 

language pathology assistant) and thus IA participation in the pilot will have the dual benefit of 

supporting the onboarding of these new staff.  If the intervention is effective, the model will be 

replicated across other school sites in the 2018-19 school year.   

The learning lab team PLC will serve as the main vehicle for the intervention plan. This 

team will meet weekly to build community, build shared knowledge (IEP writing manual and 

checklist, SB-IEPs, DBI), and offer a space for collaboration and feedback.   

As a result of the intervention, staff will collaborate to craft standards-based, data driven 

IEPs that drive student instruction. In the long term, this intervention will improve student 

performance and close achievement gap. 

Table 3 - Intervention Plan  
 

  Component Participants Time Period Impact/ 
Process 
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1 Pre-intervention Baseline 
Data: Student File 
Reviews  

Researcher & IA Learning Lab Team  2/19/18-
2/23/18 

Impact  

2 Analyze Data from IEP 
File Reviews  

Researcher 2/23/18-
2/25/18 

Process 

3 Pre-intervention Baseline 
Data: Pre-Intervention 
Survey  
 

IA Learning Lab Team  2/26/18 Impact  

4 PLC #1  
● Team Building 
● Learning Arc: 

Intervention 
Overview with 
Team (Scope & 
Sequence)  

● Student File 
Review Data 
Analysis 

● IEP 
Checklist/Writing 
Manual (Ed 
Benefit Checklist) 
○ Train team 

on using 
IEP writing 
manual and 
checklist 

○ Audits to 
check use 
of IEP 
Checklist/
Writing 
Manual 

○ IEP Process 
Team 
Member 
Survey 

 

IA Learning Lab Team  
 

2/26/18 Impact & 
Process 
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5 Analyze Data from Pre- 
Intervention Survey, IEP 
File Review, Make 
adjustments to project 
management plan  

Researcher 2/26/18-3/9/18 Process 

6 1:1 Coaching  
● SB-IEPs 
● Leadership 
● Observation of IEP 

Meeting 

Researcher &  
● Ed specialist, inclusion specialist, 

administrator  

2/26/18-
3/12/18 

Process 

7 Post IEP Meeting Survey IA IEP Meeting Attendees  2/26/18-5/7/18 Impact & 
Process 

8 PLC # 2 
● Team Building  
● Collaboration 
● SB-IEPs (Training 

on SB-IEPs) 
 
 

2:30-3:30: Whole IA Learning Lab Team 
for Collaboration  
 
3:00-3:30: Ed specialist, inclusion 
specialist, school psychologist, 
administrator for SB-IEPs 

3/12/18 Impact & 
Process 

9 1:1 Coaching  
● Standards-based 

IEP Development, 
Meeting 
Facilitation  

Researcher &  
● Ed specialist, inclusion specialist, 

administrator  

3/12/18-
3/19/18 

Impact & 
Process 

10 PLC # 3  
● Team Building  
● Collaboration 
● DBI 

2:30-3:30: Whole IA Learning Lab Team 
for Collaboration  
 
3:00-3:30: Ed specialist, inclusion 
specialist, school psychologist, 
administrator for training on DBI 

3/19/18 Impact & 
Process  

11 Observe case managers 
lead IEP meeting 

Researcher &  
● Case managers 

3/20/18 Impact & 
Process 
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12 1:1 Coaching  Researcher &  
● Ed specialist, inclusion specialist, 

administrator  

3/26/18 Process 

13 Spring Break   4/1/18-4/6/18  

14 PLC # 4 
● Team Building  
● Collaboration 
● IEP Feedback 

Consultancy 
● Peer Observation 

Structures  
○ IEP 

Developme
nt  

○ Observe 
IEP 
Meetings  

○ Observe 
implementa
tion  

 
 

2:30-3:30: Whole IA Learning Lab Team 
for Collaboration  
 
3:00-3:30: Ed specialist, inclusion 
specialist, school psychologist, 
administrator, speech teacher for IEP 
Feedback Consultancy & Peer 
Observation Structures  

4/9/18 Impact & 
Process 

15 Peer Observations  IA Learning Lab Team  4/10/18-
4/20/18 

Process 

16 PLC # 5 
● Team Building 
● Consultancies  
● Observation 

Debrief  
 
 

2:30-3:30: Whole IA Learning Lab Team 
for Collaboration  
 
3:00-3:30: Ed specialist, inclusion 
specialist, school psychologist, 
administrator, speech teacher for 
Observation Debrief 

4/23/18 Impact  

17 Researcher Evaluation  
● Observe an IEP 

team develop an 
IEP that is 
standards-based 

Researcher 4/17/18-
4/24/18 

Impact 
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and uses DBI 
● Observe team 

during IEP meeting 
● Unscheduled 

observation of an 
IEP meeting.  

● Observe instruction 
using IEP 

18 PLC #6  
● Team Building  
● Collaboration 
● Post-Intervention 

Survey  
● Post-Intervention 

IEP Data 
Collection  

IA Learning Lab Team  5/7/18 Impact  

Changes to the Intervention Plan  

Several changes were made to the intervention plan over the course of the intervention. 

The researcher had intended on videotaping an IEP meeting and watching the video as a team, 

this was removed from the intervention due to time constraints. The agenda for the third PLC 

was revised to accommodate a follow up training on SB-IEPs. This pushed back the training on 

DBI. After the third PLC, the researcher adjusted the agenda for the fourth PLC to include 

additional training on SB-IEPs, in addition to training on selecting services and DBI as well as 

an introduction to the IEP feedback consultancy protocol and peer observation structures. An 

additional PLC was added between PLC four and PLC five to accommodate for the extended 

time the team spent on SB-IEPs. The researcher developed a survey to be completed following 

each IEP team meeting during the course of the intervention. However, due to time constraints 

and human error, participants did not always complete the surveys. The researcher had intended 

on reviewing the surveys with the team periodically throughout the intervention, however this 

was not prioritized as part of the intervention and was not consistently implemented.  
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Data Collection Plan  

The school environment is rich in data. The researcher selected multiple forms of data 

based on the research questions and methodological approach.  

The overarching research questions are: (1) Do quality SB-IEPs, that incorporate DBI, 

improve instruction and outcomes for students with disabilities? (2) Does common training and 

an IEP writing manual support educators in utilizing a process to develop meaningful IEPs? (3) 

How can PLCs help educators move beyond compliance and towards collegiality and better 

student outcomes? 

These questions became the basis for selecting data and data sets. The data collection 

plan incorporates both process and impact data. Process data includes the researcher’s growth as 

a professional/researcher throughout the process, experience of participants, and information that 

could lead to change in the intervention. Impact data is the “did it work?” data and includes both 

pre- and post-intervention data.  

Process data sources include:  

● Pre-intervention interviews with teachers (How does IEP drive instruction? Are they 

data-based? Standards-based?) 

● Pre-intervention scale survey 

● Pre-intervention IEP audits using the IEP Education Benefit Data Collection Tool: IEP 

goals (how many are standards aligned, quality pre and post-intervention), Progress 

towards IEP goals (% of students on track to meeting IEP goals pre and post-

intervention) 

● IEP Process Evaluation Survey 

● Exit tickets from trainings 
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● Reflective journal  

Impact data sources include: 

● Post-intervention interviews with teachers 

● Post-intervention scale survey 

● Post-intervention IEP audits using the IEP Education Benefit Data Collection Tool 

● IEP Process Evaluation Survey 

● Video 

● Researcher field notes recorded from observations (PLC, IEP development, IEP 

meetings, IEP Implementation) 

Participants  

During the Spring of 2018, nine special education team members participated in this 

project. Participants included individuals with the following job titles: sped administrator, 

education specialist, inclusion specialist, speech and language teacher, school psychologist, 

clinician, behavior support specialist, occupational therapist, and district initial assessor. One 

participant did not complete the pre- and post-intervention survey, and therefore much of the 

data is reported as “eight participants”.   

Participant experience varied greatly. Five of the eight participants worked only at IA, 

with three participants working at between four and six additional school sites. Five participants 

spent five days a week working at IA, one three days a week, one two days a week, and one only 

one day a week. Four of the participants had held their current position (same job, same school) 

for less than 1 year, with the remaining four participants having held their current position for 

between one and three years. Credential status also varied (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Participant job experience. This chart illustrates the number of years each participant 
has held their current position (same job, same school) and how many years each participant has 
been credentialed in their role.  
 

The project was designed so that special education teachers (sped administrator, 

education specialist, inclusion specialist) would participate in all parts of the project including 

pre- and post-intervention student file reviews, pre- and post-intervention survey, seven 60 

minute PLCs, 1:1 coaching, and peer observation and feedback. The education specialist missed 

2 of the 7 PLCs and the inclusion specialist missed 1 of the 7 PLCs.  

The speech and language teacher participated in the pre- and post-intervention survey, six 

PLCs (focused on team building, collaboration, consultation, and IEP development), and peer 

observation and feedback. The speech and language teacher did not participate in the pre- and 

post-intervention student file reviews, 1:1 coaching, or training on SB-IEPs and DBI. This staff 

member worked at multiple school sites and was not available to participate in all aspects of the 

project.  

The school psychologist participated in the pre- and post-intervention survey and six 60 

minute PLCs. The school psychologist did not participate in the pre- and post-intervention 

student file reviews, 1:1 coaching, or peer observation and feedback. This staff member worked 

at multiple school sites and was not available to participate in all aspects of the project. 
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The clinician and behavior support specialist participated in the pre- and post-

intervention survey and six PLCs (focused on team building, collaboration, consultation, and IEP 

development). The clinician and behavior support specialist did not participate in the pre- and 

post-intervention student file reviews, 1:1 coaching, or peer observation and feedback. They also 

did not participate in training on SB-IEPs or DBI.  

The occupational therapist participated in the pre- and post-intervention survey and was 

observed during IEP meetings, however, did not participate in other parts of the intervention due 

to working across multiple school sites and limited availability.  

The district initial academic assessor participated in three of the PLCs and was observed 

during IEP meetings, however, did not participate in other parts of the intervention due to 

working across multiple school sites and limited availability.  

The deaf and hard of hearing teacher, principal, and general education teachers did not 

participate in the intervention due to the timing the intervention took place.  

Research Methods 

To answer the research questions and assess the efficacy of the intervention, the 

researcher collected data from multiple sources over the course of the 2017-18 school year. 

There are three main methods for data collection in this study: pre-and post-intervention IEP 

data, pre- and post-intervention teacher perception data, and process data from the 

implementation of the intervention.     

Prior to the intervention, the researcher collected three baseline data points: student file 

reviews using the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool (Appendix A), three observations of 

IEP Team meetings, and a pre-survey about participant knowledge of and experience throughout 

the IEP Process (team preparation, IEP meetings, execution of IEP, and progress monitoring) 
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(Appendix B). In gathering this data, the researcher hoped to answer the following research 

questions: (1) Are IEP Teams working collaboratively to develop IEPs? (2) Do IEP teams know 

and use CCSS to develop IEPs aligned to CCSS?  (3) Are teachers using the IEP to drive 

instruction?  

First, the researcher examined student data from file reviews to gain a better 

understanding of student IEPs and looked for trends and patterns. This data helped the researcher 

understand the extent to which IEPs met basic compliance check marks, were aligned to CCSS, 

the extent to which IEP teams were using DBI, team meeting participation and dialogue, and 

student progress over time.  

Secondly, the researcher conducted three observations of IEP meetings. The meetings 

ranged in length from 60-120 minutes. The researcher took notes on team member participation, 

IEP development (work samples, grade-level standards, DBI), and IEP content (aligned to grade 

level standards).  

Thirdly, each of the eight participants in the research study completed a 54 question pre-

survey to gauge participant knowledge of and experience throughout the IEP Process. Questions 

included information on participant role, work experience, credential status, current work 

context, the extent to which participates feel a part of a strong PLC, the extent to which 

participates demonstrate attributes of a strong PLC, IEP development, IEP team participation, 

IEP implementation, content knowledge and compliance knowledge.  

The information derived from the three baseline data points was used in concert with the 

information gleaned from the literature review to develop the intervention action plan.  

The intervention took place between February 2018 and May 2018. The intervention 

comprised of seven PLC meetings, 1:1 coaching, and participant peer observation and coaching. 
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Data collected during the intervention includes audio recordings of PLC sessions, PLC exit 

tickets, notes from 1:1 coaching meetings, and a research journal.   

The researcher did not audio record the first two PLCs. The researcher recorded PLC 

sessions three through seven and then transcribed audio recordings into print format. The 

researcher reviewed the transcripts and identified recurring terms used by participants that appear 

in multiple data sets and subsets. The researcher then used discovery and subsetting charts to 

determine relationships among the data sets and subsets. To analyze the data, the researcher 

developed a coding systems, utilizing setting codes, situation codes, activity codes, strategy and 

method codes, and relationship codes. All of this information was entered into a spreadsheet, 

along with information from the pre- and post- surveys, pre- and post – intervention data 

collection tool, research journal, coaching notes, observations, and exit tickets from PDs. This 

information was used to answer the questions: 

1. Does common training with an IEP writing manual and checklist increase team 

members knowledge and understanding of how to write a meaningful IEP? 

2. Does providing PD around grade level common core standards lead to SB-IEPs?  

3. Does PD on using DBI help to develop meaningful intervention plans and 

enhance services delivery for students with IEPs?  

4. Does team building create an environment in which teachers push one anothers 

thinking to create meaningful IEP plans?  

5. If a collaborative process is used to develop the IEP, how does that show up in the 

IEP itself and the meeting?  

Each PLC included time for team building, collaboration, and consultation. Four of the 

seven PLCs included a training workshop component. Exit ticket information was collected after 
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each PLC so that the researcher could determine whether intended objectives were achieved and 

follow up as necessary. The researcher changed the format of the exit ticket over the course of 

the intervention. Originally, the exit ticket required participants to answer multiple choice 

questions. However, after the second PLC, the researcher revised the exit ticket to include tasks 

that required participants to apply what they had learned during the PLC. This provided richer 

data and feedback that allowed the researcher to assess learning. Throughout the project, the data 

collected drove the researcher to change the problem of practice to incorporate the findings that 

IEP teams do not know how to write IEP goals aligned to state standards.  

The literature review suggested that training in and of itself may not change teacher 

practice (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009), therefore, the researcher also provided 1:1 

coaching for each of the three special education teachers participating in the project. 

Participations had the option of engaging in a coaching cycle in one of three areas: (1) IEP 

Development, (2) IEP Meeting Facilitation, or (3) Instruction (IEP Implementation). The 

researcher used the Education for Change Education Specialist Excellence Rubric (Appendix C). 

To support each participant in goal setting and creating a individual learning plan to support 

achievement of the goal. In observing IEP development and meetings, the researcher noted that 

teams were not using use student IEPs to drive planning and instruction (service delivery). Upon 

further investigation, it was revealed that many IEPs were not aligned to grade level standards 

and IEP teams had not considered the grade-level content standards during the development of 

the IEP. Because IEP teams had not examined classroom data to determine student functioning 

in relation to the grade-level standards, the IEPs were not appropriately written to close skill 

gaps. Staff were not familiar with CCSS. Consequently, the researcher planned two additional 

PD workshops focused on CCSS and unpacking standards. As a result, the researcher had to 
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adjust the scope of the intervention. While originally the researcher planned to spend equal time 

covering the use of an IEP writing manual, SB-IEPs, and DBI, the project ended up spending 

significantly more time on SB-IEPs. Throughout the intervention, the researcher kept a research 

journal and jotted down notes from conversations with participants as well as reflections and 

observation of the overall process. These notes, in conjunction with notes from 1:1 coaching 

sessions were used to help answer the research questions.  

Each IEP case manager participated in a cycle of peer observation. Participants had the 

option of getting observed facilitating an IEP meeting or implementing instruction using an IEP. 

Participants debriefed their observations during a PLC session and completed a reflection sheet 

which was considered as part of the data. Observation and debrief protocols were provided 

(Appendix D). This information was used to answer the questions (1) Does PD on using DBI 

help to develop meaningful intervention plans (services) for IEP students? (2) Does team 

building create an environment in which teachers push one anothers thinking to create 

meaningful IEP plans? 

The researcher collected three post-intervention data points: student file reviews using the 

Education Benefit Data Collection Tool, three observations of IEP Team meetings, and a post-

survey about participant knowledge of and experience throughout the IEP Process. These were 

the exact same methods used to collect pre-intervention data.  

Organization of Data  

Multiple forms of data were collected and the triangulation process was used to validate 

the study and support findings. The data collected was immense and included artifacts, audio 

recordings, transcripts, field notes, research journal notes, exit tickets, pre- and post-intervention 

survey short answer responses, and pre- and post-intervention student file review comments.  
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Qualitative data was organized, coded, and analyzed throughout the course of the 

intervention. Audio recordings were transcribed into print format. The researcher organized each 

data set in a spreadsheet. The researcher first attempted to devise a coding system based on 

research questions. Categories were connected to questions posed by the problem of practice. 

This system was refined multiple times. The researcher reviewed the transcripts and identified 

recurring terms used by participants that appear in multiple data sets and subsets. The researcher 

then used discovery and subsetting charts to determine relationships among the data sets and 

subsets. To analyze the data, the researcher developed a coding system, utilizing setting codes, 

situation codes, activity codes, strategy and method codes, and relationship codes. All of this 

information was entered into a spreadsheet, along with information from the pre- and post- 

surveys, pre- and post – intervention data collection tool, research journal, coaching notes, 

observations, and exit tickets from PDs. The researcher assigned codes to each data point. The 

researcher compared coded data from each PLC to see if there was change over time in 

collaboration skills, relationships, discussion about IEP goals and standards, talk about student 

learning, preparing and planning for instruction, preparing and planning for IEP meetings, 

reference to the IEP writing manual, and talk about DBI. The researcher compared pre- and post-

intervention surveys against the actual changes to IEPs (obtained via post-intervention student 

file review data collection) and changes in IEP meetings (obtained during three post-intervention 

observations).  

Pre- and post-survey data was examined participant by participant to identify self 

reported changes. Then, the mean of each question on the pre- and post-survey data was 

compared to identify the extent to which the intervention impacted the group. The researcher 

sought to measure growth in the pre- and post-intervention data. A limitation of this method was 
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that it was difficult to compare changes at the individual participant level pre- and post- 

intervention.  

Quantitative data included student file reviews using the Education Benefit Data 

Collection Tool. The analysis process included comparing pre- and post-intervention IEPs. The 

researcher sought to measure changes in basic compliance and procedural elements of the IEP, as 

well as changes in the content of the IEP. The strengths of this method include that it provided 

objective, comprehensive data on the IEP content. Limitations include the fact that different IEPs 

were reviewed pre- and post-intervention and so there could be other variables that accounted for 

the changes in pre- and post-intervention data.  

Findings and Analysis 

IEP Writing Manual & Checklist 

The first question the researcher sought to answer was whether common training with an 

IEP writing manual and checklist increased team members’ knowledge and understanding of 

how to write a meaningful IEP. Impact data from IEPs, as well as process data derived from 

transcripts of IEP team work observations, exit slips from PLCs, and notes from coaching 

sessions helped answer this question.  An evaluation of pre- intervention IEPs revealed that IEPs 

did not meet some substantive requirements of IDEA. This is consistent with other studies (Lo, 

2012; Yell et al., 2016). A comparison of pre- and post-intervention IEPs indicates that after 

receiving common training on the use of an IEP writing manual and checklist, teams wrote IEPs 

that not only met compliance indicators but also produced IEPs designed to support the student 

in achieving educational benefit (Figure 2). This is consistent with other research which has 

shown teachers write more effective IEPs after receiving training (Shriner, et al., 2012; Doren, et 

al., 2013). 
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Quantitative impact data derived from the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool shows 

a significant difference pre- and post-intervention on both procedural and substantive indicators 

(Figure 2). For example, “Notice of Meeting provided reasonable notice and included required 

members” went from 14% to 84% and “Annual and triennial dates are correct,” went from 70% 

to 100%. The content of IEPs also improved: “Goals are SMART (Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Relevant, Time bound)” went from 14% to 83% post-intervention; “Goals are 

aligned to grade/age level standards and expectations” went from 57% to 83%; “Services 

appear adequate to support student level and goals, and provide LRE” from 57% to 100%; and 

“For each need: statement in present levels --> need stated --> goal written --> service offered” 

went from 43% to 67%. Variations in data can be attributed to the fact that not all participants 

used the IEP writing manual and checklist with fidelity.  

 
 

 
Figure 2. Percentage of IEPs meeting education benefit criteria pre- and post-intervention. This 
graph represents data derived from IEPs pre- and post- intervention. 
 

Before the intervention, when asked, about use of an IEP writing manual and checklist 

when writing IEPs, only one teacher reported always using an IEP writing manual and checklist. 
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After the intervention, four staff members reported always using a manual and checklist and one 

staff member reported almost always using a manual and checklist. Prior to the intervention, staff 

reported referencing OCN’s special education procedural guide 60% of the time when they had a 

question, after the intervention, this increased to more than 70% of the time. This increase can be 

attributed to the use of the IEP writing manual and checklist, both of which prompt the user to 

reference the procedural guide. While four staff responded that they use the IEP writing manual 

and checklist, it is important to note that four staff are still not using the manual or checklist. 

Only one case manager reported not using the manual and checklist. This staff member is among 

the most experienced. She reported that if it was a requirement, she would use them and she does 

see the value, but is not in the habit. The three other staff members who are not currently using 

the manual or checklist are not case managers. There was not an emphasis placed on using the 

manual or a checklist for these roles. Several participants requested more training and inclusion 

for these roles. One participant commented on the length and format of the checklist and noted 

this as a deterrent to using it.  

An unexpected result of the intervention data collection was how much participants 

learned from the process of going through student files using the Education Benefit Data 

Collection Tool. Multiple participants reported enjoying the process and data gleaned from 

student file reviews. One participant exclaimed, “Let’s review the data this year and then again at 

the beginning of next year. I could see this tool being helpful to use after each IEP.” The 

literature supports this effect, suggesting that PD is effective and enjoyable when it is coherent, 

content-focused, active, collaborative, and includes student data (Garet et al., 2001; Grant et al., 

1996; Penuel et al., 2007; Yoon et al,, 2007; Kennedy, 1998; Yoon et al., 2007; Carpenter et al., 

1989; McCutchen et al., 2002; Loucks-Horsley et al., 2003; Penuel et al., 2007). 
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 In addition to the quantitative data collected using the Education Benefit Data Collection 

Tool, qualitative and observational data collected suggested that use of a checklist and writing 

manual lead to stronger IEPs and stronger IEP meetings. During the intervention, team members 

were observed giving one another feedback on draft IEPs using an IEP feedback consultancy 

protocol. Team members referenced the manual and checklist and utilized both tools to give one 

another feedback. Peer coaching has been found to result in more significant knowledge gains 

compared to other PD formats (Joneen, 2016). The fruits of this work and significant 

improvement were evident during IEP meetings: after the introduction of the manual and 

checklist, IEPs were drafted further in advance and also drafted with higher quality. This lead to 

more rich, data driven dialogue during IEP meetings. Team members were prepared going into 

meetings, evidenced by pre- meeting planning meetings that were held in preparation, drafts 

emailed out to team members in advance of meetings, documented conversations with parents in 

advance of meetings, and data shared during meetings. These changes can be attributed to 

following the steps on the checklist indicating they should happen. These changes were also 

reported in the participant pre- and post-intervention surveys. Participants were asked to rank the 

following prompt on a scale of 0-5 with 0 - almost never (less than 30% of the time), 1 - rarely 

(about 30% of the time), 2 -sometimes (about 50% of the time) , 3 - most of the time (more than 

70%of the time), 4 - almost always (more than 90% of the time), 5 - always: “IEP team members 

arrive prepared for IEP meetings” went from 3.75 to 4.125. Similarly, responses to the prompt, 

“I feel involved in the IEP Process as an IEP team member” went from a mean of 3.25 to 4.125. 

Team members recognized the changes that utilizing a common preparation checklist brought to 

their practice, one member commented “I think collaboration has improved significantly.” 

Following a checklist also led to increased parent participation, one participant noted, “Parent 
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involvement has improved drastically this year.” This can be attributed to several checklist items 

that explicitly reminded case managers how to engage parents in the IEP process, including 

scheduling IEP meetings at times parents can make the meeting, sending home draft IEPs, 

soliciting parent concerns prior to the meeting, and educating parents on the IEP process. The 

manual and checklist both also prompted teachers to engage general education teachers in the 

IEP process and align the IEP to standards, this part of the checklist may have contributed to 

increased engagement of general education teachers in the process as another participant drew 

the correlation between, “I have seen more of a commitment to the standards. I think this helps to 

engage the general education teacher more meaningfully in the IEP meeting.” And yet another, 

“communication is always improving and that is key for me.” One specialist commented on the 

impact following the IEP process has had for students who are not making expected progress, 

“IEP meetings are being scheduled more often when a student isn't meeting their behavior goals. 

We have better systems in place.” The IEP writing manual and checklist had a positive impact as 

the resources supported IEP teams, with a variety of experience, in utilizing common systems to 

accomplish tasks. They also ensured that teams were utilizing the IEP process to develop 

meaningful IEPs that drive instruction. 	

Common Core State Standards and Standards-Aligned IEPs 

The second set of questions the researcher sought to answer and explore were, do IEP 

teams know and use CCSS to develop IEPs aligned to CCSS? And does providing PD on grade 

level standards lead to SB-IEPs?  Impact data from IEPs and the post-intervention scale survey, 

as well as process data derived from PLC transcripts, exit slips from PLCs, and notes from 

coaching conversations helped answer these questions.  

Prior to the intervention, when asked “I am familiar with the Common Core State 
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Standards” 62% of participants responded “disagree or strongly disagree.” After the 

intervention, 100% of participants responded “agree or strongly agree” to this question.  

Candidates were asked to rate prompts on a scale of  0-5 with 0 - almost never (less than 30% of 

the time) and 5 - always. The mean response to the question, “The IEP teams consider the 

grade-level content standards for the grade in which the student is or would be enrolled based 

on age” was 3.375 pre-intervention and 4.25 post-intervention. The mean response to the 

question, “IEP teams at this school develop measurable annual goals aligned with grade-level 

academic content standards” was 2.75 pre-intervention and 4.125 post-intervention. 

Interestingly, the mean response to the question, “IEP teams examine classroom data to 

determine student functioning in relation to the grade-level standards,” was 3.375 pre- and post-

intervention. This could be attributed to the fact that during the course of the intervention, 

participants gained a deeper understanding of grade level standards and how to unpack standards 

and realized that while they thought they were not using classroom data as effectively as they 

previously perceived they had been. Goals are “aligned to grade/age level standards and 

expectations” went from 2.75 to 4.125. Figure 3 illustrates teacher reported pre- and post- 

standards-aligned IEP development.  This impact data is significant because SB-IEPs will ensure 

both compliance with the law and provide students with opportunities to make meaningful 

progress (Alarcon & Luckasson, 2017). The literature indicates there are several conditions for 

successful SB-IEPs: (1) communication and collaboration amongst general educators, special 

educators and related service providers in the development of IEP goals; (2) rigorous student 

achievement expectations; and (3) the IEP team develops priority standards for individual 

students to focus on (Shriner et al., 2017).  In line with this research the intervention and 

activities aimed to ensure that the process, document, and implementation are each within a 
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standards-based framework. The process data collected drove the researcher to revise the 

problem of practice to incorporate the findings that IEP teams do not know how to write IEP 

goals aligned to state standards. Originally the problem of practice was IEP teams have a variety 

of experience and are not utilizing the IEP process to develop meaningful IEPs that drive 

instruction. However, the researcher came to understand that this problem was intrinsically 

connected to the fact that IEP teams did not have knowledge of CCSS and therefore were not 

able to write SB-IEP goals, which are are a central tenant of any meaningful IEP designed to 

drive instruction. The findings of this research indicate that the interventions and activities 

effectively addressed the problem of practice. 

 

Figure 3. Teacher reported pre- and post- standards-aligned IEP development. 
 

The project had originally consisted of one PD session focused on SB-IEPs. However, 

from discussion and observation during the training, it became clear that the group did not have 
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background knowledge on standards and needed to move slower. The researcher knew from pre-

intervention data derived using the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool that IEPs were not 

aligned to standards and learned from the pre-survey that participants did not know where to find 

the standards. In a standards-based educational environment, IEP teams must both: (a) provide a 

FAPE and (b) strive to meet the group-oriented, standards-referenced expectations of ESSA 

(Shriner et al., 2017). The fact that participants did not have knowledge of CCSS is consistent 

with research (Shriner et al., 2017; Porter et al., 2011). Special educators and general educators 

feel unprepared to meet the instructional needs of students with disabilities (Shriner et al., 2017). 

The researcher used this process data to change the intervention.  

The group reviewed educational benefit and discussed how a well-developed IEP 

illustrates an LEA’s effort to provide and document educational benefit for students with 

disabilities. The group also discussed present levels of performance and the importance of 

engaging the general education teacher in present levels data. A resource was shared to assist 

teachers with this process. The group discussed challenges and successes in gathering 

information from general education teachers. Team members shared strategies they have used to 

collaborate with general education teachers in crafting the IEP. Next the team discussed that 

goals should (1) contain baseline, (2) address areas of need, (3) address a standard, (4) enable 

students to be involved in and progress in the general curriculum, and (5) address other 

educational needs resulting from disability. The team discussed that goals should bridge the 

current level of student functioning to student growth needed toward state content standards for 

core academics and talked about the six elements of an IEP goal: (1) When? (Time Frame), (2) 

Given what? (Conditions), (3) Who? (The Student), (4) Does what? (Observable Behavior) (5) 

How much? (Mastery or performance accuracy and/or criteria), and (6) How will it be 
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measured? (Data collection methods). Team members then applied learning to assess goals they 

had recently written and broke down goals for each of the six elements. The researcher had 

planned to dive into unpacking common core standards for a variety of learners during this 

session, however, due to the rich discussion around goal elements and the researcher’s 

realization that this was new content for some participants, the researcher decided to adjust the 

scope and sequence of the intervention and dedicated the second training day to standards. 

During the next training, the researcher reviewed CCSS with the group. Participants were 

familiar with the term CCSS, but were not familiar with the standards. The team explored 

priority standards and where to focus in math and ELA. Next, participants learned how to use 

CCSS to write an IEP goal. Starting with the present levels, participants looked to see where 

students were performing in relation to grade level peers and what standards students were not 

meeting. Participants then looked up the standards. Finally, participants practiced using CCSS to 

write an IEP goal. Participants talked about how to select the most powerful standards to target 

foundational skills. There are multiple ways to write goals that align with CCSS: (a) Unpacking 

Standards: Decide whether the student can master the entire standard (and with what level of 

supports) within a year or only part of the standard; (b) Manner of Demonstration and Context: 

Goals can be written/adjusted to meet student needs and still address CCSS; and (c) Modifying 

Conditions: Adjust conditions under which a student will be required to demonstrate his/her level 

of mastery to allow access to a CCSS. Participants practiced each method. 

The shortage of special education teachers in California has disproportionately impacted 

low income, urban schools  (“California Special Education Teacher Shortages Grow More 

Severe,” 2016). The educators at low income, urban schools who serve on IEP teams (principals, 

education specialists, SLPs, school psychologists, and related service providers) tend to be new 
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to the field employees and these individuals may not have received training or coaching to be 

highly effective and/or they may not have processes to work together to develop meaningful 

IEPs for students who qualify for special education and related services (“California Special 

Education Teacher Shortages Grow More Severe,” 2016). This is true of IA and can account, in 

part, for some of the reasons why the participants had minimal background knowledge on CCSS. 

To meet the demands of IDEA and ESSA, special educators need to know the CCSS, 

pedagogical strategies to deliver the content, strategies to meet the needs of diverse 

learners/provide intensive instruction on key strategies, concepts and skills, and additionally 

need exceptional interpersonal skills to communicate and collaborate with an array of general 

education teachers and related service providers (Leko & Brownell, 2009). Special educators 

often work across many grade levels and with a wide variety of disabilities. Traditional special 

education preparation programs do not focus heavily on content. Preparation programs cover 

grades K through 12 (Leko and Brownell, 2009). CCSS training would therefore come from 

school sites. Since special education teachers at IA have not been included in school site PD, 

they have not received training on CCSS. Only two team members reported attending site based 

PD at least two times per month. These two team members who did attend site based PD, can 

help explain some of the variations in the findings of the present study.  

After the second PLC, momentum for goal writing picked up and the researcher 

documented a marked increase of questions related to IEP goals and standards. The training 

prompted the inclusion specialist to revise draft IEP goals she had for a meeting the next day and 

align them to grade level standards. The training also inspired this teacher to hold amendment 

IEPs for other students on their caseload and revise goals to align to standards. A number of 

researchers and special education experts assert that SB-IEPs ensure both compliance with the 
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law and provide students with opportunities to make meaningful progress (Alarcon & 

Luckasson, 2017). SB-IEPs consider a student’s present levels in relation to the standards and 

backwards map a plan to support the student in achieving the standards (Shriner et al., 2017). 

With this framework, IEP teams began to understand the importance of SB-IEPs. During a 

coaching session, one participant commented “I have seen more of a commitment to the 

standards. I think this helps to engage the general education teacher more meaningfully in the 

IEP meeting.” This is consistent with the research indicating that SB-IEPs require strong 

communication between general education teachers and special education teachers (Shriner et 

al., 2017). A different participant sent the researcher an email on April 4, 2018 requesting 

additional coaching on standards-based goal writing, stating that they wanted to get better before 

the end of the school year. Exit ticket data from the end of the third PLC indicated that five out 

of five participants were proficient in the ability to unpack a standard and write an IEP goal 

aligned to the standard. This can be attributed to the training the team received and heavy 

emphasis and time the team spent exploring how to unpack standards. Participants were working 

collaboratively to improve practice and student outcomes and attributes of an effective PLC, 

including open dialogue/collaboration; student centered school improvement; and supportive 

environment, were evident (Blanton & Perez, 2011). During the fourth PLC, participants gave 

each other feedback on IEP goals, checking IEP goals for the six goal elements and standards 

alignment. Each participant was able to support a colleague in revising an IEP goal, providing 

feedback such as “this goal has the conditions but needed to add percent accuracy and trials, 

measurement” and “(the goal I reviewed) was also good, had almost everything. It needed 

conditions... didn’t have any given blah, blah, blah. And then for how it’s measured it said it is 

measured by the case manager, it says who, but it is not telling us how” and “this goal meets the 
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six elements, but I do not see how it is aligned to the grade level standard. Can we look back at 

the standard together and how you unpacked it?” Participants then engaged in activity utilizing 

Webb’s Depth of Knowledge (DOK). Participants were not familiar with DOK and reported not 

having seen the resource before. After hearing about DOK, one participant connected DOK to 

Bloom’s Taxonomy, “Oh it’s like Bloom's Taxonomy and the level of complexibility. There is 

the conceptual understanding, procedural understanding and level of application....So like all of 

the standards have certain levels so when you are teaching rounding there is a conceptual 

understanding and procedural understanding.” Participants learned about the DOK schema and 

how it can be employed to analyze the cognitive demand (complexity) intended by the standards, 

curricular activities, and assessment tasks. Then participants examined Hess’ Cognitive Rigor 

Matrix & curricular examples. Participants were able to use DOK to connect goals to the 

common core by thinking about the DOK level for the student. By thinking about the manner of 

context and demonstration, participants were able to write goals to meet student needs and still 

address CCSS. For example, participants were asked to write a goal for standard 5.RL.2 

(Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text, including how characters 

in a story or drama respond to challenges or how the speaker in a poem reflects upon a topic; 

summarize the text) at a DOK 1 level. First, each participant unpacked the goal by identifying 

the verbs, nouns and skills necessary to master the standard. Next, participants looked at DOK 

Level 1 skills and drafted goals aligned to the standard. Participants then shared goals and 

engaged in a rich discussion about the level of cognitive rigor for each goal. Participants also 

discussed how to choose which level to write goals at. Finally, participants talked about adjusting 

conditions under which a student is required to demonstrate his/her level of mastery to allow 

access to a CCSS.  
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While exit slips from professional learning sessions consistently indicated that teachers 

had more knowledge about CCSS and standards-aligned IEPs, some IEP teams continued to 

develop goals that were not aligned to grade-level standards. The division between general 

education and special education may be one of the roots of this challenge (Bock et al., 2011; 

Bock & Borders, 2015). Goals not aligned to grade-level standards typically were goals for 

which a student was performing multiple years behind grade level. In these cases, there was 

often not as much collaboration between the general education and special education teachers 

and the special education teachers developed goals in isolation and took responsibility for 

instruction. Teams still did not have a thorough understanding of the staircase of standards 

(McLaughlin & Overturf, 2012; Perry et al., 2015) . During an observation of an IEP meeting 

after the second PLC, the team reviewed the students progress towards meeting grade level 

standards and discussed where the student was in relation to each standard. Two of the three 

goals were aligned to standards the student would be expected to achieve within the next IEP 

year, however, one of the goals was aligned to the grade the student was currently in (and not 

aligned to the standard the student would be expected to achieve within the next year). Upon 

debriefing the IEP observation, the education specialist recognized this mistake and amended the 

goal so that it would enable the student to be involved/progress in the standards the student 

would be exposed to within the next year. A similar discussion took place between this same 

education specialist and the researcher during a feedback consultancy one month later: 

Education specialist: Are they aligned to grade level standards?  

Researcher: The first math goal is aligned to 3rd grade standards. But the other goals are each 

aligned to 6th grade standards.  

Education specialist: Yeah it’s really a hefty standard. Its super hard for her to meet this.  
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Researcher: Is this skill linked to any 6th grade standards? 

Education specialist: I am sure it does because they all do. So I should just link it to a 6th grade 

standard? Okay I will connect to standard it aligns with.  

Such conversations illustrate that it is a lack of skill, not a lack of will, hindering the 

development of SB-IEPs (Shriner et al., 2017; Porter et al., 2011). 

Low-inference observation notes from planning meetings and IEP team meetings show a 

marked increase in the number of times standards alignment and standards are referenced 

throughout the course of the intervention. Research has revealed that both special educators and 

general educators have felt unprepared to meet the instructional needs of students with 

disabilities in the shift to the common core (Shriner et al., 2017). The PLC provided educators 

with explicit training and opportunities to dive deep into CCSS and helped the team see the IEP 

as a critical element for facilitating curricular access (Shriner et al., 2017). Over the course of the 

intervention, participants consistently reported positive benefits from aligning IEPs to grade level 

standards. During week seven of the intervention, the inclusion specialist commented “using 

grade appropriate content and providing instruction on the same content as same age peers, has 

allowed (my students with significant intellectual disabilities) to develop and interact socially 

with same age peers. It is also exposing students to the same content. Before one student who is 

in fourth grade was going to math with kindergarteners. Her behavior was bad. It impacted her 

self-confidence. Now she is with peers and her behavior is much better.” Another special 

education teacher commented, “I have felt better about sending our 5th graders to middle school 

with rigorous and standards aligned goals.” During a coaching conversation, yet another special 

education teacher reflected, “I have learned more about projecting to the next year depending on 

what time of year the annual (IEP) falls, for example a student in 3rd grade mid year might need 
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more 4th grade goals because it is what we want them to be able to do at that time next year. I 

had not used that practice before and I am happy to think of it in that way now.” Even though 

only the special education teachers and school psychologist participated in training on standards-

aligned IEPs, traction around this topic spread to other team members. During a meeting, the 

behavior support specialist explained, “By aligning IEPs to grade level standards, it helps staff to 

know how far away the student is from the standards while setting goals to get them caught up to 

their peers even if they aren't at that point already.” The speech teacher added, “it (standards) 

helps determine where they should be and what they should be working towards and what kind 

of topics they are expected to learn in that grade.” During an end of year reflection meeting, the 

inclusion specialist reflected to the researcher and principal, “I feel like I got a lot of support this 

year, I can now align my IEPs with standards. All of the PDs and supports have changed my 

practice, I now tie IEPs to standards and provide instruction towards that.” On the post-survey, 

one hundred percent of special education teacher participants reported a correlation between 

standards-based, quality IEPs and the instruction they are able to provide for students (Alarcon & 

Luckasson, 2017).  

Data-Based Individualization & IEPs 

The researcher overestimated participant knowledge base. Due limited participant 

background knowledge on CCSS, the researcher adjusted the intervention plan and made a 

change in the intervention to provide additional professional learning on CCSS. This impacted 

the extent to which the researcher was able to explore the third research question- does PD on 

DBI help to develop meaningful intervention plans (services) for students with IEPs? Even 

though research indicates DBI and intensive interventions can be used to improve student 

outcomes (Danielson & Rosenquist, 2014), the prerequisite skill to this is writing SB-IEPs and 
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thus the researcher selected to spend more time on SB-IEPs. Participants did attend one PD 

session on DBI and selecting services. Preliminary impact data does show that there was an 

improvement in participant knowledge of, discussion of, and implementation of DBI. During 

PLCs, teams spent a significant amount of time discussing data and selecting services. Teams 

spent less time talking about intensifying interventions.  

On the pre- and post-survey, participants reported changes in using data to select services 

and IEPs to drive instruction (Figure 4 and Figure 5). The mean response to the question, “I use 

student IEPs to drive my planning and instruction (service delivery)” went from 2.856 pre-

survey to 4.0 post-survey, where 5 represents the strongest agreement with the statement (Figure 

4). The mean response to the question, “I calculate service recommendations based on 

individual service needs and goals” went from 3.5 to 4.5 (Figure 5). This impact data is 

significant. These changes can be attributed to the training on DBI and selecting services, as well 

as the structured collaboration time that was built into PLCs. Participants were able to 

conceptualize DBI as a process, not a product, and began to adopt a logic model for designing 

and delivering intensive interventions (Murray, Coleman, Vaughn, Wanzek, Roberts, 2012).  It is 

important that service providers and IEP team members have both the training needed to 

effectively collaborate and job embedded opportunities and context to do so (Bock et al., 2011), 

the PLC provided participants with both.  
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Figure 4. Pre- and post-intervention use of IEPs in planning and instruction. This chart illustrates 
the change in how participants report using IEPs to drive instruction.  

 
Figure 5. Pre- and post-intervention use of IEPs to drive service delivery. This chart illustrates 
the change in how participants report calculating service recommendations.  
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On the post-survey, in response to the question “I use data-based individualization to 

individualize and intensify interventions” three participants responded “always,” two “almost 

always,” one “most of the time,” and only one person responded “rarely.”  

Participants were asked to share an example of a time they have used DBI to individualize and 

intensify interventions (either for academics or behavior). Responses included:  

● “When a student is not making progress toward their goal, I use consultation time to find 

better ways for the team to address this goal. This happens regularly for a couple of our 

students that we meet monthly for.” 

● “I set up all my groups based on IEP goals and the needs of the child. If I feel a child has 

progressed significantly and have the data to show it, I will switch them into a higher 

group so that they are challenged by other peers.” 

● “Weekly formative assessment and Quarterly assessment of my students performance 

with the curriculum summative assessment.” 

● “A student is not doing well, in terms of externalizing behavior, at this time. Using data-

based decision making, including behavioral data, we have chosen to intensify the 

interventions for the behavior, to meet his needs.” 

● “I use point sheets that both me and other staff use to track daily progress towards my 

student's goals.” 

● “This year the charting has helped me see (in Wilson) if a student is ready to move on to 

the next work books. that has really helped me know if my practice is working and if I 

need to slow down or speed up in the lessons.” 

This impact can be attributed to the training wherein participants learned about selecting 

research-based interventions, progress monitoring, analyzing data, adapting intervention to 
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individual student profiles, designing lessons based on data, and implementing intensified 

instruction (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2015). Although time constraints limited the extent to which 

participants were able to receive coaching and feedback on lessons, the impact data suggests that 

the training provided educators with knowledge and tips so they were better prepared to address 

the evolving needs of students. The IEP writing manual and checklist prompted case managers to 

incorporate elements of DBI in the IEP design process and this could also account for increased 

use of DBI over the course of the intervention. The findings further confirmed the problem of 

practice that IEP teams were not developing IEPs to drive instruction and suggest that this 

problem can be overcome through training on DBI and selecting services.  Implementation of 

DBI requires both specialized skills “on the part of IEP team members and special education 

leaders, who must be able to provide support to teachers in collecting data and delivering 

interventions that require a complex evaluation approach. For assessment methods and research-

based intensive interventions to be successful, teachers cannot work in isolation, separate from 

other members of the IEP team and special education leaders” (Talbott et al., 2016, p. 27). The 

PLC structure provided PD, support, and time for team members to collaborate.  

Team Building 

The fourth research question explored was does team building create an environment in 

which teachers push one anothers thinking to create meaningful IEP plans? Impact data from the 

pre- and  post-intervention scale survey, as well as process data derived from PLC transcripts 

(and coded) and process feedback collected after each PLC helped answer this questions.  

Low-inference observation notes and pre- and post-survey data demonstrates changes in 

team interactions and behavior over the course of the intervention. Several team members were 

new to the profession and new to the school (see Figure 6).  Creating a PLC with an enabling 
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team structure was key to the success of the intervention (Hackman, 2002). Developing effective 

professional relationships amongst school staff is essential to providing students with high-

quality educational experiences (Browder & Duffy, 2003). Research demonstrates the positive 

impact of collaborative development and implementation of IEPs (Hunt, Soto, Maier, & Doering, 

2003). Grossman et al.’s (2001) research illustrates four key elements of PLCs that distinguish a 

community of teachers from a group of teachers: (1) formation of group identity and norms of 

interaction, (2) navigating fault lines, (3) negotiating essential tension, and (4) communal 

responsibility for growth.  

 
Figure 6. Participant job experience. This chart illustrates the number of years each participant 
has held their current position (same job, same school) and how many years each participant has 
been credentialed in their role.  
 

The literature consistently supports the notion that collaboration amongst educators is 

critical for the success of all students, particularly students with disabilities (Bock et al., 2011). It 

is important that service providers and IEP team members have both the training needed to 

effectively collaborate and job embedded opportunities and context to do so (Bock et al., 2011). 

Intentional opportunities for team/relationship building and collaboration were built into each 

PLC. Each PLC incorporated multiple opportunities for team members to build community and 

connect with colleagues, including an opening game (unique pennies, celebrity, collaborative 

face drawing) or opening check in question (what is heavy and what is light for you right now?) 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 78                                                    

and closing opportunity for teammates to appreciate one another. Process feedback data was 

collected after each PLC, 100% of participants consistently reported that the PLC provided them 

with an opportunity to build community and connect with colleagues. Moreover, participants 

consistently reported “loving the opportunity to get to know one another on a deeper level” and 

“I really enjoy the community time, I look forward to the PLC every week.” Coded data from 

team meetings supports these teachers sentiments, 100% of team members were engaged in the 

team building activities. Throughout the course of the PLC, there was an increase in the number 

of appreciations each person gave and received, this could be evidence of increased team 

building and team relationships.  A second objective of PLC time was for team members to give 

and receive advice, strategies and/or tools with colleagues in order to best serve students and 

families. One hundred percent of participants reported that they had the opportunity to do this 

after each PLC. This is a marked increase from pre-intervention data where six staff (75%) 

reported “somewhat” having the opportunities for this and two staff (25%) reported having “no 

opportunities.” Observation and consultancy protocols were introduced to the team. While 

participants were engaged in activities during the PLC, not all participants followed through on 

the extension activities. These participants cited time constraints as the reason for not following 

through. The main barrier to teacher collaboration as cited in the literature is time. A second 

barrier is inadequate teacher preparation. Research emphasizes the importance that school 

administrators and district policies play in developing and upholding collaborative practices. 

Staff must have adequate planning time, and common planning time. One participant was sick 

during two PLCs and also missed a scheduled peer observation day and the observation was 

never rescheduled. Another participant missed a PLC due to a school schedule change. This may 

be due to limitations of the local context (task behavior) and the fact that leadership was not 
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distributed across all members of the PLC (Talbott et al., 2016). The school psychologist and the 

initial academic assessor, both of whom work across multiple school sites did not participate in 

the extension activities. The intervention was not designed to include the clinicians, behavior 

support specialist, or occupational therapist in extension activities. This was a limitation of the 

intervention. Nonetheless, the intervention did have an overall positive impact on collaboration: 

prior to the intervention, when asked “In the last month, I have observed a peer and provided 

them with constructive feedback,” only one out of the eight participants responded “yes.” In the 

post-intervention survey, 75% of participants indicated they had observed a peer.  

Cooperative problem-solving necessitates more work but allows for more innovative 

solutions in addressing the needs of students with disabilities. DeFur (1997) explains the 

difference between cooperation and collaboration, “In cooperating, people look for ways to 

support and complement one another's services; they might share resources but probably not 

decision making, responsibility, or accountability. Cooperation requires interaction and 

agreement and is a foundation for collaboration. Most experts agree that collaboration begins 

with networking, coordination, and cooperation, but it also requires shared decision making, 

responsibility, accountability, and trust (Cook & Friend, 1991)” (p. 4). Collaboration must be 

voluntary. DeFur (1997)  explains collaboration “requires a high level of trust among team 

members. It requires time and energy, particularly up-front time, before important decisions are 

made. Collaboration happens more readily when the group engages in practices that promote 

interaction and a commitment to the process” (p. 4). In order to make collaboration more 

effective, the intervention group used team-building activities that built trust among team 

members. Team members were given the opportunity to share personal frames of reference 
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including preferred work style and discipline/personal philosophies. Participants also agreed on a 

consensus decision-making method.  

During PLCs, participants demonstrated evidence of increased collaboration skills- 

sharing problems of practice, offering ideas, asking questions, offering pushback, and assigning 

next steps. One first year case manager, brought an IEP meeting agenda to the team for a 

consultancy. The team was able to push one another’s thinking, stimulate fresh thinking, provide 

feedback on the agenda, and suggest the use of a timekeeper during the meeting. The 

consultancy inspired the team to call a second meeting and review the draft IEP together as a 

group. A different case manager reported that she was inspired by the group collaboration to hold 

a team planning meeting to collaborate to develop a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP). Over the 

course of the intervention, conversations such as this one captured during team meetings indicate 

that team members became increasingly comfortable with pushing one another’s thinking to 

create meaningful IEPs: 

Participant 1: What did you think about the strengths, preferences and learning style section? 

Participant 2: It is very vague.  

Participant 1: I agree and it’s also a missed opportunity on my part for how to get student voice 

in there. 

The other assessment data, we have all of the standardized testing in there. Under other 

assessment data we said see attached reports, I did not include benchmark data and I have never 

written that in. I am wondering should I?  

Participant 2: I think that would paint a fuller picture of the student.  

Participant 1: I felt like for "did the needs listed on the present levels page correspond with the 

disability statement"... I am curious I have never actually done this before. If I had written in that 
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paragraph if I had used the terms processing deficits and related that to math, would that be an 

example of that done well?  

Participant 2: Yes, and I am also curious about reading. Reading was not mentioned in the 

disability statement but is a big area of need. 

Participant 1:  Yeah it is a huge area of need, that and writing. According to the testing (school 

psychologist) did her scores in ELA align more to her cognitive abilities. She has 1 huge 

discrepancy in math reasoning and that is how she qualified.  

Participant 2: So you are still proposing that she receive support with reading? How do you 

plan to explain that during the meeting and how can we make that clear in this draft? 

Likewise, other conversations captured through low-inference observation notes also captured 

the extent to which participants were increasingly able to push one another’s thinking in the IEP 

development process. Moreover, team members wanted to participate in the PLCs and engage in 

discussion, on multiple occasions staff opted to stay longer than the scheduled time to continue 

discussions. Participants supported one another with understanding intricacies of the special 

education process. 

 Pre- and post-survey impact data confirms trends noted in low-inference observation 

notes. Figure 7 illustrates mean participant responses to questions designed to gauge presence of 

PLC attributes pre- and post-intervention. Participants reported an increase in each area. “Staff 

members talk with each other about their situations and the specific challenges they face” went 

from 2.75 to 3.25. This increase can be attributed to dedicated time in PLCs for consultancies. 

“Staff share, observe, & discuss each others’ teaching methods & philosophies” from 1.75 to 

2.25. This shift was likely due to the staff who participated in peer observations. This rating is 

still relatively slow, likely because some of the broader structures for a PLC, such as common 
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planning time, were still absent from the school (Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996). The process of 

forming a PLC is often slow and “to identify problems, group members must make their practice 

public to colleagues and take an inquiry stance. Change occurs as teachers learn to describe, 

discuss, and adjust their practices according to a collectively held standard” (Darling-Hammond 

& Richardson, 2009). While research shows that training in the use of protocols designed by the 

National Reform Faculty have successfully supported teachers in peer observations of practices 

(Dunne, Nave, & Lewis, 2000), not all participants in the intervention completed this component 

of the project. “Staff assume that all students can learn at reasonably high levels & that staff can 

help them” from 2.375 to 3.375. This change is likely reflective of data that was shared with 

participants demonstrating the special education opportunity gap and performance of students 

with disabilities in affluent school districts, the training teams received on CCSS, and an 

increased understanding that all students can access rigorous curriculum. “Staff not only work 

together to develop shared understandings of students, curriculum & instructional policy, but 

also produce materials & activities that improve instruction, curriculum, & assessment” from 

2.375 to 3.125. Increased collaboration and understanding that to promote growth in student 

achievement, teachers should use materials at students grade levels with proper scaffolding can 

explain growth in this area. Developing effective professional relationships amongst school staff 

is essential to providing students with high-quality educational experiences (Browder & Duffy, 

2003). “Through words & actions staff affirm their common values concerning critical 

educational issues and in support of their collective focus on student learning” from 3.125 to 

3.75. This increase may be attributed to the formation of group identity and norms of interaction 

that developed as a result of routinely meeting as a PLC (Grossman et al., 2001). “Staff take risks 

in trying new techniques and ideas and make efforts to learn more about their profession” from 
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2.5 to 3. It can be reasoned that the change in climate to one that invited risk taking and 

innovation developed as a result of the formation of the PLC and new structures to support joint 

work. Participation in PLC and colleague observations allowed staff to see one another taking 

risks. “Staff feel honored for their expertise within the school as well as within the district, the 

parent community and other significant groups” went from 2.5 to 2.875. This increase can be 

linked to the time built into the PLC for appreciations which allowed staff to publicly 

acknowledge the mutual respect they hold for one another, low-inference observation data also 

supports this finding. “Within the school there are formal methods for sharing expertise among 

faculty members” from 2.125 to 2.675. Weekly collaboration and consultation time account for 

this increase, this increase would likely have been greater if there were formal methods for 

sharing expertise across the school and if this had not been limited to the special education team. 

Additionally, research of high and low functioning PLCs reveals that active principal facilitation 

and participation in PLCs is positively correlated with higher functioning PLCs within the same 

school (Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017); a principal was not a member of this PLC and so that could 

have also contributed to the relatively low score on this dimension.  

 These findings answer questions posed by the problem of practice. IEP teams are 

comprised of many different individuals, who often work in isolation. Team building created an 

environment where teachers felt comfortable to not only collaborate but to push one anothers 

thinking to create meaningful IEPs.  
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Figure 7. Participant pre- and post-intervention perception of PLC attributes. This chart 
illustrates mean participant responses to questions designed to gauge presence of PLC attributes 
pre- and post-intervention.  
 
Impact of Collaborative Process on IEP Meetings and IEP 

The final question the researcher sought to answer was, if a collaborative process is used 
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to develop the IEP, how does that show up in the meeting and in the IEP itself? Impact data from 

the pre- and post- intervention scale survey and pre- and post-intervention data collected using 

the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool, as well as process data collected from low-inference 

observation notes helped answer this question. Figure 8 illustrates mean participant responses to 

questions designed to gauge participant perception of IEP team participation and collaboration 

pre- and post-intervention. Participants reported feeling increasingly involved in the IEP process 

as a team member. Participants also reported participating in more pre-IEP planning meetings. 

“During IEP meetings, IEP team members explain their role and the IEP process clearly” 

increased from 3.375 to 4.375. “The school and IEP team works collaboratively to address the 

needs of students” increased from 4.125 to 4.375. “IEP team members arrive prepared for IEP 

meetings” from 3.75 to 4.125. “In the last month, in the IEP meetings I have attended, there is 

recognition of, and respect for, the contribution of all collaborators” from 3.5 to 4.875. Experts 

suggest collaborative teaming is one way to eliminate the current fragmentation of service 

provision for students with IEPs (DeFur, 1997), data gathered in the intervention confirm this to 

be the case.  
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Figure 8. Participant pre- and post-intervention perception of IEP team participation and 
collaboration. This chart illustrates mean participant responses to questions designed to gauge 
participant perception of IEP team participation and collaboration pre- and post-intervention.  
 

Team member comments confirmed the likert scale response data. One case manager 

reflected on impact increased collaboration had for one of her cases, “this IEP was very much a 

team effort between the SLP, SLPA, and me. There was a change in case managers since the 
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student was speech only and now is SLD and SLI. Sometimes that can get messy, but this time 

we were able to really work together and develop the IEP.” Team members reported that PLCs 

supported collaboration, “I love that I meet with this site team on an almost weekly basis. I really 

enjoyed the teamwork and collaboration. I loved the collaboration they brought to the teams. I 

think more case studying with individual kids could be really helpful.” This sentiment was 

repeated by another participant, “I honestly think it was just nice to all be around the same table. 

I wish the LL (Learning Lab) had more time to go out together and have some down time. It has 

been a really busy year but my team is so supportive and I really appreciate having the time and 

space to interact with my team.” A third participant responded, “The LLTM (PLC) was a 

strength, we were able to have on point discussions and problem solve as a  team.” One related 

service provider who participated in the team building and collaboration portion of the meetings, 

but was not always asked to stay for the full PLC, reported that she wished she had been part of 

the full PLC/training, “Sometimes I felt that the LL team meetings were not going to apply to me 

and when something involved one of my students or potential students I was told I didn't need to 

be there until I explained why I felt I would stay and things were clarified, it felt much better...It 

would be helpful to have more trainings on common core standards for behavior and support 

staff, sometimes we are not invited due to that not being the main focus of service, but I think 

being trained in these areas is important.”  

Conventionally, professional preparation programs foster a unidisciplinary method to 

“problem solving; that is, people solve problems themselves through the perspective of their own 

experiences and specific frame of reference” (DeFur, 1997, p.5). For example, if I am a special 

educator, I think in special education terms; a clinician, in clinical terms. DeFur (1997) explains 

that “solving problems through unidisciplinary means may be time efficient (I only have to work 
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with myself or others who think like me) but is often flawed (my context is narrow) and limited” 

(p.5). An example can be seen when a school psychologist refers a student with a disability for a 

counseling group without consulting the student, clinician, or rest of the IEP team. The student 

may receive counseling services, but the student's interests and preferences may not be 

specifically linked to the group, or the dynamics of the group setting may not match the student's 

special education needs. Although IDEA calls for IEP teams to be multidisciplinary (IDEA, 

2004), the reality of what often happens within IEP teams is that team members each present 

their unidiscipline views to the team and the resulting plan is fragmented. Collaboration post-

intervention at IA showed up in IEP meetings in that team members presented their unidiscipline 

views, but then as a whole team were able to use their collective knowledge to make decisions 

and recommendations. As a result of this interdisciplinary approach, the goals and services 

related to the student’s goals, rather than those of the discipline.  

Participant survey responses corroborate this analysis. On both the pre- and post- 

intervention survey participants were asked in your experience, what is the most effective IEP 

team you have worked on and why? On the pre-intervention survey, almost all staff named teams 

from other schools they have worked out. One team member shared that experience is key to 

making an effective IEP, “The most effective IEP team I have worked with was in a different 

district (Santa Rosa), which was made up of many professionals that have been in the SPED field 

for more than 20 years. There is no substitute for this type of experience.” Other team members 

stated that communication and collaboration prior to the meeting are important attributes: “When 

we are able to hold Pre IEP meetings, able to connect with the teachers within a reasonable time 

period and have everything prepared before entering an IEP meeting, I feel that is the most 

effective way we are able to present the services and goals that will best move our student ahead 
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academically. Also, its best if all the service providers are on site at least one day so that we are 

able to collaborate in person one day because emailing takes too long and sometimes it’s best to 

meet in person,” similarly another respondent responded: “Everyone involved took 

accountability, timelines were reminded of and maintained, EVERYONE'S schedule was 

considered, and all team members agreed on shared information prior to IEP meeting without 

going "against" parents.” Two people explicitly mentioned big teams: “Though they are the most 

challenging, my most effective IEP teams are the ones that have LOTS of contributors. I love 

these because they are challenging, but push all members to do their very best. I think there is the 

most accountability and collaboration in these teams, which I LOVE.” “Big team because there 

were more people to bounce ideas off of and there was different levels of expertise.” On the post-

intervention survey, 7 out 8 respondents name a current team at IA they are a part of as the most 

effective team they have worked on. Two respondents explicitly mentioned communication, 

“This one at IA has been most effective due to communication. There are always areas for 

improvement, but I have been part of several IEP teams where communication was very poor 

and it was difficult for me, as a clinician, to understand my role and obligations. I imagine that 

the students and families were not being served as they should have been in those situations 

either” and “The most effective IEP team for me has been when all the service providers are able 

to collaborate once in a while to discuss the child's progress, upcoming things or techniques that 

would be helpful for everyone to know and understand the importance of letting everyone know 

when a major event happens with the child. Constant communication with everyone is key!” 

Other responses also highlighted the correlation between collaboration and the effectiveness of 

the IEP team: “The SJM IEP team has been very effective because we addressed each issue and 

discussed ways of supporting this student in each of those ways. We have called a couple other 
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IEP meetings where service times were adjusted due to the lack of progress towards their goals;” 

“I think my IEP team for JT  is really strong. I collaborate with the speech team and teacher 

VERY frequently and he has grown in reading A TON! It is amazing. I think the constant 

collaboration is great and the parent involvement-- we looped Mom in to most decisions and 

plans.” One team member alluded to the correlation between service provider turnover and 

collaboration, “I think it’s been great that we have had the same case managers and service 

providers on campus, which really helps make the IEP scheduling smoother because we are more 

familiar with the parents and families.” Towards the end of the intervention, one of the coaches 

at the school approached the researcher in the teacher’s lounge and reported, “I just wanted to 

share with you that I have heard IEPs are going really well this year, there have been huge 

improvements.” 

Planning, participation and collaboration are widely cited in the research on improving 

the effectiveness of IEP teams (Weishaar, 2010; Yell et al., 2016; Diliberto & Brewer, 2014; 

Fialka & Fialka-Feldman, 2017; Bock et al., 2011; Spraker, 2003). The intervention data 

supports the conclusion that collaboration increases the effectiveness of IEP teams. Figure 9 

illustrates the impact of the intervention on the percentage of IEPs meeting educational benefit 

criteria pre- and post-intervention. As a result of building in weekly time to discuss assessment 

plans (APs) prior to sending them home, there was a 43 percentage point increase in the 

percentage of APs that were complete and completed as offered (jumping from 57% to 100%). 

Prior to the intervention, the case manager would often develop the AP in isolation and the 

system for communication with the rest of the team was fraught with errors. Similarly, team 

members were often not invited to IEP meetings with adequate advance notice. Meeting weekly 

provided an opportunity for the team to review upcoming IEPs in the next 60, 30, and 7 days and 
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provide adequate notice so that all team mates could participate. Collaboration also enhanced the 

content of the IEP, post-intervention 67% of present levels captured important data from 

assessments (compared to 29% pre-intervention). Experts have contented that collaboration 

results in better decisions and buy in from the team (DeFur, 1997). Collaborative teams stimulate 

richer discussion and more options. While the full continuum of services must be discussed at 

each IEP meeting, prior to the intervention, this conversation was frequently standard and stale, 

post-intervention 100% of IEP meetings discuss a full continuum of services and placement 

options, as well as the effects of each on the student.  
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Figure 9. Percentage of IEPs meeting educational benefit criteria pre- and post-intervention.  
 

Conclusion and Implications 

As a result of the intervention, staff were able to collaborate to craft standards-based, data 

driven IEPs that can be used to drive student instruction. This action research points to the power 

of collaboration and teaming. The literature contends that “successful collaboration requires 

individuals to hold certain skills and attitudes; in addition, there are developmental steps that 

lead to true collaboration (Cook & Friend, 1991). Seldom can a group of people just sit down 

and say, let's collaborate and be successful; collaborative teamwork takes time and ongoing 

effort. For integrated services, people must network, coordinate, cooperate, and collaborate” 

(DeFur, 1997).  

The first question the researcher sought to answer was whether common training with an 

IEP writing manual and checklist increased team members’ knowledge and understanding of 

how to write a meaningful IEP. Impact data from IEPs, as well as process data derived from 

transcripts from observing IEP teams work, exit slips from PLCs, and notes from coaching 

sessions indicate that the IEP writing manual and checklist had a positive impact as the resources 

supported IEP teams, with a variety of experience, in utilizing common systems to accomplish 

tasks. They also ensured that teams were utilizing the IEP process to develop meaningful IEPs 

that drive instruction. 

The second set of questions the researcher sought to answer and explore were, do IEP 

teams know and use CCSS to develop IEPs aligned to CCSS? And does providing PD on grade 

level standards lead to SB-IEPs? Pre-intervention IEP teams were not using CCSS to develop 

IEPs aligned to CCSS. Impact data from IEPs and the post-intervention scale survey, as well as 

process data derived from PLC transcripts, exit slips from PLCs, and notes from coaching 
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conversations all demonstrated a significant shift over the course of the intervention in the ability 

of IEP teams to develop SB-IEPs pre- and post-intervention. The process data collected drove 

the researcher to revise the problem of practice to incorporate the findings that IEP teams do not 

know how to write IEP goals aligned to state standards. Originally the problem of practice was 

IEP teams have a variety of experience and are not utilizing the IEP process to develop 

meaningful IEPs that drive instruction. However, the researcher came to understand that this 

problem was intrinsically connected to the fact that IEP teams did not have knowledge of CCSS 

and therefore were not able to write SB-IEP goals, which are are a central tenant of any 

meaningful IEP designed to drive instruction. The findings of this research indicate that the 

interventions and activities effectively addressed the problem of practice.  

The third research question was does PD on DBI help to develop meaningful intervention 

plans (services) for students with IEPs? Although time constraints limited the extent to which 

participants were able to receive coaching and feedback on lessons, impact data from the pre- 

and post- intervention scale survey suggests that the training provided educators with knowledge 

and tips so they were better prepared to address the evolving needs of students. The IEP writing 

manual and checklist prompted case managers to incorporate elements of DBI in the IEP design 

process and this could also account for increased use of DBI over the course of the intervention. 

These findings further confirmed the problem of practice that IEP teams were not developing 

IEPs to drive instruction and suggest that this problem can be overcome through training on DBI 

and selecting services and through providing supplemental resources (such as a IEP writing 

manual and/or checklist) that prompt IEP teams to use DBI as they design the IEP.  

The fourth research question explored was does team building create an environment in 

which teachers push one anothers thinking to create meaningful IEP plans? Impact data from the 
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pre- and  post-intervention scale survey, as well as process data derived from PLC transcripts 

(and coded) and process feedback collected after each PLC all suggest that team building does 

create an environment in which teachers are able to push one anothers thinking to develop 

meaningful IEPs. Low-inference observation notes and pre- and post-survey data demonstrated 

changes in team interactions and behavior over the course of the intervention. During PLCs, 

participants demonstrated evidence of increased collaboration skills- sharing problems of 

practice, offering ideas, asking questions, offering pushback, and assigning next steps. These 

findings answer questions posed by the problem of practice. IEP teams are comprised of many 

different individuals, who often work in isolation. Team building helped create an environment 

where teachers felt comfortable to not only collaborate but to push one anothers thinking to 

create meaningful IEPs.  

The final question the researcher sought to answer was, if a collaborative process is used 

to develop the IEP, how does that show up in the meeting and in the IEP itself? Impact data from 

the pre- and post- intervention scale survey and pre- and post-intervention data collected using 

the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool, as well as process data collected from low-inference 

observation notes amalgamate to answer this question. Participants reported feeling increasingly 

involved in the IEP process as a team member. As a result of utilizing an interdisciplinary 

approach, the goals and services related to the student’s goals, rather than those of the discipline. 

Collaboration also enhanced the content of the IEP, post-intervention 67% of present levels 

captured important data from assessments (compared to 29% pre-intervention). Quantitative data 

derived from the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool shows a significant difference pre- and 

post-intervention on both procedural and substantive indicators. In addition to the quantitative 

data collected using the Education Benefit Data Collection Tool, qualitative and observational 
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data collected suggested that use of a checklist and writing manual lead to stronger IEP meetings. 

The literature indicates there are several conditions for successful SB-IEPs: (1) 

communication and collaboration amongst general educators, special educators and related 

service providers in the development of IEP goals; (2) rigorous student achievement 

expectations; and (3) the IEP team develops priority standards for individual students to focus on 

(Shriner et al., 2017).  In line with this research the intervention and activities aimed to ensure 

that the process, document, and implementation are each within a standards-based framework. 

This proved to be successful as measured by impact data collected pre- and post- interventions.  

Summative assessment data indicates that the intervention may have had a positive 

impact on student performance outcomes. On cohort matched data comparing student 

performance during the 2016-17 school year to student performance in the 2017-18 school year 

on the Smarter Balanced Summative Assessment, IA fourth grade students with IEPs went from 

an average of 138 points below met to an average of 21 points below met in ELA (a net change 

of 117 points). Fifth grade students with IEPs went from an average of 139 points below met to 

an average of 101 points below met in ELA (a net change of 38 points). Fourth grade students 

with IEPs went from an average of 89 points below met to an average of 87 points below met in 

math (a net change of 2 points). Fifth grade average distance from met in math was worse. While 

it is not possible to isolate the variables that resulted in this impact data and directly connect it to 

the intervention, the positive gains in student performance in ELA and math should be explored 

further to determine whether they are connected to increased standards-alignment and push for 

DBI.   

A next step for the work at IA will be to use the National Center on Intensive 

Intervention Student-Level Data-Based Individualization Implementation Checklist to monitor 
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the implementation of the DBI process during initial planning and ongoing review meetings. To 

support conducting and documenting these meetings, see Tools to Support Intensive Intervention 

Data Meetings (Appendix E).  

The results of this action research suggest that a PLC is an effective vehicle to drive 

change in special education. The study also underscores the need for job-embedded opportunities 

for both training and collaboration, both amongst special education staff and with general 

education teaching staff.   

It is recommended that the PLC structure be replicated across the six OCN school sites 

next year. Additionally, it is recommended that all student support services staff receive training 

on CCSS, SB-IEPs, and DBI. 

Many schools fail to make AYP because of poor performance of students with IEPs, 

however, the IEP team or IEP itself is not commonly thought of as a mechanism to increase 

student outcomes. The present study suggests that it should be. The IEP should be the roadmap 

to academic acceleration. If IEPs are designed with operationally beneficial instructional 

contents, they can be used as a reference for planning instruction. The literature suggests that 

student growth is correlated to the quality of the IEP. Thus, the ability to develop and implement 

IEPs is required for advancing educational outcomes of students with disabilities. Writing SB-

IEPs that utilize DBI can improve outcomes for students with disabilities.  

The IEP writing manual and checklist were also shown to be highly supportive. These 

tools can be shared beyond OCN. The results of this project suggest that school leaders should 

include student support service providers in school wide PD, align schedules to allow for 

collaboration time, and include special education staff in PLCs.  

Limitations 
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This action research explored the relationship and impact of PLCs on IEP team 

collaboration and the use of evidence based practices in IEPs (SB-IEPs and DBI) over the course 

of one trimester at an urban charter school. While there were a number of positive findings that 

suggest application to a broader context, some limitations must be acknowledged. First, the 

number of participants was small, eight IEP team members with a single researcher/coach. 

Consequently, readers are cautioned that these findings may not be applicable to a larger 

population or different coaches. The study did not have a comparison group, and these 

participants were not randomly selected. Secondly, this intervention took place in the context of 

several broader changes across the school and the CMO and it may be difficult to isolate the 

variables that lead to the impact. This intervention also took place in the context of a transition 

between Affinity Center managing special education for the school and OCN managing the 

operations of the department. Thirdly, due to the length of this study, it is not clear what the long 

term impact on student performance will be.  

 

 
 

 

 

  



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 98                                                    

References  

A Brief History of Special Education. (2017, June 30). Retrieved December 12, 2017, from 

https://www.thinkinclusive.us/brief-history-special-education/ 

About IEPQ. (n.d.). Retrieved December 12, 2017, from https://iepq.education.illinois.edu/public/about 

Alarcon, A. L., & Luckasson, R. (2017). Aligning IEP Goals to Standards Without Standardizing: 

Avoiding the Legal Risks Associated With Aligning Each Goal With an Individual Content 

Standard. Journal Of Special Education Leadership, 30(2), 82-87. 

Assistance to States, Final Rule, 71. Reg., 2016, 46540 

Armenta, T., & Beckers, G. (2006). The IEP: How to Meet Its Demands and Avoid Its Pitfalls. Principal 

Leadership: Middle Level Edition, 6(9), 22-26. 

Blanton, L. B., & Perez, Y. Y. (2011). Exploring the Relationship Between Special Education Teachers 

and Professional Learning Communities. Journal Of Special Education Leadership, 24(1), 6-16. 

Bock, S.J., Borders, C.(2015), Roles of Related Professionals in Special Education, in Jeffrey P. Bakken 

, Festus E. Obiakor (ed.) Interdisciplinary Connections to Special Education: Important Aspects 

to Consider (Advances in Special Education, Volume 30A) Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 

pp.119 - 129 

Bock, S. J. , Michalak, N. , & Brownlee, S. (2011). Collaboration and consultation: The first steps. In C. 

G. Simpson & J. P. Bakken (Eds.), Collaboration: A multidisciplinary approach to educating 

students with disabilities (pp. 3–15). Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.[Google Scholar] 

Browder, D.M. & Cooper-Duffy, K. (2003). Evidence-based practices for students with severe 

disabilities and the requirement for accountability in “No Child Left Behind.” The Journal of 

Special Education, 37, 157-163.    



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 99                                                    

Brownell, M. T., Bishop, A. G., Gersten, R., Klingner, J., Dimino, J., Haager, D., et al. (2009). 

Examining the dimensions of teacher quality for beginning special education teachers: The role 

of domain expertise. Exceptional Children, 75. 391-11. 

California Special Education Teacher Shortages Grow More Severe. (2016, February 8). Retrieved 

December 17, 2017, from https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/california-special-

education-teacher-shortages-brief 

Carpenter, T E., Fennema, E., Peterson, P. L., Chiang, C. P., & Loef, M. (1989). Using knowledge of 

children's mathematics thinking in classroom teaching: An experimental study. American 

Educational Research Journal 26(4), 499-531. 

Corey H. v. Board of Education of the City of Chicago, 995 F. Supp. 900 (N.D. Ill. 1998); 

Cox, E. (2015). Coaching and Adult Learning: Theory and Practice. New Directions For Adult & 

Continuing Education, 2015(148), 27-38. doi:10.1002/ace.20149 

Danielson, L., & Rosenquist, C. l. (2014). Introduction to the TEC Special Issue on Data-Based 

Individualization. Teaching Exceptional Children, 46(4), 6-12. doi:10.1177/0040059914522965 

Darling-Hammond, L., & Richardson, N. (2009). Teacher Learning: What Matters?. Educational 

Leadership, 66(5), 46-53. 

DeFur, S. H. (1997). Collaboration as a prevention tool for youth with disabilities. Preventing School 

Failure, 41173-178. doi:10.1080/10459889709603289 

Diliberto, J. J., & Brewer, D. (2014). Six Tips for Successful IEP Meetings. Teaching Exceptional 

Children, 47(2), 128-135. doi:10.1177/0040059914553205 

Doren, B. b., Min-Chi Yan, m., & Wei-Mo Tu, w. (2013). Key Program Features to Enhance the 

School-to-Career Transition for Youth with Disabilities. Prevention Researcher, 20(2), 11-13. 

DuFour, R. R. (2015). How PLCs do data right. Educational Leadership, 73(3), 22-26. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 100                                                    

Dunne, F., Nuve, B., & Lewis, A. (2000). Critical friends: Teachers helping to improve student learning. 

Phi Delta Kappa International Research Bulletin, 28, 9-12.  

Endrew F. v. Douglas County School Dist. RE–1, No. 15–827, 580 U.S. (2017). 

Fialka, J. J., & Fialka-Feldman, E. e. (2017). IEP Meetings: Building Compassion & Conversation. 

Educational Leadership, 74(7), 46-51. 

Education for All Handicapped Children’s Act (P.L. 94-142) 

Freedberg, L., & HARRINGTON, T. (2017, October 11). Special education in “deep trouble” and still 

needs reform, says California ed board president. Retrieved December 11, 2017, from 

https://edsource.org/2017/california-education-board-president-says-special-ed-in-deep-trouble-

and-needs-reform/588436 

Fuchs, D., & Fuchs, L. S. (2015). Rethinking service delivery for students with significant learning 

problems: Developing and implementing intensive instruction. Remedial and Special Education, 

36(2), 105–111. doi: 10.1080/00405841.2016.1184536  

Garet, M. S., Porter, A. C., Desimone, L., Birman, B. F., & Yoon. K. S. (2001). What makes 

professional development effective? Results from a national sample of teachers. American 

Educational Research Journal 38, 915-945. 

Gerber, P.J., & Popp, P.A. (1999). Consumer perspectives on the collaborative teaching model. 

Remedial and Special Education, 20, 288-296. 

Grant, S. G., Peterson, P. L., & Shojgreen-Downer, A. (1996), Learning to teach mathematics in the 

context of systemic reform. American Educational Research Journal 33. 509-541. 

Grossman, P., Wineburg, S., & Woolworth, S. (2001). Toward a theory of teacher community. Teachers 

College Record, 103, 942-1012. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 101                                                    

Grolnick, W.S., Benjet,C., Kurowski, C.O., & Apostoleris, N. H. (1997). Predictors of parent 

involvement in children’s schooling.  Journal of Educational Psychology, 89(3), 538-548. 

Guide to the Individualized Education Program. (2007, March 23). Retrieved December 11, 2017, from 

https://www2.ed.gov/parents/needs/speced/iepguide/index.html 

Hackman, J.R. (2002). Leading teams: Setting the stage for great performances. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard Business Press. 

Hernandez, J.E., Harry, B., Newman, L., & Cameto, R. (2008). Survey of family involvement in and 

satisfaction with the Los Angeles Unified School District special education processes. Journal of 

Special Education Leadership, 21(2), 84-93. 

Hoagland-Hanson, K. (2015). Getting their due (process): Parents and lawyers in special education due 

process hearings in Pennsylvania. University Of Pennsylvania Law Review, 163(6), 1805-1842. 

Hott, B., Thomas, S., Abbassi, A., Hendricks, L., & Aslina, D. (2015). It Takes a Village: Counselor 

Participation with Students, Families, and Other School Personnel in Serving Students with 

Special Needs. National Forum Of Special Education Journal, 26(1), 1-9. 

Hunt, P., Soto, G., Maier, J., & Doering, K. (2003). Collaborative teaming to support students at risk and 

students with severe disabilities in general education classrooms. Exceptional Children, 69, 315-

332. 

İlik, Ş. s., & Sarı, H. (2017). The Training Program for Individualized Education Programs (IEPs): Its 

Effect on How Inclusive Education Teachers Perceive their Competencies in Devising IEPs. 

Educational Sciences: Theory & Practice, 17(5), 1547-1572. doi:10.12738/estp.2017.5.0424 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 (2004) 

Kennedy, M. (1998). Fbrm and substance of inservice teacher education (Research Monograph No. 13). 

Madison: University of Wisconsin-Madison, National Institute for Science Education. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 102                                                    

Lalvani, P. (2012). Parents’ participation in special education in the context of implicit educational 

ideologies and socioeconomic status. Education and Training in Autism and Developmental 

Disabilities, 47(4), 474-486. 

Leal, F., & Maio, P. (2016, September 30). California's largest school districts use aggressive tactics to 

find teachers. Retrieved July 15, 2018, from https://edsource.org/2016/californias-largest-school-

districts-use-aggressive-tactics-to-find-teachers/570015 

Leko, M. M., & Brownell, M. T. (2009). Crafting Quality Professional Development for Special 

Educators: What School Leaders Should Know. Teaching Exceptional Children, 42(1), 64-70. 

Lemons, C. c., Kearns, D. M., & Davidson, K. A. (2014). Data-Based Individualization in Reading. 

Teaching Exceptional Children, 46(4), 20-29. doi:10.177/0040059914522978 

Lo, L. (2012). Demystifying the IEP process for diverse parents of children with disabilities. Teaching 

Exceptional Children, 44(3), 14-20. 

Loucks-Horsley, S., Love, N., Stiles, K., Mundry, S., & Hewson, P. W. (2003). Designing professional 

development for teachers of science and mathematics. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Louis, K. S., Marks, H. M., & Kruse, S. (1996). Professional community in restructuring schools. 

American Educational Research Journal, 33, 757-798. 

Lowman, J. j. (2016). A Comparison of Three Professional Development Mechanisms for Improving the 

Quality of Standards-Based IEP Objectives. Communication Disorders Quarterly, 37(4), 211-

224. doi:10.1177/1525740115595338 

Massey, P.A. & Rosenbaum, S.A.. (Spring 2004). “Disability Matters: Toward a Law School Clinical 

Model: For Serving Youth With Special Education Needs.” Clinical Law Review 11, 2: 271-334. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 103                                                    

Matava, M. (2012, April 6). The Most Critical Component of Your Child’s IEP. Retrieved December 

25, 2017, from http://theparentingplayground.com/the-most-critical-compenent-of-your-childs-

iep/ 

Meirinka, J. m., Imants, J., Meijer, P. C., & Verloop, N. (2010). Teacher learning and collaboration in 

innovative teams. Cambridge Journal Of Education, 40(2), 161-181. 

doi:10.1080/0305764X.2010.481256 

McCausland, D. (2005). International experience in the provision of individual education plans for 

children with disabilities. Dublin: National Disability Authority. 

McCutchen, D., Abbott, R. D., Green, L. B., Beretvas, S. N., Cox, S., Potter N. S., et al. (2002). 

Beginning literacy: Links among teacher knowledge, teacher practice, and student learning. 

Journal of Learning Disabilities, 35, 69-86. 

McLaughlin, M. (2010). Evolving Interpretations of educational equity and students with disabilities. 

Exceptional Children, 76, 265-278. 

McLaughlin, M., & Overturf, B.J. (2012). The Common Core: Insights into the K-5 standards. The 

Reading Teacher, 66, 153–164. doi:10.1002/TRTR.01115 

Murray, C. S., Coleman, M. A., Vaughn, S., Wanzek, J., & Roberts, G. (2012). Designing and delivering 

intensive interventions: A teacher’s toolkit.  Portsmouth, NH: RMC Research Corporation, 

Center on Instruction. 

Nelson, T. H., LeBard, L., & Waters, C. (2010). How to Create a Professional Learning Community. 

Science & Children, 47(9), 36-40. (n.d.). Retrieved December 12, 2017, from 

http://www.wrightslaw.com/law/art/history.spec.ed.law.htm 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, P.L. 107-110, 20 U.S.C. § 6319 (2002). 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 104                                                    

Perry, R.R., Finkelstein, N.D., Seago, N., Heredia, A., Sobolew-Shubin, S., & Carroll, C. (2015). Taking 

stock of Common Core math implementation: Supporting teachers to shift instruction: Insights 

from the math in Common 2015 Baseline Survey of Teachers and Administrators. San Francisco, 

CA: WestEd. 

Peng-Sim, E. (2015). IEP DOCUMENTATION FOR EFFECTIVE SYSTEMATIC FACILITATION. 

International Journal Of Special Education, 30(1), 78-89. 

Penuel, W R., Fishman, B, J., Yarnaguchi, R., & Gallagher, L. P. (2007). What makes professional 

development effective? Strategies that foster curriculum implementa-Hon. American Educational 

Research Journal, 44, 921-958. 

Porter, A., McMaken, J., Hwang, J., & Yang, R. (2011). Common Core Standards: The new U.S. 

intended curriculum. Educational Researcher, 40, 103–116. doi: 10.3102/0013189X11405038 

Procedural Guide. (n.d.). Retrieved December 17, 2017, from http://charterselpa.org/program-

support/procedural-guide/ 

Pudelski, S. (2013). Rethinking special education due process: AASA IDEA Reauthorization proposals, 

Part 1. Alexandria, VA: American Association of School Administrators. Retrieved from 

http://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/Public_Policy_Resources/Special_Ed

ucation/AASARethinkingSpecialEdDueProcess.pdf Google Scholar 

Salle, T. L., Roach, A. T., & McGrath, D. (2013). THE RELATIONSHIP OF IEP QUALITY TO 

CURRICULAR ACCESS AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT FOR STUDENTS WITH 

DISABILITIES. International Journal Of Special Education, 28(1), 135-144. 

Scheeler, M. M., Budin, S., & Markelz, A. (2016). The Role of Teacher Preparation in Promoting 

Evidence-ased Practice in Schools. Learning Disabilities -- A Contemporary Journal, 14(2), 171-

187. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 105                                                    

Shah, N. (Aug. 2012). "Federal Special Ed. Ratings Fault D.C. — Again." Education Week 31, 37. 

www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/08/03/37ratings.h31.html; 

Shriner, J. G., Carty, S., Goldstone, L., & Thurlow, M. L. (2017). Teacher Perspectives on the Impact of 

Standards and Professional Development on Individualized Education Programs. Journal Of 

Special Education Leadership, 30(2), 67-81. 

Shriner, J. G., Carty, S.J., Rose, C.A., Shogren, K.A., Kim, M., & Trach, J.S.. (2012). Effects of using a 

web-based individual education program decision-making tutorial. The Journal Of Special 

Education, 47(3), 175-185. 

“Slow Learner FAQ”. (2016, November 23). Retrieved July 15, 2018, from 

http://schoolpsychologistfiles.com/slowlearnerfaq/ 

Smarter Balanced Test Results. (n.d.). Retrieved July 15, 2018, from https://caaspp.cde.ca.gov/sb2017/ 

Spraker, J. (2003). Teacher teaming in relation to student performance: Findings from the literature. 

Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory. 

Talbott, E., Mayrowetz, D., Maggin, D. M., & Tozer, S. E. (2016). A Distributed Model of Special 

Education Leadership for Individualized Education Program Teams. Journal Of Special 

Education Leadership, 29(1), 23-31. 

Templeton, R. R. (2017). Special Education Leadership at the Elementary School Level: How Does 

Knowledge Influence Leadership?. Journal Of Special Education Leadership, 30(1), 19-30. 

Thurlow, M.L., Quenemoen, R.F., & Lazarus, S.S. (2011). Meeting the needs of special education 

students: Recommendations for the Race to the Top consortia and states. Washington, DC: 

Arabella Advisors. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 106                                                    

Voelkel, J.R., & Chrispeels, J. H. (2017). Within-School Differences in Professional Learning 

Community Effectiveness: Implications for Leadership. Journal Of School Leadership, 27(3), 

424-453. 

Weintraub, F.J., Myers, R.M., Hehir, T., Jaque-Antón, D. (2008). "A Contextual Overview of the 

Modified Consent Decree in the Los Angeles Unified School District." Journal of Special 

Education Leadership 21, 2: 51-57. 

Weishaar, P. M. (2010). Twelve Ways to Incorporate Strengths-Based Planning into the IEP Process. 

Clearing House, 83(6), 207-210. doi:10.1080/00098650903505381 

When the IEP Team Meets. (2016, September 10). Retrieved December 17, 2017, from 

http://www.parentcenterhub.org/meetings/ 

WOLFE, K., & DURÁN, L. K. (2013). Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Parents' Perceptions of the 

IEP Process. Multiple Voices For Ethnically Diverse Exceptional Learners, 13(2), 4-18. 

Yell, M. M., Katsiyannis, A., Ennis, R. P., Losinski, M., & Christle, C. A. (2016). Avoiding Substantive 

Errors in Individualized Education Program Development. Teaching Exceptional Children, 

49(1), 31-40. doi:10.1177/0040059916662204 

Yoon, K. S., Duncan, T, Lee, S. W., Scarloss, B., & Shapley, K. L. (2007). Reviewing the evidence on 

how professional development affects student achievement (Rep. No. 033), Washington, D.C.: 

Institute for Education Sciences: National Center for Evaluation and Regional Assistance. 

  

   



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 107                                                    

Appendix A 

Education Benefit Data Collection Tool 

* Required 

1. Case Manager's Name * 

2. Student Name * 

3. Student Age *Mark only one oval. 

4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

4. Student Grade Level *Mark only one oval. 

K 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Eligibility Categories * Check all that apply. 

200: None 

210: (ID) Intellectual Disability 

220: (HH) Hard of Hearing 

230: (DEAF) Deafness 

240: (SLI) Speech or Language Impairment 250: (VI) Visual Impairment 

260: (ED) Emotional Disturbance 

270: (OI) Orthopedic Impairment 

280: (OHI) Other Health Impairment 

290: (SLD) Specific Learning Disability 300: (DB) Deaf-Blindness 

310: (MD) Multiple Disability 

320: (AUT) Autism 

330: (TBI) Traumatic Brain Injury 

6. Date of IEP * 
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7. Type of IEP Meeting * Mark only one oval. 

Initial Annual Triennial Interim/30-day Other 

Part 1: Basic Compliance and Procedural Elements Assessment Plan 

8. Assessment Plan complete, signed, and completed as offered. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes 

No 

N/A  

Comments 

Notice of Meeting 

9. Notice of Meeting provided reasonable notice and included required members. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments     

10. Excusal is on file for any required member not present at the IEP. * Mark only one 

oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments     

11. Notice of meeting was generated for the current IEP. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

15. Comments 

   

Eligibility 

12. Annual and triennial dates are correct. * 
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Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

13. A statement included re: effect of disability on general curriculum. * Mark only one 

oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

Present Levels 

14. Parent concerns were captured. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments      

15. Areas completed address eligibility, and no areas are left blank. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments     

16. Needs are identified. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments    

Special Factors 

17. English Learner Section is completed as needed. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

18. Behavior section is completed as needed (i.e. AUT, ED, OHI). *Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 
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Comments      

State Testing 

19. Page is completed, appropriate grade level is addressed. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

Goals 

20. Goals are written 1:1 for areas of need identified in present levels. Persons responsible 

are 

named. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments  

21. Required elements are included (both baselines and goals operationalized). * Mark only 

one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

22. Goals are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time bound). * Mark 

only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

23. Goals are aligned to grade/age level standards and expectations. * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 
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Comments  

FAPE: Services 

24. Continuum is discussed, as well as harmful effects considered and documented. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

25. Accommodations, modifications, and supports are clearly identified. * Mark only one 

oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

26. Individual/group service is indicated, and comments clarify as needed when both are 

checked. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

27. Services are tied to disability and goals/need. Comments clarify as needed. * Mark only 

one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

28. ESY services are listed if checked yes or no services are listed under ESY when it is 

checked no.* 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 
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Comments     

Setting 

29. Percentages are completed and appear accurate. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

30. Progress reporting period/frequency is indicated * Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments      

Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) 

31. BIP was completed, if applicable. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

Prior Written Notice (PWN)  

32. PWN was completed * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

Parent Consent 

33. Parent consent form was completed. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 
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Comments    

IEP Notes 

34. IEP Meeting Notes were completed. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments    

Part 2: Qualitative Review of Content 

Review of Assessments 

35. All areas of need were assessed. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

36. Present levels capture important data revealed in assessments *Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

Present Levels 

37. Narrative presents a comprehensive picture of student and all needs. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

38. Present levels include both formal and informal data and info from a variety of sources. 

* Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 
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Comments   

39. Goals address all areas of need identified in assessments and present levels. * Mark only 

one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

40. Services appear adequate to support student level and goals, and provide LRE. * Mark 

only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

Part 3: Educational Benefit 

41. Looking at goals over the last 2-3 years, goals have been met and/or progress has been 

made. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

42. Goals change/ evolve over time, show a progression. *Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 

43. Adaptations have been revised over time and consider new information (in present 

levels). * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 
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44. If progress toward goals has been limited, services have increased or been modified 

somehow. Goals have been revised. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments   

45. For each need: statement in present levels --> need stated --> goal written --> service 

offered. * 

Mark only one oval. 

Yes No N/A 

Comments 
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Appendix B 
IEP Process Pre & Post- Survey 

Thank you for taking this survey to help us understand how you experience the IEP 

Process (team preparation, IEP meetings, execution of IEP, and progress monitoring). 

This is an anonymous survey for research purposes. Your responses will not be shared 

coupled with your name in the research. 

* Required 

Role & Work Context 

1. Choose the title that best fits your job description. (This question is optional.) 

Mark only one oval. 

● Assistant Principal/Principal 

● Behavior Support Specialist 

● Certified Occupational Therapy Assistant Clinician 

● Education Specialist 

● General Education Teacher 

● Inclusion Specialist 

● School Psychologist 

● Speech and Language Pathologist 

● Speech and Language Pathologist Assistant Occupational Therapist 

● Other 

2. How many days a week do you work at LWL? *Mark only one oval. 

● less than 1  

● 1 

 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                 117                                                    

● 2 

● 3 

● 4  

● 5 

3. How many school sites do you work at? *Mark only one oval. 

● 1 (I only work at LWL)  

● 2 

● 3 

● 4 

● 5 

● 6 

More than 6 

4. Read the question and choose the response that best fits. *Mark only one oval 

per row. 

● How many years have you held your current position (same job, same school)? 

● How many years have you been credentialed in your role? 

Professional Learning Community 

This section will help you think about and assess the extent to which each of the major 

factors associated with professional learning community—critical elements, human 

resources, and structural conditions is currently present at your school. 

5. Directions: Rate the following questions on a scale of 1--4, with 1 being Not at 

All, 2- Somewhat, 3- To a large Degree and 4 -To a Great Extent. 
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Mark only one oval per row. 

● Staff members talk with each other about their situations and the specific 

challenges they face. 

● Staff share, observe, & discuss each others’ teaching methods & philosophies. 

● Staff assume that all students can learn at reasonably high levels & that staff can 

help them. 

● Staff not only work together to develop shared understandings of students, 

curriculum & instructional policy, but also produce materials & activities that 

improve instruction, curriculum, & assessment. Through words & actions staff 

affirm their common values concerning critical educational issues and in support 

of their collective focus on student learning. Staff take risks in trying new 

techniques and ideas and make efforts to learn more about their profession. 

● Staff feel honored for their expertise within the school as well as within the 

district, the parent community and other significant groups. 

● Within the school there are formal methods for sharing expertise among faculty 

members. 

6. Read the prompt and then indicate yes or no for each question. *Mark only one 

oval per row. 

● In the last month, I have observed a peer and provided them with constructive 

feedback. 

● In the last month, a peer has observed me and provided me with feedback. 

● In the last month, a supervisor (or coach) has given me feedback prior to an IEP 
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meeting. 

● In the last month, a supervisor (or coach) has given me feedback on my 

participation/facilitation in an IEP meeting. 

7. If you observed a colleague, what did you learn from the observation? (Answer 

N/A if you did not participate in a colleague observation) * 

8. If you were observed by a colleague, what did you learn from being observed by 

a colleague? (Answer N/A if you did not participate in a colleague observation) * 

IEP Development, Team Participation & IEP Implementation 

Directions: Please read each question and respond by marking a response in the 

most appropriate column. 

9. Rank the following prompts on a scale of 0--5 with 0 almost never (less than 30% 

of the time), 1 rarely (about 30% of the time), 2 sometimes (about 50% of the time), 

3 most of the time (more than 70%of the time), 4 almost always (more than 90% of 

the time), 5 always * 

● I utilize an IEP writing manual/ checklist when writing IEPs.  

● When I have a question, I reference the El Dorado Charter SELPA Procedural 

Guide. 

● I use student IEPs to drive my planning and instruction (service delivery).  

● I calculate service recommendations based on individual service needs and goals.  

● When I work with a student, I collect data to progress monitor student IEP goals. 

● I use data--based individualization to individualize and intensify interventions. 

10. Rank the following prompts on a scale of 0--5 with 0 almost never (less than 
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30% of the time), 1 rarely (about 30% of the time), 2 sometimes (about 50% of the 

time) , 3 most of the time (more than 70%of the time), 4 almost always (more than 

90% of the time), 5 always * 

● I feel involved in the IEP Process as an IEP team member. 

● I participate in pre--IEP planning meetings.  

● During IEP meetings, IEP team members explain their role and the IEP process 

clearly.  

● The school and IEP team works collaboratively to address the needs of students. 

● IEP team members arrive prepared for IEP meetings. 

● In the last month, in the IEP meetings I have attended, there is recognition of, 

and respect for, the contribution of all collaborators. 

11. Rank the following prompts on a scale of 0--5 with 0 almost never(less than 

30% of the time), 1 rarely (about 30% of the time), 2 sometimes (about 50% of the 

time) , 3 most of the time (more than 70%of the time), 4 almost always (more than 

90% of the time), 5 always * 

● Notice of IEP meetings are communicated in an appropriate and timely manner. 

● During IEP meetings, all relevant areas of needs for the student are discussed. 

● IEP teams consider the grade -level content standards for the grade in which the 

student is or would be enrolled based on age. 

● IEP teams examine classroom data to determine student functioning in relation to 

the grade -level standards. 

● IEP teams at this school develop measurable annual goals aligned with grade 
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-level academic content standards. 

● IEP teams at this school assess the student progress at regular intervals 

throughout the year. 

● IEP teams report progress at regular intervals throughout the year. 

● When a student at this school does not make anticipated progress, an IEP 

meeting is held.  

● IEP teams at this school identify specially designed instruction, including 

accommodations and/or modifications needed, to access. the general education 

curriculum. 

12. Share an example of a time you have used data--based individualization to 

individualize and intensify interventions (either for academics or behavior): * 

13. What benefits have you seen from aligning IEPs to grade level standards? (You 

can answer N/A if you do not know.) * 

14. In your experience, what is the most effective IEP team you have worked on 

and why? * 

15. How do you facilitate the development of an effective IEP? How do you have 

meaningful data driven discussion during IEP meetings? How do you ensure the 

final IEP is a quality product (and something that can be used to drive instruction, 

services and student outcomes)? * 

16. Please include any additional information/comments you would like to share: 

Content Knowledge & Professional Learning 

Directions: Please read each question and respond by marking a response in the most 
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appropriate column. 

17. Read each prompt and indicate the degree to which you agree with each 

statement.  

strongly disagree (I do not know what this is or where to find it.) 

disagree (I know where to find this resource, but I do not regularly use it.) 

agree (I have used 1 time in the last month.) 

strongly agree (I reference/use on a daily basis) 

● I am familiar with the Common Core State Standards. 

● I have read and understand the El Dorado Charter SELPA Procedural Guide. 

● I am familiar with LWL processes and protocols as they relate to special 

education (referrals for initial assessment, suspension, behavior emergency 

interventions). 

18. In what ways have you seen IEP meetings and/or IEP content improve over the 

course of this year? Where is there still room for improvement? * 

19. What professional development would you like to receive (or do you think the 

team needs) to continue to increase effectiveness/ drive high student outcomes for 

students with disabilities? * 

20. Do resources such as IEP templates and the IEP Writing Manual support you 

in utilizing a process to develop meaningful IEPs?* 

21. Do you see a correlation between standards- based, quality IEPs and the 

instruction you are able to provide for a student? * 

22. Optional: Is there anything else you wish to share? 
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Appendix C 

2017-18 Ed Specialist Excellence Rubric 

A tool to support Ed Specialist coaching, supervision, and development 

Why was the Ed Specialist Excellence Rubric created? 
The rubric was created to support Ed Specialist coaching, supervision, and self-development.  We believe establishing a rigorous and shared “north star” for what excellence looks 
like will help us ensure consistent SPED programming, instructional expectations and compliance across the region. By establishing a framework for excellent case management, 
Special Education and School Teams have a vision of the unique and essential roles of case management and quality instruction in supporting highly effective and compliant Special 
Education programming. 
 

What are the components of the rubric? 
There are 3 components of the rubric: 

1. Performance Areas - There are six performance areas; four are part of Teaching and Learning (Culture of Learning, Essential Content, Academic Ownership, and 
Demonstration of Learning), and two are part of Professional Responsibilities (Compliance and Case Management and Stakeholder Engagement and Empowerment). 

2. Essential Question - The essential questions are the core question to answer about the particular performance area. In an effective SPED Program, the answer to each 
Essential Question is “yes”. 

3. Descriptor Language - Descriptions of each performance area are used to differentiate levels of performance. The TNTP Core Teaching Rubric uses descriptors that focus 
on student learning, and differentiate performance at the levels of Skillful, Proficient, Developing, Emerging, and Entering/Ineffective. The Ed Specialist Excellence Rubric 
uses descriptors that focus primarily on programmatic case management systems, and observable actions and responses from the Ed Specialist and broader stakeholders. 

 
How will the rubric be used in the 2017-18 school year? 

•  The rubric will be used  as a framework for goal setting, coaching conversations, and evaluation conversations between Ed Specialists, coaches, and supervisors.. 
• Ed Specialists should expect to receive “bite-sized” informal feedback during their post-observation conferences and check-ins (2-3 domains), and more comprehensive 

feedback during formal evaluation meetings 2 times per year (all areas). 
• Data collected from the observations will be used to guide professional development. 
•  We will also use coaching conversations as a way to gather feedback on the rubric and identify ways to improve it. 
• When using the rubric, Ed Specialists, coaches, and supervisors should select the rating where the combination of descriptors most closely describes the observed 

performance, using all available evidence (reviewing observation notes, IEP document review, conversations with students, etc…). 
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Section 1: Teaching and Learning (50%) 

The overarching essential question for teaching and learning is: Are Ed Specialists implementing students’ specialized academic instruction 
services to provide access to meaningful educational benefit?  
 
The Teaching and Learning section of this excellence rubric is separated into the four performance areas of the TNTP Core Teaching Rubric, each with its own essential 
question: 
 

1. Culture of Learning: Are all students engaged in the work of the lesson from start to finish? 

 
2. Essential Content: Are all students working with content aligned to the appropriate standards for their subject, grade, and/or IEP goals? 

 
3. Academic Ownership: Are all students responsible for doing the thinking in this classroom? 

 
4. Demonstration of Learning: Do students demonstrate that they are learning? 

 

Each performance area includes descriptors of five performance levels, as well as a set of Core Teacher Skills, a non-exhaustive list of the teacher skills and behaviors that 
contribute to the student outcomes in each performance area. 
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When observers use the TNTP Core Teaching Rubric, they select the rating where the combination of descriptors most closely describes the observed performance, 
using a preponderance of evidence for each performance area. Observers do not rate the teacher on Core Teacher Skills; those are included only for coaching and 
development purposes. The Core Teacher Skills can help an observer narrow in on development areas based on ratings in performance areas and guide conversations 
about specific strategies teachers can use to develop and grow. 
CULTURE OF LEARNING   Are all students engaged in the work of the lesson from start to finish? 

1. INEFFECTIVE (Yr 1: 
Entering) 2. EMERGING 3. DEVELOPING 4. PROFICIENT 5. SKILLFUL 

Very few or no students 
complete instructional tasks, 
volunteer responses and/or ask 
appropriate questions. 
Very few or no students follow 
behavioral expectations and/or 
directions  
Students do not execute 
transitions, routines and 
procedures in an orderly 
manner. 
Students are left without work 
to do for a significant portion 
of the class period. 

Some students complete 
instructional tasks, volunteer 
responses and/or ask appropriate 
questions. 
Some students follow behavioral 
expectations and/or directions  
Students execute transitions, 
routines and procedures in an 
orderly and efficient manner only 
some of the time and/or require 
substantial direction from the 
teacher. 
Students are idle while waiting for 
the teacher or left with nothing to 
do for one or two minutes at a time. 

Most students complete instructional 
tasks, volunteer responses and/or ask 
appropriate questions. 
Most students follow behavioral 
expectations and/or directions  
Students execute transitions, routines and 
procedures in an orderly and efficient 
manner most of the time, though they 
may require some direction from the 
teacher. 
Students are idle for short periods of time 
(less than one minute at a time) while 
waiting for the teacher to provide 
directions, when finishing assigned work 
early, or during transitions. 

All or almost all students complete 
instructional tasks, volunteer responses 
and/or ask appropriate questions. 
All or almost all students follow behavioral 
expectations and/or directions. 
Students execute transitions, routines and 
procedures in an orderly and efficient 
manner with minimal direction or narration 
from the teacher. 
Class has a quick pace and students are 
engaged in the work of the lesson from start 
to finish. Students who finish assigned 
work early engage in meaningful learning 
without interrupting other students’ 
learning. 

All descriptors for Level 4 are met, 
and at least one of the following 
types of evidence is demonstrated: 
Students assume responsibility for 
routines and procedures and execute 
them in an orderly, efficient and 
self-directed manner, requiring no 
direction or narration from the 
teacher. 
Students demonstrate a sense of 
ownership of behavioral 
expectations by holding each other 
accountable for meeting them. 
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Core Teacher Skills 

Maintaining High Behavior Expectations 
·       Providing specific, concrete, sequential, and observable directions for behavior and academics. 
·       Addressing all negative and off-task student behavior immediately and in a way that does not slow or disrupt lesson momentum. 
·       Issuing logical and appropriate consequences as needed without hesitation, such that consequences are successful in changing student behavior. 
·       Using voice and presence to maintain authority and convey caring for students. 
·       Investing time in knowing individual students and in forming relationships to best support their learning. 
·       Developing an active interest in students’ well-being and demonstrating that interest through his/her engagement with students. 

Maximizing Instructional Time 
·       Using efficient techniques for starting and ending lessons. 
·       Using efficient routines and procedures. 
·       Responding to student requests without interrupting instruction. 
• Planning for and providing work for students to “say yes to” and using strategies to maintain a quick pace throughout the lesson. 

 
 

ESSENTIAL CONTENT   Are all students working with content aligned to the appropriate standards for their 
subject, grade,  
and/or IEP goals? 

1. INEFFECTIVE (Yr 1: Entering) 2. EMERGING 3. DEVELOPING 4. PROFICIENT 5. SKILLFUL 
The lesson does not focus on content that 
advances students toward grade-level 
standards or expectations and/or IEP 
goals.  
Most of the activities students engage in 
are not aligned to the stated or implied 
learning goal(s) or to each other. 
Instructional materials students use, such 
as texts, questions, problems, exercises 
and assessments, are not appropriately 
demanding for the grade/course and time 
in the school-year, based on guidance in 

The lesson partially focuses on content 
that advances students toward grade-
level standards or expectations and/or 
IEP goals. 
Only some activities students engage in 
are aligned to the stated or implied 
learning goal(s). 
Some instructional materials students 
use, such as texts, questions, problems, 
exercises and assessments, are not 
appropriately demanding for the 
grade/course and time in the school-
year, based on guidance in the standards 

The lesson focuses on content that 
advances students toward grade-level 
standards or expectations and/or IEP 
goals.   
Most activities students engage in are 
aligned to the stated or implied learning 
goal(s) are well-sequenced and move 
students toward mastery of the grade-level 
standard(s) and/or IEP goal(s).  
Most instructional materials students use, 
such as texts, questions, problems, 
exercises and assessments, are 
appropriately demanding for the 

The lesson focuses on content that 
advances students toward grade-level 
standards or expectations and/or IEP 
goals. 
All activities students engage in are 
aligned to the stated or implied learning 
goal(s) and are well-sequenced and build 
on each other to move students toward 
mastery of the grade-level standard(s) 
and/or IEP goals.  
All instructional materials students use, 
such as texts, questions, problems, 
exercises and assessments, are high-

All descriptors for 
Level 4 are met, and 
the following 
evidence is 
demonstrated: 
Students make 
connections between 
what they are 
learning and other 
content across 
disciplines. 
Students 
independently 
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the standards and/or students’ IEP goals 
(ex. Lexile level and complexity of text). 

and/or students’ IEP goals (ex. Lexile 
level and complexity of text). 

grade/course and time in the school-year, 
based on guidance in the standards and/or 
students’ IEP goals (ex. Lexile level and 
complexity of text). 

quality and appropriately demanding for 
the grade/course and time in the school-
year, based on guidance in the standards 
and/or students’ IEP goals (ex. Lexile 
level and complexity of text). 

connect lesson 
content to real-world 
situations. 

 

Core Teacher Skills 

Planning and Delivering Lessons Effectively 
·       Allocating instructional time to address the most important content for the grade or course. 
·       Developing and clearly communicating a well-framed, standards-aligned and appropriately rigorous objective to describe the goal(s) of the lesson. 
·       Delivering lesson content clearly, accurately, and with coherence. No inaccurate information is conveyed. 
·       Developing and/or using appropriately demanding instructional materials, such as texts, questions, problems, exercises and assessments. 
·       Developing a vision for student success and standards-aligned, big goal(s) that are ambitious, measurable and appropriate for all students. 
·       Developing and/or using a long-term, sequential plan that leads to mastery of the most important content for the grade or course. 
·       Developing and/or using daily lesson activities that are well sequenced and move students toward mastery of grade-level standards. 
·       Developing and providing accommodations and modifications as needed to ensure all students are able to attain learning goals. 
·       Considering students’ IEP goals and other specific learning needs in developing learning goals and preparing lessons (where applicable). 
·       Anticipating common student misunderstandings given the content and ensuring strategies are in place to overcome those misunderstandings. 
 
Note to observers: When assessing the content of the lesson, your goal is to first examine what students are being asked to do during the lesson and with what materials. Then, compare this to the expectation of the 
relevant Common Core or state standard for that particular subject/grade to assess whether or not the students are working with appropriately rigorous content. 
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ACADEMIC OWNERSHIP   Are all students responsible for doing the thinking in this classroom? 
1. INEFFECTIVE (Yr 1: 

Entering) 2. EMERGING 3. DEVELOPING 4. PROFICIENT 5. SKILLFUL 
Students complete very little of the 
cognitive work during the lesson, 
such as reading, writing, discussion, 
analysis, computation, or problem 
solving; the teacher completes all or 
almost all of the cognitive work. 
Very few or no students provide 
meaningful oral or written evidence 
to support their thinking. 
Students respond negatively to their 
peers’ thinking, ideas, or answers. 
No students or very few students try 
hard to complete challenging 
academic work or answer questions. 

Students complete some of the 
cognitive work during the lesson, 
such as reading, writing, discussion, 
analysis, computation, or problem 
solving, but the teacher or a very 
small number of students complete 
most of the cognitive work. 
Some students provide meaningful 
oral or written evidence to support 
their thinking. 
Students do not respond to their 
peers’ thinking, ideas, or answers, or 
do not provide feedback. 
Some students try hard to complete 
challenging academic work and 
answer questions. 

Most students complete an appropriately 
challenging amount of the cognitive work 
during the lesson, such as reading, writing, 
discussion, analysis, computation, or problem 
solving, given the focus of the lesson the 
teacher completes some of the cognitive work 
(i.e.: expands on student responses) that 
students could own. 
Most students provide meaningful oral or 
written evidence to support their thinking. 
Students respond to their peers’ thinking, ideas 
or answers, and provide feedback to their 
classmates. 
Most students try hard to complete academic 
work and answer questions, even if the work is 
challenging. 

All or almost all students complete an 
appropriately challenging amount of the 
cognitive work during the lesson, such as 
reading, writing, discussion, analysis, 
computation, or problem solving, given the 
focus of the lesson. The teacher rarely 
finishes any of the cognitive work that 
students could own. 
All or almost all students provide 
meaningful oral or written evidence to 
support their thinking. (Students who are 
unable to write or speak may support their 
thinking through drawings and gestures.) 
Students respond to and build on their peers’ 
thinking, ideas or answers. 
Students routinely provide constructive 
feedback to their classmates and respond 
productively when a peer answers a question 
incorrectly or when they do not agree with 
the response. 
All or almost all students consistently try 
hard to complete academic work and answer 
questions, even if the work is challenging. 

All descriptors for 
Level 4 are met, and at 
least one of the 
following types of 
evidence is 
demonstrated: 
Students synthesize 
diverse perspectives or 
points of view during 
the lesson.  
Students 
independently show 
enthusiasm and 
interest in taking on 
advanced or more 
challenging content. 



DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE PLANS FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION STUDENTS                                                                                       

 

129  

Core Teacher Skills 

Maintaining High Academic Expectations 
·       Promoting the persistence of students to get correct, defended responses. 
·       Using an appropriate tone when responding to student answers. 
• Requiring that students use complete sentences, correct grammar and academic language. 
 

Building Thinking Skills 
·       Structuring and delivering lesson activities so that students do an appropriate amount of the thinking required by the lesson. 
·       Posing questions or providing lesson activities that require students to cite evidence to support their thinking. 
·       Providing opportunities for students to respond to and build on their peers’ ideas. 
·       Providing support necessary for students to complete instructional tasks requiring higher-order thinking skills. 
·       Providing individualized instruction so that all students can access content and participate in the class 

 

DEMONSTRATION OF LEARNING   Do all students demonstrate that they are learning? 
1. INEFFECTIVE (Year 1: 

Entering) 2. EMERGING 3. DEVELOPING 4. PROFICIENT 5. SKILLFUL 
Questions, tasks or assessments do 
not yield data that allow the teacher 
to assess students’ progress toward 
learning goals.  
Students have very few or no 
opportunities to express learning 
through academic writing and/or 
explanations using academic 
language.  
Very few or no students 
demonstrate how well they 
understand lesson content and their 
progress toward learning goals. 
Student responses, work and 
interactions demonstrate that most 
students are not on track to achieve 
stated or implied learning goals. 

Questions, tasks or assessments 
yield data that only partially allow 
the teacher to assess students’ 
progress toward learning goals.   
Students have few opportunities to 
express learning through academic 
writing and/or explanations using 
academic language. 
Some students demonstrate how 
well they understand lesson 
content and their progress toward 
learning goals through their work 
and/or responses. 
Student responses, work and 
interactions demonstrate that some 
students are on track to achieve 
stated or implied learning goals. 

Questions, tasks or assessments yield 
data that allow the teacher to assess 
students’ progress toward learning 
goals.   
Students have some opportunities to 
express learning through academic 
writing and/or explanations using 
academic language. 
Most students demonstrate how well 
they understand lesson content and 
their progress toward learning goals 
through their work and/or responses.  
Student responses, work and 
interactions demonstrate that most 
students are on track to achieve 
stated or implied learning goals. 

Questions, tasks or assessments yield data that 
allow the teacher to assess students’ progress 
toward learning goals and help pinpoint where 
understanding breaks down. 
Students have extensive opportunities to 
express learning through academic writing 
and/or explanations using academic language. 
Non-verbal students have extensive 
opportunities to communicate through gestures, 
PECS, etc. 
All students demonstrate how well they 
understand lesson content and their progress 
toward learning goals through their work and/or 
responses. 
Student responses, work and interactions 
demonstrate that all or almost all students are 
on track to achieve stated or implied grade-level 
and/or IEP aligned learning goals. 

All descriptors for Level 4 are 
met, and at least one of the 
following types of evidence is 
demonstrated: 
Students self-assess whether 
they have achieved the lesson 
objective and provide feedback 
to the teacher.  
Students demonstrate that they 
make connections between what 
they are learning and how it 
advances their personal and 
professional goals. 
Students monitor their own 
progress, identify their own 
errors and seek additional 
opportunities for practice. 
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Core Teacher Skills 
Leading Instruction 
·       Conveying or providing accurate content and all content necessary for students to achieve the learning goal(s). 
·       Using explanations of content that are clear, coherent and support student understanding of content. 
·       Differentiating instruction as needed in response to student learning needs, including enrichment and extra support. 

Checking for Understanding of Content 
·       Accurately checking for whether students understand the key content needed to master the lesson at key moments in the lesson (e.g., during direct instruction, before independent 
practice, at a transition and with an exit ticket at the end of a lesson). 
·       Developing and/or using informal and formal assessments that yield useable data on students’ progress toward grade-level standards. 

Responding to Student Misunderstanding 
·       Providing feedback that affirms correctly understood content and student progress toward the lesson objective and clarifies misunderstood content. 
·       Recognizing the root of student errors and re-teaching or re-framing content to address the underlying cause of student misunderstanding. 
 
Note to observers: Your goal is to examine what students produce throughout the lesson and to assess the extent to which all students receive the opportunity to demonstrate their learning 
and the extent to which all students make progress towards learning goals. This includes students’ oral responses and written work and should reflect most students, not just a sampling 

Section 2: Professional Responsibilities (25%) 

Are Ed Specialists effectively managing their caseload and adhering to the legal requirements outlined by IDEA? (Case management and 
Compliance) 
 

1. EMERGING 2. APPROACHING 3. PROFICIENT 4. SKILLFUL 
2.1. IEP Timelines Ed Specialist frequently (>50%) 

misses legal timeline requirements 
for IEP process and documentation, 
IEP meeting timelines and 
notifications, assessment timelines 
and notifications, SEIS (if 
applicable), and IEP goal progress 
reports. 
 

Ed Specialist inconsistently (<75%) 
meets legal timeline requirements for 
IEP process and documentation:  IEP 
meeting timelines and notifications, 
assessment timelines and 
notifications, SEIS (if applicable), 
and IEP goal progress reports. 
AND 

Ed Specialist consistently meets 
legal timeline requirements for IEP 
process and documentation:  IEP 
meeting timelines and notifications, 
assessment timelines and 
notifications, SEIS (if applicable), 
and IEP goal progress reports. 
AND 
Long-range planning tool 
implemented and used consistently. 

 All of level 3 and… 
Long-range planning tool includes notification of 
all stakeholders (related service providers, 
parents, teachers, admin, students) of the  master 
calendar for the year, in order to plan for and hold 
meeting sand send home 
correspondence/documentation well in advance of 
due date.  
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Long-term  planning tool 
implemented but not used 
consistently. 

2.2. IEP Meeting 
Facilitation 

Ed Specialist conducts IEP 
meetings without required 
participants in attendance or 
without pre-approved excusal from 
parent. 
 
There is no evidence of an agenda, 
or if there is, it is not discernibly 
followed 
 
The IEP meeting includes NO input 
from attendees. 

Ed Specialist conducts IEP meetings 
with all required participants in 
attendance or secures pre-approved 
excusal from parent. 
 
The agenda is followed 
inconsistently or sections are skipped  
 
Some, but not all, members of the 
IEP team provide input or are 
solicited at the appropriate time 

Ed Specialist checks for the 
understanding of stakeholders 
throughout the IEP meeting and 
clarifies/addresses any concerns or 
disagreements in culturally 
responsive language. 
 
The prescribed agenda is followed 
and all applicable sections are 
discussed.  
 
All members of the IEP team 
provide input or are individually 
solicited at the appropriate time 

 All of level 3 and at least one of the following 
types of descriptors: 
 
All team members actively participate in the 
development of present levels, goals, 
supplemental materials/accommodations and 
services 
OR 
Students attends or leads at least a portion of one 
of their IEP meetings. The determination of their 
participation should be aligned with parent 
agreement and student developmental level. 
 

2.3 IEP 
Content/Development 

Ed Specialist lacks the ability to 
develop, implement, and monitor 
an IEP in accordance with the due 
process rules/regulations and/or 
demonstrates errors.  
 
IEP does not align with student’s 
present levels of development and 
needs.  
 
Ed Specialist does not gather 
relevant data in order to make 
intentional programming choices 
for the student.  
 

Ed Specialist demonstrates a limited 
ability to develop, implement, and 
monitor an IEP in accordance with 
the due process rules/regulations.  
 
Some sections of the IEP 
demonstrate the relationship between 
the, present levels of 
performance,  areas of need, the 
disability and the goals. 
 

Ed Specialist does not  make 
intentional choices regarding 
programming for students.  

Ed Specialist develops, implements, 
and monitors an IEP  in accordance 
to the due process rules/regulations.  
 
All sections of the IEP demonstrate 
a clear alignment between the 
student’s disability, present levels of 
performance and area(s) need. 
 
Ed Specialist collaborates with 
school team and/or outside agencies 
to provide FAPE. 

Ed Specialist develops, implements, and monitors 
an IEP in accordance to the due process 
rules/regulations and shares expertise with the 
team.  
 
All sections of the IEP demonstrate progressive 
growth and development from previous years  
based on the student’s disability, present levels of 
performance and area(s) need. 
 
Ed Specialist creates or locates highly effective 
programming that successfully provides FAPE for 
student and/or proactively collaborates with 
the  school team and/or outside agencies 
 

2.4. IEP File 
Organization 

Ed Specialist does not maintain or 
update required files for students on 
caseload. 
 

Ed Specialist inconsistently 
maintains and updates required files 
for students on caseload 
 
Student files are missing required 
documents and signatures.  

Ed Specialist consistently maintains 
and updates all required documents 
in files for students on caseload  in a 
timely fashion.  
 

Ed Specialist maintains a record 
keeping system for student work 
samples, data anecdotal information, 
behavior logs and parent 
communication logs and follows all 

All of level 3 and… 
 
Ed Specialist consistently updates student file 
with work samples, data, anecdotal information, 
behavior logs and parent communication logs.   
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guidelines and procedures for the 
confidential file folder system. 

2.5. Service Schedule 
and Service Tracking 
and Documentation  

Ed Specialist does not create a 
formal service delivery schedule 
that  meets  required service 
minutes in compliance with IEPs 
(FAPE). 
 
Ed Specialist rarely 
documents  service minutes or does 
not monitor service provision by 
related service providers.  
 
 
 

Ed Specialist creates a service 
delivery schedule that provides 
required service minutes in 
compliance with IEPs,  but  follows 
schedule inconsistently.  
 
Ed Specialist inconsistently 
documents minutes  and 
inconsistently communicates with or 
monitors related service providers to 
ensure services are provided and 
accurately documented  in a timely 
manner. 

Ed Specialist creates and 
consistently follows  a service 
delivery schedule that provides 
required service minutes in 
compliance with IEPs (FAPE), and 
provides staff with a copy.  
 
Anticipated changes to the service 
delivery  schedule are 
communicated in advance. 
 
Ed Specialist consistently and 
accurately enters service minutes in 
tracker and monitors service 
provision by related service 
providers. 
 
Ed Specialist consistently 
communicates with or monitors 
related service providers to ensure 
services are provided and accurately 
documented  in a timely manner. 

All of level 3 and at least one of the following 
types of descriptors: 
 
Ed Specialist prioritizes time according to 
immediate needs and implements a system for 
communicating with general education teachers as 
unforeseen changes in the schedule occur. 
Schedule also allows for make up time.  
 
Ed Specialist collaborates with relevant school 
staff  to generate an efficient service delivery 
schedule to maximize student support or co-
teaching opportunities. 
 
Ed Specialist consistently and accurately enters 
service minutes in tracker and monitors service 
provision by related service providers on a weekly 
basis. 
 
Ed Specialist consistently and proactively 
communicates (i.e. department meetings) with or 
monitors related service providers to ensure 
services are provided and accurately 
documented  in a timely manner. 

2.6 Paraeducator 
Supervision / Support 
(if applicable) 

Paraeducator creates own schedule 
and plans for his/her daily tasks and 
activities.  
 
Paraeducator and Ed Specialist do not 
communicate on a regular basis. 
 
Paraeducator does not follow his/her 
own schedule. 
 

Paraeducators’ schedules, tasks and 
responsibilities are created by the Ed 
Specialist or BSS with minimal or no 
involvement. 
 
Ed Specialist and Paraeducator 
communicate sporadically about 
student progress.  

Paraeducator’s schedule, tasks and 
daily responsibilities are planned 
with  the Ed Specialist and BSS 
(where applicable) . 
 
Ed Specialist, Paraeducator and BSS 
(where applicable)  have a 
communication system that includes 
regular meetings, data review, and 
program evaluation methods in order 
to monitor progress of students and 
provide feedback.  

All of level 3 and at least one of the following types 
of descriptors: 
 
Paraeducator uses effective progress monitoring and 
communication system developed by Ed Specialist 
and BSS that provides meaningful and accurate 
information on student to inform programming. 
Working relationship between paraeducator, BSS, 
and Ed Specialist is assessed at least 3 times in the 
year by Ed Specialist  to assess working 
relationship. 

2.7 Data/Progress 
Monitoring 

Student progress is monitored with 
limited data sources (one or less) 
and does not drive instruction..  

Student progress is monitored with 
multiple data sources, but is either 
ONLY formal or informal data.  Data 
is reviewed infrequently (less than 3 
times a trimester) 

Student progress is monitored by a 
variety of formal and informal data 
sources, and is consistently 
reviewed on cycles to drive 
instruction., 

All of level 3… 
 
A system of data collection is created and  shared 
with relevant stakeholders. 
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2.8 IEP Goal 
Achievement 

Fewer than 70% of students on 
caseload demonstrate consistent 
progress towards IEP goals  
 
Students do not earn passing grades 
in at least half of their core classes.. 

>70% of students on caseload 
demonstrate consistent progress 
towards IEP goals  
 
Students  earn passing grades in 
more than half of their classes 

>80% of students on caseload 
demonstrate consistent progress 
towards IEP goals  
AND 
Students earn passing grades in all 
but one of their core classes. 

>90% of students on caseload demonstrate 
consistent progress towards IEP goals. 
AND 
Students  earn passing grades in all of their core 
classes. 

3. Stakeholder Engagement and Empowerment (25%) 

Are Ed Specialists fostering student and stakeholder involvement and empowerment within the IEP process? 

 
1. EMERGING 2. APPROACHING 3. PROFICIENT 4. SKILLFUL 

3.1. Parent 
Engagement 

Little/no feedback or contributions are 
solicited from parents before, during or after 
the IEP process or meeting. 
 
There is no evidence of parent 
communication/collaboration. 
 

Parent(s) have inconsistent opportunities 
to ask questions, state concerns or 
provide input before, during or after the 
meeting. 
 
There is one parent log entry that records 
parent input, collaboration, and/or 
feedback  
 

Parents are consistently given 
opportunities to contribute at 
various points during the IEP 
meeting to ask questions and state 
concerns 
 
There is evidence that parent input, 
collaboration, and feedback has 
been solicited prior to the meeting 
in a culturally relevant manner.  
 
There is evidence of parent 
communication in excess of IEP 
planning. 

All of level 3 and… 
 
Parent(s) take an active role by initiating 
discussions, asking questions, and stating 
concerns regarding the IEP process.  
 
Consistent and ongoing documentation of 
communication is in place with parents 
through multiple mediums (phone calls, 
texts, email, videochat, written) as needed. 
 

3.2 Family 
Friendly 
Language 

There is little or no explanation of IEP 
terminology  
 
The purpose of the meeting is not explicitly 
stated or described 
 
When interpreter is used, little or no eye 
contact is made with the family and no/little 
“chunking” of language for interpretation. 
 

IEP terminology is inconsistently 
explained to parents and not delivered in 
parent friendly language. 
 
The purpose of the meeting is stated in 
general terms only 
 
When interpreter is used, there is 
inconsistent eye contact with parent(s) 

Parent(s) are consistently given 
appropriate explanations of IEP 
terminology in parent friendly 
language 
 
The purpose of the meeting is 
clearly described and referred back 
to at appropriate intervals 
 

All of Level 3… 
Appropriate and varied checks for 
understanding are made of parents 
throughout meeting. 
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and “chunking” of language for 
interpretation. 
 

When interpreter is used, eye 
contact is maintained with parent(s) 
and appropriate language or 
“chunking” for accurate 
interpretation. 
 
Appropriate information (parent 
rights, IEP meeting notices 
and/or  broader school wide 
information)  is given to parent/ 
guardian in their native language 
and explained in culturally relevant 
language/ terms. 

3.3. Student 
Engagement and 
Advocacy 
 

Ed Specialist does not engage or invite 
students to participate in IEP meeting.  
 
Student is unaware of IEP , purpose or 
supports and services being provided. 
 
Ed Specialist does not engage students in 
the development of post-secondary 
transition services. for students aged 15 and 
older). 

Student is present  in IEP meeting, but 
does not participate. 
 
Student is aware of IEP, but unclear of 
the purpose and service being provided. 
 
Ed Specialist makes modest and partially 
successful attempts to engage students in 
the development of post-secondary 
services. 

Ed Specialist encourages the student 
to take an active role during the 
meeting. 
 
Students have a basic understanding 
of various technical terms and 
sections of the IEP.  
 
Student engages in the transition 
planning activity (interest survey, 
interview, etc.)  and the 
development of post-secondary 
services.  
 

All of level 3 and at least one of the 
following types of descriptors 
 
The Ed Specialist meets with the student 
prior to the IEP meeting to discuss PLOP, 
goals, and transition planning and student 
leads at least one section of the IEP 
meeting.. 
 
Student knows why s/he has an IEP is  able 
to explain specific accommodations and 
services provided. 
 

Students are able to explain their transition 
plans.  

3.4. Teacher 
Collaboration 
and Engagement 

General Education teachers are not given 
IEP information or made aware of students’ 
individual needs and accommodations.  
 
Ed Specialist does not communicate with 
General Education teachers about student 
needs, accommodations and progress in 
order to create present levels of performance 
or IEP goals.  
 
 

General Education teachers are provided 
IEP at-a-glance forms at the beginning of 
the year. 
 
Ed Specialist  inconsistently 
communicates and checks-in  with 
teachers about student needs, 
accommodations, and progress or lack 
thereof s in order to create present levels 
of performance or IEP goals.  
 

IEPs at a Glance are presented at the 
beginning of the year and regular 
check-ins are established to 
promotes general education teacher 
ownership of IEP accommodations.  
 
Ed Specialist collaborates regularly 
with General Education teachers 
about student needs, 
accommodations, and progress in 
order to inform instruction as well 
as to create present levels of 
performance or IEP goals.  
 

All of level 3 and… 
 
IEPs at a glance are presented at the BOY, 
continuously updated and shared with the 
general education to ensure up to date 
supports.  
 
Ed Specialist utilizes a communication 
system that effectively allows them to 
collaborate with General Education teachers 
about student needs, accommodations, and 
progress in order to inform instruction as 
well as to create present levels of 
performance or IEP goals and align them to 
instruction.  
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General Education team shows 
evidence of implementing in-class 
accommodations and accessing 
SPED IEP resources when 
necessary. 

 
General Education team shows evidence of 
independently implementing in-class 
accommodations and accessing SPED IEP 
resources when necessary. 

3.5. Engagement 
of Related 
Service 
Providers 

Related service providers are not  invited to 
IEP meetings. 
 
Related service providers do not provide 
input in IEP development. 
 
Related service providers are not made 
aware of schoolwide schedules and 
considerations, making it difficult for them 
to deliver services effectively. 

Related service providers are 
inconsistently invited to IEP meetings. 
 
Related service providers provide some 
input into the IEP, mainly in the sections 
that are directly related to their service. 
 
Related service providers have a schedule 
that was not made in collaboration with 
Ed Specialist.  

Related service providers are 
consulted when scheduling 
meetings and are always present 
either in person or by phone. 
 
Related service providers provide 
input for relevant IEP sections, 
either directly to the Ed 
Specialist  or by entering into the 
IEP themselves. 
 
Related service providers are made 
aware of schoolwide schedules and 
create their schedules in 
consultation with the Ed Specialist.  

Related service providers are consulted 
prior to scheduling a meeting and the team 
works together to schedule a meeting at a 
time that is mutually agreeable for all team 
members. 
 
Related service providers provide feedback 
in advance of the IEP meeting and discuss 
present levels, goals and other relevant 
sections of the IEP at the IEP meeting.   
 
Related service providers are always 
notified in advance of schedule changes, 
student absences, or extenuating 
circumstances that may impact their service 
delivery schedules.  
 
Related service providers have regular 
check-ins with Ed Specialist and gen ed 
teacher. 

3.6. Professional 
Development 
and Outreach 

Ed Specialist does not actively 
participate in professional development 
and/or seek professional development 
opportunities to promote his/her 
development. 
 
Ed Specialist does not accept feedback. 

Ed Specialist participates in 
mandatory school/org wide 
professional development but does 
not seek  professional development 
opportunities to promote his/her 
development. 
 
Ed Specialist reluctantly accepts 
and/or implements feedback. 
 

Ed Specialist participates in 
mandatory school/org wide 
professional development and 
seeks professional development 
to promote his/her development.  
 
Ed Specialist accepts and 
implements feedback.  
  
Ed Specialist shares  
professional development.  

All of level 3 and at least one of the 
following types of descriptors 
 
Ed Specialist welcomes observations from 
colleagues and supervisors. 
AND 
Actively engages in professional 
conversations about practice. 
AND 
Ed Specialist assists other educators.  
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Appendix D 

Observation Protocol #1: Video Camera 

Developed in the field by educators affiliated with NSRF. 

The purpose of this protocol is to develop observational reliability between the observer and the 

observed. An underlying assumption is that no two people observing the same event will see the 

same thing, as the perceptions and prior experiences of each act as a filter. This protocol provides 

a way for the observed and the observer to discover what the other “sees” during the observation, 

and to help each learn to see as much as possible.  

Pre-Observation Conference  

The person to be observed outlines what will be occurring during the observation.  

Observation  

To the greatest extent possible the observer acts like a “video camera,” scripting and making note 

of as many events as possible. Care should be taken to not attempt to interpret or question during 

the observation.  

Debriefing  

During the first part of the debriefing, the observer reconstructs the observation from his or her 

notes. The observed should listen carefully, taking note of any details that escaped his or her 

notice and jotting down anything remembered that is not mentioned by the observer. The 

observed speaks during the second phase of the debriefing, naming those details of which s/he 

was not aware and adding his or her own.  

Note  

It is important that both parties refrain from interpretation. To say that the student was bored is 

very different from saying that the student drew circles and designs in the margins of papers, 
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yawned, and looked out the window. Value statements (such as, “That was a great lesson”) 

should also be avoided. 

Observation Protocol #2: Focus Point 

Adapted for observing students in ATLAS Communities from Peer Observation Protocols 

created by the National School Reform Faculty. 

This protocol is designed to help deepen the observed’s understanding of his or her practice. The 

observer(s)’ role is to note those events that relate to a particular aspect of the observed’s 

practice and to then act as an active listener as the observed attempts to make sense of those 

events. Pre-Observation Conference  

In addition to outlining what will be occurring during the observation, the person to be observed 

asks the observer(s) to focus on a particular aspect of his practice. Example: “Would you look at 

how I respond to student questions?”  

Observation  

The observer(s) focus on that aspect of practice raised during the pre-observation conference. 

Field notes include both descriptions of “focus” events and related questions that the observer 

may wish to raise during the debriefing. The observer(s) may also wish to note events and 

questions outside the focus of the observation, but these may or may not be discussed during the 

debriefing.  

Debriefing  

The observer(s) begin by restating the focus and asking the observed to share her thoughts. 

Example: “What did you notice about how you responded to student questions?” As the observed 

talks, the observer(s) 1) supply specific events that either corroborate or contrast with the 
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observed’s statements, 2) summarize what the observed is saying, 3) ask clarifying questions, 

and/or 4) raise questions related to the focus that were noted during the observation.  

Note: Events and questions not directly related to the focus of the observation should only be 

raised after asking for permission from the observed, and some practitioners think even asking 

for permission is inappropriate. The observer(s) should refrain from stating their ideas and 

perspective on the issues unless specifically invited to do so. An important principle in this 

process is that at all times the person who is being observed is the one who is in control of the 

situation.  
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Appendix E 
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