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How To Collaborate With the Family in Individualized Education Planning

The Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is both a process and a program designed to meet the student’s educational needs, ensure appropriate placement, and provide related services.  As a process, the IEP meeting brings together a group of people who work with a student.  The group meets to talk about the student’s strengths and needs.  The group also sets goals, resolves challenges and develops a plan for the student’s education.  As a document, the IEP serves as a blueprint that guides the student’s day-to-day instruction, support and related services, which the school will provide.
At an IEP meeting, the parents, the student (where appropriate), and the school staff meet as a team to make these decisions together.  The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (P.L. 105-17), also known as IDEA, requires the following people to be present at an IEP meeting:  the student’s parents (if they want to be there); the student (at least by age 14, and before that whenever appropriate); at least one of the student’s general education teachers; at least one of the student’s special education teachers; a representative of the school who is a) qualified to provide or supervise specially designed instruction to meet the unique needs of students with exceptionalities, b) knows about the general curriculum, and c) knows about public agency resources; as well as a member of the evaluation team, or someone who can interpret the instructional implications of the evaluation results.  Others are also welcome to come if the parents or the agency thinks their presence at the meeting would be beneficial.
The meeting to develop a student’s first IEP must be held within 30 calendar days after the team decides the student is eligible for special education services.  After that, the team must meet at least once a year to review the student’s current IEP and develop new goals and objectives for the IEP.  In addition, the parents or school staff members can ask for an IEP meeting any time during the school year.
IEP meetings are held at a time and place that is mutually agreeable to the parents and the school staff.  Usually meetings are held at the student’s school.  When deciding the time and date for the meeting, the team should consider when most team members can attend.

Before the meeting.  Someone on the school staff should coordinate and organize all aspects of the IEP meeting.  Get information from the family and the student about their preferences and needs regarding the meeting.  Discuss the meeting with the student.  Send a letter to the family, giving them notice of the upcoming IEP meeting and explaining the legal rights of the student and parents in the IEP process.  Also in the letter, give the meeting’s purpose, time, date, location, and agenda.  List the people who will attend from the school and encourage the family to invite anyone they believe would be helpful developing the IEP.  Ask the family to provide any information they can before the meeting or talk with those at school if needed.  Assist families with child care, transportation, or other needs.

Beginning the meeting.  Greet all participants.  Use name tags if necessary.  Introduce each participant and briefly explain why that person is at the meeting.  Explain the purpose of the meeting, review the items to be discussed, and ask the members whether other items need to be included.  Make sure everyone knows how long the meeting will last.  If the family does not understand their legal rights, take time to explain them.
Review of formal evaluations and present levels of performance.  Provide the family with a written copy of any evaluation results.  Explain terminology throughout the meeting and avoid education jargon.  Ask diagnostic personnel to report the following (if separate evaluation conference has not been scheduled):  The test administered, test results, options based on evaluation, summary of findings (include strengths), and identified test implications.  Consider any evaluations that the parents may have obtained.  Determine areas of agreement and disagreement with all meeting participants and proceed with the IEP after reaching agreement on the student’s exceptionality and current performance levels.

Goal development and objectives.  Encourage the student and the meeting participants to share their expectations for the student in all areas of life.  Figure out appropriate goals together based on expectations.  Prioritize goals and objectives, always first considering the student’s and the family’s needs and preferences.  Decide on participant responsibilities in teaching the objectives.  Determine evaluation procedures of goals and explain that goals are guides, not guarantees.

Determine placement and related services.  Discuss the pros and cons of placement options.  Select the option that promises the most inclusion.  Agree that the placement is not finalized until the family and students visits to make sure the placement is appropriate.  Tell the family the dates for services, how long the services will last, and the people who will be providing services.

Ending the meeting.  Assign any tasks to team members.  Summarize major decisions.  Set a schedule to review the IEP document.  Figure out ways to keep communicating.  Thank everyone for their help.

Following the meeting.  Services on the IEP should be in place within 30 days after the IEP is written.  School staff should also send the family a copy of the IEP document, so it can be added to their records.
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