The IEP….What is it and how does it help my child in school?

IEP stands for Individualized Education Program. It is a written document developed at an IEP meeting by an IEP team which includes you (the parent), your child’s teacher(s) and any other professionals (such as school psychologist) or friends who know your child well and can help make decisions about ways to help him/her in school.  Your child may also be an IEP team member, when appropriate.
If your child has been supported by a Student Support Team (SST), the SST becomes the IEP team when your child becomes eligible for special education services.

Why does my child need an IEP?

An IEP team develops goals for your child in school and identifies ways in which teachers will work with your child to achieve these goals. Progress is measured regularly to make sure your child is advancing. The IEP team decides what goals your child will work toward, and how often and in what way your child’s progress will be measured.

An IEP team also decides what special education services your child needs, where they will be provided, and how often. For example, your child might need to be served in a smaller classroom with specialized instruction for part of his school day.

Every child who receives special education services must have a current IEP.

What is an IEP meeting like and when will mine be held?

After all evaluations are completed (testing, information from classroom teacher, etc.) and after your child is determined to be eligible* for special education services, an IEP meeting (sometimes called a “placement” meeting) will be scheduled for a time when you (the parent), and other committee members may attend. You will be sent a written notice of the meeting including the names of persons who have been invited by the school system. You may also bring anyone with you to the meeting. 

The team will look at all information about your child and will develop an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). You are a very important member of this team. You will provide information about your child’s strengths and special needs that is very important for planning an appropriate educational program.

How is it determined if my child is eligible for special education?

State regulations provide the eligibility requirements that a student must meet in order to qualify for a special education program. All information (evaluations, reports, observations, etc.) will be used to determine if your child will qualify for special education services.
What does “Least Restrictive Environment” mean?

A student with a disability attends the school in his home area with his same-age peers “to the maximum extent appropriate.” This means that if your child can learn in a regular classroom with his peers without disabilities, he should be able to do this. If he cannot, then “more restrictive” class settings may be considered by the IEP team.

What range of services (Least Restrictive Environment) will be considered? Are services considered in any type of order?

There is an order to what is considered “least restrictive” to “most restrictive” delivery of special education services. The IEP team looks at each option beginning in the regular education setting to determine which is actually “least restrictive” for your child according to his individual needs.

The regular classroom without any support is considered to be the “least restrictive” setting for a student who is able to learn and participate appropriately in this environment. If a student is not able to learn and participate in the regular classroom without help, the regular classroom with consultative support is considered. This means that a special education teacher helps the regular education teacher understand the student’s disability and how to make IEP accommodations in the classroom so the student is able to learn. This option then is the “least restrictive” for a student who is able to learn in this setting.

If consultative support is not enough to help a student with a disability to learn in the regular classroom, the IEP team considers the next option for the student: the regular classroom with additional support services.  This means that the student is educated in the regular education classroom with supplementary aids and services provided to the teacher and/or student by special education personnel such as paraprofessionals, interpreter, or others.  If additional support services do not provide enough support to allow the student to gain access to the regular education curriculum successfully, the IEP team may consider direct special education services from a special education teacher on a consultative, collaborative, or co-teaching basis.  Consultative support means that a special education teacher provides support to the teacher and/or the student to meet the individual needs of the student in the regular education class.  Collaborative support means that a special education teacher and regular education teacher work together in the regular classroom a portion of the segment to meet the individual needs of the students.  Co-Teaching support means that a special education teacher and regular education teacher work together in the regular classroom for the entire segment to meet the individual needs of the student. 
If a student is not able to learn in the regular education setting with any of the support models described above, the IEP team may consider educating the student in the regular classroom with pullout into a separate special education class without typical peers. This is done to help students who need more individualized help, specially-designed instruction, and/or a smaller class setting. This service is usually called “resource” and the student usually spends less than half of the school day in the separate special education class. If the student requires services in the separate class for greater than half of the school day, the separate class service is usually referred to as “self-contained.”

Most students are able to learn in one of the above settings.  However, some students need additional types of support, such as a special day-school designed to meet individual needs. This option is used when the local school system is unable to meet the individual needs in the local school.

Another more restrictive option is home-based instruction, which the IEP team may determine is necessary for short-term placement on occasions when the student is unable to receive FAPE in the regular school setting.

Another more restrictive option is Hospital/Homebound instruction for when a student has a medically diagnosed condition that prevents the student from attending school.  A special education teacher would provide instruction according to the IEP in the home or the hospital setting.  
As you can see, the “Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)” for one student is not necessarily the same as that for another student.  The LRE for a student is the place where he/she has an appropriate amount of support so that he/she can learn successfully. The LRE for a student should bring them as close as possible to the “general education classroom without support” model for that individual student.

Who may come to an IEP meeting?

You (the parent), anyone you request (a friend, another parent or anyone who you think knows your child well and can help make decisions about his/her education), at least one regular education teacher, at least one special education teacher, the school psychologist or educational evaluator, someone at the school who knows about the resources available to serve your child, someone at the school who has the authority to commit to special education services, and other agency representatives (transition support specialists, for example), if appropriate, may come to an IEP meeting for your child.

It is helpful if you let the school know at least 3 days before the IEP meeting if you have invited anyone to come with you.  
What should I bring to the IEP meeting?

Parents should bring a copy of medical and education records for their child and a brief description of any concerns they have about their child. Parents can also bring homework samples, which show the child’s areas of struggle or areas of strength or improvement.

A prepared list of questions/concerns can also be helpful.   
When will the IEP team review my child’s IEP?

The IEP team meets at least once each year to discuss a child’s progress and to create new goals and objectives for him/her. At an annual IEP meeting, Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is discussed and the team determines where the child is best served and how he/she receives services.  Extended School Year (ESY)** will also be discussed at the annual meeting.

You or your child’s teacher(s) may ask for an IEP meeting at any time, however. IDEA only requires that an IEP be reviewed at least once each year.

What is Extended School Year (ESY)?

Extended School Year is anytime (outside of the regular school day) when your child receives special education services from the school. ESY services can occur before or after school or during all or part of the summer or during any holiday break. The purpose of ESY is to prevent students from losing skills they have already mastered or to prevent students from losing progress made toward certain goals. For example, if a student has worked all year to learn how to do a task and he will forget how to do it over the summer (so that he requires months to regain the skill), the student would be provided with ESY services in the summer to make sure he does not lose this skill. 

ESY is tailored to each child’s individual needs, just as an IEP is. One child’s ESY program will not necessarily look like anyone else’s; it is designed to meet the needs of the individual child.

Do parents have to ask for an IEP meeting before asking teachers about their child’s progress or goals?

Parents do NOT have to wait for an IEP meeting to talk to their child’s teacher(s) or case manager about any concerns or questions they might have. Teachers appreciate regular communication with parents, which helps them meet a student’s needs each day. Teacher-parent conversations are also helpful BEFORE an IEP meeting, so that both teachers and parents can come to the meeting prepared to discuss each other’s concerns and what is best for the student.

Are there people or resources available to help parents understand the IEP process if parents have questions?

There are several resources to help parents understand the IEP process:

· Your child’s case manager (the teacher who invites you to the IEP meeting, facilitates or leads the IEP meeting and who makes sure that your child’s IEP is being followed at school)

· The In-School Coordinator (ISC) for your child’s school is the teacher who manages all special education services within the school
· Special Education Parent Mentor (a parent of a student with special needs who is hired by the school system to support, encourage and help parents to understand the special education process and options for their child(ren)). The Parent Mentor also has articles and books to help parents understand this information and can meet with parents individually to help answer their questions. 
· Special Education Consultant (a former special education teacher who supports the special education program at your child’s school). Consultants are often based at one school and serve three additional schools from that base. Your child’s case manager or the Special Education Parent Mentor will be able to tell you who the consultant is for your child’s school.

What are some other resources parents might find helpful in learning about the IEP process?

Negotiating the Special Education Maze: A Guide for Parents and Teachers by Winifred Anderson, Stephen Chitwood and Deidre Hayden.

The Complete IEP Guide: How to Advocate for Your Special Ed Child by Attorney Lawrence M. Siegel, Director of the National Deaf Education Project.

www.parentmentors.org  has basic information for parents new to special education.

www.parenttoparentofga.org  features a “Roadmap to Services” which links to all areas concern for parents of children with special needs.

