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Learn More!
PACER Center offers many materials on the special education process, including
the PACER publications mentioned in this guidebook. Many are available online.
For a full listing of resources or to order, call PACER Center at 952-838-9000 or
visit PACER.org.
For information on Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) special education
resources, visit MDE’s website at www.education.state.mn.us/MDE.

Individualized Education Program (IEP)

A Message for Minnesota Parents of
Children with Disabilities
Every child is unique and learns in different ways. Your child has been identified as needing special
education services to support his or her learning at school. You can play a major role in shaping the
services your child receives.
This guidebook has been written for you—the parent, guardian, or surrogate parent of a child (ages
3 to 21 or graduation) with disabilities who receives special education services in Minnesota public
schools. It will help you understand the Individualized Education Program (IEP) and the importance
of your participation in developing your child’s IEP. You are a required member of your child’s IEP
team, and your ideas must always be considered in any decisions the IEP team makes. Please refer to
the Appendix on page 34 for a full definition on who may serve in the role of parent.
The development of the IEP is required in the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEA 2004), its regulations (known as 34 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Parts
300 and 301), and in Minnesota state special education rules and statutes. The federal regulations,
which have the force of law, explain how the law will be carried out.
Each state implements the federal laws somewhat differently. This guidebook will help you understand
how the IEP process is carried out in Minnesota public schools, which includes charter schools. If
your child qualifies for special education and attends a private school, you may call PACER Center for
more information on special education for private school students. For more materials on the special
education process, you may contact PACER or visit PACER.org.
Although IEP forms may vary from one district to the next, all must include the requirements defined
in federal and state laws. This guidebook covers all the required parts of an IEP that are outlined in
the federal regulations and gives an example of how this area may look on an IEP form. Minnesota’s
Department of Education is in the process of developing a single online IEP form for all school
districts, which should be available for piloting soon. Some sections of the IEP require discussion, but
the documentation of the discussion on the IEP form may be optional. School districts will want to
document that a particular requirement was discussed.

Know the Law
This guidebook is based on state and federal special education laws, which were current
at the time of publication. Laws can change, however. Links to check the latest versions
of these laws are at www.pacer.org/parent/resources.
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What Is an IEP?
The IEP is the document that outlines the special education and related services that your school district
will provide for your child at no cost to you. Services will be based on information gathered from
evaluations, state and district assessments, and current levels of achievement on IEP goals and in the
general education curriculum. The IEP provides a written record of decisions made at IEP meetings.

Parents Need to Know
According to IDEA, “the term individualized education program or IEP means a
written statement for a child with a disability that is developed, reviewed, and
revised in accordance with” federal and state laws, regulations, and rules.
34 CFR 300.320

How Can Parents Participate in Developing IEPs?
The IEP document is the cornerstone of the special education process and the key to services your
child receives. By understanding your child’s IEP and taking an active role in developing it, you can
help ensure that your child receives the education and services he or she needs.
As a parent, you have the right to have information explained to you in understandable language. You
know your child’s strengths and needs and should discuss them with the rest of the IEP team. It is a
good idea for both parents and teachers to have high expectations for your child.
To help develop the goals that will enable your child to become as independent and productive as
possible, you may want to ask yourself:
•

What do I want for my child?

•

What can he or she do now?

•

What do we need to do so my child will gain new skills?

Together, you, school personnel, and others can discuss, plan, and implement a special education
program that serves your child’s needs. There is no blueprint or prescription for an IEP. The IEP team,
which includes you, the parents, will develop a program that meets your child’s individual, specific
needs. This flexibility is good, but it requires your preparation and participation.
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Parents Need to Know
The purpose of special education is “to ensure that all children with disabilities
have available to them a free appropriate public education that emphasizes special
education and related services designed to meet their unique needs and prepare
them for further education, employment, and independent living.” IDEA 601(d)(1)

When IEPs Must Be in Effect
Initial IEP: When a child has been evaluated and found to be eligible for special education, an IEP
must be developed before services can begin. This document is called the initial IEP. The school must
make sure that this first IEP meeting is held within 30 calendar days after a child has been found
eligible for special education and related services.
Annual IEP: An IEP is written every year for a child receiving special education. This annual IEP may
be written any time during a calendar year, but it must be in effect at the beginning of each school year.

IEP Meetings
You have a right to participate in all school meetings that discuss your child’s identification, evaluation,
placement, and the provision of a free, appropriate public education (FAPE). The purpose of the IEP
meeting is to discuss, develop, revise, and document a program to meet your child’s individual learning
needs. Each school is responsible for organizing and conducting IEP meetings. An IEP meeting must
be held at least once a year.
Annual discussion topics may include:
•

Progress or lack of expected progress toward the special education goals and objectives

•

Progress or lack of expected progress in the general education curriculum

•

New information from evaluations

•

Information provided by the parents or the school

•

The child’s anticipated needs

•

Other matters

After the IEP meeting, you will receive a Prior Written Notice and a Parental Consent/Objection Form
with the IEP. This is your opportunity to agree or disagree with the planned services for your child.
(See page 28 for details.)
Districts must make sure that special education and related services are available as soon as possible
following IEP development and parent consent to the IEP.
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The IEP Team

Your child’s IEP team must include:
•

A parent (see definition of parent on page 32) or the student if age 18 or older

•

A school district representative who is qualified to teach or supervise special education, knows
about the general education curriculum, and knows about the resources of the school district

•

At least one of your child’s special education teachers who will be responsible for implementing
the IEP

•

At least one of your child’s regular education teachers if your child participates or may
participate in the regular education environment

•

A person who is qualified to interpret evaluation results and their educational implications
(this person may also have one of the roles mentioned above)

If your child is below kindergarten age and not entering kindergarten during this IEP year, the IEP
team must include all of the people listed above except a general education teacher.
The IEP team will include an IEP manager (also called case manager) who will coordinate a child’s
special education program. This person must be a teacher or licensed related-services staff person and
a member of the IEP team. The IEP manager arranges IEP meetings and sends out notices. You can
contact the IEP manager if you have questions about your child’s IEP.
Attendance at IEP meetings is required for all the professionals listed above with two exceptions: A
team member may be excused from attendance for whole or part of an IEP meeting if his or her area of
curriculum or related services:
•
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Is not being modified or discussed and the parent and school district agree in writing that the
member need not attend the meeting
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•

Is being modified or discussed and the team member provides written input into the
development of the IEP prior to the meeting, and the parent and school district agree in
writing that the member may be excused from the meeting

Parents Need to Know
Every IEP team member has important information and expertise that affects the team’s
ability to make informed, appropriate decisions regarding your child’s special education
program. You should carefully consider whether you want to excuse a required member of
the team from the meeting.

In some situations, IEP team members also may include:
•

People that you or school staff invite because either you or school staff have decided they have
expertise or knowledge regarding your child.

•

The child, whenever the parent thinks it’s appropriate.

•

The student whenever transition is discussed (during grade 9 and after, or younger if
appropriate). If the transition-age student does not attend the meeting, the school must find
other ways to make sure that the student’s desires and interests are considered.

•

A representative of another agency if that agency is likely to be providing or paying for some
services, such as transition services or mental health services.
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Parents Need to Know
• The school must ensure that the team includes all the required members.
• If a required team member is unable to attend and is not excused by you in writing, you
may want to reschedule the meeting.
• The regular education teacher can help decide if your child needs positive behavior
interventions, supplementary aids and services, or program modifications in the regular
education classroom. He or she also can help decide if school personnel need support to
teach your child.
• The regular education teacher can be a key team member, as he or she is familiar with
grade-level and age-level expectations for all children.
• One of the other team members (but not the child’s special education teacher) may also fill
the role of school district representative if he or she meets the requirements of both roles.
• Including your child at IEP meetings helps the child learn to speak up for him or herself
and understand his or her disability and educational needs. Your child will experience a
team working together to help him or her be successful.
• You can invite anyone you believe is knowledgeable or has special expertise about your
child, such as a relative, friend, advocate, child care provider, medical professional, or
someone knowledgeable about your child’s race, culture, or disability. It is a good idea to
inform the school if you are planning to bring someone with you.
• You can request that other school personnel be invited but they will need the permission
of the school to attend.

Parent Participation
The school is responsible for making sure that one or both parents are present at each IEP meeting or
are given the opportunity to participate. The school must:
•

Notify you of the meeting early enough to give you the opportunity to attend

•

Schedule the meeting at a time and place mutually agreeable to you and the school

•

Use other methods to help you participate, such as individual or conference phone calls, if you
cannot attend an IEP meeting

When you are notified of the IEP meeting, you must be informed of:
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•

The meeting date, time, and location

•

The list of people invited

•

Your right to invite others

•

The purpose of the meeting
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If the purpose of the meeting includes the discussion of transition, the meeting notice must state this.
If you cannot attend or participate in the meeting, the school must document how it tried to involve
you, whether through telephone calls, written invitations, or visits to your home or workplace.
The school district must take whatever action is necessary to ensure that you understand what happens
at the IEP meeting. This responsibility includes providing an interpreter or translator if you use sign
language or if your primary language is not English.

Parents Need to Know
• Some IEP meeting notice forms note how much time the school has allowed for this
meeting. If your form does not include this information, you may want to ask before the
meeting begins so that you can plan your time accordingly. The team may need to add
time or reconvene to cover all of the issues and IEP components.
• Before the IEP meeting, parents may ask the IEP case manager to add their issues to the
meeting agenda.
• If you cannot attend the meeting, be sure to let the school know and work with them to
find another way for you to participate such as using a conference call.

Development of the IEP
When developing your child’s IEP, the team must consider five areas:
1.

Your child’s strengths

2.

Your concerns regarding your child’s education

3.

The results of the most recent evaluation

4.

Academic, developmental, and functional needs

5.

Special factors

1. Student’s Strengths
Your child’s strengths and interests must be discussed by the IEP team and used as the basis for
planning an educational program. Strengths and interests can form the framework on which to build
new skills and behaviors. For example, if your child enjoys helping others, perhaps you can use this
strength as encouragement to hand in all assignments and, as a reward, help a younger child with an
art project. If your child has learning difficulties but is a good speller, perhaps teachers could build
your child’s self-esteem by asking him or her to spell words the rest of the class finds difficult.
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2. Educational Concerns of Parents
The IEP team must discuss your concerns related to your child’s education. For example, you might be
concerned that your child is being bullied, has few friends, is failing general education math, or doesn’t
have enough time to move from one class to the next. The concern also could be more long term.
Perhaps you fear that your child will become frustrated and drop out of school. The IEP team must
address these concerns if they have an impact on education.

3. Results of the Most Recent Evaluation
The IEP team will consider the results of your child’s most recent evaluation (initial evaluation or the
three-year comprehensive reevaluation) when developing the IEP.

4. Academic, Developmental, and Functional Needs
Additional information for IEP team planning will include recent regular education report cards,
results of state and district-wide assessments, progress made on goals in the current IEP, and
discussion of the effectiveness of current IEP accommodations and modifications. The team will
consider any new developmental or functional (activities of everyday life) needs that may have arisen
for the child during the year.

Parents Need to Know
• Assistive technology devices and services should be considered for all children who have
an IEP. Communication needs also apply to many children with a variety of disabilities.
Lack of communication skills sometimes leads to behavior concerns.
• If the team determines through discussion or evaluation data that your child needs
a particular assistive technology device or service because of one or more special
considerations, this determination must be written in the IEP.
• Results of the discussion of the above topics may be noted in the appropriate section
of the IEP form. These sections include present level of academic achievement and
functional performance, an annual instructional goal, services and modifications, or
another appropriate section of your school’s IEP form.
• Children with IEPs who move from one school district to another or from one state to
another are called transfer students. For more information on how the IEP process works
for transfer students, see PACER’s handout “Transfer Students and Special Education.” Call
PACER to order handout php-c163, or download it at PACER.org/parent/php/php-c163.pdf
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5. Special Factors
The IEP team must consider additional special factors when a child:
•

Has behavior that negatively affects his or her own learning or that of others

•

Has limited English skills

•

Is blind or visually impaired

•

Has communication needs

•

Is deaf or hard of hearing

•

May need assistive technology devices and services

For more complete information on special factors, see the Appendix, page 34.
Note: Some districts do not include the above areas on their IEP forms. Although the discussion is required,
documentation on the IEP form is necessary only when the team determines that your child needs a
particular IEP service. Schools also may document this discussion using the Prior Written Notice Form.
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Content of the IEP
1. General Information
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The IEP often includes the general information listed below. If it doesn’t, you may ask where the
information can be found in your child’s records.
Disability category: Lists the educational category of disability under which a child is eligible for
special education services. Students may be eligible to receive services under more than one disability
area. Services are determined by the child’s needs, not by the disability category.
Grade: Your child’s grade in school when the IEP is written. For students under age 5, either pre-K
(pre-kindergarten) or early childhood special education (ECSE) typically is listed. The IEP is in effect
for one year from the date it is written (unless it is changed by the IEP team), even if the child changes
grades.
IEP meeting date: The date the IEP was developed or reviewed. This date is considered to be the
“annual IEP date.” If more than one meeting is held to develop an IEP, the IEP meeting date is
considered to be the date of the first meeting.
Date of last comprehensive evaluation: The date your child’s last comprehensive evaluation was
completed.
Parent/guardian information: Your current address and telephone numbers.

2. Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP)

The Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP) statement describes
the level at which your child is working academically and functionally. The statement summarizes your
child’s current status and educational needs in each performance area where there is a need.
Performance areas may include:
•

Academic performance

•

Communication status
11
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•

Functional skills (routine activities of everyday living)

•

General intelligence

•

Health

•

Motor abilities

•

Sensory status (such as vision and hearing)

•

Social and emotional status

•

Transition to adult living, including employment, postsecondary education and training, and
independent living (when appropriate)

One of the key questions for the IEP team to consider is how your child’s disability affects his or her
grade-level learning at school. Understanding the impact of your child’s disability helps the team
determine what services and accommodations your child needs in order to be educated in the general
education curriculum to the maximum extent appropriate. (The general education curriculum means
the courses the school uses to teach children within the school district.) Children learn information
and skills necessary to meet state academic standards and graduation requirements by participating in
the general education curriculum, regardless of classroom placement.
The purpose of this section of the IEP is to describe what your child can do at the time the IEP is
developed. The information should be presented in a brief, clear statement with enough information
to describe your child’s present skill levels. The statement should identify specific skills or behaviors
requiring instruction.
For example:
Jason has a reading disability. He is in seventh grade and reads independently at a third-grade level. He
has grade-level comprehension of materials read to him. Jason needs to improve his reading skills.
Lisa has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Her organizational skills are not well
developed. She loses assignments and notes for her academic classes approximately 75 percent of the
time and as a result comes to class without necessary materials. Due to these behaviors, Lisa is not
able to complete grade-level work. Lisa needs instruction on organizational skills.
Angela is 10 years old but performs academically at a kindergarten level in reading and at a firstgrade level in math. Although she benefits socially from being in mainstream classes, her class work
in reading, math, science, and social studies needs to be modified. Angela needs to increase her
academic skills.
Connor has autism. His academic skills are above grade level, but his social and communication
skills are over two years behind those of his grade-level peers. Connor needs instruction to
understand nonverbal social and communication cues.
For preschool-age children, the team must consider how the disability affects the child’s participation
in developmentally appropriate activities. For transition-age students (grade 9 and above), the child’s
present level of performance in the transition areas discussed on pages 13 to 16 must also be included.
From the PLAAFP statement, the team determines your child’s educational needs and develops the rest
of the annual IEP, including goals, services, and modifications.
12
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Parents Need to Know
• The present level section of the IEP provides a snapshot of your child at
a particular time and place.
• You have important information to share about your child.
• This section may include medical information related to your child’s
disability.
• You and school professionals may see your child in different ways.
• It is important that you and your school team agree on your child’s
needs because instruction will be based on the needs identified.
• All of your child’s educational needs described in the present level
section must be met with services in the IEP.
• IEP services are determined by the child’s needs, not by the disability
category.
• If an initial or three-year reevaluation has been completed, the schools’
staff must give you a copy of the evaluation summary report. It contains
detailed information that will be used to develop the present level
statement.
• The present level section will include summary statements of your
child’s performance in assessed areas and will be updated each year.
• Attachments to the IEP form may be used if the existing form does not
have sufficient space to include all the information required in the IEP.

3. Statement of Measurable Annual Goals

The IEP will have annual instructional goals that describe what your child is expected to accomplish
within a year of writing the IEP when provided with special education instruction and related services.
Each goal will also have short-term objectives or benchmarks.
The goals are based on the Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance
(PLAAFP) statement. The IEP team will determine:
13
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•

What skill needs to be learned or what behavior needs to change so that your child can
be involved in and make progress in the general curriculum or make progress on other
appropriate goals and objectives

•

Whether your child should increase, decrease, or maintain specific skills and behaviors

•

What level of performance should be achieved and how that will be measured

For example, the PLAAFP statement may say that your son writes disorganized paragraphs with
incorrect spelling and punctuation 50 percent of the time. The goal may be to increase his level of
producing organized paragraphs with correct spelling and punctuation to 90 percent of the time
within one year with appropriate special education instruction. The IEP will record how progress on
this goal will be measured.
Goals may cover any of several areas: academic, behavioral, functional, social, or other educational
skills that are important for your child to master. Goals must be measurable so that the IEP team will
know if your child is making progress on each one. The IEP must address all the educational needs that
result from your child’s disability or disabilities, regardless of the disability label. Your child’s IEP will
have as many pages as are necessary to include all instructional goals. If your child’s IEP includes at
least one goal that addresses grade-level academic content standards in reading and/or mathematics, it
meets the requirements for a “standards-based IEP.”
Each goal will have at least two objectives or benchmarks, or a combination of the two. Objectives are
steps leading to the accomplishment of the goal. Benchmarks are developmental milestones.
Each objective includes several parts. For example, for your son’s written language goal, one of the
objectives might be the following:
•

Skill to be performed (write an 8-sentence paragraph)

•

Conditions for evaluating (when given a subject by the teacher)

•

Criteria for evaluating (includes a topic sentence and at least three supporting details)

•

Evaluation procedures (90 percent accuracy as measured on his quarterly assignment chart)

A second objective could cover the spelling and punctuation part of the goal.

Parents Need to Know
• Each goal must be measurable. Your child’s current level of performance must be
described either in the goal or in the PLAAFP. Your child’s expected ending level of
performance must be written in the goal statement.
• Terms such as “age appropriate” and “grade level” are not measurable unless the IEP
clearly describes what is meant by these terms.
• As each year’s IEPgoal is developed, you should consider what special education services
will be necessary for your child to achieve that goal.
14
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4. Minnesota Transition Planning
During grade 9 (or before, if determined necessary by the team), the IEP will continue to address
needs in the performance areas previously described. However, at this stage those needs will be linked
to the following transition areas:
•

Postsecondary education and training

•

Employment

•

Independent living (when appropriate); this may include recreation and leisure, community
participation, and home living.

The IEP team, which now includes your child, will develop measurable postsecondary goals in the
areas of education, employment, and, when appropriate, independent living. The team will use
observations, assessments, and interviews to help set appropriate goals. These long-term transition
goals will guide the rest of the IEP because the purpose of special education is to prepare your child for
life after high school.
The IEP team will determine what steps are necessary to help your child achieve his or her
postsecondary goals. The courses of study section of the IEP helps the team plan future course work so
the young person can move toward achieving his or her long-term postsecondary goals. The IEP form
will document the courses to be taken each year. This process will enable the team to see annually how
the student is progressing toward graduation requirements.

15
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Students must complete a set of course credits in a variety of subjects that are required by the state and
school district in order to graduate. The IEP team may determine to change the credit requirements for
some students with significant disabilities. For example, the student may not need to earn the foreign
language credits or may receive social studies credits through work experience.

16
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The IEP also includes a statement of transition services needed for the child to accomplish the
measurable postsecondary goals. A child may need such services as community experiences,
community links to other services, development of employment opportunities, functional vocational
evaluation, instruction in daily living skills, or related services such as transportation or counseling.
The IEP will record services and activities, as well as which agency is responsible for providing the
service. In some cases, the state vocational rehabilitation agency, other agencies, or parents may choose
to be responsible for the service. If an agency, other than the school, fails to provide the transition
service as recorded in the IEP, the IEP team must meet to identify other ways to provide those services.
The IEP team will also determine if your student needs special education instruction to work on
particular skills or behaviors to achieve the postsecondary goals. If so, measurable annual goals and
objectives will be developed (see previous section on annual goals). An example might be learning to
keep a homework schedule for school in order to successfully earn credits toward graduation so the
child may attend postsecondary training. Another goal could relate to improving a specific skill the
child needs in order to live independently.

Parents Need to Know
• When the IEP team looks at the courses of study, ask how the child is doing in achieving
the required number of credits for graduation.
• It’s important to consider all areas of transition because many children with disabilities
leave high school lacking the academic, technical, and social skills necessary to continue
in postsecondary training or find and maintain employment.
• Transition services may be provided for some children younger than grade 9 if they
are at risk of dropping out of school before age 16 or if the services would enhance
employment or other educational outcomes.
• IEP team decisions should include input from the student, parents, and others from the
student’s school and community life.
• The team must make sure that the child’s own desires and interests are considered.
• Through an IEP team decision, students with disabilities may remain in school until July
1 after they become 21 if they have not completed their IEP goals, even if they have met
the district’s credit requirements for a diploma.
• If your student graduates and accepts a diploma, he or she no longer qualifies for the
services mentioned above.
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5. Progress Reporting

This section of the IEP lists the scheduled times and methods that school staff will use to report
progress on each IEP goal to parents. Your child’s progress on his or her annual goals must be
measured. You must be informed of:
•

How often and by what method progress reports will be provided to you. The school must give
you these reports at least as often as they report progress to parents whose children do not have
disabilities. Reporting methods may include IEP progress reports issued with regular education
report cards, midterm written reports, or other means.

•

The extent to which that progress is sufficient to enable your child to achieve each goal by the
end of the IEP year.

Parents Need to Know
• Making adequate progress is the key to an appropriate education.
• IEP progress reports are not the same as classroom grade reports. The
IEP reports progress on IEP goals while grade reports report progress in
the general education curriculum.
• If your child is progressing as planned, the goals and objectives will be
continued until the annual IEP review.
• If your child is not making sufficient progress toward meeting IEP goals,
a team meeting must be held to revise the IEP. Parents may request this
meeting.
• For more information, see PACER’s handout “How Will I Know if My
Child Is Making Progress?” Call PACER to order handout php-c78 or
download it at PACER.org/parent/php/php-c78.pdf.
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6. Services and Modifications
The IEP outlines the special education, related services, and other supports your child will receive.
Specific services and supports are given so that your child can, as much as is appropriate:
•

Advance toward accomplishing annual goals

•

Learn and participate with other children with and without disabilities

•

Participate and make progress in the general education curriculum

•

Participate in extracurricular or nonacademic activities

Each service should be based on research to the extent practical and give clear direction to staff on how
to serve your child. Terms such as “when available” and “if necessary” should be avoided unless further
clarified.
Services and modifications include special education and related services, supplementary aids and
services, and program modifications and supports for school personnel as detailed in the following
sections.

Special Education and Related Services

There is a relationship between the goals in your child’s IEP and the special education and related
services the school provides. For example, if your child with a learning disability has a goal to improve
reading by one grade level, then services provided by licensed learning disability staff to help your
child accomplish that goal during the current IEP year will be listed in this section of the IEP.
The IEP will list statements of what kind of direct instruction or service your child will receive. Direct
services are provided by a licensed special education teacher or a related services professional who
instructs your child. This section of the IEP will include:
•

Amount of time set to provide that instruction or service (in minutes per session)

•

Frequency of services (the number of times per week or month)
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•

Starting date and expected duration for services

•

Location where the service will be provided (such as in a regular or special education setting,
the home, or other setting)

Supplementary Aids and Services

This area of the IEP records services such as accommodations, assistive technology, and
paraprofessional support. These services support the child in the classroom as well as in nonacademic
and extracurricular activities.
Accommodations level the playing field so a child can demonstrate knowledge without lowering or
changing the standard or the level of the class work or a test. Accommodation ideas are available from
PACER Center (see PACER’s handout “School Accommodations and Modifications;” call PACER to
order handout php-c49 or download it at PACER.org/parent/php/php-c49.pdf).
Assistive technology includes devices as well as specific services, such as maintaining or repairing
equipment. The IEP team will use evaluation data to determine which devices and services are
appropriate.
IDEA requires schools to provide assistive technology if the IEP team determines a child needs it in
order to receive an appropriate education. The team must plan for acquiring, operating, maintaining,
and repairing assistive technology, as well as for training the child, staff, and family in its use and care.
The team should also develop a plan in case the service is unavailable or the device breaks down.
Assistive technology can include a range of low-tech and high-tech equipment, such as pen grips,
lap boards, feeding utensils, augmentative communication devices, computers, apps, calculators,
classroom amplification, or recorded textbooks. PACER’s Simon Technology Center has more
information about assistive technology (PACER.org/STC).
If a paraprofessional is listed in this section, both your child’s need for this service and the specific
responsibilities of the paraprofessional must be listed here.
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Program Modifications and Supports for School Personnel

Program modifications lower or change the level of difficulty or focus of class work or of a test.
Supports for school personnel may be necessary so your child can fully participate in school. For
example, a consultant might provide suggestions to the regular education teacher for including your
child fully in the classroom or train staff to use an assistive technology device.
These indirect services are provided by a special education teacher or related services professional
working with other professionals or with parents. These services could include such things as
consultation, modifications of curriculum for the child, observation of the child, or cooperative
planning. The services are provided on behalf of your child and not directly to your child.

Parents Need to Know
Ask yourself, “With this service commitment, is it reasonable to expect
that my child can achieve his or her IEP goals and also make meaningful
progress in the general education curriculum?” If the answer is no, discuss
your concerns with the IEP team.
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7. Least Restrictive Environment Explanation

The least restrictive environment (LRE) for a child with disabilities is an educational setting that
provides an appropriate program, including any necessary special supports, in as typical a school
environment as possible. As much as is appropriate for the individual child, children with disabilities
should attend the school they would typically go to if they did not have disabilities. They should have
the opportunity to participate in extracurricular and nonacademic activities with children who do not
have disabilities. These decisions are made by the IEP team based on the child’s needs. The IEP must
explain why and for how much time your child will be educated or participate in activities outside of
the regular education setting. The explanation will include why the nature and severity of your child’s
disability is such that he/she must be removed from general education to receive services.
You must be invited to participate in all educational placement decisions for your child. If you are
not able to attend when a placement decision is made, the school must use other methods, such as
individual or conference telephone calls or video conferencing, to help you participate. The school
must keep a record of how staff tried to help you be involved in making the decision.
In addition, you must be informed about the placement alternatives available for your child. The IEP
team will discuss these alternatives and together you will decide which is most appropriate to meet
your child’s needs in the least restrictive environment. The services must be developed to fit your child,
not the other way around. IDEA requires school districts to have a variety of placement settings, called
federal settings, available to meet the individual needs of children.
Here are the federal settings for children K-graduation or through age 21, as outlined in the Minnesota
Department of Education’s “IEP Form Guidance”:

22

1.

Learners receive the majority of their education program in the regular education classroom.
Includes students with disabilities receiving special education and related services outside the
regular classroom for less than 21 percent of the day.

2.

Learners receive education programs in special education resource room. Includes students
with disabilities receiving special education and related services outside the regular classroom
for 21 percent to 60 percent of the school day.

3.

Learners receive education program in separate class that includes students with disabilities
receiving special education and related services outside of the regular education classroom
for more than 60 percent of the day. This does not include students who receive education
programs in public or private separate day or residential facilities.

Individualized Education Program (IEP)

4.

Learners receive education programs in public separate day school facilities, including students
with disabilities receiving special education and related services in public separate day school
facilities for more than 50 percent of the school day. Note: This must be a specially designed
facility/program for special education students only.

5.

Learners receive education programs in private separate day school facilities at public expense
for greater than 50 percent of the school day. Note: This must be a specially designed facility/
program for special education students only.

6.

Learners receive education programs at public residential facilities for greater than 50 percent of the
school day. Note: This must be a specially designed facility/program for special education students
only (e.g. Minnesota State Academy for the Deaf and Minnesota State Academy for the Blind).

7.

Learners receive education programs in private residential facilities at public expense for
greater than 50 percent of the school day. Note: This must be a specially designed facility/
program for special education students only.

8.

Learners receive education programs in homebound/hospital placement. This includes students
with disabilities placed in and receiving education in hospital programs or homebound programs.

Federal settings for early childhood special education children ages 3 to kindergarten are determined
differently. Please contact PACER’s Early Childhood Project for more information.

Parents Need to Know
“To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in
public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are
not disabled, and . . . special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with
disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only if the nature or severity
of the disability is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids
and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily.”
34 CFR 300.114(a)(2)

8. Minnesota Accountability and Graduation Assessments
All public school children must take statewide and district-wide student achievement tests at specified
times. Schools are required to include children with disabilities in these accountability and graduation
assessments. The IEP team must discuss your child’s inclusion in these tests.
According to the Minnesota Department of Education, the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments
(MCAs) and alternate assessment, Minnesota Test of Academic Skills (MTAS), are the statewide tests
that help districts measure student progress toward Minnesota’s academic standards and meet the
requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Most students take the MCA,
but students who receive special education services and meet eligibility criteria may take the MTAS.
The Minnesota Department of Education also states that in order to be eligible for a high school
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diploma from a Minnesota public high school, which includes charter schools, all students must fulfill
graduation assessment requirements in writing, reading, and mathematics. Based on new legislation,
the graduation assessment requirements have changed. A series of career and college assessments are
being administered beginning in 2014-15.

Parents Need to Know
• Talk with your child’s IEP team about which state assessments are required during this IEP
year for your child.
• If school staff recommend an alternate assessment at the IEP team meeting, discuss the
requirements for taking that assessment with the IEP team.
• Ask for information about current graduation assessments and requirements if your child
is in the 9th grade or above.
• Minnesota’s accountability assessment program is designed to measure:
 How well students, as a group, are achieving according to the Minnesota academic
standards
 Proficiency of Minnesota public school graduates
 Students’ progress, as a group, over time

District-wide Accountability Assessments
The IEP team must address district-wide assessments each time the student is in a grade (or will be
during this IEP period) where such assessments are given. If assessments are given in the child’s grade,
the team will discuss whether that assessment is appropriate for this child. If accommodations are
needed, they must be documented on the IEP. If the assessment is not appropriate, the IEP must state
the reasons, document which alternative assessment will be given, and say why it is appropriate.

Accommodations for Assessments
The purpose of statewide testing is to understand how well students are meeting Minnesota’s academic
standards set for all children. Some students with disabilities need accommodations to take these
tests in order to reduce or eliminate the effect of the disability on test performance. The goal of
accommodations is to level the playing field while maintaining the level of standards being tested. A
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student who has accommodations takes the same test as students without disabilities. The following
types of accommodations may be made based on a student’s needs:
•

Presentation accommodations allow students to obtain information in ways other than
reading standard print. This accommodation includes auditory, multisensory, tactile (touch),
and visual methods. For example, a boy who is visually impaired might have the math script
read to him.

•

Response accommodations allow students to show what they know in different ways. For
example, a student who is nonverbal may respond to test questions using an augmentative
communication device.

•

Setting accommodations allow students to take the tests in a different setting or under
different conditions. (Although testing in a small group and individual test administration are
allowed for all students, writing it in the IEP is helpful for school staff.)

•

Timing and scheduling accommodations give students additional time to complete the test or
change the way the testing time is organized. (Because the tests are not timed for any student,
extended time need not be written on the IEP.)

Accommodations are determined by the IEP team and written on the IEP. Team members should:
•

Be knowledgeable of state and district academic standards and assessments

•

Look at what accommodations increase the student’s access to the general education
curriculum (the subject content that all students are taught)

•

Consider the accommodations routinely used by the student in daily classroom instruction

Minnesota provides a list of possible testing accommodations, but IEP teams may consider others
that are not on the list. The team may contact the Minnesota Department of Education to verify that a
suggested accommodation will not invalidate the assessment.
For more information on accommodations in assessments, see PACER’s handout “What Parents of
Students with IEPs Need to Know About Accommodations for Statewide Assessments.” (Call PACER
to order handout php-c145 or download at PACER.org/parent/php/php-c145.pdf.)

Parents Need to Know
• Accommodations on statewide testing are made by the student’s IEP team.
• Accommodations that the student is receiving on the IEP should be considered for
accommodations on statewide testing.
• Statewide tests are not timed for any student.
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9. Transfer of Rights at Age of Majority

Under IDEA, educational rights transfer to students when they reach the age of majority (age 18 in
Minnesota). At least one year before your child turns 18, the student and the parent must be informed
of the rights, if any, that will transfer to the student at the age of majority. The transfer of rights does
not take place if a legal guardian has been appointed.
When rights are transferred from you to your child, you will continue to receive all legally required
information such as IEP meeting notices. Your child will assume all other rights, including the right to
sign agreement or disagreement with his or her IEP.

Parents Need to Know
• Receiving a meeting notice and being invited to the meeting are not the same. A student
reaching the age of majority may want to maintain parent involvement in the IEP process.
The student has the right to invite the parent to meetings.
• A student may submit a written request to the school asking that the parent(s) continue
to be invited to meetings.
• Parents continue to have the right to have access to their student’s educational records if
the student is claimed as a dependent for tax reporting purposes.
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10. Extended School Year

Some children need services that extend beyond the normal school year. Such services are referred
to as extended school year services (ESY). The IEP team must discuss ESY services at the annual IEP
meeting; if services are needed, that information must be indicated on the IEP.
The school may not limit ESY services to particular disabilities or limit the type, amount, or duration
of those services. An ESY program must be tied to your child’s need for services, including, but not
limited to: the need to attain or maintain self-sufficiency skills (sometimes called functional skills),
the likelihood of significant regression, or the necessity of ESY for the provision of a free, appropriate
public education (FAPE).
In making the ESY decision, the IEP team must consider the following factors, if relevant: progress and
maintenance of skills during the regular school year, degree of impairment, rate of progress, behavioral
or physical problems, availability of alternative resources, ability to interact with peers without
disabilities, areas of curriculum that need continuous attention, or vocational needs.
The ESY services can be different from the services provided during the school year. ESY services that
are written into your child’s IEP must be provided at no cost to you.

Parents Need to Know
• The determination of whether or not your child needs extended school
year services must be documented.
• Minnesota Rule 3425.0755 provides additional guidance on ESY services.
• ESY is not the same as summer school. School districts have the choice
of whether to offer summer school to students while ESY must be
offered to eligible special education students.
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Parent Action: Prior Written Notice and
Parental Consent/Objection
School districts are required to implement the IEP as soon as possible following the meeting. The IEP
must be written and provided to you within 14 calendar days of the proposed start of the IEP services.
Read it and ask yourself, “Is this IEP an appropriate step toward a productive and independent life for
my child?” Your answer to this question will guide your decision to agree or disagree with the IEP.
You will receive two forms along with the IEP proposal. One is Prior Written Notice, which describes
what the school proposes or refuses to do. It is given to you “prior,” or before, the proposed services are
to begin. If the notice only includes a refusal of something you asked to be in the IEP, it must be sent or
given to you within 14 calendar days of your request. The IEP team must document team decisions on
the Prior Written Notice, including:
•

A description of the action the school proposes or refuses

•

An explanation of why the proposal or refusal was made

•

A description of the evaluations, assessments, records or reports used to make the decision

•

A description of other options considered

•

A description of other factors affecting the proposal or refusal

•

Resources for parents to contact for help in understanding IDEA

The Prior Written Notice will give you more information about what is in or not in the IEP. There is no
required form, but the notice must be in writing and cover all the required components.
You also will receive a Parental Consent/Objection Form. If you agree with the IEP, check “yes” and
sign the form. If you disagree with the entire proposed IEP, check “no” and sign the form to begin the
process of resolving your disagreement. If you agree with some but not all of the proposed IEP, say
that you agree with some of the proposals and also write down your objections on the form (some
forms include a specific place for this; others may not). The school should begin the services you agree
with and set up the process of resolving your disagreement. (For information on methods to resolve
disagreements, you can contact PACER Center.) Parents and students 18 or older who have had rights
transferred to them are the only people who can legally consent or object to an IEP. After you consent
or object, return the form to the person whose name appears on the form.
For initial IEPs, services cannot begin until you agree to the proposed program in writing. For annual
IEPs, you must have the opportunity to agree or disagree with the proposed IEP. If you do not respond
in writing to the proposal within 14 calendar days of when the IEP notice and consent/objection form
was sent or given to you, the plan can go into effect as written.
Please note that both the Prior Written Notice and Parental Consent/Objection Form may be used for
evaluation and other requests as well as for an IEP proposal.
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Parents Need to Know
• Based on the team’s decisions made during the IEP meeting, the school staff should
complete the IEP form and provide it to you soon after the conference.
• It is important to read and understand the proposed IEP before deciding to agree or
disagree with the IEP.
• Your role as an active, involved parent is to agree or disagree with the proposed IEP.

IEP Accountability
The IEP is a written statement of specific special education and related services that will be provided to
your child. The school must make a good faith effort to help your child achieve the goals and objectives
written into the IEP. This includes providing the services that are written in the IEP.
Each regular education teacher, special education teacher, related service provider, and other service
provider who is responsible for providing the services for your child must have access to the IEP.
All must be informed of their specific responsibilities for providing a service, accommodation,
modification, or support for the student or staff.

IEP Review and Revisions
Although all teachers and service providers must know and provide specific services for your child,
there is no guarantee that your child will make progress at a planned rate. If you think your child is not
making appropriate progress, you may request an IEP meeting to ask for revisions to your child’s IEP
or use other due process procedures.
A new IEP must be written at least annually. In addition, a revised IEP must be written whenever
significant changes in a student’s program or placement are needed. Reasons may include:
•

Accomplishment of one or more IEP goals

•

Insufficient progress on one or more goals

•

Insufficient progress in the general education curriculum

•

Availability of new evaluation information

•

Availability of new information from parents to share with the IEP team

•

Need for a change in the site or setting where the child receives special education instruction

•

Change in the amount of special education needed to accomplish goals or objectives

•

Team determination of a need for certain intervention procedures

Any time an IEP is revised, parents should request a new copy of the IEP from the IEP case manager.
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In Summary
Because the special education process may seem complicated, it may be helpful to compare it to the
building of a house. Just as the building of a house follows a logical order, beginning with a foundation
or basement and ending with the roof, so does the building of a special education program.
Your child’s special education program is built from the foundation of a thorough examination of
your child’s present levels of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP). The
PLAAFP statement describes your child’s educational needs gathered from sources, including special
education evaluations, school assessments, progress on current IEP goals, and regular education
grades. The PLAAFP will identify your child’s identified educational needs, like the first floor of a
house. This floor supports the second floor, appropriate services to meet your child’s needs. Once
appropriate services have been determined, the IEP team can select the placement (special education
and related services provided in the least restrictive environment) to meet your child’s needs. It’s the
final piece of the building process, the roof that caps off the “house” of your child’s special education
program. Your child can receive the free, appropriate public education (FAPE) to which he or she has a
right when the IEP team follows this logical progression.

Placement

Services

Needs
Present levels (PLAAFP)
•
•
•
•
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Appendix
Definitions
Academic standards: Grade-level learning expectations for all students. The Minnesota K-12
Academic Standards are statements adopted by the state that identify what all students in a particular
grade are expected to know and be able to do by the end of the grade. Minnesota standards are set
for areas such as English language arts (includes reading), math, science, social studies, the arts,
and physical education. These are sometimes called “grade-level content standards”, and they guide
educators in the choice of general education curricula used in each school district.
Academic achievement standards: Level of proficiency (or ability) students demonstrate about what
they know and are able to do in the areas of reading, math, and science. In Minnesota, most students
take the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) to see if the school is helping students become
proficient on the state academic content standards in these areas. There are four levels of achievement:
exceeds standards, meets standards, partially meets standards and does not meet standards. For a
student to meet proficiency on a particular state assessment, the student must receive an achievement
level of meets or exceeds standards.
Accommodation: A change in class work or testing conditions to help students with disabilities have
access to learning and demonstrate their knowledge without lowering or changing the standard or the
level of the class work or of a test. Examples include extended time for project completion, various
types of assistive technology, and preferential seating.
Alternate academic achievement standards:Level of proficiency (or ability) on grade-level academic
content standards that is less complex or modified in other ways to show developing skills and
knowledge in the areas of reading and math. The alternative assessment, Minnesota Test of Academic
Skills (MTAS), is available for students with cognitive functioning significantly below age expectations.
Appropriate: Suitable or fitting. IDEA specifies the procedures for determining what is the appropriate
education for an individual child. Evaluations are done to identify your child’s needs. From those
needs, the IEP team will determine the appropriate educational services so your child can make
meaningful educational progress.
Assistive technology device: Any item, piece of equipment, or product system that is used to increase,
maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of a child with a disability. The devices include those
purchased commercially or those that are modified or customized but exclude surgically implanted
devices.
Assistive technology service: Any service that directly assists a child with a disability in the selection,
acquisition, or use of an assistive technology device. This includes evaluation of the child for assistive
technology needs; acquiring the device; selecting, designing, fitting, customizing, adapting, applying,
maintaining, repairing, or replacing the device; coordination of the device with other related services
such as therapy; training for the child, and if appropriate, the family, in use of the device; and training
for educational and rehabilitation professionals and others including employers in use of the device.
Services on surgically implanted devices are excluded.
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Consent: Saying yes or giving permission. Consent means that you understand and agree in writing
to the activity, such as an evaluation plan or an IEP. Schools must give you all necessary information
connected to an activity for which consent is needed in your native language or communication mode.
Giving consent is voluntary, and you may change your mind, or revoke consent, at any time. However,
if you do revoke your consent, the activity that took place between the time you gave your consent and
revoked your consent remains legal.
Extended School Year: Required educational services usually offered during the summer for eligible
children. It is not the same as summer school which school districts may or may not offer to district
students.
FAPE: Free, appropriate public education as defined in IDEA regulations.
General education curriculum: The curriculum that the school uses to teach children in the school
district, including children who have disabilities and those who do not. The curriculum includes
lessons, materials, and activities routinely used by the general population of students in the school and
is aligned with state grade-level academic standards. The curriculum teaches the knowledge and skills
the students need to meet the standards.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): The federal law that guarantees the rights of
children with disabilities to an appropriate public education program.
Individualized Education Program (IEP): The written plan that guides your child’s special education
services. The plan must:
•

Allow your child to advance appropriately toward meeting annual IEP goals

•

Allow your child to be involved in and progress in the general curriculum as much as is
appropriate for your child

•

guide the staff in providing services

•

record the services the school district has committed to provide

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): An educational setting for a child with disabilities that
provides an appropriate program, including any necessary special supports, in as typical a school
environment as possible.
Modification: A change in class work or testing conditions that lowers or changes the level of difficulty
or focus of class work, homework, or of a test. The expectation is modified or changed.
Parent: A child’s parent or a person acting in that role. The parent may be the biological or adoptive
parent; a long-term foster parent if parental rights have been terminated; a legal guardian; a person
acting in the place of the parent such as a grandparent; a surrogate parent; or the student age 18 and
above. A legal guardian is a person appointed through court procedures. A surrogate parent is a person
appointed by the school through special education procedures to represent the child in decisions
involving special education services. Parents who do not have legal custody but whose parental rights
have not been terminated retain their rights to receive information from the school, participate in
program planning, and attend school conferences unless the court determines otherwise.
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Related services: Any specially designed services that enable a student to benefit from special
education instruction. Some examples include psychological services, assistive technology, interpretive
services, occupational therapy, physical therapy, audiology, and mobility training.
Special education: Instruction specially designed to meet the unique needs of a student with
disabilities.
Supplementary aids and services: Any aids, services, and other supports that are provided in regular
education classes or other education-related settings including extracurricular and non-academic
settings to enable children with disabilities to be educated with nondisabled children to the maximum
extent appropriate. Examples include paraprofessional services, large print textbooks, a sign language
interpreter, and extra time to complete a project.
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Special Factors in the Development of the IEP
IDEA requires that IEP teams consider four areas when developing each IEP. These are found in Section
614(d)(3) of IDEA.
(3) Development of IEP –
(A) In general. – In developing each child’s IEP, the IEP Team, subject to subparagraph (C),
shall consider –
(i)

the strengths of the child

(ii) the concerns of the parents for enhancing the education of their child
(iii) the results of the initial evaluation or most recent evaluation of the child; and
(iv) the academic, developmental, and functional needs of the child.
(B) Consideration of special factors. – The IEP Team shall –
(i)

in the case of a child whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of others,
consider the use of positive behavioral interventions and supports, and other
strategies to address that behavior;

(ii) in the case of a child with limited English proficiency, consider the language needs
of the child as such needs relate to the child’s IEP;
(iii) in the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, provide for instruction in
Braille and the use of Braille unless the IEP Team determines, after an evaluation
of the child’s reading and writing skills, needs, and appropriate reading and writing
media (including an evaluation of the child’s future needs for instruction in
Braille or the use of Braille), that instruction in Braille or the use of Braille is not
appropriate for the child;
(iv) consider the communication needs of the child, and in the case of a child who is
deaf or hard of hearing, consider the child’s language and communication needs,
opportunities for direct communications with peers and professional personnel in
the child’s language and communication mode, academic level, and the full range
of needs, including opportunities for direct instruction in the child’s language and
communication mode; and
(v) consider whether the child needs assistive technology devices and services.
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About PACER Center
PACER Center is an information, training, and advocacy center for families throughout Minnesota
who have children and young adults with disabilities. PACER’s mission is to improve and expand
opportunities that enhance the quality of life for all children, including those with disabilities, and
their families.
For more information, call PACER at (952) 838-9000 or 1-800-53-PACER, toll-free for families in
greater Minnesota. Also, check out PACER’s website at PACER.org.
PACER provides a variety of programs to assist families of children and young adults with disabilities:
Parents Helping Parents
Workshops, training, and information on issues concerning children with disabilities.

Children’s Mental Health and Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD)
Assistance on education, social services, and mental health issues for parents of youth with EBD.

Dispute Resolution
Information, resources, and training opportunities to help parents resolve disagreements concerning special
education.

Early Childhood Project
Services for families of infants, toddlers, and preschoolers with special needs.

EX.I.T.E. (Exploring Interests in Technology and Engineering) Camp
A summer camp on science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) for middle school girls with disabilities.

Family-to-Family Health Information Center (F2F HIC)
Support, advocacy, and information about the health care system.

Fun Times
Social events for teens with and without disabilities.

Grandparent to Grandparent Program
Support and information for grandparents to act as effective advocates for their grandchildren with special
needs.

Housing Project
Independent living and housing options for youth with disabilities.

Juvenile Justice
Training to help identify the needs of youth whose disabilities may place them at risk for involvement in the
justice system.

Multicultural Services
Bilingual workshops and publications.

PACER Symposium on Children’s Mental Health and Learning Disabilities
Symposium designed to identify strategies for responding to mental health and learning disabilities in children
and young adults.
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Project KITE (Kids Included through Technology are Enriched)
Training for parents and early childhood educational staff to use technology that helps children with disabilities
interact with their peers.

Puppet Programs
Puppet shows for elementary children. Count Me In® promotes inclusion of children with disabilities, and Kids
Against Bullying teaches bullying prevention.

Simon Technology Center (STC) | PACER.org/STC
Assistive technology center that includes a software and device lending library.

Surrogate Parent Services
Training for selection of surrogate parents to represent children with disabilities in the special education
process.

Technology Improves Kids’ Educational Success (TIKES)
A partnership with three Minnesota school districts to improve outcomes for children with disabilities, ages
birth to five.

NATIONAL PROGRAMS
National Bullying Prevention Center®
PACER.org/Bullying | PACERKidsAgainstBullying.org | PACERTeensAgainstBullying.org
PACER’s National Bullying Prevention Center teaches students and adults how to put a stop to bullying of all
children.

National Parent Center
Provides assistance to parent centers and other organizations.

National Parent Center on Transition & Employment
Information and resources for youth, families, and professionals to help youth with disabilities prepare for
college and careers.

NATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS
The Center on Technology and Disability
Provides technology information to organizations nationwide serving children with disabilities.

National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for Youth (NCWD/Youth)
Works to ensure that transition-age youth are provided access to high-quality services to gain education,
employment, and independent living.

Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (ECTA Center)
Supports change to improve outcomes for young children and their families.

International Activities | PACER.org/international
Offers resources, ideas, and practices to parents of children with disabilities and their families around the
world.
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