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Learn More

PACER Center offers many materials about the special education process, includ-
ing the publications mentioned in this guidebook. Most 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 special education resources from the Minnesota Department
of Education (MDE), visit education.mn.gov.




A Message for Minnesota Parents of Children
with Disabilities

Every child is unique and learns in different ways. If your child has been identified as needing
special education services to support their 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 through 21 or graduation) with disabilities who receives special education services in a
Minnesota public school or charter school. (Please refer to the Appendix on page 26 for a full
definition on who may serve in the role of parent.)

This resource 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.

The development of the IEP is required as part of 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 state special education rules and statutes in Minnesota. 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 and charter schools. For more
materials on the special education process, you may contact PACER or visit PACER.org. If your child
qualifies for special education and attends a private school or is home schooled, you can call PACER
for information on special education for students in these settings.

Although IEP forms 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 and state regulations. 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. To understand the
latest version of these laws, call PACER at 952.838.9000.




What Is an IEP?

The Individualized Education Program (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. It is developed
for children who have been evaluated and are in need of special education. This includes children
who are homeless, incarcerated, hospitalized, or in an institution. IEP services will be based on
information gathered from evaluations, 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 each child with a disability that is developed, reviewed, and revised in a
meeting 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 that they need.

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 you 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:

e  What do | want for my child?

e What can my child do now?

e  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 the parent(s), will develop a program that meets your child’s individual and
specific needs. This flexibility is good, but it requires your preparation and participation.




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 1400(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 as an equal member of your child’s IEP team in all 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:

e Progress or lack of expected progress toward the special education goals and objectives
* Progress or lack of expected progress in the general education curriculum

e New information from evaluations

e Information provided by the parents or the school

e The child’s anticipated needs

e 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 21 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.




The IEP Team

Your child’s IEP team must include:

e A parent (see definition of parent on page 26) or the student if age 18 or older

e Aschool 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

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

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

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

The IEP team will include an IEP manager (also called a 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 of the professionals listed above with two exceptions.
A team member may be excused from attendance for whole or part of an IEP meeting if their area
of curriculum or related services:

¢ |s not being modified or discussed, and the parent and school district agree in writing that
the member need not attend the meeting

e |s 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

In some situations, IEP team members also may include:

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

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.




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

e The student, whenever transition is discussed (during grade nine 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

PARENTS NEED TO KNOW

* The school must ensure that the team includes all the required members.

+ If arequired 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. They also can help decide if school personnel need
support to teach your child.

+ The regular education teacher can be a key team member, as they are 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 they meet the requirements of
both roles.

* Including your child at IEP meetings helps the them to learn to self-advocate, and
understand their disability and educational needs. Your child will experience a team
working together to help them 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

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

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

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

e The meeting date, time, and location
e The list of people invited

e Your right to invite others

e The purpose of the meeting

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 during 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.




Development of the IEP

When developing your child’s IEP, the team must consider five areas:

1. Your child’s strengths

Your concerns regarding your child’s education
The results of the most recent evaluation
Academic, developmental, and functional needs

v e W

Special factors

1. YOUR CHILD’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 them to spell words that the rest of the class finds difficult.

2. YOUR CONCERNS REGARDING YOUR CHILD’S EDUCATION

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 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. THE 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.

5. SPECIAL FACTORS

The IEP team must consider additional special factors when a child:

e Has behavior that negatively affects their own learning or the learning of others
e Has limited English skills

e Isblind or visually impaired

e Has communication needs

e s deaf or hard of hearing

e May need assistive technology devices and services




For more information on how to use the special factors, see PACER’s handout “Five Areas that May
Affect Individualized Education Program (IEP) Services.” PACER.org/parent/php/php-c221.pdf

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 (see page 21).

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 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 (PLAAFP), 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.” PACER.org /parent/php/php-c163.pdf

Content of the IEP

1. GENERAL INFORMATION

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.

Date of last comprehensive evaluation: The date your child’s last comprehensive evaluation was
completed.

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.



https://www.pacer.org/parent/php/php-c221.pdf
https://www.pacer.org/parent/php/php-c163.pdf

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 younger than 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 manager name: See |[EP Team description on page 4.

Here are the federal settings for children in kindergarten through graduation, or through age 21, as
outlined in the Minnesota Department of Education’s instructional setting codes:

1. Students receive special education services outside the regular education classroom for less
than 21 percent of the day.

2. Students receive special education services outside the regular education classroom,
typically a resource room, for 21 percent to 60 percent of the school day.
Students are outside of the regular education classroom for more than 60 percent of the day.

4. Students receive special education services at separate school facilities for more than 50
percent of the school day.

5. Students receive special education services at a private separate day school for more than
50 percent of the school day.

6. Students receive special education services at a public residential facility for greater than 50
percent of the school day.

7. Students receive special education services at a private residential facility for greater than
50 percent of the school day.

8. Special education services are delivered in a homebound/hospital/home-based setting.

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

2. 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 their annual goals must be
measured, and you must be informed of:

e 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.

e 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 report notes
progress on IEP goals while grade reports indicate 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 | Know if My Child Is Making
Progress?” PACER.org/parent/php/php-c78.pdf

3. PRESENT LEVELS OF ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND FUNCTIONAL
PERFORMANCE (PLAAFP)
The PLAAFP statement describes the levels 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:

e Academic performance

e Communication status

e Functional skills (routine activities of everyday living)
e General intelligence

e Health

e Motor abilities

e Sensory status (such as vision and hearing)

e Social and emotional status

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

The IEP team will consider how your child’s disability affects their 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.

10
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The purpose of the PLAAFP statement is to describe what your child can do at the time the

IEP is developed. The information should be presented clearly with enough information to
describe your child’s present skill levels. The statement should identify specific skills or behaviors
requiring instruction.

Examples of PLAAFP statements:

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. As a result, Lisa 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 first-
grade 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 more than two years behind those of his grade-level peers. Connor needs instruction to
understand nonverbal social and communication cues.

PARENTS NEED TO KNOW

* The present levels 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.

+ Itisimportant that you and the IEP team agree on your child’s needs as instruction
will be based on those identified needs.

* All of your child’s educational needs described in the present level section must be
met with services in the IEP.

+ |EP services are determined by the child’s needs, not by the disability category.

+ If aninitial or three-year reevaluation has been completed, school 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 levels 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.

n



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 nine and
above), the child’s present level of performance in the transition areas discussed on pages 13 to 15
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.

4. 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 have short-term objectives or benchmarks.

The goals are based on the PLAAFP statement. The IEP team will determine:

e 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 education curriculum, or make progress on
other appropriate goals and objectives

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

e Skill to be performed: write an eight-sentence paragraph

e Conditions for evaluating: when given a subject by the teacher

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

e 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.

12



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 statement. 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 IEP goal is developed, you should consider what special education
services will be necessary for your child to achieve that goal.

5. MINNESOTA TRANSITION PLANNING

Personal Learning Plan Legislation. Minnesota school districts are required to assist all students,
beginning no later than ninth grade, to “explore their educational, college, and career interests,
aptitudes, and aspirations, and develop a plan for a smooth and successful transition to
postsecondary education or employment.” Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.125 describes the
required components of a comprehensive plan that must be reviewed and revised at least annually
by the student, the student’s parent or guardian, and the school district.

The law states that if a student has an Individualized Education Program (IEP) that meets all of the
components of the Personal Learning Plan, no additional transition plan is needed. Parents will
want to be sure the IEP addresses all of the required components and that the student has access,
as needed, to Personal Learning Plan resources that are available to all students in the district.

For more information, see the Minnesota Department of Education’s Personal Learning Plans at:
education.state.mn.us/MDE/dse/ccs/plp.

For students in grade nine (or before, if determined necessary by the team), their 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:

e Postsecondary education and training
e 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 g