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Planning the IEP for Students With 
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders 

Beverley H. Johns, E. Paula Crowley, and Eleanor Guetzloe 

The IEP is the driving force in planning an effective educational program for the stu-
dent. Wood (1992) calls the IEP a "road map for instruction" (p. 11). The 1996 report from 
the Wingspread Conference on Accountability in Special Education called the IEP the 
"heart of the special education system" (National Association of State Directors of Special 
Education, p. 1). It is a safeguard for students and the students' families-it is the docu-
ment that ensures that children receive specially designed instruction to meet their indi-
vidual needs. 
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The Wingspread conference called the IEP both a process and a document. The 
process involves all of the individual planning steps taken by the team of individuals as 
they determine an appropriate educational program based on assessment, eligibility, and 
needs of the student. The document is the concrete confirmation of the decisions reached 
by the team. The IEP personalizes education by motivating the system to face the need for 
accommodations to assure that the student with individualized needs has an equal oppor-
tunity to education. 

A number of revisions to the IBP process, designed to strengthen its role, were made 
in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997 (IDEA 97) and its accompany-
ing regulations. A teacher should not put the IEP in the drawer and forget it until it is time 
for the annual review; a new requirement assures that parents are updated on a regular 
basis (at the same time as report cards are issued) on the progress of the student toward 
that student's goals and objectives (or benchmarks). 

KEY COMPONENTS OF THE IEP 

Description of Present Levels of Performance 
This statement of the child's present levels of educational performance must include 

how the child's disability affects the child's involvement and progress in the general cur-
riculum. Section 300.347 of the regulations defines the general curriculum as the same 
curriculum as that for nondisabled children. What are the deficit areas of the student? What 
are the strengths of the student upon which we can build success? Often, IEPs focus too 
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heavily on deficits-what the student cannot do. This focus 
is discouraging to the student, the parent, and the teacher. 
Although it is important for us to outline the deficits so we 
know specifically what to do for the student, we must also 
keep strengths in mind so that the majority of each day is 
spent in providing successful experiences for the student. 

For the student with E/BD, the description of present lev-
els of performance must include not only academic issues 
but also behavioral issues. For instance, the student with 
E/BD may engage in verbal aggression. The present level of 
performance must detail a description of the intensity, dura-
tion, and frequency of the verbal aggression. Consequently, 
a functional assessment of the behavior is a must in delin-
eating the present levels of performance. In order to 
decrease verbal aggression, personnel must teach the stu-
dent anger control and conflict resolution skills. 

Goals and Objectives ( or Benchmarks) 
Goals and objectives should be based on present levels of 

performance: Where does the student need assistance based 
on the present levels of performance? IDEA 97 requires a 
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statement of measurable annual goals, including benchmarks 
or short-term objectives, related to meeting the child's needs. 

Appendix A to Section 300-"Notice of interpretation"-
clarifies the difference between short-term instructional objec-
tives and benchmarks. Short-term instructional objectives 
break down the skills described in the annual goal into discrete 
components. Benchmarks describe the amount of progress the 
child is expected to make within specified segments of the 
year. Benchmarks establish expected performance levels that 
allow for regular checks of progress that coincide with the 
reporting periods for informing parents of progress. 

The appendix also points out that annual goals are not 
needed for each area of the general curriculum if the child's 
disability does not affect the ability to progress in that area. 
For the student who needs modifications or accommoda-
tions to be successful in a specific area of the general cur-
riculum, the specific modifications or accommodations 
must be delineated on the student's IEP. 

Specification of the Amount and Type of 
Special Education and Related Services 

Where and how can the goals and objectives be met? The 
date by which the services will be convened should be part 
of this component. 

The least restrictive environment must be addressed in 
this portion of the IEP. In determining the least restrictive 
environment, the IEP team should use the criteria delineated 
in Sacramento City Unified School District Board of Edu-
cation v. Rachel Holland (1994). 

1. Will the student derive educational benefit from the 
placement? Can the IEP goals be implemented in the 
placement chosen? 

2. What are the noneducational benefits to the student? 
The examples used in this case were improved self-
confidence and new friendships, and excitement 
about learning. 

3. Is there detriment because the child is disruptive, dis-
tracting, or unruly, and would the child take up so 
much of the teacher's time that the other students 
would suffer from lack of attention? 

4. What is the cost of the placement? Will the place-
ment burden the District's funds or adversely affect 
services available to other children? 

Evaluation Procedures and Schedules 
How often will the goals and objectives be reviewed? 

These procedures and schedules should be outlined at the 
time of the IEP. IDEA 97 mandates that the progress of the 
student toward the goals and objectives of the IEP must be 
reported to the parent at the same time as report cards are 
issued for all students. 



Transition Services 
According to IDEA 97, trans1t1on services must be 

included in all IEPs when the student reaches the age of 14. 
Beginning at that age, and updated annually, there must be a 
statement of the transition service needs of the child under 
the applicable components of the child's IEP that focus on 
the child's course of study (such as participation in 
advanced placement courses or a vocational education pro-
gram). Beginning at the age of 16 (or younger, if determined 
appropriate by the IEP team), there must be a statement of 
needed transition services for the child, including, when 
appropriate, a statement of interagency responsibilities or 
any needed linkages. 

Beginning at least one year before the child reaches the 
age of majority under the state law, a statement that the child 
has been informed of his or her rights must be provided. 

According to Bateman (1996), transition services are a 
coordinated set of activities that promote movement from 
school to postschool activities. The IEP meeting must 
include a representative of the public agency providing and 
supervising the transition activities. The student must also 
be involved. 

Consideration of the Evaluation Results 
The results of the initial or most recent evaluation of the 

child should be considered. This requirement is designed to 
assure that programming for the student is based on diag-
nostic information. The heart of special education is the 
diagnostic-prescriptive approach. 

The diagnostic-prescriptive approach is critical for stu-
dents with emotional and behavioral disorders. If we are 
unable to meet these children's individual needs, they 
become frustrated and consequently increase behavioral 
problems. 

Strategies to Address Behavioral Interference 
of Learning 

In the case of a child whose behavior impedes his or her 
learning or that of others, the IEP team shall consider, when 
appropriate, strategies, including positive behavioral inter-
ventions and supports, to address that behavior. A common 
theme throughout IDEA 97 is the use of positive behavioral 
interventions. We know from a long history of research that 
a positive focus is the most effective means of changing stu-
dent behavior. Lewis and Sugai ( 1999) state that even 
though peer attention is a powerful motivator for students, 
teacher attention is also a useful positive reinforcer. 

For any student with behavioral concerns, a behavioral 
intervention plan based on a functional assessment is 
mandated. 
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Individual Language Needs 
The IEP team must consider the student's language 

needs. For children with limited English proficiency, their 
language needs as they relate to the IEP must be considered. 
The extent to which a child who has a disability and limited 
English proficiency receives English instruction or instruc-
tion in the child's native language, the exte,nt to which the 
child will participate in the general curriculum, and the 
extent to which the child needs English language tutoring 
must be determined by the member of the IEP team. School 
districts are required to provide students who have limited 
English proficiency with alternative language services that 
enable them to acquire English proficiency. 

Students Who Are Visually Impaired 
In the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, 

instruction in Braille and the use of Braille must be provided 
unless the IEP team determines otherwise ( designated crite-
ria for that determination are given). The IEP team must 
make individual determinations for each child who is visu-
ally impaired based on relevant evaluation data. The IEP 
team's determination of whether instruction in Braille is 
appropriate cannot be based on factors such as the availabil-
ity of alternative reading media (e.g., large print texts, 
recorded materials, and computers with speech input). 

Individual Communication Needs 
The IEP team must consider the communication needs of 

the child. In the case of a hearing-impaired student, the IEP 
team must consider the additional special factors relating to 
the child's language or communication needs. The range of 
communication and related needs of hearing-impaired stu-
dents must be appropriately addressed in evaluation discus-
sions and placement decisions. 

Assistive Technology Devices and Services 
The IEP team shall consider whether the child requires 

assistive technology devices and services. Section 300.308 
adds a provision that clarifies that a public agency must per-
mit a child to have access to a school-purchased assistive 
technology device at home or in another setting if necessary 
to ensure a free appropriate public education. 

Statement of Necessary Individual Accommodations 
There must be a statement of any individual accommo-

dations in the administration of state or districtwide assess-
ments of student achievement that are needed for the child 
to participate in such assessment. 

According to Section 300.138 of the IDEA regulations, 
each state must demonstrate that children with disabilities are 
included in general state and districtwide assessment pro-
grams, with appropriate accommodations and modifications 
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if necessary. States must also develop guidelines for the par-
ticipation of children with disabilities in alternative assess-
ments for those children who cannot participate in those 
state and districtwide assessment programs. 

Document Portability 
We believe that the IEP should be written so that if a stu-

dent moves anywhere in the country, the new teacher could 
pick up the document and be able to plan an effective edu-
cational program for the student. In one district, students 
were required to have an assignment notebook to assist in 
developing organizational skills. The special education 
teacher believed that because all of the students in her class 
used an assignment notebook, there was no reason to put it 
on the IEP. However, if the student were to move to another 
district in which assignment notebooks were not used, the 
new teacher would not know that it was appropriate for the 
student. 

WHO CONSTITUTES THE IEP TEAM 

The Parents of a Child With a Disability 
Each local education agency or state education agency 

shall ensure that the parents of each child with a disability 
are members of any group that makes decisions on the edu-
cational placement of their child. Section 300.345 of the 
IDEA 97 regulations outlines the steps that school personnel 
must take to ensure the parents' opportunity to participate, 
which include: notifying parents of the meeting early 
enough to ensure that they will have an opportunity to 
attend, scheduling the meeting at a mutually agreed on time 
and place, and giving proper notice that delineates the pur-
pose, time, and location of the meeting. It further states that 
if neither parent is able to attend, school personnel shall use 
other methods to ensure participation such as individual or 
conference phone calls. The section does specify whether an 
IEP can be held without a parent present. In fact, an IEP 
meeting can be held without a parent if school personnel are 
unable to convince the parents that they should attend. The 
burden of proof is on school personnel, and detailed records 
to obtain the parent's participation must be kept. 

At Least One General Education Teacher of 
Such Child (if the child is, or may be, participating in 
the general education environment) 

The general education teacher, as a member of the IEP 
team, shall, to the extent appropriate, participate in the 
development of the child's IEP, including the determina-
tion of appropriate positive behavioral interventions and 
strategies and the determination of supplementary aids and 
services, program modifications, and support for school 
personnel. 

At Least One Special Education Teacher 
(or, where appropriate, at least one 
special education provider of such child) 

This requirement can be met by either the child's special 
education teacher or, as appropriate, another special educa-
tion provider such as a speech-language pathologist, physi-
cal or occupational therapist, or others, if the related service 
consists of specially designed instruction and is considered 
special education under the appropriate state 's standards. It 
is the duty of the school district to ensure that all individu-
als who are necessary to meet the child's unique needs 
develop the IEP. The special education teacher or provider is 
supposed to be the person who is, or will be, responsible for 
implementing the IEP. 

A Representative of the Local Education Agency 
(who is qualified to provide or supervise the provision 
of specially designed instruction, is knowledgeable 
about the general curriculum, and is knowledgeable 
about the availability of resources of the local school 
district) 

The public school can designate another IEP team mem-
ber as the public agency representative provided that the 
individual is not serving as the special educator or the gen-
eral education teacher. 

An Individual Who Can Interpret the 
Instructional Implications of Evaluation Results 
( who may be a member of the team described in 
the roles of other individuals) 

Public schools find it helpful to have a member or mem-
bers of the eligibility team as part of the IEP team for initial 
and subsequent meetings to develop a child's IEP. It is crit-
ical that there be a strong linkage between the evaluation and 
the determination of goals and objectives for the student. 

At the Discretion of the Parent or the Agency, 
Other Individuals Who Have Knowledge or 
Special Expertise Regarding the Child 
(including related services personnel as appropriate) 

Parents are assisted at their child's IEP meetings if 
another person can accompany them. Some parents report 
that they are too nervous to listen and take notes at the same 
time, so they bring a friend or advocate to take notes for 
them. Other parents bring a friend for emotional support. 

The Child With a Disability, Where Appropriate 
Teachers and parents together should determine whether 

it is appropriate for the child to attend all or part of the IEP 
meeting. When transition services are being considered, the 
student must be invited to attend so that the student has a 



voice in planning for the transition from school to post-
school activities. If the student does not attend the IEP meet-
ing, the public agency shall take other steps to ensure that 
the student's preferences and interests are considered. 

ROADBLOCKS TO EFFECTIVE USE OF THE IEP 

Lack of Training and Knowledge 
An IEP that is poorly designed and crafted cannot be 

used effectively. Teachers may need ongoing training in 
creating appropriate and effective IEPs. Training must 
include how to clearly delineate each student's present level 
of educational performance, how to determine the student's 
educational needs based on the disability, and how to write 
goals and objectives that are measurable and reasonably 
calculated to confer educational benefit. Training must also 
include how to determine whether a student is able to par-
ticipate in statewide and local assessments and, if so, what 
specific accommodations are needed for that assessment 
and for educational programming throughout the year. A 
thorough understanding of how to meet all of the require-
ments of the IEP process is a must for all IEP participants. 

There may be times when parents are much better versed 
in specific methodologies than the educators are. Educators 
must stay current on methods of instruction through reading 
and staff development. 

Lack of Support in the Implementation of the IEP 
When the special educator attempts to implement the 

IEP, others in the school may prevent the teacher from doing 
so. For example, the IEP states that a student identified as 
E/BD (who is in a self-contained E/BD classroom) is to be 
mainstreamed into music class. The music teacher decides 
that he does not want the student in his class. Another exam-
ple might involve specific assistive technology that is writ-
ten into the IEP, and the school district has budget cuts and 
will not purchase the technology. 

Large Caseloads 
Large caseloads sometimes do not give the teacher ade-

quate time to plan and teach. The special education teacher 
may see students throughout the entire day and not have any 
planning period. In that case it is very difficult for the 
teacher to have the time to provide consultation to the class-
room teachers who have the student in the general education 
setting. Because the teacher does riot have a break within the 
school day, the paperwork has to be done on the teacher's 
own time. This leads to burnout of special educators. 

Inadequate or Inaccurate Assessment Information 
An individual test does not mean an evaluation; nor 

does an assessment by a single individual. Because the 
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diagnostic-prescriptive model is a key component in the 
delivery of special education services, all evaluations must 
be multidisciplinary and must be thorough to determine the 
deficits, strengths, and interests of the student. An evalua-
tion must determine whether a processing deficit is pre-
sent, at what rate the student learns, and social and emo-
tional factors that may be impacting the child's educational 
performance. 

Pressure Against Individual Plans 
Teachers are sometimes pressured by school district offi-

cials to base the IEP on what is available in the district or to 
ignore IEPs. We have heard numerous stories from teachers 
who were told that their school district was going to become 
a "full-inclusion" district, and therefore all students would 
be in the general classroom all day. The teacher would serve 
as a consultant to the general education teachers. These dis-
tricts totally ignored the content of the IEP and ignored the 
mandated individualization for each child. 

Teachers are often pressured to use a standard, computer-
generated format for IEPs. Although the computer is an 
excellent tool for completing paperwork, blanket goals and 
objectives for all students in the special class are not accept-
able. Nevertheless, we have seen situations in which the 
same goals and objectives were used for all students served 
by a specific team. Remember, the "I" in IEP stands for 
"Individual." 

Pressure From Classroom Teachers To 
Provide Tutoring Services Rather Than 
Specially Designed Instruction 

We have seen this more in secondary programs where a 
student is mainstreamed in a high school general education 
class. The classroom teacher refuses to make accommoda-
tions and refuses to accept suggestions for making accom-
modations from the specialist. Instead, the classroom 
teacher wants the specialist to tutor the student using the 
same book and keep the student up with the general class-
room. The student, however, needs accommodations such as 
the ability to tape-record the material and to listen to the 
material multiple times. The student also needs to learn a 
specific strategy for learning the content and a specific strat-
egy for taking notes during a lecture. 

Pressure From Many Sources To Act Unilaterally 
Rather Than in Accordance With the IEP 

For example: A principal wants a teacher to provide more 
services for more students, which means it is necessary to 
decrease the amount of time a particular student receives. 
Another common example is seen when the student is fail-
ing a general education class, and the general education 
teacher wants the student out of the regular class but doesn't 
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want to have a new IEP and wants the special education 
teacher to add more time without convening a new IEP 
meeting. The IEP may delineate that the student needs 60 
minutes weekly of social work services, but the teacher is 
told that the social worker is available only one day a week 
in the school and the student will receive only 30 minutes 
weekly. 

Failure To Recognize Parents as 
Active Participants in the IEP 

The parents of the student with E/BD bring critical infor-
mation to the table in writing an effective IEP: the student's 
strengths and weaknesses, the student's likes and dislikes, 
the student's attitude toward school, and the student's goals 
after school. School personnel should do whatever is possi-
ble to establish the IEP at a mutually agreeable time, set 
aside enough time for the meeting so the parent does not 
feel rushed, and make the parent(s) feel comfortable at the 
IEP meeting. 

THE TOP 10 COMMON PROBLEMS IN IEPS 

1. Failure to separate eligibility from placement. 
Because a student meets eligibility criteria for E/BD, it 

cannot automatically be assumed that the student will be 
placed in a class for students with E/BD. The student's 
needs could be met in a general education classroom with 
support services from a behavior management specialist. 
The process is twofold. The first part is the determination of 
eligibility for special education. In this process, the team 
must determine whether the child has a disability and 
whether that disability has an adverse effect on educational 
performance. The second part of the process occurs after eli-
gibility is established. At this time, participants must deter-
mjne the needs of the child based on the evaluation and cur-
rent levels of performance. Placement decisions are then 
based on where the child's needs can be most appropriately 
met according to the least restrictive environment. 

2. Missing critical information. 
An example: The student has failed the vision or hearing 

screening; the parents have divorced within the last three 
months; the student has been absent 50% of the time. Such 
information is important in gaining an appropriate picture of 
where the student is and what the needs of that student are. 

3. Failure to provide accurate descriptions of the 
current levels of educational performance. 

For example: "Johnny has poor attendance." "Billy is 
physically aggressive." "Mary reads at a third-grade level." 

One could ask the following questions: "What is poor atten-
dance?" "What is physical aggression, and how often does it 
occur?" "Does third-grade level mean word recognition or 
passage comprehension?" 

4. Failure to clearly identify the special education 
services and the necessary related services. 

One of the authors was recently reviewing an IEP of a 
student who had moved into a district. On one page, the IEP 
said the student was integrated into some general education 
classes but did not say how many, and the IEP did not delin-
eate how much time during the day the student was in spe-
cial education. Another common occurrence is that a related 
service may be listed but the amount of time that the student 
receives the related services is not listed. 

5. Goals on the IEP not based on deficits described in 
the present levels of performance and not based on the 
adverse effects on educational performance. 

As an example, the present levels of performance have 
identified that the student easily loses his temper and throws 
books on the floor and knocks over desks twice a day on 
average. However, when one reviews the student's goals and 
objectives, there is no goal present to learn anger manage-
ment skills. Instead, the goals and objectives are related only 
to the improvement of reading and math skills. Another 
example is when a student has a significant learning disabil-
ity in the area of visual memory, and there is no goal to 
address that deficit area. 

6. Failure to provide enough information in the 
objectives, including not having an accurate baseline 
and having unrealistic expectations. 

A student may exhibit difficulty in time on task, and a 
goal is developed to increase time on task. Yet there is no 
information on how much time the child currently can stay 
on task-a baseline has to be established. Or, there may be 
a baseline that shows that the child is able to stay on a paper-
and-pencil task in math for two minutes, and the objective 
specifies that the student will be able to stay on task for 30 
minutes. To expect the student to progress from attention to 
task for 2 minutes to attention to task for 30 minutes may 
certainly be unrealistic. 

7. Failure to identify reasons for rejection of 
placement. 

In some IEPs, placement in a general education class is 
rejected because-it is stated-it is "not appropriate." An 
explanation should be given. In addition, consideration 
should be given to how it could be made appropriate for the 
student. 



8. IEPs that do not reflect the amount of time spent in 
special education and general education and what is 
happening with the student. 

For example: The IEP may state that the student is receiv-
ing 50 minutes of resource services daily from the E/BD 
teacher; however, an investigation of the child's day shows 
that he or she is receiving those services only every other 
day. It is also common for an IEP to state that a student is in 
E/BD instructional class all day, when in fact that student is 
integrated into music, art, PE, and a speech class. The IEP 
should reflect what is actually happening with the student. 

9. Failure to identify other needs and disabilities that 
the student may have. 

An example: A student might have an identified learning 
disability as well as emotional and behavioral disorders. 
However, there is no mention in the IEP that the student has 
an auditory-processing deficit that is exhibited when the stu-
dent is expected to follow an auditory directive from the 
teacher. The student needs to have a visual cue as well as a 
verbal direction. One student who had a very slow process-
ing time would take at least one minute to process a request 
and then perform the task requested. If teachers did not 
know of this disability or did not address it on the IEP, they 
might not understand why the student was not doing what 
was requested of him. 

10. Integration into general education classes not 
driven by the IEP but by a level system. 

The decision about integrating a student into general educa-
tion classes must be made by the IEP team, not by a level system. 

MAKING THE MOST OF THE IEP 

Evaluation 
The IEP should be based on appropriate assessment 

information including testing, observation of a student's 
educational performance, any processing deficit, learning 
style, and a functional analysis of behavior. It is expected 
that an evaluation of each student is completed every three 
years. Additionally, the special education teacher is continu-
ally engaged in ongoing assessment through observations, 
standardized achievement tests, and, for students with 
E/BD, an ongoing functional analysis of behavior. 

The three-year evaluation is conducted by a multidisci-
plinary team including at least one teacher or other special-
ist with knowledge in the area of the suspected disability. 
Additionally, for students suspected of having a learning 
disability, the IDEA regulations state: 

Each public agency shall include on the multidisciplinary 
evaluation team: (a)(l) The child's regular teacher, or (2) If 

the child does not have a regular teacher, a regular class-
room teacher qualified to teach a child of his or her age, or 
(3) For a child of less than school age, an individual quali-
fied by the State educational agency to teach a child of his 
or her age; and (b) At least one person qualified to conduct 
individual diagnostic examinations of children, such as a 
school psychologist, speech-language pathologist, or reme-
dial reading teacher. (Federal Register, 34 CFR 300.540) 
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No longer can only one person perform the evaluation and 
declare that a student is eligible for special education; for 
the protection of the student it is a team effort. 

It is critical for students with E/BD that behavioral obser-
vations and evaluations and a functional assessment of 
behavior are conducted. A functional assessment is defined 
as a process of identifying personal and environmental 
events that contribute to the occurrence of target behaviors 
and assist in organizing the information to select appropriate 
interventions for the student. The purpose of a functional 
assessment is threefold: (a) to determine the variables that 
may be associated with the problem behavior; (b) to identify 
the function of the problem behavior; and ( c) to examine the 
consequences of the behavior that may be contributing to its 
maintenance. It is a proactive and positive approach to 
reduce inappropriate behavior and increase appropriate skill 
development and certainly increases the likelihood of a pos-
itive outcome following intervention efforts. 

A simple way to remember how to do a functional assess-
ment is to relate the process to the mnemonic ABC: 

A: Antecedents-what comes before the behavior 
B: Behavior-operationally defined 
C: Consequences-what comes after the behavior 

Once the information is gathered, the evaluator should 
attempt to determine the purpose that the misbehavior 
serves. All behavior serves one of these functions: 

• Attention-seeking: The child performs the challeng-
ing behavior in order to secure or maintain someone's 
attention. 

• Escape: The child performs the challenging behav-
ior when he or she does not want to perform a partic-
ular task. 

• Tangible: The child exhibits a challenging behavior 
in order to obtain or keep an object. 

• Sensory: The child performs a challenging behavior 
because of a need for stimulation. 

The special educator can then plan an intervention based on 
this critical information, which provides for the child's 
needs in a socially appropriate way and for a brief, consis-
tent consequence for the misbehavior. 
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Bateman ( 1996) offers very helpful suggestions to assure 
an appropriate evaluation. She maintains that it is important 
to individualize the evaluation and assess the child in all of 
the areas related to the suspected disability. One standard 
battery or standard procedure administered to all children is, 
in her words: "unprofessional and unacceptable, even 
though too common" (p. 5). She also warns: 

Don't rely on any formula or quantitative guideline to 
determine eligibility. The more elaborate the formula, the 
sillier it will appear to a judge. The law requires professional 
judgment be relied on, and sole reliance on any quantitative 
guideline is prohibited. (p. 6) 

What Deficits Interfere With Learning? 
After the evaluation is completed and the levels of per-

formance assessed, deficits for which goals and objectives 
will need to be written must be identified. An example: 
Through evaluation and a statement of the present levels of 
performance, a student has been identified as having diffi-
culty with attention to task. The current performance level 
is defined as: Attention to task is currently 2 minutes on an 
independent second-grade level activity. The student is able 
to do second-grade work. This is a definite deficit that inter-
feres with learning in a second-grade classroom. Based on 
the knowledge that there is a deficit, a goal and an objective 
can be written to address it. 

For students identified as E/BD, it is critical that specific 
behavioral problems are described along with their fre-
quency and duration. For instance, the statement "Johnny is 
physically aggressive" is not enough. What is the teacher's 
definition of physical aggression? Is it hitting other students 
in the classroom or on the playground? Is it throwing books? 
Is it throwing furniture? Definitions of physical aggression 
vary and it is important to be as specific as possible. It is 
equally important to note how often physical aggression 
occurs. Once a month? Once a week? Five times a day? 

Writing Appropriate, Meaningful, and 
Effective Goals and Objectives 

Students must gain meaningful benefit from an IBP. 
Clearly written goals and objectives can provide us with the 
information needed to show that benefit. Imagine a student 
who engages in verbal aggression 10 times a day each time 
he is given an assignment in the classroom, although the 
work is at an appropriate level for the student. The verbal 
aggression is defined as swearing very loudly so that all stu-
dents in the classroom can hear. That is the present level of 
performance. The goal: .To decrease verbal aggression in the 
classroom. The objective might be: Given an assignment at 
the appropriate third-grade level, Johnny will start the 
assignment, refraining from becoming verbally aggressive 
(swearing) so that there are no more than 5 such occurrences 

during any day. As the student progresses, benefit is seen 
because the number of incidents involving verbal aggression 
has decreased from 10 to 5. Needless to say, the teacher 
should be implementing a behavioral intervention plan to 
gain this progress. 

Determining Appropriate Accommodations and 
Modifications for the Student 

Section 504 of the Rehabi litation Act of 1973 states that 
reasonable accommodations must be made for students. 
Such accommodations are adaptations or adjustments in the 
classroom that will assist the student in learning skills. The 
National Information Center for Children and Youth with 
Disabilities (1996) outlines some sample accommodations. 
For note-taking, accommodations may include: use of a tape 
recorder in the class, use of another student's notes, a note-
taker, a study guide provided by the teacher, use of a com-
puter or typewriter. Test-taking accommodations may 
include: extended time on the test, taking the test in a quiet 
area, having someone read the test to the student, having the 
student take the test orally. Additional accommodations may 
include: preferential seating, textbooks-on-tape, extended 
timelines, and so on. 

Accommodations do not modify the same curriculum 
content. Modifications, however, do change curriculum con-
tent. A modification might be to change the number of 
spelling words a student is required to learn or to utilize a 
high-interest, low-vocabulary book. 

When considering reasonable accommodations, it is 
important that the student and teachers who will be imple-
menting the accommodations be involved in those deci-
sions. I once attended a staff meeting that concerned a stu-
dent who had an auditory memory deficit and required 
repetition of what was said, and he needed to visually see 
the material to learn it. Most participants wanted to allow 
the student to use a tape recorder for lecture classes. The stu-
dent did not want to use a tape recorder because he didn't 
like to listen to the tape after class. He wanted to learn how 
to take notes. His desire was an example of information 
from the IBP driving curriculum and a good example of stu-
dent self-advocacy. In the same meeting, all teachers were 
present and all but one had stated they were willing to pro-
vide the student with "word banks." One teacher sat quietly 
throughout the discussion and finally asked: "What is a 
word bank?" If only one or two of the student's general edu-
cation teachers attend the meeting, accommodations are rec-
ommended, and often, the other teachers are not made aware 
of these. An effective communication system must be estab-
lished so that teachers know what accommodations have 
been recommended. Teachers are often reluctant to make 
accommodations because they do not know how to do so or 
do not have the time to make the accommodations. As the 



IEP team develops those accommodations, it is important 
that teachers be provided the opportunity to receive training 
in how to make accommodations. 

The IEP team must also be cognizant of which accom-
modations are reasonable and which are not. We have found 
that unless teachers are involved in the decision-making 
process, the team might not be able to evaluate an accom-
modation in terms of what is reasonable in the classroom 
setting. 

Planning an Effective Behavioral Intervention Plan to 
Meet the Needs of the Student 

A behavioral intervention plan should be based on a func-
tional assessment of the student's behavior, and should be 
designed to meet the goals and objectives of the student. If 
the goal for the student is to decrease verbal aggression 
( defined as swearing at the teacher when given a direction 
that the student does not want to do), the behavioral inter-
vention plan should be designed to assist the student in 
reaching that goal. At the same time, the goals and objec-
tives and the behavioral intervention plan should also drive 
a portion of the student's curriculum. The teacher must teach 
the student alternative ways to deal with anger other than 
verbal aggression. (The teaching of social skills will be dis-
cussed later.) 

Point Systems 
One of the major flaws in classes for children with E/BD 

is the lack of individualization in point systems and level 
systems. Although these techniques may be key components 
in operating an effective E/BD classroom, they are often not 
individualized and not based on the needs identified on the 
IEP. How will point systems and level systems be imple-
mented and adjusted to the individual needs of the child? 
Point systems are effective only if they are paired with pos-
itive verbal reinforcement. Often teachers become mechan-
ical engineers so busy recording points and charting that 
they don't make those greatly needed positive comments to 
the students. The behaviors targeted for the student's point 
sheet should be based on both the classroom rules and 
behaviors identified on the student's IEP. 

Time intervals should be based on the level of the stu-
dent. We have seen teachers establish point systems for first 
graders that provide points once an hour, which is a long 
time for a young student to wait for feedback. Five or 10 
minutes may be a more appropriate interval for young stu-
dents; 20 or 30 minutes may be appropriate for older stu-
dents, depending on the student's developmental and social 
maturity level. I was working with a special education 
teacher of junior high school students with multiple needs, 
who I observed were at a social level of about 5 years. 
They needed frequent positive reinforcement. I worked 
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with the teacher to establish a point system based on 5-
minute intervals. 

If skill deficits are part of the point system, the teacher 
must provide instruction in those deficit areas. A skill deficit 
refers to a behavior that the student has not yet learned. A 
performance deficit is a behavior that is currently exhibited 
by the student, but not to satisfactory criteria. If the teacher 
is uncertain if the student has a skill deficit or a performance 
deficit, he or she should assume it is a skill deficit and teach 
the skill. Scheuermann and Webber (1996) encourage social 
skills assessments and observational recordings to deter-
mine whether the student has a skill deficit or a performance 
deficit. 

Finally, point systems are based on the premise that 
beyond positive verbal feedback, the student will receive 
some other type of positive reinforcement based on the num-
ber of points received (such as a tangible item purchased in 
a "store," free time, movie, and so on). Those reinforcers 
must be based on the interests and level of the student. The 
IEP is an excellent vehicle for learning what motivates the 
student; the parent knows what the student does and does not 
like and how the student likes to spend his or her free time. 
Motivators for the student should be identified on the IEP. 

Level Systems 
The pitfalls of level systems have been studied by 

Scheuermann and Webber (1996). They define level sys-
tems as consisting of "target academic and social behaviors 
arranged in a sequential hierarchy of 'levels,' ranging from 
the most basic skills at the lowest level to the most complex 
skills at the highest level" (p. 21). There are several prob-
lems with level systems. Teachers who plan to implement 
such systems must be sure that procedural safeguards are 
followed and the individualized needs of the student are 
addressed. Level systems should not determine access to 
general education classes. The law is clear; IEPs determine 
integration into general education classes-not level sys-
tems. Educational placement and access to nondisabled 
peers should not be used as level-system privileges. 

Another problem with level systems is that all students 
are expected to attain the same behaviors at the same mas-
tery schedule. For instance, the teacher may identify work 
completion or attention to task as a behavior that must be 
exhibited to progress in the level system; yet one student has 
a different skill level and may not be able to attend to a task 
as long as another student. Although it is appropriate to have 
some behaviors or expectations on the level system based on 
the rules of the classroom, it is also important that individ-
ual target behaviors be identified through the IEP process. 
The criteria for progressing through the level system should 
also be addressed individually. According to Scheuermann 
and Webber ( 1996), it is not appropriate to have a policy that 
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has all students begin the level system at the lowest level or 
the middle level or highest level. The decision for the appro-
priate level for the student should be made by the IEP team. 

Additionally, privileges should not be arranged hierarchi-
cally, with those most desired available at only the highest 
levels. If reinforcers are not individualized, school person-
nel must carefully investigate whether the reinforcers are in 
fact such for individual students. 

Consequences for inappropriate behavior should also be 
addressed within the context of the IEP. Will the conse-
quence for inappropriate behavior be a drop of level? 
Scheuermann and Webber ( 1996) recommend that it should 
not be. They recommend that consequences for inappropri-
ate behaviors be independent of the level system. In any 
case, that decision should be made by the IEP team. 

As the IEP team determines the individual effectiveness 
of a level system for a student, the team must determine 
whether the student is making satisfactory progress through 
the level system. For example, if the team has determined 
previously that the student should enter the level system at 
level 1 and a year later sees that the student has never moved 
from level 1, the group must reevaluate whether this system 
is effective for the student. Are the behavioral expectations 
appropriate for the student? Has the student been taught the 
skills to meet the behavioral expectations? What are the 
reinforcers that the student earns within the level system? 
Scheuermann and Webber ( 1996) outline possible reasons 
for lack of student progress within a level system: The stu-
dent does not have the necessary prerequisite skills for the 
expected behaviors identified as targets on the level system; 
the student does not know how to perform those target 
behaviors; mastery criteria may not be reasonable and 
attainable; mastery criteria are not sufficient to ensure that 
the student really learns the target behaviors; reinforcers are 
not effective; and consequences for inappropriate behaviors 
are more appealing than consequences for engaging in the 
appropriate target behaviors. 

Scheuermann and Webber (1996) stress the importance of 
targeting self-management skills in the level system. It is 
important to incorporate such skills as self-monitoring, self-
evaluation, self-reinforcement, or a combination of the three 
into the level system. Self-management skills are necessary for 
generalization of behavior gains and certainly necessary for 
success in less restrictive environments. Students with E/BD 
typically do not exhibit such skills; therefore, they should be 
an integral part of the curriculum for E/BD students. 

As teachers evaluate a level system, they should answer 
the following questions: 

• Is integration into general education classes deter-
mined by the IEP rather than the level system? 

• Is the entry level in the system determined by the IEP 
committee? 

• Is placement on the level system based on current 
valid assessment? 

• Are skill deficits considered when planning the stu-
dent's level system? Are those skills then taught as 
part of the curriculum? 

• Are advancement criteria appropriate for each student 
and based on the student's developmental level? 

• Is each student's progress on the level system moni-
tored frequently? 

• Do behaviors that are addressed in the level system main-
tain over time and generalize to other environments? 

Contracting 
Contracting may also be an effective behavior manage-

ment technique to be incorporated into the IEP. We recom-
mend contracting as most appropriate for students in fifth 
grade and above. The length of time of the contract is depen-
dent, as a point system is, on the age and maturity level of the 
student. The general rule of thumb is to start with a short-
term contract to assure success for the student. When negoti-
ating a contract with a student, the teacher should zero in on 
one behavior. At one school, I advised that a contract be 
developed for a student. When I followed up with the school 
and asked how the contract was progressing, staff members 
responded that it wasn't working at all. The student's behav-
ior had deteriorated. When I inquired about the details of the 
contract that had been developed, I was told a list of 12 
behaviors had been made that the student was expected to 
exhibit. I then asked what reward the student would receive 
for following the contract. The staff stated: "Nothing, she is 
just supposed to do these things and these are the conse-
quences she will get if she doesn't follow these 12 expecta-
tions." Needless to say, this was contracting gone amuck. 

A reward for following the behavior expected on the con-
tract should be appropriate for the student. That reward does 
not have to be a material item, and if it is, it should not be 
an expensive one. We have found that attention from an 
adult is a powerful motivator for some students. One student 
likes to spend time with an adult at the end of every day if 
she has refrained from verbal aggression and can also earn a 
soft drink from the teacher if she wears her glasses every 
day. Consequences for not following the contract should be 
natural and logical. Johns, Carr, and Hoots (1995) provide a 
list of natural and logical consequences for inappropriate 
behavior. The purpose of the contract is to gain ownership 
from the student to work on the behavior; therefore, it is 
important for the student, parent, and teacher to sign it. It is 
also important to provide the student with a daily review of 
the contract and to post it where the student can see it. 

The use of restrictive behavioral intervention must be 
addressed on the student's IEP. Teachers may not act unilater-
ally to determine that a restrictive intervention is appropriate 



for a student. Procedures that deny access to education for a 
portion of the day (such as time-out, in-school suspensions) 
or procedures that are intrusive in nature, such as the use of 
physical intervention or a helmet for head-banging, must be 
specified on the student's IEP. In a videotape, Johns and 
Carr ( 1994) outline the legal issues surrounding the use of 
safe physical intervention. That tape stresses that any such 
use must be addressed and specified on the student's IEP. 

TRANSITION PLANNING 

Students who are above the age of 14 must be involved 
in their own IEPs to determine an appropriate plan for them 
to achieve their life goals after the completion of school. 
Transition planning includes discussing and planning for 
such areas as the student's employment, postsecondary edu-
cation, independent living, eligibility for various adult ser-
vices, community participation, and vocational evaluation. 
According to Agran (1997), federal law acknowledges that 
for too long students have had no say in their education and 
their input, which was long denied, is now valued. The tra-
ditionally passive role of the student in educational deci-
sion-making is no longer acceptable. Activities must be 
based on the student's needs, preferences, and interests. 

Transition planning provides an excellent opportunity for 
a student to individually reflect about plans for the future, 
what the student wants to do, and what types of training or 
experience the student needs in order to prepare and how the 
school can help in meeting the student's future goals. Dis-
cussion of the student's transition plan will drive the cur-
riculum for the student. 

Agran ( 1997) stresses teaching a strategy to students to 
prepare them for the transition planning process. That strat-
egy, called !PLAN, includes: 

I: Inventory your strengths, weaknesses, goals, and 
choices for learning 

P: Provide your inventory information 
L: Listen and respond 
A: Ask questions 
N: Name your goals 

What Assessments Will Be Conducted to 
Determine Student Progress? 

Does the district have a c;listrictwide assessment or is 
there a state-required assessment? Will the student partici-
pate in that assessment or will the student be provided with 
alternate assessment? If the student does participate in the 
assessment, what accommodations will need to be imple-
mented? There is much discussion about whether identified 
special education students should participate in local and 
statewide assessments. While this discussion continues, it is 
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important to remember that deciding if a student should or 
should not be included in those assessments should be made 
by the IEP team and should be delineated on the IEP. 

In What Least Restrictive Environment Can 
Specially Designed Instruction Be Provided? 

After goals and objectives have been carefully crafted, 
the next question is how can those goals and objectives be 
met? In what setting? Can behaviors be controlled and 
changed in a general education class? In a resource class? In 
an instructional program? Or in a specialized setting? Are 
behavior problems of such a serious nature that the safety of 
other students is at stake? Can factors in the environment be 
changed? The school district has to have available a full 
continuum of alternative placements, including general edu-
cation classrooms with supplementary aids and services, 
resource services, special classes, and special schools. When 
making the placement decisions, consideration must be 
given to any possible effect on the child or on the quality of 
the services that he or she needs. Most important, the place-
ment must be based on the individual needs of the child and 
must be reviewed annually. 

PROMOTING PARENT-EDUCATOR 
PARTNERSHIPS THROUGH THE IEP: 
TIPS FOR THE EDUCATOR 

Parents are a required and integral part of the IEP 
process. After all, they live with the child and know more 
about the child's needs and interests than the educator does. 
It is therefore critical that the parent be a partner in the IEP 
process. However, educators often establish roadblocks that 
prevent parents from being full participants in the process. 
The following are some helpful hints to assure that the par-
ent feels comfortable in the IEP. 

• Hold meetings at a time that is mutually agreeable to 
all participants. 

• Avoid assembly-line IEPs. When teachers schedule 
eight IEP meetings in the same day and establish a 
tight time schedule, parents feel rushed and don't feel 
they can ask the questions they might have. 

• Offer coffee or tea at meetings. 
• Offer the parent the seat next to the person chairing 

the meeting. Individuals will look at the person who is 
chairing the meeting, so parents will also gain from 
that eye contact. 

• Introduce everyone at the meeting and explain their roles. 
• Let parents tape-record the meeting if they wish. 
• Explain the purpose of the meeting. 
• Avoid having the IEP form completed before the 

meeting. The development of the IEP should be a 
group process with parent input. 
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• Avoid educational jargon. 
• Accentuate the child's strengths-review those first. 

Then discuss deficit areas. No parent wants to hear 
only negative statements about his or her child. 

• Ask for the parents' input throughout the meeting: 
"Do you also see this behavior at home?" "What does 
your child like to do in his free time?" 

• If the parent makes statements you don't agree with or find 
offensive, comment first on those statements you agree 
with and then discuss the points you do not agree with. 

• Have parents participate in writing goals for their 
child. They usually have in mind particular behaviors 
or skills that they would like to see their child achieve. 
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