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It’s My Life! Considering the Student-Directed IEP Process
(Part Two of Two-Part Series)

By Julie Maier, CDBS Educational Specialist

“The changes I have noticed in my program before and after running student led IEPs and 
involving students in their goal monitoring have been huge! Our program outcomes are so 
much more comprehensive and successful because we involve our students in the creation 
and implementation of their educational programs.  My students understand that success is a 
process and not a product.”  ~Alyson Furnback, teacher of transition-aged students

Summary of article: Our last reSources newsletter included an article describing a 
student-directed IEP approach. In the article I shared my recognition of the value of this 
process for students, as well as for participating educators and families. The article discussed 
the importance of preparing and supporting students to participate as fully as possible in 
all parts the IEP process including assessment and planning, leading and/or contributing to 
development of the IEP at the annual meeting, and meaningfully participation in implementing 
and evaluating IEP goals and progress. I also discussed how this approach is new to many 
teams and families and included a list of suggested ways families and educators can work 
together to support a student to take charge of the IEP process. The article also offered 
insights from actual teachers, parents, and students related to their transition to the use of 
this approach and the positive outcomes they have encountered from utilizing a student-
directed IEP process. This second article digs into some specific topics, tools, and strategies 
that can support your efforts to prepare students to participate in assessment and drafting 
of individualized goals, participation in their IEP meeting, and self-evaluation of their goals 
and progress.

In the previous article I wrote that the Individualized Education Program (IEP) process is not 
just a single meeting held once a year, 
but a process that includes three 
important phases: 1) assessment and 
planning; 2) leading and/or participating 
in meeting to review progress and 
develop future goals and support 
plans; and finally, 3) implementing and 
consistently evaluating IEP goals and 
plans. In a student-directed IEP process 
all of these phases are still integral and 
students can participate meaningfully 
in each phase with careful planning for 
their individual instructional support 
and accommodation needs. I’d like to 
now describe steps and strategies you 
can use in each phase using a student-
directed approach.
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Assessment and planning
To successfully direct or lead the IEP process, students will benefit from information about the 
following: 1) the reason and purpose for an annual meeting to discuss progress and develop 
educational goals; 2) the assessment process; 3) elements of a typical meeting: 4) and importance 
of regularly evaluating progress on goals.  

Many students recognize their annual IEP as a routine in which teachers and other specialists 
take them out of class or away from a regular class activity to work on tests, tasks, and skills 
that are not part of their typical school routine. They may think the meeting itself is long and 
boring and not important or relevant to their lives. Many students don’t recognize how the IEP 
process is connected to their vision of their future. I am encouraging you to think differently 
about this process and consider how much more meaningful the development, implementation, 
and evaluation of the student’s goals and progress will be if student is involved in identifying 
their skills, areas of needs, supports and accommodations, and progress with a recognition that 
the IEP process is helping them prepare for their future.

What’s my first step?
First let’s think of the need for information to understand the process. What are some topics in 
which students might need information? Here are some topics to consider:

History of special education services and law and key elements of IDEA including FAPE, • 
supplementary supports and services.
Explanation of the acronyms associated with IDEA and IEP • 
Student’s and parent’s legal rights within IEP • 
Purpose of assessment, types of assessment and reporting of assessment• 
Components of the IEP document and typical agenda of an IEP meeting• 
Who attends the IEP meeting and why • 
Developing draft goals and writing IEP goals • 
Ways to measure progress and evaluating progress toward meeting individual goals• 
Types of accommodations and supports• 
How to advocate for your rights and for necessary supports and accommodations• 
Ways to share information about yourself, your goals, and support needs with others• 

How can you share this information?
I have seen teachers use curriculum they have personally developed as well as curriculum 
available on websites or in commercial curriculum (see Recommended Resources” page included 
at end of Part One article in reSources Summer 2015 issue - http://files.cadbs.org/200002551-
f293ef38dd/1reSourcesSummer2015.pdf). Teachers have found success when providing 
information using simple text, visuals, and tactile concrete examples via PowerPoint or Prezi 
presentation or posters. They often adapted the material to meet the needs of their students 
including the use of less text and simplifying language for some students, adding picture icons 
or photos, and showing actual samples of the material they are presenting (e.g. a completed 
IEP document, sample IEP goal, a poster listing student’s IEP rights or types of support and 
accommodations, photos of the people who will be attending the meeting, a picture icon that 
represents different parts of the meeting, a sample goal tracking sheet for evaluation).

http://files.cadbs.org/200002551-f293ef38dd/1reSourcesSummer2015.pdf
http://files.cadbs.org/200002551-f293ef38dd/1reSourcesSummer2015.pdf
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Grouping arrangements for presenting this information and preparing students for their IEP meeting vary. 
Most teachers I know find it most effective to regularly schedule a period to work with either small groups 
of 2-4 students or individual students. The small group format can be useful for presenting information about 
the topics listed above. Both small group format and 1:1 instruction will likely be most effective with students 
with deafblindness due to their need for direct instruction and use of assistive devices and other adaptations. 
Individual sessions are the best format when looking at assessment results, deciding what information the 
student wants to share and how the student will share information with the team, and developing draft goals 
to present at the IEP meeting. The chart below includes suggested considerations during this planning and 
preparation phase for a range of students based on their level of support needs (minimal, moderate, and 
higher).

Supports and Adaptations to Consider during Planning & Preparation Phase 

Preparation  
Area 

Students with  
higher support needs 

Students with  
moderate support needs 

Students with  
minimal support needs 

Preparing 
student by 
providing 
information 

Use picture icons and photos 
of real life events and people. 

Use simpler, clearer language & 
explain terms, concepts related to 
process. 

Allow student to use any 
accommodations necessary and 
present in language format they 
are most comfortable. 

Adapting 
level of 
content for 
student 

Use basic terms that are 
relatable to own life. 
 
Use visual and tactile 
concrete examples. 
 
Break lesson into several 
parts. 

Provide all information in clear 
simplified language with visual or 
tactile examples. 
 
 

Explain acronyms and jargon 
associated with IEP. 
 
Share links to resources and 
services where more 
information is available. 

Encouraging 
student 
participation 
during 
lessons, and 
preparation 
for meeting 

Provide opportunities to 
make choices from a limited 
range of options. 
 
Offer several options to 
which student can agree (yes) 
or disagree (no). 
 
Use of assistive technology. 

Provide choices. 
 
Use word banks, fill in the blank 
formats, familiar templates. 
 
Have students work in pairs and use 
other interactive strategies to teach 
and plan for meeting. 
 
Provide templates and guides for 
planning for meeting. 

Offer suggestions or hints to 
student to encourage sharing of 
ideas, goals, desires. 
 
Let student present some 
information they have learned to 
other students. 
 
Provide templates and guides for 
planning for meeting. 

Preparing for 
meeting 
participation 

Together with the student 
create a PowerPoint / Prezi 
presentation they will use to 
share information at meeting. 
The student can select 
photos and videos to include. 
 
Provide multiple 
opportunities for practice. 
 
Pair the student with a 
mentor student who has 
already directed their IEP. 

Help the student create PowerPoint 
/ Prezi presentation they will use to 
share information at meeting. 
 
Use graphic organizers, file cards 
and other materials to support 
student’s presentation. 
 
Practice before meeting.  
 
Pair the student with a mentor 
student who has already led their 
IEP meeting. 

Guide and support the student 
to create PowerPoint / Prezi 
presentation they will use to 
share information at meeting. 
 
Pair students together to 
practice. Allow a student who 
has already participated 
successfully in the process 
mentor a student learning the 
process. 
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Sharing assessment information:
It is important during the assessment and preparation phase that the student, to the greatest extent 
possible, understands 1) the tools used to gather information about the student’s strengths, learning 
styles, annual progress and support needs; and 2) the results of the assessments that are conducted and 
how the information can be used to identify meaningful goals for the next year as well as appropriate 
services and supports. It may not be possible for all students to understand the assessment tools and 
results in any meaningful way, especially if there is an intellectual impairment involved. In such cases I 
personally believe the educators should expand their assessment to include more authentic, ecological-
based assessments that actually highlight what the student can and likes to do; identifies the student’s 
skills, strengths and interests in familiar contexts and activities; and describes that supports and 
accommodations are useful and helpful and those that are not. With this type of assessment approach it 
will be easier to involve a student in recognition of the assessment process on some level. 

The student should also be provided the opportunity to share what they recognize as their 
achievements and progress over the past year, areas that need more work or attention, and supports 
and accommodations that are helpful to them. A student can be guided and encouraged to evaluate the 
progress they have made in the past year by reviewing sample of class work and projects, completed 
data sheets and other simple progress checklists, curriculum assessments (e.g. vocabulary lists, reading 
scores, math skill standards achieved), and any performance evaluations offered by employers or job 
coaches. For some students it will be necessary to adapt how the assessment is presented. Visual or 
tactile graphs indicating amount of growth or progress, or a visual or tactile example of increase in 
number of times a skill was performed or number of new tasks or activities learned and completed 
might be very helpful.

Identifying, selecting and drafting goals: 
A wonderful outcome of the student-directed IEP process is the central focus of the discussion on 
the individual student’s strengths, areas for growth, goals, and supports and accommodations needs. 
Potential goals should be shared with the student before the meeting. For some students they will lead 
this discussion of potential goals, for others they made need to be provided with choices, and for still 
others they may need to be offered the opportunity to agree or disagree with the suggested goals. 

I notice that the students are more engaged when reflecting or self-recording IEP goal data. They simply 
understand that they have goals that they are expected to work on. It’s also great if they can help create 
their goals. Last year I taught a student who LOVED Google maps so he had a goal that was about 
planning community outings and bus routes in which he was able to use Google maps. This year one of 
my students identified that he wanted to work on writing because he really likes to read in English class, 
so we sat down with his English teacher and came up with a narrative writing goal using cloze reading 
methods [a strategy in which the reader is asked to supply words that have been systematically deleted 
from a text to demonstrate comprehension]. I think that involving students motivates them to take 
initiative rather than be a bystander when it comes to their IEP goals. I also think that giving the students 
a little bit of power goes a long way and makes what can be a mysterious IEP process a meaningful 
process.    
~ Dana Zimpelmann, high school inclusion support teacher
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Some of the following strategies might help with selecting goals to present to the team:
Discuss with the student what they learned from the assessment process. Together identify 1. 
areas where skills are needed or could be improved or identify specific activities or tasks that 
the student would like to learn.  

Review last year’s goals and ask these questions: Have I met that goal? Is this goal still important 2. 
to my life? Is it a good goal but it needs some changes or more accommodations?

Offer the students suggestions or choices of goals that are based on their interests, current 3. 
skills, future goals, or activities and skills other same-age students are learning and practicing.

Consider all relevant areas for goals: academics, social, communication, vocational, independent 4. 
life skills, self-determination and self-advocacy, leisure and recreation. Select goal(s) for each 
area.

Design a guide that the student can use to ask other people who are important in their life for 5. 
ideas about potential goals (e.g. parents, siblings, extended family, friends, support staff, general 
education teachers, counselors). Students in a transition program in San Francisco provide 
people in their close support circle a guide to provide written feedback on the student’s 
strengths, areas of need, potential supports, ideas for goals, and hopes for their future. The 
students then incorporate this information into the PowerPoint presentation they use at their 
meeting. The guide included these questions:

What do you think I am good at? (strengths)• 
What strategies help me do my best? (services, supports, and accommodations)• 
What kinds of situations don’t work for me? (services, supports, and accommodations)• 
What do I need to work on to be successful and achieve my future goals? (areas of need)• 
What are your hopes for my future?• 

Students will need assistance and support to write draft goals to present to their team. It helps to use a 
specific format to plan potential goals with a student, such as:

“In one year,  (list any accommodations or supports that will be used and context)  I will   (list 
measurable behavior)          (list criterion for measurement such as accuracy % or number of times).”

The educators and parents can then refine the goal with any additional language that is necessary for 
IEP, but the goal itself should be understandable to the student. Such as: 

“At my job sites, I will greet my coworkers with handshakes or high fives rather than hugs.”

“I will use my BrailleNote and personal FM speakers to listen and take notes during presentations and small 
group work in each of my classes.

“I will use my picture boards to express my wants and needs to my teachers, classmates, and family.”

The actual IEP goals and objectives included in the final IEP will have more specific language included 
related to conditions, context and criterion for measurement of the goal and accompanying objectives. 
For most students the essential information they need is the expected behavior(s) or skills and any 
necessary accommodations or adaptations to meet the annual goal.
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Participating at the meeting
In traditional IEP meetings the student 
typically holds small and a passive role 
that usually involves listening and offering 
agreement for others’ findings and 
suggestions. However, there are many 
meaningful ways a student can actively 
participate and contribute at the IEP meeting. 
For one student it might include welcoming 
everyone to meeting, passing out snacks 
and stating agreement or disagreement 
to information and goals prepared before 
meeting and others’ feedback and ideas. For 
another student it might include welcoming 
and introducing everyone, presenting 
examples of classwork and projects, and sharing a poster collage or PowerPoint presentation of their year 
in review and a list of goals for the next year. Yet another student, may follow a script to introduce each 
part of the meeting, present assessment information they gathered in a variety of formats, use PowerPoint 
to present a summary of their strengths, need areas, supports 
and accommodations, and suggested draft goals, and actively 
seek feedback from other team members. 

If you are not sure what a student-led PowerPoint presentation 
might look like I have included a template some students 
have used to create a PowerPoint presentation for their team 
meeting on the final page of this article. 

Supporting the student’s involvement and 
success: When you first begin to support students to take a 
more active lead at their IEP meeting you will need to consider 
and provide the supports and accommodations the student 
will need to be comfortable and successful. Remember this 
is an exercise to promote self-determination, self-awareness, 
and self-advocacy and these are skills that evolve and improve 
with more practice and experience. Some students may be 
nervous directing the meeting or presenting in front of others. 
Others may have difficulty acknowledging or accepting feedback 
from other team members. Other students may need specific 
tools to successfully lead and/or participate in the meeting’s 
discussion. Tools might include use of a PowerPoint or Prezi 
presentation, index cards with notes, switches to control 
presentation or use a speech generating device, color-coded 
cards that alert you that a student needs help or a break. You 
and the student will want to come up with a plan before the 
meeting for how you and other team members can support the 
student’s participation at the meeting.

I feel the student-led IEP process really means for the student to 
take ownership of what they want in their school year to happen.  
They are the most important person in the IEP, so they should be 
able to participate and lead their meeting.
~ Heidi Seretan, teacher of transition-aged students

Self led IEPs amplify the volume of the traditional IEP process.  
IEPs can often feel clinical and negative, student led IEPs ensure 
the purpose of the IEP, the student’s hopes, dreams, and goals, 
remain the focus of the meeting.
~ Alyson Furnback, teacher of transition-aged students

PARTICIPATING AT MEETINGS

A young man in transition program 
shared, “I am not sure I like to lead my IEP 
because it makes me nervous to talk about 
me in front of everyone.  I don’t think every 
student should lead their IEP, the student 
should be asked if they want to do it or 
not.  But, I really like that part of getting all 
the information together for my IEP.   I like 
that the teacher meets with me and asks 
me what do I think about my goals.  All my 
previous IEPs (before Access) no one asked 
me what I thought.  I felt my teachers and 
parents didn’t care what I thought.  But now 
I can tell them what I like to do or not.”

Edith Arias, a paraeducator’s 
impression of this statement: “This is 
his second year in the school.  He is one of 
the most articulate students in the school 
and can really express his frustration and is 
working on self-regulation as one of his goals.  
I see him as very aware that managing his 
frustrations is important to him because 
he helps plan his IEP.  I didn’t know that he 
didn’t like to lead his IEP, so this is a new 
idea for me! Maybe not everyone should 
lead it if it gets to be too uncomfortable.”

PROVIDING SUPPORT AT 
THE MEETING
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Considerations for Individualized Supports & Adaptations at Meeting 

Support Needs Participation Suggestions 

Students with 
minimal support 

needs 

• Use PowerPoint or Prezi to present. 
• Provide name cards in front of each person. 
• Develop a clear step-by-step agenda with highlighted information for student to refer to 

during meeting. 
• Have note cards with information prepared and ready. 
• Have a system the student can use to ask for assistance or to pass on duties if 

necessary (e.g., color coded cards, a signed gesture). 
• Model respectful interactions with student that demonstrate understanding of the 

student’s role as the leader of the meeting. 

Student with 
moderate support 

needs 

• Use a PowerPoint or Prezi to present and include simple text student can read and 
photos and video clips. 

• Pre-record audio comments or video to include in presentation if necessary, especially 
if student will be too nervous to present. 

• Follow a predictable format throughout discussion. 
• Follow a pre-planned agenda in which the student leads portions of the meeting and the 

teacher or another facilitator leads or co-leads other parts with input from student. 
• Use graphic organized or note cards with steps to follow. 
• Use guiding questions to prompt student to perform their planned roles and tasks. 
• Restate student’s statements or requests when necessary. 
• Model respectful interactions with student that demonstrate understanding of the 

student’s role as the leader of the meeting. Have a system the student can use to ask 
for assistance or to pass on duties if necessary (e.g., color coded cards, a signed 
gesture). 

• Make sure student is seated next to someone who knows their support plan for the 
meeting. 

Student with 
higher support 

needs 

• Use assistive technology for the presentation: switches, prerecorded messages, signed 
communication, speech-generating devices. 

• If student uses a speech-generating device you can record it ahead of time and play the 
recording of the presentation at the meeting. 

• If the student uses signed communication or ASL an interpreter should be at the 
meeting to help student present. 

• Make sure student has a means to communicate during meeting presentation and 
discussion and ensure all team members acknowledge the student’s messages. 

• With a PowerPoint or Prezi presentation include text that team members can read and 
insert slides that elicit feedback from other team members. 

• Plan a specific amount of time for the student to present information they wish to 
share. This may occur at one specific portion of meeting or at numerous planned times 
throughout the meeting. 

• Provide the student with fidgets, breaks, etc. throughout the meeting. 
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Implementing and evaluating progress on goals 
This is another important phase in which the student needs to be actively involved. Once a student has 
prepared for and then led and/or participated in the planning of new goals at their meeting, they need 
to be involved in implementation and evaluation of their goals. The student worked hard with others 
to create meaningful goals and a plan for the year and now it is time to pay attention to supporting the 
student’s understanding of this phase. The student needs to recognize that once the goals have been 
set, they need to consistently work toward attaining the goals and evaluating progress toward that goal 
attainment. 
It is critical that the student understands the expectation of each goal and how it will be measured. As 
discussed earlier it is important that IEP goals are specific and clear and measurable.  Students need to 
easily understand the goal in order to be able to evaluate their progress. Some examples might include: 

I will ask at least one friend to join me in card game and take turns in the game at recess 3 times a •	
week.

I will plan my routes to community work sites using Google Maps by entering the departure and arrival •	
points and time of trip, printing directions, and following the listed directions and times. 

I will meet with my teachers each week to review the class materials that will need enlarged print copies •	
for the following week.

The goals the team and student develop should also be goals that can be met in reasonable time 
frame and can be practiced on regularly basis (e.g. daily or weekly). For instance rather than setting 
the goal “I will graduate from high school”, set a manageable goal that will help the student achieve 
that future outcome, such as “I will contribute at least one comment or question in all class or group 
discussions, complete my daily homework and class projects, and meet with my support teacher and 
school counselor once a month to review my grades in each class.” Rather than a broad goal with no 
measurable behaviors such as, “I will do a good job with my coffee cart position”, write a goal that states 
exactly what is expected, “Every Tuesday and Thursday morning I will complete an inventory of coffee 
cart supplies, greet customers, take their order, and provide them with the items they requested and the 
correct change for their purchase.”

Several secondary and transition teachers have shared with me examples of creative data sheets 
which their students use to chart their own performance and progress on specific goals on a regular 
basis. I think this is a great practice as it helps make the connection between assessment and IEP goal 
development. It also gives the students practice with setting goals, whether educational or personal goals, 
and then regularly assessing progress or benchmarks toward meeting those goals. I have included a few 
samples of these types of data sheets below. 

I would suggest giving the student an individualized tool and working goal progress recording or self-reflection into the student’s 
daily schedule. Last year, my students did it every day during 7th period. They used the same tool at the same time each day 
and eventually almost all of them completed it independently, and brought it to me asking for my input. This process became 
a part of the students’ day that they could count on, recording their progress was motivating, and they became extremely 
independent.  ~ Dana Zimpelmann, 

SELF-ASSESSMENT OF GOALS
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The data sheets could be simplified to include a thumbs and thumbs down icon or other picture symbols 
or photos. They could also be adapted to include Braille, or used wit other assistive devices such as iPad, 
computer, AAC device.  A student could also simply tell or sign to a support person what to record
for a response when completing a self-assessment of their work and progress on a goal.
Some sample data collection used by high school and transition aged students are included below.
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Sample Template for PowerPoint Presentation
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I hope you and your students find the strategies and tips I’ve included in this article helpful. I 
would be very happy to hear your thoughts about the student-directed IEP process or answer 
any additional questions about using this approach in the comments section of our newsletter 
page.  If you have any tips, strategies or success stories you’d like to share with others, please 
feel to share in the same comments section. For more information about additional available 
resources please see the final page of the original article “It’s my life: Considering the student-
directed IEP process” at http://www.cadbs.org/newsletter/resources-summer-20152/.

Author’s note: I wish to offer special thanks to Edith Arias, Alyson Furnback, Heidi Seretan, 
Dana Zimpelmann, Jennifer Kabbabe, and Elise Schaeffer for sharing so many practical ideas, 
examples and personal reflections related to the student-directed IEP approach with me. These 
incredible and dedicated educators are all graduates of the SFSU Moderate-Severe Disabilities 
Program and we are very fortunate for their continued work in our local public schools. 

Recommended Resources: 

Thoma,C. & Wehman,P. (2010).Getting the most out of IEPs: An educator’s guide to the student-
directed approach. Baltimore: Paul Brookes Publishing Co., Inc.—Wonderful text and guide with multiple 
examples and resources. 

I’m Determined Project —Wonderful Internet resource for educators, families and youth on 
a variety of topics related to self-determination and self-advocacy. This project was developed by the 
Virginia Department of Education. It includes a variety of resources that teachers can use to organize 
student involvement in their IEP meetings, including lesson plans, templates, self-assessments, checklists, 
brochures, and PowerPoint Training slides. http://www.imdetermined.org/ 

IEP Involvement Tool from I’m Determined Project: Helpful tool for teaching and 
preparing students for the IEP process. 

http://www.imdetermined.org/resources/detail/02_iep_involvement_tool 

My Future My Plan. 

This curriculum is designed to motivate and guide students with disabilities and their families as they 
begin early transition planning for life after high school. The curriculum package includes a videotape 
and discussion guide, a workbook for students, and a guide for family members and teachers. All 
materials are available in English and Spanish. http://www.ncset.org/publications/mfmp.asp 

FYI Transition Self-determination Resources: This website includes a comprehensive 
list of many curriculum available to teach self-determination, self-advocacy, goal-setting, and IEP 
participation.	The	list	includes	a	detailed	description	and	contact	list	for	finding	or	purchasing	the	
curriculum: http://www.fyitransition.com/ Minicourses/selfdetermination/selfdetermination6.html 

www.cadbs.org 
http://www.cadbs.org/newsletter/resources-summer-20152/
http://www.imdetermined.org/ 
http://www.imdetermined.org/resources/detail/02_iep_involvement_tool 
http://www.ncset.org/publications/mfmp.asp 
http://www.fyitransition.com/ Minicourses/selfdetermination/selfdetermination6.html 

