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ABSTRACT 

 
O’Shea, Robin L. Use Them or Lose Them: Inservice Teacher Perceptions of the Usability and 

Sustainability of Facilitated Individual Education Program Meeting Training and 
Learned Techniques. Published Doctor of Education dissertation, University of Northern 
Colorado, 2023. 
 
 

Effective collaboration among family professional partnerships (FPPs) and work groups 

such as a multidisciplinary individualized education program (IEP) team has been identified as a 

critical characteristic in developing a specially designed program for students with a disability. 

Unfortunately, educators often do not feel prepared to interact and collaborate with colleagues, 

parents, and community partners due to limited instruction and practice during preservice 

coursework or in-service professional development workshops. Thus, there continues to be the 

need for guidance on how to prepare preservice and licensed educators to collaborate effectively 

within IEP team meetings. An emerging IEP meeting practice called facilitated IEP (FIEP),  

utilizes a trained facilitator to guide IEP teams through a collaborative meeting framework where 

all team members’ input is valued, heard, and considered in the creation of the student’s IEP. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences and perceptions of educators who 

attended the FIEP CPR training and identify associated outcomes experienced during a meeting 

once the trained educators implemented tools and techniques from the training. Using qualitative 

interview methodology, 11 educators described their experiences with learning and then applying 

the FIEP strategies. Participants identified four training characteristics used to maximize the 

participants learning potential creating an engaging learning environment, benefitting from 
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experienced knowledgeable trainers, providing interactive opportunities to practice new skills, 

and encouraging interactive opportunities to collaborate. Additionally, the research identified 

effective procedural techniques used during FIEP meetings to increase team collaboration and 

construct a compliant IEP. Participants overwhelmingly agreed the FIEP improved the traditional 

IEP process through increased team preparation and participation, which in turn increased team 

members’ understanding of the IEP process and content of the IEP, and the strengths and 

challenges of the student. Finally, six common tools and techniques emerged as effective 

structural tools used to create an organized, collaborative discussion: (a) agenda, (b) outcomes, 

(c) parking lot, (d) norms, (e) group memory, (f) roles, and (g) facilitative language.  

The implications for practice resulting from this study fall into two main categories, 

training, and implementation. One strong theme that emerged from the data was the need for 

more structured opportunities to learn how to collaborate effectively within the school setting 

and in particular, during the IEP meeting. The information provided gives input to teacher 

preparation programs and in-service professional development leaders when planning 

coursework or workshops in critical need areas. To ensure the training opportunities honor the 

unique needs of the adult learner, suggestions for addressing these characteristics are also 

provided. Once the educators receive training, preservice programs and state and local district-

level agencies would benefit from following a structured implementation process that ensures 

FIEP team members benefit from the merits of the facilitative structures and strategies and that 

the facilitators implement with fidelity. Specific recommendations are outlined in the 

Implications for Practice section.  

The study adds to the growing body of literature on the effectiveness of FIEP meetings 

used as a proactive IEP meeting framework. However, because the FIEP process is a relatively 
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new practice, it is critical to explore perceptions from more diverse cultures and conditions. 

Additionally, gathering data from various stakeholders such as the family and the student will 

help to address common barriers known to limit stakeholder participation, and collaboration.  

Keywords: Individual Education Program (IEP), Facilitated Individual Education 

Program (FIEP) meeting, collaboration, family professional partnership (FPP), preservice 

preparation, in-service professional development 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Meaningful family-professional partnerships (FPPs) are critical to developing a child's 

academic, social, and emotional growth and have been linked to increased student achievement, 

improved postsecondary outcomes, and enhanced school and community engagement (Francis et 

al., 2020; Oswald et al., 2018). There are myriad viewpoints on what constitutes meaningful 

FPPs, primarily dependent on the partnership's goal. In education, common characteristics of 

meaningful FPPs include reciprocal, interactive, intentional, collaborative, and trusting 

partnerships (Blue-Banning et al., 2004; Francis et al., 2020; Gershwin, 2020). For this 

dissertation study, I adopted the definition of meaningful FPPs as follows, 

A relationship in which families (not just parents) and professionals agree to build on 

each other's expertise and resources, as appropriate, for the purpose of making and 

implementing decisions that will directly benefit students and indirectly benefit other 

family members and professionals. (Turnbull et al., 2015, p. 161) 

This quote captures the importance of families and school personnel establishing meaningful 

FPPs to develop a unique individual education program (IEP) for that student. Although FPPs 

should permeate all aspects of a child’s education, for the purpose of this study, FPPs were 

considered within the context of the IEP team. The importance of this specialized partnership is 

supported through guidance from federal education laws and state regulations such as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) (2004) and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

(2015). Unfortunately, some teams face barriers to productive collaboration within the IEP 
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meeting. Adverse experiences stemming from negative power dynamics between families and 

staff, cultural, economic, or linguistic differences, discrepant views of the student, excessive 

paperwork, disparate goals or values, and lack of trust are notable factors prohibiting effective 

FPPs (Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Mueller & Vick, 2019).  

Meaningful Opportunities for Family Professional 
Collaboration: The Individual Education  

Plan Meeting 

The IDEA (2004) outlines the necessary steps to develop a unique individualized 

program, the IEP, for a child who has been appropriately evaluated and found eligible for special 

education and related services. Eligibility is contingent on a child having a disability that 

adversely affects educational performance (IDEA 34 CFR §300.8). The IEP is the cornerstone of 

IDEA as it establishes the specific services and specialized instruction required to ensure 

students receive a free appropriate public education (FAPE). Through careful development, the 

IEP becomes a written contract that describes how the student's specific and individualized 

academic and functional needs will be addressed to ensure growth (IDEA 34 CFR §300.320). To 

craft this program, a team of individuals who have knowledge or unique expertise about the 

student collaborates to determine the type, frequency, and quality of services to meet the 

student's needs (Barrio et al., 2017; Beck & DeSutter, 2020; IDEA, 2004). The IDEA 

specifically stipulates who shall be on the IEP team, including the child's parents, at least one 

general education teacher of the child, a minimum of one special education provider of the child, 

a public agency representation, someone who can interpret evaluation results from the 

instructional frame, related service providers if there is an area of concern (e.g., speech 

pathologist), and, when appropriate, the child with a disability. Additionally, the parent or school 
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agency can invite other individuals who may add expertise related to the student (IDEA 34 CFR 

§300.321).   

Each team member adds knowledge to the discussion within their professional realm or 

personal experiences with the child. For example, the family members offer insight into the 

home and community characteristics and the child's strengths, challenges, interests, and 

preferences. The general education teacher provides information on the general education 

curriculum, recommendations on specific supplementary aids and services, as well as any 

supports the child may need to be successful in the general education classroom. Additionally, 

they are responsible for “positive behavioral interventions and supports and strategies” (IDEA 34 

§300.324(a)(3)(i)). 

The special education teacher/service provider shares data related to the student’s present 

levels of performance across six areas of academic and functional skills. These domains include 

academics, cognitive learning, communication, independence and self-determination, physical 

and health, and social and emotional learning. The special education provider also recommends 

and assists in modifying the general education curriculum, provides necessary accommodations, 

and coordinates with the general education teacher to recommend supplementary aids and 

services. Finally, they make service proposals based on data and expertise of the child’s learning 

process for delivering specially designed instruction to meet the student’s unique needs. 

The public agency representative must be knowledgeable about the availability of 

resources of the public agency to allocate those resources when decided appropriate by the team. 

An individual who can interpret the child's evaluation results is responsible for disseminating this 

information in a manner that is understandable to all team members to determine the presence of 

a disability and, subsequently, programming recommendations based on the specific results of 



4 

 

the evaluations. If a student has additional needs, related services providers, such as an 

audiologist, occupational therapist, etc., are present to provide technical information related to 

their area of expertise and service proposals. Finally, the student plays a vital role in 

communicating their strengths, weaknesses, and preferences (Harmon et al., 2020; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2019). The student's input is particularly important as they near 

transition activities to ensure their postsecondary goals are constructed in collaboration with the 

student (when appropriate). 

When each team member understands their role in the IEP and has the knowledge, skills, 

and mindset to collaborate effectively, strong FPP/IEP teams are cultivated, a consensus is more 

likely obtained, and student outcomes are more likely achieved. Additionally, families, schools, 

and community agencies who collaborate and create supportive IEPs report increased student 

success in academics, behavior, engagement, and long-term outcomes (Cavendish & Connor, 

2018; Francis et al., 2016, 2020; Gittell & Douglass, 2012; Hancock & Cheatham, 2021; 

Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Thus, FPPs that practice active engagement and meaningful 

collaboration during IEP discussions increase the potential for meaningful program development 

and positive student outcomes.  

Effective Collaboration During the  
Individual Education Program  
Meeting Process 

While IDEA promotes shared responsibility for developing and implementing the IEP, it 

says little about how to collaborate effectively. Despite the policy, educational initiatives, and 

best practice recommendations for strong collaborative FPPs, exclusionary practices continue to 

plague IEP meeting collaboration. Pre-service, licensed educators, and family members report a 

lack of confidence and competence in how to partner with each other (Lake & Billingsley, 2000; 



5 

 

Murray et al., 2008). Markow et al. (2013) conducted a national survey which found 73% of 

participating licensed teachers believed working with families was one of the more difficult parts 

of their job. This is not surprising given that pre-service educators' reported perceptions of being 

ill-equipped and uncertain about establishing and maintaining effective FPPs (Murray et al., 

2008). During pre-intervention interviews, study participants were asked about their experiences 

working with families of children with special needs. Responses revealed a common deficit – 

they had not had the opportunity to gain professional experience in building working 

relationships with families. For example, one preservice student commented, “the only 

experience that I have had was with people who I babysat for, when I was like 15” (Murray et 

al., 2008, p. 94). Other participants indicated second-hand experiences such as having a sibling 

or family member with an IEP, a parent who is a teacher, or a parent who has a colleague with a 

disability. 

However, after participating in coursework that integrated families and educators in 

structured, interactive partnership activities, the pre-service educators described being more 

comfortable involving parents in educational decisions and programming. One participant noted:  

I definitely now feel more confident about [partnering with parents] . . . before if a parent 

would come up to me with a problem or concern, like, I was always kind of nervous or 

hesitant to respond to it, but now I feel like confident and no matter what they may say or 

have a problem with like I could answer it and feel confident about myself. (Murray et 

al., 2008, p. 97) 

The study further disclosed the pre-service educators’ initial perceptions of families as uncaring 

were inaccurate. After the intervention, many participants amended their perceptions by naming 

parents as experts on the child and essential liaisons to the school.   
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Unfortunately, there remains a void in training opportunities for licensed educators and 

pre-service teacher preparation programs in addressing how to promote meaningful collaborative 

FPPs related to special education functions such as the IEP team. A recent study by Kyzar et al. 

(2019) examined the level of exposure to FPP-related content special education teacher 

candidates receive within their coursework. Results indicated that exposure depended greatly on 

the type of courses taken. Overall, there was a national trend of limited FPP content taught in 

university-level special education programs. Numerous research studies have highlighted the 

need for more training opportunities that prepare educators to work in unison with families and 

colleagues (Epstein & Sanders, 2006; Kyzar et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2008). For example, in 

their study investigating how special educators viewed their preparation for facilitating meetings, 

researchers Beck and DeSutter (2020) conducted a qualitative study to investigate facilitator 

experiences during IEP meetings. Analysis of the data revealed many of the respondents had not 

received specific training on how to facilitate an IEP meeting and instead reported learning 

through "on-the-job training" and "trial by fire" (p. 133). Some participants went on to say they 

had not received any pre-service or in-service structured training other than related to 

compliance. Training that does focus on collaboration rarely addresses interdisciplinary practices 

leaving novice educators ill-prepared to work with other team members (Bricker et al., 2022; 

Friend et al., 2010; Weiss et al., 2017). It is more difficult to find studies related to the amount or 

utility of specific IEP meeting preparation for the pre-service or licensed special educator. 

However, what is evident in the literature is that pre-service and licensed special education 

teachers, as well as administrators, feel they need more training and support on how to lead IEP 

meetings and foster meaningful FPPs during the IEP meeting (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Elbaum 

et al., 2016; Mueller et al., 2019).  
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There is one training that has received positive participant feedback in preparing 

educators to conduct an organized meeting, work collaboratively with all team members, resolve 

conflict, and improve relationships during the IEP meetings (Mueller & Wagner, 2017). This 

training, Facilitated IEP Conflict Prevention and Resolution (FIEP CPR) was developed in 1998 

by Doug Little and Dr. Joyce Little. As retired educators, they committed to developing a course 

to address the pervasive negative issues experienced in IEP meetings. Their guiding principles 

were to design a process for improving interaction and relationships between educators and 

families while streamlining requisite meetings to improve service delivery (Bellinger & Little, 

2000).  

The authors incorporated many sources to apply best practices to their curriculum 

including seminal research related to developing effective, collaborative partnerships (Fisher & 

Brown, 1989; Schlechty, 1997; Senge et al., 1994), viewing students and families as customers 

(Schlechty, 1997), communicating effectively, preventing, and resolving conflict, and gaining 

mutual agreement (Fisher & Brown, 1989; Fisher & Ury, 1991). Additionally, after attending a 

training session on Essential Facilitation provided by Interaction Associates, the Littles realized 

meeting facilitation processes were a necessary but lacking component in conducting organized 

IEP meetings. Subsequently, they partnered with a branch of Interaction Associates, called 

Interaction Institute for Social Change (IISC), whose primary goal was to assist educational 

agencies and non-profit organizations in creating collaborative meeting processes. Together, the 

Littles and IISC leadership developed a methodology for structuring and conducting 

collaborative, effective, and efficient IEP meetings and complimentary training for educators and 

other IEP team members (Bellinger & Little, 2000; Little et al., 2013). 
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In the training, participants learn the facilitated IEP meeting framework which combines 

strategic planning, facilitative behaviors, and collaborative attitudes. Figure 1 depicts the 

framework concepts as cogs working in unison, when these concepts work together, facilitation 

results in sharing responsibility and shared understanding for both the process of developing the 

student’s individualized program and implementing the IEP (Little & Little, 2018). The training 

is organized into three compartments: (a) setting up for success, (b) conducting the meeting, and 

(c) ending the meeting and following through. Each is described below.  

Figure 1 

Facilitated IEP Meeting Framework 

 

Setting Up for Success  

The participant learns how to effectively plan for a meeting by considering key 

components that may affect the meeting outcomes. These include establishing desired outcomes, 

defining the meeting purpose, acknowledging unique staff and family characteristics/needs, 

defining participants' roles, and considering the meeting room arrangement. Additionally, the 
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participants learn the critical components of developing an effective agenda related to specific 

outcomes for each student’s individual program needs.  

Conducting the Meeting  

In this section, the participants are introduced to specific visual tools such as graphic 

charting, using visual outcomes, an agenda, norms, a parking lot, and an action plan. The 

learners also gain communication strategies that encourage high levels of quality participation 

and collaboration while still moving a meeting to a successful and efficient conclusion. 

Participants practice employing prevention and intervention techniques to keep the IEP team 

members on task. Furthermore, active listening skills are reviewed and rehearsed to ensure the 

learner comprehends the power of listening to understand and to ensure others feel valued and 

heard. Finally, participants learn how to navigate conflict by focusing on how biases get in the 

way of listening and using the guidelines for reconciling differences. 

Ending the Meeting and Following  
Through  

In this section, the participants learn how to complete the meeting in a way that increases 

the likelihood of successful implementation. Concepts covered include how to review and 

confirm the agreements made during the meeting, efficiently complete the necessary paperwork, 

address any action plan and parking lot items, and debrief the meeting to uncover what worked 

related to the process and what changes can be made for next time. Carefully planning the end of 

the meeting ensures that the team members leave with a full understanding of the IEP content 

and process by acknowledging what happened during the meeting and assisting the team in 

initiating actions to implement IEP decisions.  
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Training Activities  

The structure of the training is devised based on the seminal work of Knowles and Vella's 

adult learning theory. These principles include providing the information in relevant, life-

centered scenarios, in a safe and respectful manner where the adult can practice new skills 

through experiential learning activities, be actively engaged through interactive, self-directing 

inquiry and discussions, and be able to apply the information to their lives (Allen et al., 2022; 

Chen, 2014; Cox, 2015; Green & Cassani, 2020; Knowles et al., 2005). This is accomplished 

through a blend of direct instruction, whole- and small-group discussions, role-play scenarios, 

coaching, and immediate feedback, providing personal examples from the field, invitations to 

share difficult situations, modeling the model, etc. Each participant is provided a printed manual 

and contact information of the trainers to offer support after the completion of the training.  

I have been in the field of special education for over 35 years, which means I have 

conducted and attended many IEP meetings. Unfortunately, the only instruction I received in 

conducting an IEP meeting was initially through observation as a student-teacher and then 

learning by doing. Twenty years later, as a special education administrator, I attended the FIEP 

CPR training and was overwhelmed with the excitement of learning a process to facilitate an IEP 

meeting in a way that promoted communication and collaboration, while staying focused on the 

child's needs. With that said, I was also in dismay that this was the first time in all those years 

that I had this type of formal training.  

After attending the training, I implemented many of the structural tools and 

communication techniques in my meetings and noticed dramatic improvements in the efficiency 

of the meeting and an increase in the interaction and discussion of all team members. I enjoyed 

the success so much that I attended the training again within a few months. Although the content 



11 

 

and delivery of the training were the same, I was able to digest and retain even more strategies. 

As my confidence and ability increased, I began facilitating more difficult meetings and was 

encouraged by the success of aiding teams to collaboratively move through conflict with a 

process that enabled them to come to an agreement and regain a productive working relationship. 

These experiences compelled me to invest personally by becoming a national trainer for the 

course and later a co-owner of the company.  

As a trainer, I have the privilege of interacting with educators across the nation and 

hearing their personal stories of angst related to working within their IEP teams. As a parent of a 

now-adult with a disability, I have also experienced the complicated balance of maintaining a 

partnership with various personalities and levels of experts while staunchly advocating for my 

son’s needs based not only on his strengths and challenges in school but also on his unique 

characteristics at home and in the community. As a trained facilitator I felt the relief of learning 

and using a guided process to ensure the needs of the student were being met and the voices of 

all team members were being heard. Based on this personal and professional exposure coupled 

with over 40 years of research on ineffective FPP and IEP teams, I am compelled to dig deeper 

into the national-level frustration occurring between IEP team members and explore the 

perceptions of others who have attended the FIEP CPR training to identify any themes related to 

the typical attendee’s experiences and outcomes as a result of attending the training. 

Thus, through this study, I hoped to gain an understanding and insight into the 

perceptions and experiences of the sample attendee and any outcomes the participants 

experienced when implementing the FIEP tools and techniques. As a trainer and co-owner, I 

want to be aware of any activities that promote skill acquisition and identify and adapt any 

activities or content that require attention. Because I am closely related to the content, I took 
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measures to ensure the participants have not had personal contact with me before the interview. 

To maintain this neutrality, all research participants had received training from trainers other 

than myself and did not have any communication or interaction with me related to business 

operations (e.g., contract development, scheduling training).   

Statement of the Problem 

Due to limited training opportunities geared toward conducting meaningful and effective 

IEP meetings, it is imperative educators are provided with this relevant information to ensure 

they develop the skills to conduct IEP meetings with confidence and competence (Beck & 

DeSutter, 2020; Kyzar et al., 2019; Mueller et al., 2019). In their seminal report on effective 

teacher professional development, professor and researcher Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) 

linked the importance of structured learning opportunities and positive changes in educator 

behaviors, practices, and procedures. Additionally, any skills taught must be practical and 

sustainable. Mueller and Vick (2019) suggested educators participate in simulated IEP meetings 

to ensure their access to a valuable learning experience. Similar recommendations that promote 

authentic practice during training have been noted in research across education as well as in the 

medical, business, and technical fields (Buil et al., 2019; Dasgupta et al., 2017; Fish, 2008; Jones 

& Peterson-Ahmad, 2017; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014). As mentioned previously, the FIEP CPR 

training has received positive feedback from participants. In a report by Mueller and Wagner 

(2017), 287 practicing educators (teachers and administrators) who participated in the training 

were surveyed to determine overall satisfaction and perceived quality of the training, the impact 

of training on staff and parents, and the use of techniques learned during the training. In addition, 

34 of those individuals were interviewed to provide an in-depth understanding of their 

experiences with the FIEP training. Over 99% of the respondents rated themselves as adequately 
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prepared to begin utilizing their new skills after the training and felt prepared to work 

collaboratively with their colleagues and families during an IEP meeting. Meanwhile, over 95% 

of the respondents agreed that they learned effective conflict resolution skills and how to address 

challenging situations with families or diverse stakeholders. Finally, 70% of the respondents 

reported that their relationships with all team members improved after implementing the 

transparent, productive process.   

Mueller and Vick (2019) expanded this work by investigating FIEP procedures that team 

members identified as meaningful. They found that educators who regularly implemented 

facilitation techniques were highly satisfied with the meeting process and outcomes. The 

researchers recommended integrating these procedures into pre-service programming with ample 

simulation practice and case study activities based on overwhelmingly positive feedback. More 

recently, an exploratory study by Beck and DeSutter (2020) mirrored these findings. For 

example, respondents agreed, “professional training for all IEP team members may enhance their 

abilities to contribute meaningfully to meeting discussions” (p. 143). There is no doubt that 

educators benefit from specialized training to collaborate and communicate with their IEP team 

members effectively and, more specifically, with family partners. While it is encouraging that 

adequate training has been identified as effective in the development of collaboration and 

communication skills, more information is needed on the perceptions and outcomes of educators 

who have attended the training. With this knowledge, more effective training can be devised to 

address the lack of competency and confidence in conducting collaborative, meaningful IEP 

meetings.   
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Significance of the Study 

Collaboration among IEP team members is a guiding principle of IDEA (Bricker et al., 

2022; IDEA, 2004; Weiss et al., 2017). In addition, professional organizations (such as the 

Council for Exceptional Children and the Council of Administrators of Special Education 

[CASE]), identify collaboration as a key element required for initial teacher preparation. 

Collaboration is named multiple times and across standards related to learning environments, 

instructional planning, and team collaboration. For example, Initial Special Education 

Preparation Standards (2012) Number 7 states,  

Beginning special education professionals collaborate with families, other educators, 

related service providers, individuals with exceptionalities, and personnel from 

community agencies in culturally responsive ways to address the needs of individuals 

with exceptionalities across a range of learning experiences. (Initial Preparation 

Standards, Collaboration, 7.0) 

Collaboration is also supported through government agencies (such as, the Collaboration 

for Effective Educator Development, Accountability, and Reform Center [CEEDAR] and the 

Professional Practices and Standards Commission [PPSC]). Both identified collaboration as one 

of the core high-leverage practices in special education. In addition, there are over 70 Parent 

Training and Information Centers throughout the United States designed to provide support and 

information related to training and family advocacy (Rossetti & Burke, 2019). These training 

centers are critical in increasing parent understanding of the IEP content and process. The need 

to increase parent understanding is supported throughout research (Gershwin, 2020; Lake & 

Billingsley, 2000; Mueller & Vick, 2019; Rossetti et al., 2021). In an effort to understand parent 

satisfaction with IEP meetings, Fish (2008) interviewed parents and found that they identified 
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that greater understanding the IEP process and special education law would be a major 

improvement for IEP meetings. Respondents indicated that they were satisfied with their 

meetings when parents were included in discussions and encouraged to ask questions.  

Special educators are the conduit to service coordination for students who receive special 

education services. Thus, the teachers must develop skills to collaborate with a range of 

professionals and family members. This service coordination is more likely accomplished when 

the special education teacher can “organize and facilitate effective meetings with professionals 

and families” (McLeskey et al., 2017, p. 356). Currently, FPP and IEP teams are struggling to 

communicate and collaborate effectively. Subsequently, when teams are ineffective, the 

student’s academic, functional, and social needs are at risk (Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 

2000; Mueller & Vick, 2019). As mentioned previously, decades of research identify specific 

issues hindering meaningful and productive collaboration including uneven power dynamics; 

cultural, economic, and linguistic differences; discrepant views; confusing processes and 

paperwork; and lack of trust (Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Mueller & Vick, 2019; 

Rossetti et al., 2021). However, there is a lack of training opportunities for licensed educators to 

build the necessary skills to address those barriers (Kyzar et al., 2019). 

Further exploration is necessary to determine what training techniques are valuable and 

promote sustained implementation and generalization of tools learned in the training. This 

exploratory study examined the perceptions and experiences of the  FIEP CPR training attendees 

related to their experiences during the training and subsequent outcomes when using the 

techniques after the training. The findings provide additional guidance to the existing literature 

on creating collaborative, meaningful IEPs by identifying themes related to the social validity of 

specific facilitation tools and training experiences.  
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Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences and perceptions of educators 

who attended the FIEP CPR training and identify associated outcomes experienced during a 

meeting once the trained educators implemented tools and techniques from the training. Eleven 

educators were individually interviewed. Participants were asked to describe specific aspects of 

the training that stood out to them as well as how IEP meeting processes or experiences have 

changed for them after attending the training and implementing tools and techniques learned. As 

a retired educator, trainer, and co-owner for the IEP CRP training company, the intent of this 

study was to provide information about the needs of the adult learner to maximize their learning 

experiences and ensure they gain the necessary skills to address relevant barriers to 

collaboration. Additionally, a goal of the study was to examine the educators’ reported 

experiences pertaining to the implementation of specific tools and, in turn, highlight promising 

practices for facilitating IEPs and creating collaborative IEP team meetings. 

Research Questions 

The questions developed for this qualitative research study focused on the experiences of 

licensed educators who had participated in FIEP CPR  between one and three years before the 

study. The guiding research questions for this study included:  

Q1 What are the experiences of licensed educators who participated in the FIEP CPR 
training?   

Q2 How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participant’s outcomes 
of their IEP meetings?   

 
Definition of Terms 

It is imperative to understand specific terms related to a study. In addition, precisely 

defined terms assist the researcher in ensuring reliability and possible bias. Because this is a 

qualitative, inductive study, terms are tentative and may change as the investigation evolves. If 
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new terms arise, they will be defined in the procedure sections of the manuscript (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).   

Collaboration: A group of two or more people who voluntarily join, pool, or coordinate 

resources to engage in shared problem-solving and decision-making while working 

towards a common goal (Bricker et al., 2022). 

Facilitation: The use of procedural and collaborative tools and strategies to increase meeting 

effectiveness and efficiency as well as ensuring all team members have an equal voice in 

making decisions (Mueller & Vick, 2019). 

Family: A parent, guardian, or extended family member who represents a child at an IEP 

meeting. 

Family-professional partnerships: Individuals including the student, family, and professionals 

who value each other’s expertise and resources, with the intent to make and implement 

decisions that will benefit the student, their family, and the supporting community 

(Turnbull et al., 2015). 

Individual education program: An educational program written for each student with 

disabilities specially designed by an IEP team, to meet the child’s individual needs 

(IDEA, 2004). 

Individual education program meeting: A written statement for each student with a disability 

that is developed, reviewed, and revised in a meeting in accordance with Federal 

regulations (IDEA, 2004 Sec. 300.320). 

Individual education program team: A group of individuals who have an educational interest 

in a child with a disability who share the responsibility of providing information related 
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to their expertise and collaborating to develop an individualized education program that 

addresses that child’s specific needs (IDEA, 2004 Sec. 300.321).  

In-service training: Training that is provided to licensed educators during their employment 

with a public school district.  

Licensed educator: Any person who holds a valid state-issued credential to work legally with 

students in a public education setting including but not limited to a classroom teacher, 

school psychologist, school administrator, etc.  

Pre-service training: Training that is provided as a component of a formal educator preparation 

program occurring before formal licensure. 

Student with a disability: As defined by IDEA, the term is understood as follows:  

A child with a disability is a child with mental retardation, hearing impairments 

(including deafness), speech or language impairments, visual impairments (including 

blindness), serious emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic 

brain injury, other health impairments, specific learning disabilities, deaf-blindness or 

multiple disabilities, and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related 

services. (IDEA 34 Sec. 300.8(a)(1)) 

Conclusion 

The IDEA instructs IEP team members to work collaboratively to develop a unique and 

robust program for students with a disability. Unfortunately, IEP team members, including 

educators and family members, report a lack of confidence and competence in how to effectively 

partner with each other (Fish, 2008; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Martin et al., 2006; Mueller & 

Vick, 2019; Murray et al., 2008; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014). To make matters worse, educators do 

not believe they receive sufficient training to prepare them for this critical part of their job 
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(Markow et al., 2013; Murray et al., 2008). Inadequate preparation and heightened expectations 

contribute to teacher burnout, which can negatively affect job satisfaction, job performance, and, 

ultimately, teacher attrition (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019; Hester et al., 2020). 

Multiple studies indicate that teachers who perceive a culture of collective responsibility and 

support from their colleagues are more satisfied and committed to their job (Carver-Thomas & 

Darling-Hammond, 2019; Fowler et al., 2019). Further, those who received relevant professional 

development opportunities during the school year were more committed to staying in their 

positions (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). For these reasons, supportive, relevant in-service 

professional development opportunities offer a feasible solution for addressing identified 

stressors.   

The next chapter, the literature review, focuses on providing background, purpose, and 

intent of IEP team collaboration and in-service pedagogy related to the IEP meeting processes. 

This section includes: (a) the historical foundations and development of IEP law regulations, (b) 

IDEA-required team members and their functions, (c) parent and teacher experiences with IEP 

meetings, (d) barriers to collaborative meetings, and (e)  gateways to meaningful collaboration 

and effective IEP meetings. The review hoped to provide  foundation for the current study, 

including gaps in the research and a rationale for exploring more robust methods to support and 

educate IEP team members on conducting effective, efficient, and collaborative meetings. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Laying the Foundation of Special Education 

Historically, individuals with disabilities were considered a burden, pitied, cast aside, or 

hidden (Shapiro, 1994; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). This negative perception created fear and 

ignorance-based mistreatment of individuals with disabilities. Many individuals were forcibly 

institutionalized, shuttered away from mainstream society, and barred from any education and 

social interaction opportunities, stemming from this negative opinion and families' lack of 

resources and knowledge. Rather than providing care and therapy, the institutions focused on 

controlling the residents and preserving "community peace." Local laws perpetuated this 

treatment through statutes promoting the incarceration of individuals with mental illness or 

physical and cognitive disabilities to protect society from contamination (Appleman, 2018; 

Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

In the early 19th century, institutionalization changed slightly with the "moral treatment" 

approach, which promoted exercise, nourishment, and limited use of restraints (Appleman, 

2018). Around the same time, a few residential schools based on Samuel Howe and Thomas 

Gallaudet’s work were created for students who were deaf or blind (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

Nonetheless, the desire to segregate those individuals with disabilities who were often referred to 

as "undesirables" and "deviants" from society remained prominent (Appleman, 2018). As the 

population increased across the nation, institutionalization increased, causing overcrowding and 

a decline in treatment, ultimately resulting in human warehousing. Private asylums and public 
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mental hospitals changed slightly during the Industrial Revolution when institutions introduced 

life skills and vocational training to enable residents to work in factories as cheap labor in return 

for housing (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Unfortunately, the working conditions were no better than 

the institutions. 

The language used to describe individuals with disabilities added to these adverse 

perceptions. From early on, the medical model of disability utilized dehumanizing language that 

often ignored the person and focused solely on the disability as a pathology, abnormality, or 

something to be "fixed" (e.g., cripple, mentally retarded) or deficit of the individual (Andrews et 

al., 2019; Bogart & Dunn, 2019; Ziegler, 2020). As mentioned previously, laws and statutes 

making it a crime to be disabled included monikers such as idiots, drunkards, fools, and 

handicapped to describe individuals with mental illness and physical or cognitive disabilities 

(Appleman, 2018; Ziegler, 2020). In addition, in the late 1800s, exclusionary laws were crafted 

to legally prohibit persons with physical disabilities from the public. These laws, referred to as 

“ugly laws," perpetuated fear and disgust due to negative terms such as diseased, maimed, and 

mutilated used to describe individuals with physical disabilities (Ziegler, 2020, p. 6). 

Subsequently, these terms permeated common vernacular and devolved into labels for 

slang and insults. For example, mental retardation was initially used to classify those requiring 

specific services or aid related to their intellectual disability. Unfortunately, it was also used to 

describe people without disabilities as someone who was "dumb." These recusant colloquialisms 

reinforce negative perceptions and marginalize people with disabilities (Francis et al., 2020; 

Ziegler, 2020). Labeling is a sign of disrespect, as well as a dangerous practice. In the study of 

self and self-concept, the respected sociologist Charles Cooley developed the looking glass 

theory, which suggests that a person develops their self-concept through communication and 
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interaction with others, including family, caretakers, and close community (Francis et al., 2020; 

Wiley, 2011; Zhao, 2015). Using labels once meant for medical diagnosis in a derogatory 

manner devalues the status and self of individuals with disabilities and creates negative 

perceptions, social inequity, and microaggressions, ultimately creating a system of separation 

and a focus on differences rather than sameness (Francis et al., 2020). 

Using labels is further supported by social role valorization theory, the concept that those 

in valued roles are respected, trusted, and provided opportunities while those in devalued roles 

are often mistreated, misunderstood, and marginalized (Francis et al., 2020; Wolfensberger, 

2000, 2011). This theory also extends to the influence of those in influential, valued roles. Their 

beliefs ultimately influence the other's fate. For example, if an individual with a disability is 

perceived as incapable and a strain on the caretaker or society, their social value decreases, and 

opportunities become limited. In contrast, if the individual with disabilities is valued by family 

and the surrounding community, their opportunities such as care, employment, and socialization 

increase (Wolfensberger, 2011). 

The inclusion and use of negative and dismissive terminology in legal and professional 

capacities devalue individuals with disabilities on a macro-societal level. Fortunately, the 

opposite is also true. Francis et al. (2020) outlined the effect terminology has on the value of 

FPPs related to appropriate care and legal decision-making for students with disabilities. 

Strategic use of language and labeling has been used to expose and educate, ultimately 

promoting better treatment, raising consciousness and expectations, and influencing behaviors of 

those in power (Francis et al., 2020). 
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Birth of Social Reform 

In the late 1800s educator and social reformer, Dorthea Dix used rhetoric to expose the 

horrific treatment of the institutionalized and appeal to society’s moral duty to halt atrocities 

(Michel, 1994). After visiting numerous almshouses, jails, and asylums, she appealed to 

legislative bodies and the general population through speeches and publications describing the 

abhorrent conditions in explicit detail (Dix, 1843; Michel, 1994). In her book, Memorial: To the 

Legislature of Massachusetts, Protesting Against the Confinement of Insane Persons and Idiots 

in Almshouses and Prisons, Dix recounts the horrors she observed while visiting these facilities. 

She provided vivid accounts describing "human treatment reduced to extreme degradation and 

misery," adding that "the insane persons were imprisoned in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens! 

Chained, naked beaten with rods, and lashed into obedience!" (Dix, 1843, p. 4).   

Dix (1843) understood the power of words and their ability to promote and deter 

progress. Therefore, she provided case studies of patients to relate to, focusing on the upper class 

or prominent citizens. These case studies included direct quotations from patients resulting in 

increased sympathy and improved conditions (Michel, 1994; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

However, loose commitment laws and the closure of many almshouses continued to 

overpopulate the institutions creating the need to expand the control of citizens with mental 

illness and other disabilities (Appleman, 2018). A new focus on exclusion and eugenics was 

formed to assure the inferior classes, including degenerates, physically and cognitively disabled, 

and the mentally ill were segregated, cataloged by ability, and sterilized to prevent reproduction. 

Children were included in this process. Some ecumenists believed the children were a "menace 

to society" and that "catching them early" saved money by sending them to colonies (Appleman, 

2018, p. 445). 
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This exclusion was legitimized through the court systems. For example, the 

Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled children who were "weak in mind," made "unusual 

noises," and would not benefit from education could be removed from school (Yell, 2015). 

Similar rulings and state legislation continued to perpetuate school exclusion for an additional 75 

years. Although compulsory attendance laws enacted in the late 1800s gave schools the right to 

prosecute if parents did not send their children to school, these laws did not apply to children 

with disabilities (Yell, 2015). 

In 1909, the White House Conference on Children was organized to raise public 

awareness about the welfare of dependent and neglected children. Child mortality rates, child 

employment, and institutionalization were at an all-time high. In response, the conference 

focused on the harmful effects of institutions, orphanages, and almshouses and developed 

proposals for keeping children in their own homes, moving children from institutions to the 

public school system, and creating a foster family care system with state oversight (Yell, 2015). 

Nonetheless, children with disabilities continued to struggle from poor educational opportunities. 

Thirty years later, the 1931 White House Conference on Children estimated 10 million children 

required special education in America, but only 1 million received services due to eugenic 

philosophies (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

The Parent Movement 

Exclusion and mistreatment of children with disabilities initiated a surge in what is often 

referred to as the Parent Movement. Parents, particularly mothers of children with disabilities, 

were historically dismissed or ignored when advocating for their children. When families 

inquired about caring for their child at home, physicians, teachers, and psychologists often 

admonished them for wanting to deprive their children of the care an institution could provide 
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(Leiter, 2004; Shapiro, 1994). Worse, some were accused of causing their child’s afflictions due 

to their sinfulness (Shapiro, 1994). 

In response, parents created local councils and groups to support each other, disseminate 

information, and advocate for their child’s educational rights (Yell, 2015). The first group was 

formed in 1933 and consisted of five parents of children with cognitive disabilities from 

Cuyahoga County, Ohio. These parents protested the prohibition of their children from public 

schools in their region. As a result, the county established a special class for the students and set 

the stage for forming more advocacy groups (Yell, 2015). These powerful, passionate advocates 

paved the way for future acceptance and inclusion and is discussed below in the section on 

federal special education law, the IDEA. 

Building from the success of groups that supported disabled WWII veterans and other 

individuals with physical disabilities, families joined together to voice their concerns about 

below-par and exclusionary educational practices. From the late 1930s to the early 1950s, these 

groups grew in numbers and power, eventually evolving into national movements. Over the next 

10 years, groups such as the National Association for Retarded Citizens (ARC) and the Council 

for Exceptional Children (CEC) played a critical role in the equality movement. Strong social 

advocates worked to correct misperceptions, decrease institutionalization, increase educational 

opportunities, and develop groundbreaking legislation to increase access to public education. 

Strong advocacy through FPPs resulted in civil rights court cases and, ultimately, legislation and 

equal education policies (Yell, 2015).  
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From Grassroots to the Courtroom  

A pivotal moment for students' civil rights resulted from the landmark case Brown v. 

Board of Education (1954) (hereinafter referred to as Brown), which established racial 

desegregation of all public school systems. While this case did not specifically address 

segregation or exclusion related to disabilities, it did set an essential precedent for applying the 

equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the educational system. The article 

guarantees that no state can deny equal protection of the law to anyone within its jurisdiction 

(Yell, 2015). Unknowingly, Chief Justice Earl Warren foreshadowed a movement with his 

statement, 

These days, it is doubtful that any child may be reasonably expected to succeed in life if 

he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, where the state has 

undertaken to provide it, is a right that must be made available to all on equal terms. 

(Brown v. Board of Education, 1954, p. 493) 

Progress was slow, but continuous. Two landmark cases again brought forth by 

concerned families built upon the Brown decision and continued balancing and shaping equal 

access to education. Both cases ultimately succeeded in creating a change for children with 

disabilities. Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Citizens (PARC) v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania (1972) (hereinafter referred to as PARC) was a seminal case challenging 

Pennsylvania’s state law denying education to children who had not attained the mental age of 5 

years by first grade or 8 years old. In response, 13 families organized and formed the 

Pennsylvania chapter of ARC, the Association for Retarded Citizens, and brought the first right-

to-education suit in the country (Danforth & Connor, 2020; Gilad & Rimmerman, 2014; Yell, 

2015). The class-action lawsuit argued three main points: all children with “mental retardation” 
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could benefit from education, education for children can include programming other than 

academics (i.e., self-care), and finally, students who received education early in life benefited 

from better educational outcomes. The case was resolved with a consent agreement ensuring 

FAPE for all children with mental retardation between 6 and 21 years old (Gilad & Rimmerman, 

2014; Yell, 2015). 

Subsequently, Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) (hereinafter 

referred to as Mills) expanded the PARC ruling to include all children with disabilities, including 

those with mental, behavioral, physical, or emotional disabilities (Mead & Paige, 2008; Yell, 

2015). In addition, it dealt with the issue of the cost of providing education for students with 

disabilities. The Washington DC public school system argued that providing specialized 

instruction to certain children with special needs was impossible due to high associated costs. 

Judge Waddy did not find this argument reasonable, and instead, the Court ruled, 

The District of Columbia shall provide to each child of school age a free and suitable 

publicly supported education regardless of the degree of the child’s mental, physical, or 

emotional disability or impairment. Furthermore, defendants shall not exclude any child 

resident in the District of Columbia from such publicly supported education on the basis 

of a claim of insufficient resources. (Mills, 1972, p. 881) 

Additionally, the judge addressed the need for procedural notification to families before making 

any educational programming decisions about the related child. This ruling was the first 

acknowledgment of the parents as partners in developing educational programming for their 

child. Both the PARC and Mills cases opened the door for similar federal court cases and 

inspired a Congressional investigation into the status of children with disabilities. After 

reviewing statistics from the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped, it was estimated that 



28 

 

approximately one-half of the 8 million children "with handicapping conditions" were receiving 

educational services (Danforth & Connor, 2020; Mead & Paige, 2008; Yell, 2015). Through 

lawsuits and conscience-raising advocacy and activities, parents, Congress, and other allies 

developed legislation ensuring public education for all students with disabilities.  

Families and Community Stakeholders  
as Allies for Social Justice  

During the 1960s civil rights movement, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) was crafted and signed into law to provide state funding to improve educational 

opportunities for impoverished children. As a result, schools across the nation benefited from 

improved library systems, new technology (e.g., audio-visual aids), professional development 

and research, the creation of additional supports for at-risk students, and parental involvement 

programming (Conrad, 2020; Yell, 2015). The ESEA led the legislative journey for focusing 

efforts on how to meet marginalized students' needs. In 1975, the Education of the Handicapped 

Act (EHA) replaced Title VI of the ESEA to encourage state agencies to improve educational 

programs for students with disabilities. This law mandated all students with disabilities receive 

specialized services and provided colleagues and universities funding to train teachers in special 

education strategies (Yell, 2015). 

In 1975 Congress members, parents, children with disabilities, educational professionals, 

medical doctors, and other concerned professionals collaborated to create the seminal legislation 

Public Law 94-142, The Education for all Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA), later renamed 

and hereafter referred to as IDEA. Co-authors of the legislation, Senators John Brandemas, and 

Bob Stafford recount this coalition’s importance and the impactful lessons gained from expert 

testimony (U.S. Senate Report, 1985). In the 1985 Hearing before the Subcommittee on the 

Handicapped, Senator Brandemas stated, 
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We listened to horror stories from educators, state officials, parents, and representatives 

of handicapped groups who told us of handicapped children placed in schools but left to 

languish without help; of children allowed to stagnate in large, impersonal state 

institutions; of children simply left at home with no chance of education at all. (U.S. 

Senate Report, 1985, p. 19) 

This law helped bridge the gap for children still excluded from the public education 

system. This law was considered a fiscal policy for many due to the administrative funding 

provisions awarded to states that developed education policies for students with disabilities 

(Rodriguez & Murawski, 2020). However, it was also an influential civil rights act that promoted 

the development of a unique and individualized program for each student, ages 3 to 21, who 

qualified for specialized instruction and services through nondiscriminatory testing and 

placement procedures. Additionally, it guaranteed students a FAPE in the least restrictive 

environment (LRE). The law also protected student and family rights through due process 

procedures and intensified parent involvement in developing the IEP (Rodriguez & Murawski, 

2020; Yell, 2015). 

 Since the passage of IDEA, the law has evolved through reauthorizations in 1983, 1986, 

1990, 1997, and 2004, largely due to advocacy by parents at the local level as well as testimony 

from parent and companion stakeholders (e.g., close relatives, community members, educators, 

etc.) at Congressional hearings (Rossetti et al., 2021; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2002). 

For example, in 1990, individual transition plans were added and specified that the student aid in 

the plan’s construction to help the student transition to post-secondary activities. Additionally, 

the law was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act which marked the initiation 

of using "person-first" language (e.g., changing the label of "handicapped" to "individual with a 
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disability") (Yell, 2015). The failed reauthorization punctuated the power of parental advocacy in 

1995. Parental protests of specific components related to discipline and the recoupment of 

attorney’s fees delayed the process until 1997 (Turnbull et al., 2011).  

In a briefing on the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, advocates ranging from family 

members, public attorneys, research institutes, federal agencies, and local special education 

teachers came together to provide their input and experiences related to students' civil rights with 

disabilities (U.S. Senate Report, 2003). Specifically, these experts testified to the lack of 

compliance to educate students in the least restrictive environment, the over-representation of 

students of color in special education, disciplinary exclusions of students in special education, 

limited parent training, and overwhelming paperwork. The presentation of their views and 

recommendations resulted in significant changes in better meeting the needs of their children, 

valuing the input from the students in their programming, and promoting respectful language 

when describing individuals with disabilities. In 2004, the Senate Committee on Health, 

Education, Labor, and Pensions heard and heeded input and complaints from parents, educators, 

health providers, and others that IDEA required numerous amendments to improve the quality of 

education for students with disabilities. The U.S. Senate Report found and reinforced this 

concept through specific language related to the parent/family role in the student’s education. 

The findings proclaimed, 

Over 30 years of research and experience have demonstrated that the education of 

children with disabilities can be made more effective by strengthening the role of parents 

and ensuring that families of such children have meaningful opportunities to participate 

in the education of their children at school and home. (U.S. Senate Report, 2003, p. 105) 
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The commitment of these strong, unified voices promoted progress and positive change in the 

education of children with disabilities (Rossetti et al., 2021). Also, they demonstrated the 

importance of public advocacy as both relevant and powerful at the federal and local level.  

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and the  
Intended Family-Professional Partnership 

The cornerstone of IDEA (2004) is the rigorous development and proper implementation 

of the IEP, a document that explicitly describes and directs how a child with a disability receives 

FAPE (Yell, 2015). Free and appropriate education is defined as special education and related 

services that: (a) are provided at public expense; (b) meet the standards of the state public 

education agency; (c) include appropriate preschool, elementary, or secondary school education; 

and (d) are provided in conformity with the IEP (20 USC §1400 (8) (2105)). Many components 

make up the IEP. However, in essence, the document outlines the student’s current academic and 

functional performance, annual goals, and the specific service plan that ensures reasonable 

progress on the goals (Yell, 2015). To develop such a program, IDEA (2004) describes the 

mandatory IEP team members and their role in working together to design the child’s unique 

program. These members must associate effectively as an FPP to create a robust and 

appropriately ambitious IEP (Turnbull et al., 2017).  

There are various relationships to consider when thinking of effective FPPs, particularly 

related to the members of an IEP team. For example, interactions between student-parent, 

student-educators, student-community members, parent-educators, educators-educators, parent-

community members, and educator-community members are essential in pairs and as a team. 

While all IEP team members are equally important, IDEA emphasizes the importance of parental 

involvement in the development of their child’s IEP as one of the six principles of the law (Jung, 

2011; Yell, 2015). The IDEA distinctly promotes parent involvement by outlining how to 
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address parent concerns and disagreement (IDEA § 1414(d)(3)(A) (ii), IDEA § 1416 (b)(6)) as 

well as how to include parent input on critical factors such as the student’s present levels of 

performance and placement (IDEA § 1414 (d)(4)(A), IDEA § 1414 (e)). Congress also 

punctuates the parent-professional partnership by asserting the student’s success depends on 

"strengthening the role of parents" in conjunction with "highly qualified teachers" who have 

"high expectations" (20 USC §1400(c)(5)(B). Finally, parent involvement is explicitly  supported 

by seminal court cases providing precedence for IEP teams. For example, an Illinois court held, 

[T]he failure to receive and consider parental information, including evaluations they 

may obtain, directly denies parents the pivotal role they should enjoy in the development 

of their child’s placement. This role includes not only providing evaluations or other 

information, but discussing such information. Consideration of such outside information 

also ensures that a program is individualized and provides a check on the judgments 

being made by school officials regarding the child. (Community Consolidated Sch. Dist. 

No. 180, 27 IDELR 1004, 1005-06) 

Thus, lawmakers and the court systems accept and promote the importance of having 

diverse team members work together to develop the student’s program. Diverse teams are 

supported in the literature as extant studies indicate the positive link between family and 

professional engagement and collaboration (Blue-Banning et al., 2004; Epstein, 2018; Francis et 

al., 2020; Haines et al., 2017). Therefore, all team members within the IEP team must create 

solid and productive partnerships that value each other's expertise and input (Mueller & Vick, 

2019). Characteristics of cooperative teams include individuals who engage in reciprocal, 

interactive communication, demonstrate trust and respect for each team member's expertise, and 

share responsibility for the student's well-being (Francis et al., 2020; Gershwin, 2020). Families, 
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schools, and neighboring communities that collaborate and create supportive, individualized 

programming observe students who stay in school longer, have better attendance, earn higher 

grades, demonstrate increased social skills, and increase involvement in post-secondary 

academics and obtaining jobs (Barton, 2003; Francis et al., 2020; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 

Another beneficial outcome of strong FPPs is the creation of high-performing school systems 

with corresponding characteristics, including effective leadership, research-based curriculum, 

high-leverage practices, explicit instruction, increased professional development, and increased 

community involvement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Riccomini et al., 2017). Interestingly, 

although a myriad of positive outcomes are associated with developing and maintaining strong, 

productive FPPs in IEP meetings, research indicates multiple barriers exist that restrict 

collaboration and active participation during IEP meetings (Gershwin, 2020; Mueller, 2009). 

Consequently, poor partnerships relate to higher rates of conflict resulting in mediation and due 

process (Goldman & Burke, 2017). Understanding these barriers may aid teams in creating more 

inclusive meeting environments.  

Barriers to Meaningful Collaboration 

Extant research indicates common obstacles impeding family-professional interactions, 

including limited voice, power imbalance, lack of cultural responsiveness, and mistrust (Francis 

et al., 2020; Mueller, 2009; Mueller & Vick, 2019; Rossetti et al., 2017). Each of these barriers is 

described in detail to provide context on how they might affect the FPP within the IEP meeting. 

Limited Voice  

Limited parent "voice" is one concept that appears consistently in research. In a survey 

examining parent experiences and perceptions of attended IEP meetings, parents described the 

IEP meetings as frustrating, overwhelming, disappointing, and anxiety-inducing (Zeitlin & 
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Curcic, 2014, p. 385). Ultimately, these obstacles created depersonalized meetings focused on 

paperwork and compliance rather than collaborative programming. Parents from multiple studies 

reported feeling lost due to a focus on confusing paperwork and team members' overuse of 

jargon (Rossetti et al., 2017; Zeitlin & Curcic, 2014). These results are consistent with other 

studies in which parents reported feeling school professionals view their role as passive and 

unimportant. In a study about fathers' unique experiences during IEP meetings, researchers 

Mueller and Buckley (2014) interviewed 20 fathers and found every one of the respondents 

reported feeling like outsiders even when they were active partners. One father noted,  

I absolutely feel like I’m the odd man out, and I’m talking a different language coming 

from a guy’s point of view. . . . It’s both in general and obviously it’s more difficult 

because I’m not the one on the front lines. I think if I were the one that had the day-to-

day relationship with the teachers, it might be different, but my wife has that . . . and so, I 

just kind of feel like a wart. (p. 43) 

Team members may engage in behaviors that contribute to these feelings  through their 

actions before and during meetings. Examples include coming to meetings with predetermined 

goals, completed (finalized) paperwork, and reading paperwork to families rather than having a 

discussion (Cavendish & Connor, 2018; Childre & Chambers, 2005). These claims are supported 

by findings that school staff dominates discussions during IEP meetings (Martin et al., 2006; 

Ruppar & Gaffney, 2011). Specifically, a study conducted by Martin et al. (2006) concluded that 

after observing 109 IEP meetings, special education teachers spoke 51% of the time compared to 

family members speaking only 15% of the time. Another study examining the content and notes 

from 66 students' IEPs and IEP meetings revealed that when parents provided their input, 

concerns, and programming priorities, this information was rarely translated into IEP paperwork 
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in a way that affected changes to the programming (Kurth et al., 2019). It is easy to see why 

parents report feeling excluded from the discussion and decision-making process during the IEP 

meeting (Gershwin, 2020).  

Parent participation, voice, and engagement are deemed so critical that it is also identified 

and monitored through statutory guidance. Indicator 8: Parent Involvement of the State 

Performance Plan (SPP) is "the percent of parents with a child receiving special education 

services who report that schools facilitated parent involvement as a means of improving services 

and results for children with disabilities" (Office of Special Education Programs, 2018, p. 80). 

Unfortunately, the accountability metrics have been static, remaining between 58% to 65% from 

2016 to 2018, indicating minimal changes in promoting parent involvement (Office of Special 

Education Programs, 2016, 2017, 2018). Readers should consider these statistics cautiously as 

states use a variety of methodologies and measures to determine performances. Thus, results may 

not be comparable. However, the range of percentages seems to suggest that by whatever metric 

being used, only slightly more than half of parents view schools as facilitating their involvement. 

In a study geared toward understanding dimensions that contribute to parents’ perception of their 

involvement in the IEP process, Elbaum et al.(2016) found many respondents reported minimal 

instances where school personnel asked for parent input, were responsive to parent initiations, or 

considered parent suggestions to IEP services or accommodations. Powerful themes included 

"the school is rigid about choices provided," "teachers are not accessible," and "school does not 

involve parents about placement decisions" (p. 7). 

Power Imbalance 

The perception of exclusion significantly affects the feeling of power within a 

conversation. Over 20 years of research reveals parents feel significant power imbalances with 
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other IEP team members stemming from  a lack of special education knowledge, opportunity for 

input, and invitations to communicate during IEP meetings (Deardorff & Yeager, 2021; Francis 

et al., 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Mueller & Vick, 2019). As 

mentioned, IDEA directs the IEP team to engage in an equal partnership with families; however, 

this has not always been translated to the actual experiences of family members during IEP 

meetings. In a study identifying perception of power, 929 mothers of students with disabilities 

responded to a question asking who they identified as holding the most power during IEP 

meetings. Their responses overwhelmingly indicated that they viewed the school administrator 

(49%) as holding the most power, followed by the teacher (17%), and the parent (16.5%) 

(Deardorff & Yeager, 2021).  

Many parents reported feeling judged, accused, and intruded upon due to personal 

questions related to home and health. These perceptions are likely  exacerbated by feelings of 

failure and devaluation based on the American social context of being a parent of a child with a 

disability as a deficit (Valle, 2018). In a narrative study by Valle (2018), one parent crystalized 

these feelings when she described her experience hearing her child’s diagnosis,  

The first stages, as a mother, you’re trying to take care of yourself emotionally in trying 

to deal with a child that maybe reflects on you not being as good as you should be to 

society. It’s not that you feel that way but that’s how society looks at you. You did 

something wrong. You’re grieving and dealing with all these labels and all of these guilt 

feelings—right or wrong—that you have inside. (p 11)  

Additionally, families reported feeling they must advocate for services causing a rift in 

school-family relationships (Deardorff & Yeager, 2021; Rossetti et al., 2017). Further, because 

the special education process is steeped in policy and procedure, staff may consider a successful 
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IEP meeting to be the competent completion of paperwork and the dissemination of information. 

At the same time, the outcome for a parent is understanding and accessing support for their child. 

While both are important, the family may leave having to deal with lingering emotions (Valle, 

2018).  

Lack of Cultural Responsiveness  

Significant barriers to collaboration seem to be compounded when families are from 

historically marginalized groups such as race, culture, language, and social class resulting in 

parents feeling overwhelmed and unequal compared to educators (Harry, 2008). This is 

intensified when families face additional barriers due to being refugee or immigrant families as 

they may have additional challenges associated with trauma or cultural differences (Rossetti et 

al., 2017). For the current project, the definition of people who are culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CLD), used by Rossetti et al. (2017), was adopted and framed as “individuals whose 

primary language is not English and /or who are not European American (Rossetti et al., 2017 p. 

173). This category is not intended to be simple, as the population of students with disabilities 

from CLD families is diverse and growing. Tran et al. (2018) reported that the number of 

students from CLD families has grown by more than 300,000 over the past 10 years. Extant 

studies bring to light the unique experiences CLD families encounter and navigate, spanning 

from identifying a disability through adulthood. For example, Lovelace et al. (2018) reported that 

African American children were more likely to be misdiagnosed or diagnosed late due to 

families reporting symptoms such as late speech or behavior concerns rather than symptoms 

related to an overarching disability such as autism spectrum disorder.  

Staff actions that escalate negative experiences include stereotyping, being culturally and 

religiously insensitive, using educational jargon, offering inappropriate accommodations related 
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to language, providing limited information about meetings, and demonstrating minimal respect 

for family expertise (Harry, 2008; Jung, 2011; Rossetti et al., 2017). Various research studies 

reported that negative perceptions held by educators created a chasm between parents and staff. 

For example, Lo (2012) noted an underlying assumption that families should actively (and 

vocally) participate in IEP discussions and when making educational decisions. However, these 

value-laden practices were not always shared with families from other cultures. This expectation 

may not be comfortable or be understood as a role on the team by all team members, thus 

creating an unforeseen misunderstanding (Lo, 2012).  

Rossetti et al. (2021) discussed differences in treatment and communication between staff 

and families. For example, families from high socioeconomic systems are more likely to 

communicate with IEP teams using jargon and referencing research related to the student’s 

disability. Furthermore, staff is more likely to share insider information with White families 

related to the student’s programming and disability than with Latinx, Black, and Native 

American families. A study exploring Spanish-speaking and English-speaking parents 

experiences with the IEP process during the COVID-19 pandemic identified linguistic barriers as 

an obstacle to parent involvement and to their child receiving appropriate services. In essence, 

non-English-speaking families were less likely to report a lapse in services (Alba et al., 2022). 

Other marginalized families, such as those who are economically disadvantaged or live in rural 

communities, reported challenges with limited internet connectivity and, thus, fewer 

opportunities to attend virtual IEP meetings (Glessner & Johnson, 2020).  

Mistrust 

Trust between families and professionals has been defined as an essential, foundational 

interaction found in mutually beneficial, reciprocal partnerships that share responsibility for a 
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common goal (Francis et al., 2016; Gershwin, 2020). In education, that goal is positive student 

outcomes. Common factors that erode trust among team members include  communication 

breakdowns; misunderstandings due to complicated paperwork, procedures, and jargon; and the 

lack of perceived (or real) competence (Kyzar et al., 2019; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Zeitlin & 

Curcic, 2014). If parents feel they have been coerced into a decision or not taken seriously, trust 

is eventually broken (Valle, 2011). 

Exclusionary practices such as those previously described directly contribute to a lack of 

trust among team members, particularly between staff and parents. This, in turn, creates conflict 

(Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000). For example, in a recent case, MC v. Antelope 

Valley Union High School District, a procedural violation came to questioning parental 

participation. In this case, the IEP team, including the parent, met and agreed upon the IEP. 

However, a week after the team met, a staff member noted an error related to the service 

provisions and, rather than notifying the parent, unilaterally changed the service minutes without 

sending the parent notification of the change. As a result, the parent filed a due process 

complaint, and, subsequently, the case progressed to the Ninth Circuit Court, where the Court 

found the procedural error was likely to have caused a loss of educational benefit as the parent 

did not have the opportunity to participate in the formulation of the student's program (Yell et al., 

2022). Experiences such as this and the barriers discussed create mistrust, which may result in 

conflict.  

Special Education Conflict and Dispute Resolution 

To ensure school districts follow appropriate and inclusive procedures when identifying, 

evaluating, and making educational decisions for a child with a suspected disability, Congress 

established a means for families and students to monitor and dispute decisions made by school 
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districts (Simon, 2018). If families do not believe the district has followed the procedures or if 

they disagree with the identification, evaluation, or placement of their child, formal dispute-

resolution mechanisms can be accessed (Yell, 2015). These procedural safeguards provide 

guidance on how to formally disagree with a district's offer of FAPE. Families may pursue any 

of the three following formal dispute resolution options: (a) mediation (IDEA 34 CF R. § 

300.506), (b) due process (IDEA 34 CF R. § 300.511), and (c) state complaint procedures (IDEA 

34 CF R. § 300.151-153). Once a written complaint is filed, the parties must attend a resolution 

session within 15 days of the formal request unless both parties decline (in writing) to waive the 

meeting. This session is a meeting among all party members to work out a solution before filing 

the formal request for mediation or due process hearing (IDEA 34 CF R. §. 300.510).   

Mediation 

Mediation is a voluntary process where parents and districts meet with the assistance of a 

trained, impartial third-party party mediator to resolve disagreements. The state is responsible for 

any costs associated with the mediation and maintains and randomly assigns a mediator upon 

request. If an agreement is reached, both parties sign a binding written agreement (IDEA 34 CF 

R. § 300.506). Mediation can be requested at any time by either party. Still, it is often associated 

with the first step in resolution to avoid proceeding to a more formal method such as due process. 

In the 1997 reauthorization of IDEA, mediation was established as a choice when a due process 

hearing is requested to resolve before more formal procedures (Simon, 2018). Mediators do not 

decide on the outcome, but instead offer strategies and support to help parties work towards 

agreement; thus, they must be knowledgeable in laws and regulations relating to special 

education and trained in effective mediation techniques. This process is often considered less 

adversarial as the IEP team's goal is to work together to come to a resolution (Blackwell & 
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Blackwell, 2015; Mueller, 2009; Yell, 2015). National data indicate that mediation sessions 

averaged between 4,000 and 6,000 per year between 2009 and 2020 (CADRE, 2019b).  

There are advantages associated with using mediation as a method for dispute resolution, 

particularly because of the focus on parties communicating effectively. To promote cooperation, 

some states discourage the use of attorneys in mediation sessions. However, having attorneys 

present can help even the playing field related to expertise in special education terms and 

processes (McMurtrey, 2016).  

Due Process Hearing 

Once a written complaint is filed and the parties have attended or waived a resolution 

meeting, the parties involved in the dispute have an opportunity to proceed to a due process 

hearing. The state or local agency is responsible for conducting this hearing. Mandatory 

components of this process include using a qualified hearing officer, and all issues must have 

been previously raised in the written complaint. The team has 30 days from the day the 

complaint is filed to reach an agreement and a 45-day timeline for the hearing officer's final 

decision. Also, a hearing must be requested within two years of the alleged action (IDEA 34 CF 

R. § 300.511). 

A due process hearing is the most formal, legalistic, and adversarial of the dispute 

resolution options. Congress intentionally designed the process to be adversarial as they wanted 

to ensure both the parents and the school had the same opportunity to present their arguments 

(Cope-Kasten, 2013; Yell, 2015). As mentioned, an impartial third-party hearing officer hears 

both sides; considers the issues, testimony, and evidence presented by both sides; and then settles 

the dispute (Yell, 2015). Both parties are usually represented by an attorney and, thus, can 

become quite costly. According to Mueller et al. (2008), due process hearings are often unfair, 
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costly, time-consuming, emotionally draining, and typically cause more strain on the school-

parent partnership. Still, the use of due process to lodge and resolve complaints continues to be 

the most widely used option, despite its adversarial nature, high cost, and tendency to decide in 

favor of districts (Blackwell & Blackwell, 2015; Center for Appropriate Dispute Resolution in 

Special Education [CADRE], 2019a; Karanxha & Zirkel, 2014). Karanxha and Zirkel (2014) 

examined the frequency and outcomes of 809 published court decisions between 1998 and 2012. 

Findings indicated districts prevailed in 59% of the cases. Mueller and Carranza (2011) reported 

parents are more likely to initiate a due process hearing than districts. In the 2017-18 reporting 

period, there were 20,014 due process hearing requests (nationally) (CADRE, 2019b). However, 

fully adjudicated hearings resulted in 1,933 cases. Hearing officers can grant extensions beyond 

the 45-day timeline, which can increase financial costs related to expert and attorney fees as well 

as emotional costs to the family and educators. Most importantly, the student may experience 

educational costs while the outcome is being decided (Cope-Kasten, 2013; Mueller & Carranza, 

2011; Scanlon et al., 2018). Because this process has been reported as complex, emotional, 

costly, and disproportionately in favor  districts, it is recommended to be accessed only as a last 

resort (Cope-Kasten, 2013; Karanxha & Zirkel, 2014; Mueller, 2017).  

If possible, utilizing alternate dispute resolution (ADR) methods that promote 

collaboration can aid in accomplishing two desired results, an agreement on the IEP and 

bolstering or even repairing the team's working relationship (Scanlon et al., 2018). Research on 

ADR processes has shown that participants are more satisfied with informal processes, such as 

IEP facilitation, that help to repair relationships and encourage collaborative problem-solving. 

(Cope-Kasten, 2013; Mueller, 2015). The CADRE, a nationally-funded technical assistance 

center promoting the use of collaborative dispute resolution methods for resolving disagreements 
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between families and schools (About Us, 2015), acknowledges the need for a more cost-effective 

and less adversarial process and names FIEP as a promising method (CADRE, 2004; Mason & 

Goldman, 2017).  

Alternate Dispute Resolution: The Facilitated  
Individualized Education Plan 

As mentioned, the FIEP was created to address barriers present in conducting an IEP 

meeting where all members share equal responsibility for engaging in a collaborative, productive 

process to develop a student’s IEP (Bellinger & Little, 2000; Little et al., 2013). By definition, 

the FIEP is a meeting guided by a trained facilitator who uses visual tools (e.g., agenda, 

outcomes, norms, parking lot, and graphic recording) and specific techniques (e.g., active 

listening, strategic questioning, refocusing on outcomes, enforcing process agreements, etc.) to 

enable teams to build and improve relationships, increase effective communication consistent 

with respect and understanding, focus the conversation on the needs of the student, resolve 

conflict, and ultimately reach consensus (Little & Little, 2018).  

The facilitator promotes collective input from all team members to develop an IEP based 

on student strengths and weaknesses (CADRE, 2019a). Currently, 41 states are offering FIEP as 

an option to reduce the need for more formalized dispute resolution mechanisms (CADRE, 

2019b; Mason & Goldman, 2017). A FIEP at the state level is provided at no cost to the family 

or district. While there are a variety of methods to request a state-level FIEP, most states have a 

request form requiring both parties (district and family) to agree to the meeting (CADRE, 2004; 

Mason & Goldman, 2017). When a FIEP is used as an ADR method, the meeting is conducted 

by a neutral facilitator who utilizes organizational tools to guide the discussion and collaboration 

strategies to promote full participation by all team members. The facilitator does not provide any 

content suggestions or recommendations related to the student’s program. Rather, their role is to 
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guide the group through the agenda to reach agreed-upon outcomes for the meeting. 

Additionally, the neutral facilitator employs specific conflict resolution techniques to help the 

team reconcile their differences (CADRE, 2019a; Little et al., 2013; Mueller & Vick, 2019).  

To date, research related to outcomes of state-level FIEP meetings is promising. In a 

study conducted by Mason and Goldman (2017), findings indicated that all states who 

participated in the study were satisfied with the FIEP process and outcomes of the meeting. In 

another study by Goldman and Mason (2018), FIEP participant feedback was gathered related to 

successful meeting outcomes and the perceived need for a more formal dispute resolution 

process after attending the FIEP. Findings indicated that 94% of the meetings ended in either a 

complete agreement or partial agreement, 44% indicated that the facilitation process reduced the 

probability of other more formal processes needed, and 43% of the respondents agreed that the 

relationship between the IEP team members was improved by the end of the meeting. Another 

significant result of the study linked meeting participants' perception of the facilitator's skill level 

to the success of the meeting. The facilitator's positive skill traits provided in the feedback 

included remaining neutral, keeping the discussion focused on the student's strengths and 

conversations centered on the purpose of the meeting, and creating a safe environment to share 

information (Goldman & Mason, 2018). Acknowledging the role and impact of a trained 

facilitator is essential when making decisions about implementing FIEP meetings, either at the 

state or local level (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Goldman & Mason, 2018; Mueller, 2009; Mueller & 

Vick, 2019).  
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Facilitated Individualized Education 
Plan: A Promising and  
Preventative Practice 

While FIEP meetings have gained attention as a valuable and effective ADR method, the 

concept is gaining popularity at the local level as an improved way to conduct collaborative IEP 

meetings (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Mueller, 2009). In a study by Mueller and Vick (2019) 

investigating the experiences of 32 IEP team members who attended a FIEP meeting at the local 

level, respondents indicated overwhelmingly positive feedback related to the FIEP procedures 

and collaborative activities. Study participants shared that "these procedures transformed their 

FIEP meetings by creating a collaborative opportunity to talk through the IEP so that goals could 

be mutually designed, and any disagreements could be addressed, as needed" (p. 77). However, 

unlike the ADR FIEP meeting, in meetings where conflict was not present, the facilitator was a 

member of the IEP team and, thus, not neutral. Input from these dual-role facilitators (i.e., the 

special education teacher and facilitator) indicated that the specialized facilitator training applied 

to all IEP meetings and enhanced the typical meeting (Mueller & Vick, 2019). This is critical 

when considering the numerous barriers and negative experiences reported in typical IEP 

meetings as outlined in the previous section. Another outcome of the study by Mueller and Vick 

(2019) was the identification of five key procedural FIEP practices. These are: (a) premeeting 

with team members, (b) using an agenda, (c) using meeting norms, (d) using a parking lot, and 

(e) using visual charting tools. Additional studies support using these and similar FIEP tools and 

techniques to strengthen the FPP and ultimately affect positive outcomes for the student (Beck & 

DeSutter, 2020; Epstein, 2018; Mueller, 2009, 2019; Mueller & Vick, 2019). 
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Learning to Collaborate 

When team members function collaboratively in a reciprocal relationship, positive 

outcomes are more likely achieved. For example, Mueller and Vick (2019) noted when IEP team 

members contribute equally to discussions about the student, conflict is reduced, and 

relationships are strengthened. In addition, other studies confirm effective IEP teams functioning 

as meaningful FPPs increase trust, efficacy, shared responsibility for student learning, and 

ultimately student achievement (Blue-Banning et al., 2004; Epstein, 2018; Francis et al., 2016; 

Haines et al., 2017; Mueller & Vick, 2019). Furthermore, when teams collaborate effectively, 

student success increases, attendance improves, and negative behaviors are reduced (Mereoiu et 

al., 2016). Therefore, it is crucial to foster teams that value each other's expertise and understand 

the value of working with one another.  

Epstein (2018) supported this concept through the definition of the professional teacher 

as one "who understands that education is the shared responsibility of home, school and 

community" (p. 401) and community members as "professionals across departments and outside 

school walls" (p. 403). In addition, Lindsay et al. (2018) reported an increase in successful 

transitions from school to post-secondary activities because of increased family-school 

communication and engagement. The importance of team interconnectedness is emphasized by 

promoting the need for coordinated services and time to connect with other professionals to 

"make sure everyone has the most helpful, accurate, and up-to-date information about 

opportunities" (Lindsay et al., 2018, p. 282).  

Basham et al.(2010) focused on collaborating effectively to develop accessible and 

authentic curricular experiences that enhanced and ensured student transition to other 

environments. Additionally, the IEP team's focus on designing individualized, appropriate, and 
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valuable instructional as well as physical accommodations is an example of how productive, 

reciprocal interactions within the IEP team provide essential insights to the FPP in developing a 

program that addresses the student needs (Basham et al., 2010).  

Research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic punctuates the need for effective 

collaboration. Because communities were forced to shift methods of communication and 

collaboration, some communication methods improved for family professional relationships. 

These included establishing, training, and supporting new and unique communication methods 

(teleconferencing, learning platforms, etc.), increasing opportunities to communicate 

(educational check-in, support with home learning, and virtual IEP meetings), and developing 

flexible meeting times and locations (IEP meetings conducted from home or work via 

teleconferencing platforms) (Glessner & Johnson, 2020; Steed et al., 2021). 

Conclusion 

As mentioned in the introduction, there is limited pre-service and licensed teacher 

training that explicitly instructs how to conduct productive, collaborative IEP meetings, even 

though numerous studies indicate the need for this guidance (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Mueller & 

Vick, 2019). This chapter provided evidence of the need for strong FPPs as they function in the 

IEP team capacity. In addition, the information suggested the need for future research focusing 

on implementing FIEP meetings to combat barriers found in IEP meetings and promote focused 

productive team collaboration. Many educators need specialized instruction on conducting 

effective IEP meetings (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Mueller & Vick, 2019). Therefore, it is critical 

to identify programs that address this deficit.  

One study identified a specific FIEP training as quality training that successfully prepares 

educators to work collaboratively with their colleagues and families, implement conflict 
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resolution techniques, and follow a productive process (Mueller & Wagner, 2017). However, a 

limitation of the study was the lack of identifying the specific activities that promoted educator 

competence and confidence in the skills acquired. In addition, it would be beneficial to know if 

the tools and techniques remained valuable and practical to implement over time. To gather this 

information, I sought to capture participants' lived experiences who attended this FIEP training 

and implemented techniques learned. A deep understanding of the participants' experiences adds 

to productive IEP meeting practice and policy. This study adds to this very limited research.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Purpose of Study 
 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences and perceptions of educators 

who attended the FIEP CPR training and identify associated outcomes experienced during a 

meeting once the trained educators implemented tools and techniques from the training. As noted 

in various studies, it is critical that training is devised to provide educators with the necessary 

knowledge and skills to foster meaningful FPPs and conduct collaborative IEP meetings (Beck & 

DeSutter, 2020; Kyzar et al., 2019; Mueller & Vick, 2019). Therefore, through this qualitative, 

phenomenological research study, I gathered data specific to the participants’ experiences with 

the FIEP training, how they transferred their knowledge into practice, and what specific 

techniques they found most useful upon application. This information deepened my 

understanding of the training techniques educators believed were most effective in their learning 

and the specific techniques and tools educators found to be successful in improving the IEP 

process.  

Exploratory Research Questions 

The research questions for this study focused on exploring how a group of licensed 

educators viewed their learning experience and, ultimately, their confidence in utilizing 

facilitative behaviors to conduct IEP meetings after participating in the FIEP CPR training. 

Q1 What are the experiences of licensed educators who participated in the FIEP CPR 
training?   
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Q2 How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participants' outcomes 
of the IEP meetings?   

 
Research Question 1 

This question addressed the participants' experiences and perceptions of the FIEP CPR 

training. This question provided insight into participants' perceptions of the training activity’s 

strengths and weaknesses. The participants had specific examples of what furthered or hindered 

their growth. In addition, any improvements could be made to address issues they are faced with 

when running an IEP meeting. Using strategic, semi-structured open-ended interview questions, I 

probed for instances that provided effective instruction and practice as well as specific activities 

that aided them in feeling confident and competent in conducting a collaborative FIEP meeting.  

This question helped attain the larger goal of this study to have a deeper understanding of 

effective training activities used in FIEP training to promote educator ability, confidence, and 

competence in FIEP implementation and collaboration with FPPs. 

Research Question 2 

Question 2 provided an opportunity to explore the participants' experiences implementing 

the facilitation strategies, tools, and techniques after the training. The semi-structured open-

ended interview questions elicited rich descriptions of how certain tools or techniques increased 

collaborative problem-solving, meeting structures, participation, and understanding of the IEP 

process and student strengths and challenges as well as the student’s individualized 

programming. This question helped to identify and confirm common effective facilitative tools 

found in this and similar studies.  

Research Design 

Qualitative research concentrates on understanding participants’ experiences, attitudes, 

opinions, and beliefs, constructing their knowledge, and the meaning they assign to these 
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experiences (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For this study, the approach 

focused on the experiences of licensed educators during and after attending the FIEP CPR 

training. Creswell and Creswell (2018) described qualitative research as a design to explain 

behavior and attitudes through an inquiry process of understanding a social or human problem. 

Furthermore, qualitative design is recommended for studies that seek to discover variables and 

relationships to generate theories and models to uncover causes and pathways to possible 

outcomes (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that "research 

focused on discovery, insight and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied 

offers the greatest promise of making a difference in people's lives" (p. 134). Thus, using a 

qualitative research design allowed me to uncover and understand the perspectives and 

phenomena experienced by licensed educators to obtain critical information related to preparing 

educators to conduct effective IEP meetings. This approach also shaped many aspects of the 

research design process, such as the research questions, the data collection, and data analysis 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

When constructing a qualitative design, the researcher must be aware of critical 

characteristics including collecting data within the natural setting, utilizing the researcher as a 

key instrument, employing multiple methods, organizing data inductively, reflecting diverse 

perspectives and meanings, acknowledging context, having an emergent design, and maintaining 

reflexivity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Qualitative researchers commit to collecting data in a 

natural setting. Rather than using instruments such as a survey or contriving the setting, the 

researcher seeks to interact with the participant within their environment using multiple data 

collection methods such as interview, observation, and document examination.  
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When collecting the data, the researcher becomes the key instrument in data collection. 

Because the researcher is closely involved with the process, it is essential that they disclose their 

background and how it informs the study. The researcher organizes the data inductively through 

this process, shaping themes as they emerge from the data. This relies heavily on the researcher’s 

deductive thinking and logic. While interacting with the participants, multiple perspectives and 

meanings emerge. The researcher must acknowledge these viewpoints as an essential part of the 

study. 

Similarly, the context or setting in which the participant lives or works shall be 

appreciated for its unique influence on the participant’s experiences. This includes social, 

political, cultural, and historical elements. Finally, because the design is emergent, the researcher 

must be flexible, allowing for shifts once data collection begins. This is one of the reasons the 

use of semi-structured research questions was essential. For example, interview questions may 

gradually develop as the conversation occurs and information is presented (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Researchers bring certain philosophical assumptions to their research that inform the 

direction of the research goals and outcomes. Once the researcher identifies their philosophy, 

formulating the research problem, research questions, and inquiry process becomes more 

evident. 

Phenomenology: Constructivism  

The theoretical framework for this study was phenomenological which focuses on the 

lived experiences of participants (Neubauer et al., 2019). This is in line with constructivist John 

Dewy who proclaimed that learning occurs through linking experiences and situations. He felt so 

strongly about this learning theory that he recommended students' interests and experiences 

inform educational lessons and classroom design (Nathan & Sawyer, 2014). Crotty (1998) 
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described the constructivist philosophy as the belief that meaning emerges from humans' 

conscious engagement with the world and that this meaning is useful, liberating, meaningful, and 

rewarding. Turnbull et al. (2022) added social constructivists intend to understand why actions 

occur when individuals interact. 

Philosophically, I believe that we learn best through our interactions with others or the 

world in general, developing understanding through lived experiences. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) described philosophical assumptions as a worldview or "a basic set of beliefs that guide 

action" (p. 28). In planning this study, I pondered the philosophical worldview I brought to the 

study based on my professional experiences, interest in specific areas of study, and my reading 

of the research literature.  

As a researcher, I sought to better understand the world in which I live and work. 

Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended conducting a phenomenological study when the 

researcher intends to develop a composite description of a lived experience and interpret its 

meaning through the development of common themes. Therefore, to develop a true 

understanding of the phenomenon, it was critical to acknowledge and consider the complexities 

of multiple perspectives and experiences and to consider including the historical and cultural 

characteristics of the study participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Using a phenomenological 

approach and social constructivist framework, I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

to delve into the lived experiences of team members who participated in the FIEP CPR training 

over the past three years. The interview questions posed to participants remained broad and 

open-ended to enable the researcher to listen to the participant’s views and construct meaning 

from their lived experiences. Creating broad questions allowed me to develop a theory 

inductively, building and shaping patterns and themes through the research process. 
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Interview Methodology 

Interview methodology is one form of data collection used in qualitative research design 

that provides rich, relevant insights into the study’s purpose (DeMarrais & Lapan, 2004). In 

phenomenological studies, in-depth interviews are the primary form of data collection. The 

interaction between the researcher and study participants is the principal method for acquiring 

information, particularly when interested in understanding the lived experiences of the research 

participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Interview methodology can be categorized into three distinct categories--highly structured, semi-

structured, and unstructured interviews. Highly structured interviews contain predetermined 

wording and the order of the research questions. This type of interview can be likened to an oral 

survey requiring the interviewer to deliver questions to each respondent in the same order and 

manner, allowing for no flexibility or probing questions. Semi-structured interviews are more 

flexible. While they contain predetermined questions, the interviewer probes the participant with 

open-ended questions and encourages a natural flow to the conversation. The unstructured 

interview does not use established questions. Instead, the interviewer asks open-ended questions 

based on the topic, promoting a conversational tone (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Because this study was based on a constructivist phenomenological approach, I selected 

the semi-structured interview format. Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended the interview 

questions remain broad and open-ended to enable the researcher to listen attentively to the 

participant, constructing meaning from their accounts and probing further when appropriate. This 

flexibility within the interview allowed the respondents to share their thoughts informally and 

expand their responses (Lochmiller, 2019). Once the purpose of the study was determined and 

research questions were constructed, a thorough interview process was constructed using the 
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following steps: (1) identify the participants, (2) determine the suitable type of interview 

(structured, semi-structured, or unstructured), (3) consider any ethical issues, (4) plan logistical 

aspects (location or method, appropriate and reliable recording device, etc.), (5) design the 

interview protocol, and (6) pilot the questions (Castillo-Montoya, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018; 

DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). 

Using a semi-structured interview method enabled me to gather rich, thick descriptions of 

the educator’s perspectives and perceptions related to their thoughts, beliefs, and experiences 

about the FIEP CPR training activities, and the usability of the tools and outcomes related to the 

educator’s new practices (Creswell & Poth, 2018; DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). This was 

integral in genuinely understanding their lived experiences and, in turn, using that information to 

develop relevant themes.  

Researcher’s Stance 

Researcher reflexivity is the qualitative practice where the researcher considers their 

biases, values and personal background related to the study. Because the researcher is regarded 

as the key instrument in the collection of data, they must identify these beliefs and experiences 

up front so that the researcher can think reflexively and honestly about their ownership in 

shaping the study and interpretation of the phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Creswell and Poth (2018) compelled the writer to ensure "all writing is 

‘positioned’ and within a stance" (p. 366), meaning the researcher must describe, in detail, their 

biases, and experiences or lack of experiences they may bring to the study, particularly when 

using a methodology that involves close contact with the participants.  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) emphasized the importance of using reflexivity and stance to 

better understand the relationships between the researcher or "self" and the participants/audience 
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or "others." The authors expand these concepts by describing the value of the insider/outsider 

stance in developing trust with the participants. For example, because I have been a special 

educator, the study participants may have considered me an insider and felt compelled to share 

more details with me due to our common careers. On the other hand, because I am a parent of a 

child with disabilities, some educators may have felt I was an outsider and answered interview 

questions more conservatively. Groenewald (2018) stated, "Phenomenologists . . . believe that 

the researcher cannot be detached from his/her own presuppositions and that the researcher 

should not pretend otherwise" (p. 45). Mortari (2015) ensured that taking the time to outline any 

possible relationships and power dynamics enables the researcher to legitimize and validate the 

research procedures. Neubauer et al. (2019) made another important point practiced in 

hermeneutic phenomenology which acknowledges the role of the researcher in the inquiry. 

Rather than bracketing the researcher’s expertise, this knowledge guides the study in 

investigating the lived experiences, reflecting on emerging themes and simultaneously reflecting 

on their own experiences. Below I have described my stance related to the intertwining of the 

researcher, parent, educator, participant, trainer, and now, the owner. 

Parent 

Having a child with a disability provides many unique insights into the special education 

experience. My son is now an adult with a disability which means I attended over 20 years of 

IEP meetings as a parent. During this time, I experienced meetings that were organized and 

conducted with varied approaches. Some were conversational, some were organized, and others 

were disorganized. There were times that I noticed team members who did not seem to know my 

son, who did not participate in the discussion, and who visibly did not want to be there but 

attended due to legal obligations. In contrast, there were meetings where every member was 
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active in the discussion, focused on developing a complete program, and excited to learn about 

my son’s unique needs related to their role on his special education team.  

As a parent who is also a trained special educator, I experienced differing levels of 

respect and inclusion from different team members. I felt fortunate to understand the intent of the 

IEP meeting and, at times, the respect of team members in valuing my suggestions for 

programming. However, there were also meetings where I was told to let my son’s school team 

make the decisions, leaving me feeling shut out and unwelcome. With these examples in mind, it 

is clear that I brought strong memories, beliefs, and values based on my experiences attending 

IEP meetings as a parent to this study.  

Licensed Special Education Teacher  

For over 30 years, I conducted and attended copious IEP meetings as a special education 

teacher. Unfortunately, I received no formal training until very late in my career, thus developing 

my craft through observation, trial, and error. Due to my close relationship with all team 

members, including the student’s parents, most IEP meetings were pleasant and resulted in 

positive outcomes. However, because I did not truly understand the process for conducting a 

collaborative and compliant meeting, I remorsefully acknowledge the numerous programs that 

we, as a team, developed that may not have genuinely met all the needs of the students. After 

receiving the formal training, I was elated and took multiple measures to implement and practice 

the skills, tools, and techniques that would create a conversational, collaborative, and compliant 

meeting. However, I acknowledge this was my experience, not necessarily the experience, 

attitude, or behaviors of all training participants.  
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Licensed Special Education  
Administrator  

I attended the training selected for this study when I was a special education 

administrator. As the local education agency representative and the district special education 

administrator, I regularly attended or ran high-profile meetings when the teams were 

experiencing conflict. Before the training, these meetings were commonly riddled with negative 

practices such as disrespectful or devaluing behaviors, long meeting durations or multiple 

sessions for the same meeting, lack of preparation, use of jargon, off-topic conversations, chaotic 

processes (e.g., team members entering and leaving the meeting at different times), 

disproportionate participation, decisions based on the needs of the team members rather than the 

student needs, etc. However, after learning and implementing the tools and techniques from the 

training, I experienced an immediate and positive change in many of the mentioned issues. Based 

on this, I formulated a strategic professional development plan to have every case manager, 

school psychologist, speech pathologist, and site administrator trained to facilitate meetings. 

Additionally, I offered stakeholder training for parents and auxiliary team members (e.g., 

additional related service providers, advocates, attorneys, community members, etc.) to ensure 

all IEP meetings were facilitated with an organized, collaborative, and guided process. This 

change took three years but resulted in less conflict, a marked decrease in due process filings, 

and an increase in collaboration.   

Trainer and Co-owner of the  
Company that Provides  
the Training  

A year after my initial training experience, I contacted the company owners and became a 

part-time trainer while continuing my position as an administrator. This opportunity increased 

my proficiency and punctuated my enthusiasm. It also allowed me to connect with special 
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educators across the nation, hear their experiences, and provide them with support, coaching, and 

training in the facilitation process. Ten years later, I acquired the business from the original 

owners allowing me to update any content or activities to ensure the training continues to meet 

the needs of present-day IEP teams.  

I was fortunate that I could attend multiple trainings and foster my skills through teaching 

the content and repetition of the content. However, that is not the typical professional 

development opportunity for licensed educators. Thus, through this study, I gained an 

understanding and insight into the perceptions and experiences of the typical attendee. As a co-

owner, the information gained from the data analysis helped to promote skill acquisition and 

identify and adapt any activities or content that required change. These experiences, coupled 

with my beliefs and values related to special education, are closely enmeshed with the research 

process and the participants' perceptions. As intended, in phenomenological studies, the 

inevitable integration between researcher and subject helped to evolve an understanding of the 

phenomenon and foster a rich study. I also kept a reflexive journal throughout the study which 

promoted reflection related to interactions with participants and the development of the theories 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Participants 

 After approval from the Institutional Review Board (Appendix A), purposeful, snowball 

sampling was used to identify licensed special education personnel who met the inclusion 

criteria. Alase (2017) identified this method as one that provides the researcher the opportunity 

to gather information-rich data related to the phenomena. The author noted, “Eliciting a 

homogenous sample group aided in understanding the overall perceptions among the 

participant's lived experiences" (p. 13). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) deemed purposeful sampling 
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appropriate when the researchers want to "discover, understand and gain insight and therefore 

must select a sample from which the most can be learned" (p. 96). In this study, purposeful, 

sampling increased the probability for obtaining a homogenous sample group. Snowball 

sampling occurred as a method to address the limited response return upon initial recruitment.  

Inclusionary and Exclusionary  
Criteria 

 In order to ensure the inclusion and exclusion criteria directly related to the purpose of the 

study, attendance in the training and implementation of the methods after the training, were part 

of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The definition of special education personnel for this 

study included special education teachers, related service providers, school psychologists, and 

site or district-level administrators. To be included in this study, all special education personnel 

were over 18 years of age and met the following criteria: (a) were current, active educators in 

public or charter school districts; (b) had received training from trainers other than myself and 

have not had communicated with me related to business operations (e.g., contract development 

or scheduling training); (c) had completed the in-person or online IEP facilitation course between 

one and three year prior to the study; (d) had facilitated a minimum of two meetings using 

facilitation techniques learned from the training); and (e) had provided consent to participate in 

the study.  

Participant Recruitment 

Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, the process for gathering 

participants included first identifying a list of possible candidates based on the listed criteria. The 

information was collected from training registration sheets maintained on the Customer 

Relationship Management (CRM) software, which captures the name and emails of all trainings. 

Because I am a co-owner of the business, I had full access to this list. Clients were not surprised 
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by the email contacting them as all training participants were informed before and during the 

training that we maintain client records and will intermittently contact them to check on their 

implementation status and offer them updated training information. Within the CRM program, I 

was able to sort training candidates by training completion date, and trainer’s names to control 

for two inclusion criteria: (a) participants had received training from trainers other than myself 

and (b) participants completed the in-person or online IEP facilitation course between one and 

three year prior to the study.  

 When determining the number of candidates to recruit, I relied on recommendations from 

qualitative research literature for achieving the “gold standard” for saturation or collecting data 

until no new concepts or themes emerge (Mthuli et al., 2021; van Rijnsoever, 2017). Many 

researchers and guides in qualitative research recommend a study to include anywhere between 3 

to 20 participants explaining that flexibility in the sampling number is crucial for collecting more 

participants if needed to reach saturation (Alase, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; van Rijnsoever, 2017). Thus, factoring in the probability of non-responses and 

potential exclusion, I emailed 35 candidates the initial recruitment email. The correspondence 

described the study’s purpose, and procedures and clarified that the research project was 

voluntary, and that the participant could withdraw at any point without explanation (see 

Appendix B). Interested participants were prompted to click on an embedded link to answer 

demographic information and the rest of the inclusionary questions described above. The 

questionnaire ensured respondents fit the criteria to participate in the study. If the participant 

answered “no” to any of the inclusion criteria, the survey automatically skipped to the end where 

participants were thanked for their time. If the participant answered “yes” to all the survey 

questions, they were automatically forwarded to the demographic section and informed consent 
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checkbox. The survey then notified the respondent that they would receive an email to set up a 

day and time for the interview (see Appendix D). All candidates who answered the survey fit the 

criteria, thus no respondents were eliminated from the study. If there was no response to the 

email, the candidate was emailed a follow-up email (see Appendix C).  

 Because I started the recruitment procedure during the summer, I found that many 

educators were not accessible. Therefore, two follow-up emails were sent after the start of the 

school year (see Appendix C). In addition, I contacted the director or other participants to ask for 

additional names and contact information to increase my pool of potential candidates. This 

snowball sampling strategy resulted in an increased response rate. All email exchanges were 

stored on a password-protected computer device. Of the 35 individuals contacted, 11 responded, 

indicating interest in the study. All 11 fit the criteria for participation and were included in the 

study sample. Demographics were gathered from their completed surveys.  

All respondents received the face to face training prior to COVID. Six participants 

completed the training one year ago, three completed it two years ago and the final three 

completed it three years ago. While there was a variability in trainers, the content and process of 

the training remained the same. All trainers attend a trainer-for- trainer course that provides 

systematic instruction to ensure content mastery, required presentation and activity procedures, 

and the required learning space design. Trainers receive certification after demonstrating mastery 

in setting up the training environment and conducting the training with integrity and fidelity.  All 

were female and had between 8 and 35 years of experience in the educational field. Eight of the 

11 participants identified as being Caucasian, with one identifying as being Caucasian/Latina. 

One participant identified her race as Asian and another as “other.” Participants varied in current 

positions including four special education teachers, two administrators, two school 
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psychologists, a program specialist, a speech pathologist, and a social worker. Nine of the 

participants had graduate-level degrees, and two had bachelor’s degrees.   

The number of meetings facilitated varied greatly; participants reported having facilitated 

as few as 5 meetings and as many as 600. The respondent who answered 600 noted that her 

district had committed to her facilitating all meetings for the last three years and that as a school 

psychologist, she facilitated meetings across multiple campuses. The majority of respondents 

estimated facilitating between 25 and 50 meetings between their training experience and the time 

of the interview. Eight of the 11 participants identified their school district as suburban, and two 

indicated that their district was rural. Only one identified as teaching in an urban district. Table 

one provides demographic information for each participant including the participant’s unique 

identification number, role in the district, years of experience, meetings facilitated, highest level 

of education, race/ethnicity, district setting, and geographic location.  
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Table 1 

Demographic Information 

 
 

Participant 

 
 

Role in District 

 
Years of 

Experience 

 
Meetings 

Facilitated 

 
Highest Level 
of Education 

 
Race/ 

Ethnicity 

 
District 
Setting 

 
 

Geographic Location 
 

1 Special education 
teacher 

 

13 8 Masters Caucasian Suburban Midwestern state 

2 Speech 
pathologist 

18 50+ Masters Caucasian Suburban Midwestern state 
 

3 Special education 
teacher 

 

22 5 Bachelors Caucasian Rural Midwestern state 

4 Special education 
teacher 

 

22? 5 Masters Caucasian Rural Midwestern state 

5 Social worker 14 30+ Masters Other Suburban Midwestern state 
 

6 Special education 
teacher 

 

  8 15 Bachelors Caucasian Suburban Midwestern state 

7 Special education 
teacher/HS 

 

23 30-40 Bachelors Caucasian Suburban Midwestern state 

8 School 
psychologist 

 

10 600 Masters Caucasian Suburban Southwestern state 

9 School 
psychologist 

 

17 25 Doctorate Caucasian/ 
Latina 

Urban Southwestern state 

10 Director of 
special 
education 

 

35 50 Masters Caucasian Suburban Southwestern state 

11 Program 
specialist 

 

  8 5 Masters Asian Suburban Southwestern state 

 
Ethical Assurances for Participants 

As a researcher, it was my responsibility is to consider ethical components when 

designing and conducting the study; therefore, a descriptive consent form was attached to the 

initial recruitment email to ensure participants understood the potential risks and benefits 

associated with the study (see Appendix C) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). In addition, before constructing research documents (e.g., research descriptions, 

recruitment emails, demographic questions, and the interview protocol), it was important to 

anticipate possible ethical issues. To do this, I prepared all research instruments keeping in mind 

three main principles: respect, beneficence, and justice (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). 
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To ensure respectful recruitment, the study description and informed consent included 

details about the researcher, the participant’s role in the study, the right to withdraw from the 

study, the data collection process, and confidentiality protection (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Providing written information to the participant ensured they understood the context of the study, 

what the study entailed, and that their participation was voluntary without coercion or penalty 

(Alase, 2017). Confidentiality, protecting the identity of the participants, and ensuring the 

security of information were critical ethical factors to address and monitor throughout the study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this study, pseudonyms were assigned to conceal the identity of 

participants. In addition, all other identifying information such as the name of the school, district, 

county, town, or city was removed. To ensure the adequate safekeeping of the data, all collected 

information was stored in a locked password-protected computer program accessible by the 

researcher and second coder. Raw data, including audiotapes and transcription text, will be kept 

for three years after the completion of the study, and then will be permanently deleted for the 

protection of the participants (Alase, 2017).  

Beneficence ensures that the participants are not harmed during or as a result of the study 

and that they should gain some benefit from the research (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). Because 

the study was voluntary and used pseudonyms, there were no foreseeable risks for participants. 

Multiple participants reported that they were glad to have participated in the study as it reminded 

them of tools and techniques that they had forgotten or wanted to brush up on. Thus, a direct 

benefit to the participants regarding this study was the opportunity to reflect on the training 

activities and skills learned. The findings benefit special education practitioners and researchers 

as a whole by better understanding the experiences of the participants who attended the IEP CPR 

training and their perception of useful facilitation tools and techniques. Further, this study 
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contributes to an expansion of the literature about this emerging practice. Finally, to address 

justice through equity and fairness in the recruitment and treatment of subjects, participants were 

recruited based on the purpose of the study rather than from convenience (Remler & Van Ryzin, 

2011). Specific inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in this study were followed in the 

enlistment of the subjects (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, it was essential to ensure no 

one group, or participant benefited or was more burdened than another. Receiving approval of all 

study documents from the University’s IRB ensured these ethical considerations were met 

(Appendices A-G). 

Data Collection Procedures 

Interview Data  

Ten of the eleven interviews were conducted by zoom and one via phone based on 

participant request. The interview sessions lasted between 22.37 and 49.47 minutes. The average 

interview was approximately 30 minutes. Interviews were audio taped with an external recording 

device for transcription purposes. Qualitative research promotes an in-depth understanding of a 

phenomenon (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Creswell & Poth, 2018). A well-constructed interview 

delivers rich, focused, meaningful data permitting deep exploration into the meanings of the 

lived experiences (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Therefore, it was important to develop a sound 

semi-structured interview protocol that enabled me to thoroughly examine the phenomenon and 

remain focused on the purpose and desired outcomes of the study. Research guides on 

conducting effective interviews suggested steps to consider, such as how to best: (a) select 

participants; (b) establish the time; (c) gain trust and build rapport; (d) finalize the order, quality, 

and clarity of the interview questions; and (e) establish the process of conducting the interview 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Not only did I use these suggestions when developing the protocol, but 
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I also used Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) Interview Protocol Refinement framework (IPR) to 

develop an interview protocol that gathered strong, reliable data. The four-phase process of the 

IPR framework included: (a) aligning interview questions with the research questions, (b) 

constructing inquiry-based questions, (c) eliciting feedback on protocols, and (d) piloting the 

protocol.   

The interview protocol for this study was developed using recommendations from 

Creswell and Poth’s (2018) research text, Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) IPR, and the researcher’s 

previous experiences developing and conducting interview protocols. The final interview 

protocol provided a flexible guide and addressed the following concepts: (a) overall perceptions 

and experiences related to the IEP CPR training; (b) IEP meeting processes before the training; 

(c) IEP meeting processes after the training; and (d) reflections on facilitative strategies, tools, or 

techniques they use from the training (see Appendix F). 

Aligning Interview Questions with  
the Research Question  

The interview questions for this study consisted of semi-structured, open-ended 

questions. The questions were structured to probe and explore the participant’s feelings, 

experiences, and perceptions of the IEP CPR facilitation training activities as well as associated 

outcomes experienced during meetings, where the trained educators implemented tools and 

techniques from the training. The interview questions evolved from foundational questions to 

inquiry-based questions probing to better understand participants' perspectives and experiences 

(Castillo-Montoya, 2016; Patton, 2015).  
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Constructing an Inquiry-Based  
Conversation 

Because the interview questions acted as the conduit to achieve understanding, they were 

constructed in a common, clear format avoiding complex structure or jargon. Additionally, the 

questions contained specific probes to avoid overwhelming the participant with broad topics and 

to encourage detailed descriptions (Castillo-Montoya, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018). To ensure 

the questions were inquiry-based, I infused social rules of conversation into the questions, 

meaning asking questions relevant to the interviewee based on their experiences. For example, 

the first question asked about their overall impression of the training including any examples of 

aspects of the training that stood out to them. Because the inclusion criteria required participants 

to attend the training in the past three years, the question was bounded by a period they could 

recall. Other strategies to ensure the interview was conversational and informative included 

describing the interview process, asking one question at a time, allowing time for the interviewee 

to answer without interruption, and being aware of the participant’s tone to alert any need for 

clarification or reframing (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Thus, the protocol included four types of 

questions: introductory questions (general, non-threatening questions to start the conversation), 

transition questions (linking the introductory question to key questions), key questions (related to 

the purpose of the study), and closing questions (signaling an end to the interview and 

stimulating final thoughts) (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).  

 To ensure my protocol was thoughtful and organized, I scripted the introduction, 

transitions between questions, and potential follow-up questions. Based on previous experiences 

interviewing study participants, scripting aided with keeping focused while also planning for 

deeper conversations. In addition, having possible probes allowed for intentional flexibility.  
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Once the protocol was developed, I asked for input from my dissertation committee and 

individuals who had a deep understanding of the purpose of the study (i.e., trainers, other 

participants, etc.) but were not participating in the study. In addition, I asked for feedback on 

protocol structure, length, comprehension, and style. This process, including feedback from the 

committee, helped me to reevaluate interview questions and revise them to increase clarity and 

illicit richer responses. In turn, this increased the reliability and trustworthiness of the data 

(Castillo-Montoya, 2016).  

Piloting the Interview Protocol  

The final phase of the IPR was to pilot the interview protocol. In previous studies, I 

skipped this step and regretted it immediately. The first interview set the foundation for all future 

interviews (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Piloting the first interview, provided insight into the subtle 

nuances of interviewing, such as pacing, phrasing, need for clarification, managing data 

collection materials (audiotape, teleconferencing system, field notes, etc.), and estimating the 

length of the interview sessions. I piloted my interview with a colleague who did not join the 

study but who had specific knowledge of the content and was able to provide me with helpful 

feedback. For example, during the pilot, when the participant did not provide clarity in the 

answer, I found it critical to restate the question to elicit more information in their own words. 

When reviewing the transcript from the pilot interview, I noticed that I paraphrased the 

participant's words to ensure I understood their meaning. However, upon reflection, this did not 

provide me with rich, descriptive data in the participants’ own words. Therefore, in subsequent 

interviews I made sure to ask open ended questions starting with phrases such as “tell me more 

about” or “can you describe”. 
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Data Analysis 

According to Creswell and Poth (2018), data analysis involves "organizing the data, 

conducting a preliminary read-through of the database, coding and organizing themes, 

representing the data, and forming an interpretation of them" (p. 302). Additionally, quality data 

analysis includes results backed with rationale and documentation of methods and evidence 

substantiated through participant quotes (Brantlinger et al., 2005). In this study, I used three 

sources of data interview transcripts, journaling, and field notes each will be described below.  

The interview transcript analyses followed three overarching steps: data preparation, data 

identification, and data manipulation. This was a cyclical and iterative process. Data preparation 

involved transcribing each audio-taped interview verbatim using a well-known transcription 

company. Once transcriptions were finalized, I listened to each interview while reading the 

transcripts to correct any inaccurate wording and redact identifying information. This step was 

critical in ensuring accuracy. For example, Participant six’s transcript was very choppy with 

multiple interruptions. Being able to re-listen to the recorded interview while comparing it to the 

transcript provided an opportunity for clarity and as a result more accurate coding. In addition, 

listening to and reviewing the transcripts also helped to gain a feeling of the data and frame 

overarching findings. When ideas or themes emerged, I added my thoughts to the bottom of each 

corresponding interview field note as well as in the document margin. 

The data identification phase occurred simultaneously as well as after the data 

preparation phase. As I read through each transcript, when an important concept, word, or theme 

was found, I assigned “open code” within the margins of the document using the “comment” 

feature of Microsoft Word. This process enabled me to break the data into discrete parts. In 
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qualitative research, this is considered open coding which is a fluid process "opening" the 

researcher up to developing theories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Oliveria et al., 2015). 

 Simultaneously, peer debriefing was conducted by my research advisor who is an expert 

in the field of special education, teacher preparation, and implementing IEP facilitation 

techniques. She read all transcripts and created an independent coding list. After that, we met on 

zoom, shared the screen, and thoroughly reviewed and discussed the thought process and 

meaning of each open code. After rigorous discussion, we agreed upon an initial list of 

categories and themes.  

Next, I began axial coding to further explore and refine the themes. Axial coding 

occurred by reviewing the open codes, identifying relationships, and grouping them into 

categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Oliveria et al., 2015). By grouping open codes into 

categories with repetitive concepts, I began to make connections between the open codes and 

organize the data into similar themes. A code list was developed on a word document to help 

organize and keep track of the categories and codes. When a new code emerged that didn’t fit 

into the initial category or themes, the code was added and highlighted as a reminder that this 

was an iteration to discuss with my peer debriefer/advisor and to consider during the ongoing 

review. As the categories and themes became more constant, a column was added to the code list 

for quotes that supported or emphasized each category and theme to the list. The codebook was 

reviewed periodically to build interpretation and understanding of the phenomenon (Saldaña, 

2013). Once the axial codes were determined, I met again with my peer debriefer to review and 

reorganize the existing categories and themes.  This occurred one more time to flush out any 

overlapping themes.  
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Field Notes 

Field notes were created to capture audible and physical observations, interviewer 

reflections on meanings and impressions, as well as the research process. Deggs and Hernandez 

(2018) described various types of field notes including direct observations, inference notes 

relating to social relationships or emotions, analytic notes reflecting theory, interview notes 

about the interview and interviewee, and personal journal notes reflecting personal feelings, 

emotions, and reactions related to all research processes. Each type of field note was also applied 

to this study to develop a rich data source derived from open, transparent, reflexive observations 

(Deggs & Hernandez, 2018). All field notes were completed during or immediately after the 

interview to ensure the memory of the impressions was fresh. In addition, field notes were 

reviewed periodically to triangulate the data.  

During the interview, repetitive or emphasized concepts including the participants' 

strongest thoughts, experiences, and perceptions, were captured in note form. In addition, if the 

participant used a particular inflection or demonstrated emotion, descriptors were jotted down to 

provide context. Immediately after the interview, field notes were reviewed and additional 

comments or clarified thoughts were added to clarify when coding and analyzing. Before starting 

Chapter IV, each participant’s field notes were again reviewed and coded line-by-line. This 

process was beneficial as it supported initial thoughts and assisted in combining or collapsing 

themes. Table 2 describes the use of each field note type including direct observations, inference 

notes, interview notes, analytic notes, and personal journaling. The purpose of the field note, 

such as gathering impressions of emotions through body language or verbal intonation, research 

process experiences, and content application (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Field Notes 

Field Notes Purpose Example 
   
Interview notes 
Direct observation 
 

Interview and interviewee Sat up, smiled 
Shook head in dismay 

Inference notes Emotions Voice change: excitement/enthusiasm 
Laughed when recalling a meeting 
 

Analytic notes Application Visual tools: increases understanding 
Facilitative language: increases 

participation 
 

Researcher’s personal journal Personal feelings 
Emotions and reactions 
 
Research process 

experiences 

1st interview felt awkward 
Excited: respondents are experiencing 

successful FIEP meetings 
Research process  
Develop interviewee spreadsheet 
Timeline 
 

 

Trustworthiness and Credibility in 
Qualitative Research 

 
Trustworthiness refers to the rigor and confidence of the study as it relates to data 

collection, interpretation, and methodology. There are many methods to establish the 

trustworthiness of a study. In a qualitative study, the researcher focuses on the credibility, 

transferability, reliability, and confirmability of the project. Figure 2 describes the processes used 

to achieve each (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 
 
Quality Frameworks in Qualitative Research 

 

 
Credibility and Reliability   
 

Credibility refers to confidence in the truth of the study. To address the credibility of this 

study, I maintained analytic and personal field notes as well as a research journal throughout the 

process with accurate, transparent, and reflective descriptions. Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018) 

recommend using field notes to provide rich content for analysis. For the field notes, I created 

individual interview protocols on a word document and used them to record contextual 

information noted during the interview. After each interview, I immediately reviewed the field 

notes to add impressions that were not captured in real-time. Then, I continued to refine these 

notes while listening to and preparing the transcripts for accuracy. The field notes were hand 

coded with the same line-by-line process as the transcripts. In addition, I reviewed my findings 
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with peers to reveal any alternative interpretations and check for unproductive bias (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018).  

Another strategy I used to ensure credibility was engaging a second coder to check 

interpretations against the data. This second coder was also my research advisor who is an expert 

in qualitative research methodology, special education, and IEP facilitation. Additionally, she 

has attended the CPR IEP training which added a layer of expertise in interpreting the training 

experiences of participants. We decided that as an expert in the field, the independent coder 

would review, and code all interview data for this study. Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended 

following specific procedures to assure intercoder agreement. These included becoming familiar 

with the coding process. Following this recommendation, we each developed a list of 

preliminary codes after reading 5 of the 11 transcripts; then we met to discuss and develop a 

shared codebook. Next, we applied the codebook to an agreed-upon unit of text and code and 

compared coding. In the final stage, we had a rigorous discussion about how to use categories to 

sort similar data points so that they described the characteristics of that specific category. This 

process allowed us to collapse the many parts into whole concepts and then identify specific 

themes within the categories (Morse, 2008). After completing the reliability coding, we 

discussed the codes and determined and negotiated any disagreements until a new code was 

established. There was no need for a third independent coder as we were able to agree on final 

categories and themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). To ensure 

credibility, I also implemented reliability measures by maintaining a detailed audit process and 

conducting “member checks.” 
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Member Checking 
 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended returning the final report (not raw data) or 

descriptions of themes to respondents to check for accuracy and congruency with their 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). After coding the interviews, I emailed all 11 participants 

a summary of interpreted data arranged into common themes (Birt et al., 2016). This encouraged 

the participants to confirm or contest my interpretation of findings and add any additional 

thoughts about the themes if so desired. In addition, the member checks ensured the data was 

translated into authentic and supportive evidence throughout the study. To receive this useful 

information promptly the email provided clear instructions for how to complete the member 

check activity and set a due date for remittance. The time parameter was critical in makings sure 

I had ample time to address any inconsistencies, consider relevant additions, and add additional 

information gained from the member checks to the manuscript. Specifically, participants were 

asked to follow two steps:   

(1) Review the attached theme summaries and indicate Agree or Disagree when 

responding to the email. 

(2) Add any additional thoughts or experiences below each theme that you think would 

add to the strength of the study.  

Six of the eleven participants responded. Of those who responded, all agreed to the 

summarized findings and only one provided additional comments related to the value of using a 

visual tool called group memory. I added this information to the theme, organized, consistent 

process.  There were no overt risks associated with the member checking for this study. Research 

cautions against potential harm to participants by “looking at experiences of marginalized 

populations or populations who have experienced trauma” (Candela, 2019 p. 620). However, this 
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type of trauma was not a part of this study topic. Some research experts warn against the risk of 

participant distress when seeing their spoken words in type. To address this, I did not add any 

direct quotes to the summaries and the themes were conceptualized. None of the participants 

indicated any hesitation with the process (Candela, 2019). Because the participants were asked to 

respond via email, there was no need for transcription of the member checks. All returned 

member checks were cataloged on the demographic spreadsheet. The member check with 

feedback was hand-coded and added to the data spreadsheet.  

Transferability 

Transferability is the ability to generalize research findings to other settings or groups 

(Connelly, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2015). Transferability was established by providing evidence 

that could apply to other IEP teams. I used purposeful sampling to ensure the participants met the 

criteria for reasonable transferability and “rich thick description” to provide readers the 

opportunity to “transfer the conclusions of the study to other settings or populations (Palinkas et 

al., 2015, p. 10). For example, participants’ inclusionary criteria included practicing licensed 

educators who implemented facilitation tools and techniques. This maxim ensured transferability 

to any special education practitioner who is currently in practice and who conducts or 

participates in IEP meetings. This can be difficult in qualitative research due to the researcher’s 

intention to study a specific issue that may only generalize to a small group. However, as 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted, "The researcher has an obligation to provide enough detailed 

description of the study’s context to enable the readers to compare the ‘fit’ with their situations" 

(p. 256). This was accomplished through thick, rich descriptions of the experiences, perceptions, 

settings, and population so that readers were able to determine the transferability as it relates to 

them. 
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Confirmability  

It is imperative to ensure the findings of the study reflect the experiences and perceptions 

of the participants and not of the researcher. The researcher must be able to demonstrate that the 

findings are consistent with the data collected (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To assure 

confirmability, member checking, and continuous reflection were conducted to ensure 

conclusions reflected the participants’ experiences and views. As an expert in IEP facilitation, a 

parent of a person with a disability, and a retired educator, it is important to acknowledge my 

role of “researcher as an instrument.” Through the interview and analysis process, I used my 

expertise to observe details and participants’ comments, evolve interview questions based on 

those concepts, and apply meaning to construct themes. With that said, I was careful to limit my 

voice and self-disclosure during the interview to not persuade the participant or negatively affect 

the discussion if the event the respondent might perceive me as being more knowledgeable about 

the topic and subsequently hinder their responses (Pezalla et al., 2012).  

Triangulation 

Triangulation uses multiple sources of data methods to build justifications for themes and 

increase understanding of the phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In this study, I used 

multiple distinct datasets including the interview transcripts, a second coder as well as 

journaling, descriptive field notes, and member checking to address each research question and 

provide corroborating evidence which validated the accuracy and credibility of the study 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). All artifacts were coded following the same line-by-line procedure, 

analyzed for emergent themes, meaningfulness, and relevance to the study, and agreement or 

contradiction of participants’ perspectives. These triangulation strategies contributed to the 

relevance and context of the study as well as the validity and credibility of the findings. 
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Peer Feedback: The Researcher’s  
Doctoral Committee 

 To assess the process and product of the study, it is advised that an external audit is 

conducted by a committee or personnel not related to the study. This can also be conducted by a 

peer familiar with the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Because 

this study was a component of the doctoral process, my doctoral committee provided peer 

feedback for this study during the proposal and analysis phases. Four committee members served 

on my doctoral committee. Each brought expertise in specific areas of research, providing 

critical input. The committee chair, as an expert in qualitative research, facilitated IEP meetings, 

family professional partnerships, and special education law, and provided additional insight into 

the topic of IEP facilitation. The three remaining members were also experts in qualitative 

research as well as educational research, consultation, family support and advocacy, and personal 

preparation and, thus, provided me with recommendations on how to expand the literature 

review and interview protocols to devise, conduct, and analyze the study.  

Conclusion 

 Through qualitative inquiry, I sought to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

educators who attended a structured FIEP training and their reported experiences when using 

specific FIEP tools and techniques to facilitate meetings after completing the training. Based on 

previous research, IEP team members report the need for processes that create unified, 

collaborative, and equitable meetings. Thus, this study is critical in understanding and 

implementing practices that forge meaningful collaboration among FPPs and specifically 

between IEP team members.  

To ensure the study was conducted with integrity, I used a variety of methods. First, I 

provided a rationale for using a qualitative approach to address the research questions. Then, I 
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followed an outline of the principles of phenomenological interviewing which included offering 

a description of the sampling procedures used to select and recruit the study participants. Finally, 

I discussed, in detail, my data collection and data analysis procedures and described how I 

addressed credibility and trustworthiness as they impact qualitative research. The results of the 

study provided beneficial information related to developing collaborative IEP meeting processes.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESULTS 
 

This study explored the perceptions of educators regarding their experiences with 

attending IEP facilitation training and implementing their learned facilitative tools and 

techniques for subsequent IEP meetings. Findings from the study indicated the participants had 

an overwhelmingly positive and meaningful experience with the training that included adult 

learning preferences and best practices for preparing for and facilitating collaborative IEP 

meetings. Detailed thematic analysis revealed three major categories in response to the research 

questions. Q1 posed, “What are the experiences of in-service educators who participated in the 

FIEP CPR training?” This resulted in forming the category that provided valuable training 

experiences which were divided across four major themes: (a) engaging learning environment; 

(b) experienced knowledgeable trainers; (c) interactive opportunities to practice new skills; and 

(c) interactive opportunities to collaborate.  

Q2 queried, “How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participant’s 

outcomes of the IEP meetings?” Two categories evolved from this question. The first, improved 

the IEP process, was divided across two major themes: (a) increased team preparation; and (b) 

increased participation and understanding. The second category, organized consistent process 

through strategic tools and techniques was divided into six themes: (a) agenda; (b) outcomes; (c) 

parking lot; (d) norms; (e) group memory; (f) roles; and (g) facilitative language (see Table 3). 

Data obtained from the interviews in support of each category and corresponding themes are 

presented here. 
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Table 3 

Categories and Themes  

 
Category 

 
Themes 

 
   
Provided a valuable training 

experience 
Engaging learning environment 
Experienced knowledgeable trainers 
Opportunities to practice new skills 
Opportunities to collaborate  
 

Improved the IEP process 
 

Increased team preparation 
Increased team participation and understanding 
 

Organized consistent process through 
strategic tools and techniques 

Agenda 
Outcomes 
Parking lot 
Norms 
Group memory 
Roles 
Facilitative language 
 

 
Valuable Training Experience 

Engaging Learning Environment 

All participants appreciated the engaging learning environment that was provided 

throughout the training. Specifically, participants described an engaging learning environment 

that included a combination of direct instruction, modeling, discussion, and practice. Participants 

mentioned each of these activities as a successful way to learn new skills, refresh and reframe 

existing skills, and interact with the content. For example, one participant spoke about the 

delivery of information as it related to her learning style, “It hit all the areas, the hear, see, say, 

do . . . so, I felt like they hit everything. We heard it. We saw the material, with the visual. We 

had to say it, and then we had to do it in an application.”  
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Along the same lines, a participant described it as a harmony of information and activities 

saying, “It was like a balance, I guess, like a lot of good information but, at the same time, 

implementing it and practicing it, and being shown how it's going to work versus just a sit-and-

get.” All 11 participants expanded on this description further by adding their appreciation of the 

practical information. For example, one respondent mentioned being excited about the content, 

“I remember thinking, oh, this is real life thing that I can take and immediately use. This is real, 

immediate . . .  good, practical stuff I can use, and I really appreciated that.” A director, who 

attended the training with her staff, mentioned the power of thinking about a specific IEP team or 

IEP meeting when learning the skills. She described the effect she has seen as a result, “I think it 

has been impactful for some of my staff . . . that has really helped people to think about those 

challenging needs and reframe them in a way that we can . . . set them up for success.” A case 

manager added her perspective on how the information added to her existing practices, stating 

that the training was “very interactive and dynamic. I didn't feel like I was being told something I 

already knew. It was taking what I already do and actually learning something new about how to 

implement something and it was so much interaction and practice.”  

Large- and small-group activities were also named as effective strategies for thinking 

through how to apply different techniques as well as providing a safe environment for “allowing 

us to ask questions.” One participant reflected on the large- and small-group discussions as being 

a strong way to think through applications,  

They gave us different scenarios that said . . . how would you handle this? What kind of 

meeting would you have? What kinds of communication would you utilize? Just different 

things that we as special educators, and just our team in general, would see on kind of a 

regular basis. They gave us real examples, not just the textbook examples . . . it was real 
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examples, of real people, who've actually sat through and [have] done some of these 

things. 

There was strong agreement across participants that the “high quality, training materials” 

such as visual charts, videos, and the manual supported their learning and increased their 

understanding of the FIEP process. This participant appreciated watching video demonstrations 

and then breaking into small groups,  

One of the cool things was . . . to see a lot of video and really do a lot of discussions in a 

small group and breakout rooms where we were able to watch the video and practice how 

we would do the facilitated IEP.  

Another described how watching the demonstration videos aided in providing an “idea of what 

the setup [of the facilitated IEP meeting] should be like.” Using the manual as a tool during and 

after the training emerged across participant feedback. One participant indicated using her 

manual after the training to remind her of the techniques or set up for a difficult meeting. During 

the interview, the participant actually sat up, got a big smile on her face, and exclaimed, 

I liked the workbook we could then go back to . . . because if we weren't in an IEP 

meeting [after the training], it's hard to process that unless you're in the moment. It was 

good to have that and be like, ‘Oh, what should I have done in that [situation] . . . going 

back and reviewing the training [workbook]! 

A district leader expanded on this practice when thinking about how to encourage 

implementation across her district. She shared, “When I started revisiting and trying to explore 

our district using facilitated IEP, I got back into it, got my manual out, started prepping and 

getting all the information back in my brain.” 
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Experienced and Knowledgeable  
Trainers 
 
 Trainer expertise was mentioned across participants as an important component of the 

effectiveness of the training. When describing the trainers, one participant’s body language 

indicated her frustration when thinking about trainers who do not have practical experience. She 

then went on to describe the trainers she had for this workshop: “They had a very broad 

background in special ed, in terms of like being administrators, being teachers themselves. So, 

they had a lot to pull from.” The trainers’ experiences in facilitating meetings were recognized 

among participants in helping to provide suggestions for complex conversations. Another 

respondent noted, “The trainers were very knowledgeable . . . the fact that the trainers’ 

background is education . . . they know what to say in a meeting.” Participants found this to be 

especially comforting when considering how difficult it might be to change their standard 

practices. One participant described this feeling eloquently, “The trainers have facilitated so 

many meetings and they have been in my shoes of having to change how they run meetings. It 

encouraged me to be able to hear their stories and experiences.” Additional comments about the 

benefit of the trainers’ expertise and style were provided across participants using words to 

describe them as knowledgeable, encouraging, engaging, and interactive.  

Participants also recognized how the trainers used many of the facilitation tools and 

techniques to conduct the training and model the model which provided cognitive support in 

learning, understanding, and internalizing the concepts. One participant mentioned the benefit of 

seeing the charts, “all the visuals really helped because it . . . showed you how to use visuals . . . 

it was a good model.” Other evidence of agreement among participants was demonstrated 

through comments such as, “When the trainers were training us, they used the FIEP model 

during the entire training . . . so, they were charting, and paraphrasing, and modeling how to do 
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everything . . . which was really helpful.” And, “the way the trainers used the visuals in the 

training really helped to transport it into the real-life IEP meetings . . . just the way they used 

visuals, and consistently modeled the strategies.” Comments about how the training and trainers 

prepared the participants for immediate implementation were consistently provided across 

respondents. This led to the third theme which emerged among all 11 participants.  

Interactive Opportunities to  
Practice New Skills 

The concept of practicing new skills throughout the training was described as “helpful, 

necessary, meaningful, and crucial” in preparing to implement the techniques after the training. 

One participant was anguished over trainings that do not embed practice, explaining how she sits 

in those trainings thinking “I don't actually know how to execute this in my class.” Practice 

activities experienced in the FIEP CPR training included FIEP role-playing, think-pair-share, 

triad-conflict problem-solving, and language role-play and scripting. While all activities were 

highly regarded, role-playing emerged as the strongest interactive practice opportunity.  

During the role-play activities, participants were asked to facilitate sections of the IEP 

meeting. One participant described the value of only facilitating a small portion of the meeting 

stating, “It gave us the opportunity to [facilitate] . . . and . . . I liked that other people did a part 

too so I could see other styles.” Another participant had the same feeling stating, “I liked all of 

the role-playing because it's easy to watch somebody and think about how you could have done 

something differently or how it applies to that specific situation.” One participant recognized 

role-playing as a valuable technique that she also uses in her current position. “We did so much 

role-playing that day, and I think that's just so crucial ‘cause [sic] as a social worker, we role-

play all the time in groups.” Another stated how important the role-playing activities were for her 

learning process,  
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There were breakouts where we actually . . . acted in an IEP . . .  we all took on the 

different roles of the different people in an IEP. We had someone that was facilitating and 

had [someone] writing things on the board. . . . I just appreciated walking through and 

knowing that there’s different tools and there's different ways to do things. 

This participant who was in her first year of being a school psychologist, mentioned the role-play 

activities as helping her to have a better understanding of how a meeting should run. “I was 

newer in practice as a school psych. I was like, ‘I don't know what the hell they're talking about.’ 

I hadn't had a lot of experience in IEP meetings, it helped me understand how a meeting should 

function.” She went on to describe how it enriched her practice in other meetings:  

And even with MET meetings, I believe I had the training either my internship year or 

right after so, I was super green with it, right? And so being able to practice that, and then 

see . . . for me, because I'm such a visual learner, to see how people used the method was 

really helpful. 

A few participants described their dislike for role-playing as well; however, they quickly 

countered this feeling by saying it was still a critical learning experience. One participant 

laughingly reported, “As much as I despise role-playing . . . it was [good] to use the material in a 

way to practice through it and then . . . see others do it as well.” Another participant admitted 

that role-playing was not her favorite, but then went on to say,  

But I think [role-playing activities] are necessary to be able to implement the meetings or 

know what you're doing when you start to do them in your building. It's not like I should 

have been allowed to skip them. It's necessary. It was just nerve-wracking. 
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Interactive Opportunities to  
Collaborate  

Another theme that reoccurred throughout the data set was the benefit of interactive 

opportunities to collaborate with colleagues. These engagements happened intermittently 

throughout the training and provided participants, either individually or in teams, the time to 

practice their art form, develop the next steps in implementation, plan for an upcoming meeting, 

create individualized visual tools, and discuss learned concepts. While training participants are 

not required to attend the training with other members of their IEP teams, it is recommended to 

each district as a way to develop sustainability and an implementation support system. Those 

who are not specifically accompanied by their team still report the value of collaborating with 

other special education personnel. Multiple interviewees mentioned agenda planning, sharing 

thoughts about new concepts, and creating visuals for virtual meetings as particularly dynamic 

activities. One participant expressed relief when virtual meetings were addressed, “It did get us a 

little bit more used to those Zoom meetings and what that looks like . . . so many of our meetings 

at that point were all virtual.” When asked to describe how she applied the information, she went 

on to say, “We were able to create our [Google slide] presentations . . . it kind of gave us some 

ideas for creating those presentations.” 

The opportunity to work with colleagues was expressed by participants as a rare 

occurrence and, thus, a favored part of the training. Not only did this provide a venue to discuss 

different viewpoints and art forms, but it also allowed for collaborative brainstorming and 

planning. One participant described the merit of working with her team members as, “Just seeing 

it in practice and hearing the information with other service providers who I worked with, it was 

informative. We were able to talk about our own practice while we were getting the new 

strategies, or ways of doing things.” Another mentioned the importance of having time to absorb 
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and discuss the information during unstructured times as well. She recalled, “having the time [to 

think and talk about] the material . . . a lot of times at my table . . . during breaks.”  

Peer and trainer coaching was also cited as a positive experience across participants. 

During group discussions, the trainers and participants engaged in ongoing interactive 

discussions. The trainers encouraged the participants to help each other problem-solve certain 

scenarios using the techniques learned. During role-play, structured coaching was used to 

identify facilitation techniques that worked, as well as how the technique could be refined. 

Participants were asked to provide positive peer feedback and then the trainers provided 

coachable input. One participant recalled being appreciative of the coaching process: 

They asked for the participants' feedback as to what each person did well, and then asked 

the person who role played what could they improve on. And after all of the participants 

shared, then the trainers went in and said, well, here's what I saw. 

A district administrator mentioned the coaching as valuable enough to continue in her district. 

She stated, “I think everyone . . . needs coaching year-round.” Another participant described how 

the coaching helped her to think about the importance of using common terminology during IEP 

meetings. She remembered the coaching as a significant part of the training stating,  

I made a comment [during the role play] like, Oh I'm gonna [sic] do “push in” minutes, 

and then [the trainer] was just kind of like repeating, push in, push in. . . . I'm like, 

“you're right. I shouldn't have said that. They have no idea what [push in] means.” And 

I'm usually cognizant of what parents are understanding and not understanding. That's 

why it helps to practice things. 

One final but interesting thought that was echoed across participants was the belief that the 

training should be a required course for educators. There was consensus that most educators 



90 

 

know “bits and pieces” of how to run an IEP meeting but due to a lack of structured and 

complete training, many participants identified the need for training during the teacher 

preparation phase or while in service. One participant promoted this by saying, “Facilitated IEP 

should be a college course or maybe it's not even a college course, but it's a seminar for all 

resource teachers, prior to starting their practice.” In addition, participants indicated the desire to 

have other team members trained in the process. One veteran educator commented,  

This is my 23rd year of teaching and that was probably one of the best trainings that I've 

been to . . . it's elevating a practice that has been going on and on and on. And nobody's 

ever really had any specific training on how to run an IEP meeting. So, out of all [other 

trainings], I think that is probably the training that I use the most. 

Another explained her district’s commitment to training its staff,  
 

We trained all of our principals, APs, and psychologists, and then in the last one . . . we 

trained a lot of our new teachers. A lot of our older teachers I think had gotten it a few 

years ago. So, we are on a mission to have all of our teams, all of our SLPs, all of our 

teachers trained in this process. 

Improved the Individual Education Program Process 

Q2 How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participant's 
outcomes of the IEP meetings? 

 
 All participants described the FIEP as an improved process from conducting a traditional 

IEP. For this study, a “traditional IEP” was defined as any IEP meeting conducted, by the 

participants, before attending the training. Each respondent emphasized this perspective by first 

describing their typical method for running a traditional IEP and then comparing it to the FIEP 

process. Ten out of eleven participants mentioned relying on the IEP paperwork to guide the 

traditional meeting. Common phrases such as, “going page by page,” “reading [reports or pages 
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of the IEP document] to them,” “working through the paperwork,” and “reporting in silos” were 

used when talking about how meetings were previously led. One participant described the 

process as “boring,” admitting that she would not always listen when it was not her turn to 

report. “I was guilty of this when it was not my turn . . . I wasn't always listening, or I was 

sending an email and I shouldn't have been or something like that.” Others agreed that reading 

the paperwork resulted in inattention and confusion, commenting, “You could just tell parents 

were getting lost . . . even if they spoke the language, they were getting lost.” One educator 

provided this description: 

We would go through all of the paperwork, essentially going page by page, pretty much 

reading it to them for the most part . . . and then, you know, periodically we'd stop and 

say, “do you have any questions?” And most parents, it's so much information that they'd 

sit there, and they'd say, “no, no, no, it's fine.” And so, we continue on through our 

papers, we'd have 'em [sic] sign what they needed to sign, and we'd send them on their 

way. 

Reading the paperwork also limited the collaborative discussion among team members. 

Multiple educators mentioned only one person “doing all the talking” and recalled only “chiming 

in when it was my turn,” rather than having an interactive discussion. A psychologist participant 

admitted not knowing she could give input if it was not her area,  

I just tried to give my information and participate best I can in the IEP piece . . . but 

previously, my experience was I didn't really have a lot to do with the accommodations, 

or the minutes, or how it's all connected. 
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Another respondent pondered the process and then disclosed,  

When we got to the [present levels of academic achievement and functional performance] 

PLAAFP strengths and challenges, then SPED teacher would report their strengths and 

challenges. Then call upon each of the different members in silos, to give their strengths 

and challenges. . . . I don't think they're listening when they're silos. 

Shifting focus from the traditional IEP to the FIEP, participants enthusiastically described 

the benefits of using the facilitated method. Multiple participants identified the positive impact of 

using a structured format to facilitate the IEP meetings. Specifically, participants described the 

FIEP as being “a straightforward” method that “flows” sequentially, allowing the team members 

to “make connections” between IEP topics (e.g., present levels of performance, goals, supports, 

accommodations, service minutes, placement, etc.). For example, one special education teacher 

explained,  

If I start with my present levels, I have my roadmap. . . . I know what the kids are going 

to need. So, when I talk about the challenges, at the same time, I can talk about . . . 

[related] goals and accommodations. 

A district leader praised the facilitated process describing it as “a simple, conceptual 

model, for a very complicated process.” She went on to explain that it was her vision to “share 

[the process] with all my stakeholders so that we can make it more engaging, and not seem like a 

task we have to click off. Like . . . ‘Oh, we checked the compliance box.’” Another administrator 

proudly shared, “Our team has put in the effort to learn how to do this process. It helps 

everybody . . . that consistency from case manager to case manager, especially for . . . our 

service providers who go to different buildings.” 
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Another commented, “It [the FIEP] is following the natural flow and legal flow of the 

process.” She also explained that when team members are not familiar with the legal 

requirements, the facilitator explains what is occurring and why, “There’s . . . some process 

commercials in the meetings, in terms of letting them know what we were doing, and why . . . 

but it flows much better . . . it's collaborative, it's a conversation.” This was punctuated by a 

district administrator sharing, “I think my vision would be that we systematically teach and train 

all staff in this methodology so that we have a shared framework and understanding.” 

 One participant described how she uses the FIEP process to encourage team members to 

listen to each other and engage in the conversation, rather than just waiting to read their section. 

She mused how powerful this was for related service providers to be able to add to the general 

conversation: “Normally we're not going to talk about OT until it's OT’s turn. They're jumping in 

now with strengths that they see . . . or if they see them on the list, they're like, ‘Oh, I see that 

too!’" She also provided this example,  

The school psych will mention something and then I'll say, “Oh, I saw that too.” So I put 

my little check mark next to it [to show] I agree. And then I usually say, “Mom, do you 

see this at home?” . . . and if she also does [we talk about it] so we're just trying to catch 

it all from everyone’s perspective. 

Two participants, an educator, and a school psychologist, talked about how the FIEP 

format was more student-centered “when you shift to this newer focus, it's about the kid” and 

how the conversational format makes it obvious that the team is there to “support this child in 

their learning.” Many others identified the consistent process and flow as answering the 

aforementioned negative practice of reading the pages to the team. One participant described the 
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FIEP process as “a more proficient meeting, talking, just having a conversation about the kiddo.” 

When this participant described the shift from reading, the relief in her voice was palpable, 

The shift of the focus of the meeting, was from the document and going through it. It was 

more about incorporating the components . . . without getting hung up on the minute 

details of that paperwork that parents don't quite know the ins and outs of. You want to 

have a conversation, and know the paperwork is getting done, and you're addressing 

everything, because, as long as you have the components . . . you cover everything. 

Conducting meetings that follow a “natural and legal flow” that is more “conversational” 

and “collaborative” takes forethought and team member coordination. Strategically preparing for 

a FIEP was mentioned across participants as both necessary and beneficial. This increased team 

preparation is the first theme in this section and is described below.   

Increased Team Preparation 

This theme highlighted the importance and commitment of each team member coming 

prepared to share responsibility for the collaborative process. While most participants mentioned 

preparing draft IEP documents for traditional IEPs, all 11 participants felt meeting preparation 

was beneficial for an efficient, collaborative meeting. Nine out of eleven described a different, 

more strategic type of preparation for the facilitated IEP. One participant likened preparing for 

the meeting to “build[ing] a tool to make it not only user friendly and friendly for parents, but 

also for ourselves as we prepare for the meetings to make sure that we're ready for presenting 

and collaborating with parents in that process.” Others described that pre-planning each section 

of the facilitated IEP meeting results in “helping the meeting to run smoother” and “allowing all 

members to come prepared” to engage in each part. 
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These preparation activities occurred either individually or during informal team 

meetings and included working with families and students. One high school case manager 

outlined her approach to preparing families and students ahead of time. She described calling 

families and asking them to come to the meeting with their child’s strengths and challenges from 

the home and community perspective as well as goals for their child’s future. When working 

with her students, she talked about teaching and role-playing the FIEP process where they 

practiced talking about their strengths, challenges, and preferences. With empathy and passion in 

her voice she said, “It’s really intimidating when you've got seven people sitting in this meeting . 

. . and the kid, they get really shy . . . talking about themselves is hard.” She added how 

introducing the process to the student before the meeting alleviates stress and individualizes 

different ways the students can participate.  

Another factor resulting from strategic preparation was the ability to plan for difficult 

meetings. Participants across the study recounted using the FIEP framework during planning 

sessions to identify possible roadblocks and brainstorm solutions.  

It's the answer to how to implement the paperwork or how to disseminate that 

information, in a way that people can actually walk away going, “I felt good about that. I 

didn't feel like I was being in trouble, being scolded at a meeting.”  

Another noted how the planning sessions focus on the student, “We're really . . . being more 

strategic about how the child's being serviced, not just what the paperwork looks like.” 

One director provided an example of planning for a meeting to address a request for an 

outside auditory processing assessment. She outlined how the team used the FIEP agenda as a 

guide to address the request, “Let’s see if, as we go through [the meeting], we address the 

concern. Because what does that mean, auditory processing? What's the concern does that goes 
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with?” The team also reviewed strategies to keep the discussion on track such as using the 

parking lot and agenda to redirect conversations. During the meeting, the team agreed to house 

the assessment request in the parking lot, a large chart paper where non-IEP topics are written 

until all challenges, goals, and service proposals were discussed. At the end of the meeting, when 

“unparking” the assessment request, the advocate jumped right in and said, "No, no, we have no 

more concerns." After the meeting, the advocate asked the director, "What was this you did? 

What's this called? I've never been in an IEP like this before." After recalling that experience, the 

director attributed the success of the meeting to strategically planning the process to address the 

family’s concerns. With a grateful tone, she ended the recollection with, “It was very 

collaborative.” 

Another participant provided an example of how planning for difficult meetings has 

helped to minimize potential rogue or inflammatory comments during meetings. She provided 

examples of team members coming to meetings, blurting unproductive statements such as, “This 

student is not going to be successful in Gen Ed!” without having outlined any specific evidence 

of barriers or challenges related to the student’s disability. She continued to describe how 

meeting ahead of time benefits everyone in brainstorming some options,  

So, it really gives us a chance to help understand the specific barriers from the . . . 

teacher, so when they're sharing, they don't look like that negative person who doesn't 

want them in the classroom, but more so like, “Oh, that piece could be a barrier, okay, 

can we reduce the workload? Can we provide the work in advance? What can we do to 

make it happen? Or what can we do to make it successful?” 

This quote demonstrates how planning and supporting one another also helps to develop trusting 

relationships among team members. Other participants added similar sentiments: “I feel like the 
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meetings have been less adversarial, more collegial,” as well as, “I think it helped a difficult 

meeting go well.”  

Additionally, all 11 participants mentioned how planning aided in preparing team 

members to meet the expectations of their role during the meeting. One participant described a 

pre-planning meeting where the team reviewed how the meeting would run as well as 

establishing each team member’s roles. 

We sit down to determine roles and things for the meeting, everybody knows what each 

role entails. Everybody knows what the meeting is supposed to look like, how it's 

supposed to run. So going in there, everybody knows what their job is . . .  this person 

will share their screen, this person will take notes. We don't have to sit there [during the 

meeting] and be like, “Hey, will you take notes? Hey, can you do this? Hey, will you 

print off that?” That's all determined ahead of time. So that when we sit down . . . it's 

really just focused on discussing their student and the plan. 

Another participant described similar thinking when strategically planning who would be 

best to deliver certain information. She admitted before the training she would do most of the 

talking. After her site attended the training, the team committed to ensuring all members had a 

voice in the discussion. She recalled preparing for one specific meeting, “Our social worker's 

been involved in 10 out of the 12 behavior incidents that have been reported in the classroom or 

the hallway, maybe they should be the one to present the [information] and behavior plan.” This 

concept was strongly supported across respondents in the effort to ensure that all the work does 

not fall on the facilitator’s shoulders. This participant shared,   

I like to meet with my teams beforehand so that we can talk about . . . the agenda, these 

are the things we need to get out, and how are we going to get them out? Who's going to 
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say what? What can I do to support you in that conversation? That pre-meeting . . . helps 

make our process go a little bit smoother. 

Working with the general education teacher ahead of time to help them understand their 

role in the meeting was another strong practice related to preparation. One participant admitted 

to previously inviting “whatever general education teacher that would typically say yes to the 

invite.” However, now she ponders who will be most effective in the meeting: “I bring the most 

important Gen Ed teacher . . . that's a part of that team and [related to] their disability.” Then she 

helps to prepare them on what to talk about and how to present the information, explaining,  

It allows me and the special ed team to front-load our gen ed counterpart. Letting them 

know, “Hey, this could happen. I want you to be prepared for it. I want you to know this 

is going to come up in the IEP. I don't want you to be shocked.” 

Another participant described sending a friendly email before the meeting, “Hey Gen Ed 

teachers, here's the information that you need to have prepared.” She enthusiastically reported 

that teacher response has been positive with feedback from her colleagues including, "I knew 

exactly what you were looking for," and "That was great, I actually knew what I was supposed to 

talk about. . . . I always talk about grades, because no one's ever told me what to talk about." 

Based on the participants’ feedback, it is clear how participants directly linked strategic 

preparation to an improved IEP process. Another theme that contributed to meeting improvement 

was the increase in team member participation and understanding.  

Increased Participation and  
Understanding 

Participants agreed that using the FIEP tools and techniques increased participation 

during the FIEP meeting and increased team members’ understanding of the IEP process as well 

as student needs. When talking about using a facilitative process, one participant stated, “It 
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helped the mom kind of . . . learn the process of the IEP, like when we're going to talk about 

specific things.” Another participant expressed how the facilitation model provides the “whole 

picture” of the student so that the team can craft a program to meet the student’s needs. She went 

on to say, “It helps [staff] get a better picture of the student and it helps parents feel like they're 

now part of the discussion and they're able to give us more information to help better understand 

their child.” A program specialist spoke about increased parent participation in her meetings 

stating, “We got so much more discussion with the parent, so much more parent involvement.” 

She attributed this to “less focus on paperwork . . . just talk[ing] about, ‘what are the strengths, 

what are the challenges, how are we gonna [sic] address these challenges’ . . . it is definitely 

much more collaborative, it’s a conversation.” Some respondents noted making the shift from 

reviewing the paperwork to creating a visual conversation took practice, but the results were 

worth it. Two participants noted, “We realized little by little it's an actual discussion” and parents 

are leaving feeling “more sure of themselves . . . leaving the meeting understanding [the 

content].” 

Participants also talked about increased staff participation. One participant reported, “The 

staff had said they really like having visual group memory and seeing what's going on.” Another 

described how using group memory, a visual charting system used during IEP discussions to 

capture summaries of the team member’s input, has led to staff listening to others' input, making 

connections, and thinking about how it relates to their experiences with the student.  

A school psychologist provided this insight, “In doing the facilitated process, what 

they're [team members] seeing is a more comprehensive picture across the board.” She added,  

Everyone's a different learner . . . and I find it more with one of my [staff] . . . when she 

hears it and sees it written . . . she thinks of something else and . . . adds to [the group 
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memory]. People appear to be listening more. They just get a better understanding of 

what impact the disability has, because they're hearing [and seeing] different people talk 

about things, and how they're affected in those settings. 

Another participant had a similar experience: “Even our nurse participates, too . . . I 

would always say, ‘Are there any other strengths to add [to the chart],’ and the nurses started 

chiming in.” Multiple participants reported a dramatic increase in general education 

participation. In one district, the director provided this estimate:  

If we were looking at a hundred Gen Ed teachers in an IEP, I would say 60% to 70% 

[are] talking more . . . so those that always talked, talk more . . . and those who were 

never people who participated, you'd get something out of them.  

Another participant spoke about the change she noticed in her general education teachers’ 

input from a traditional IEP to a FIEP: “The teachers usually [said], ‘Oh they're doing fine in 

reading or . . . math.’ Well, now they have a chance to talk . . . with more data because it's on the 

screen. It seems to help them talk more.” This participant also compared general education 

teacher participation in traditional IEPs to facilitated meetings:  

Usually [the general education teachers] . . . sit and listen so that they're familiar with the 

plan . . . now, the gen ed teacher has so much more to share. It feels much more like a 

round table. . . . the visual helps so much! 

She continued her thought with, “It is easier to do what we've always done, but I think this gives 

us the chance to explore different things and different ideas come about when we have these 

[visual] discussions.” 

All participants who had facilitated meetings requiring translation reported feedback from 

families as being positive. One respondent recalled a specific parent’s praise for the meeting 
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format: “The process made her feel like she had played more of a part in the meeting.” Adding, 

“This parent was able to read most of what was on the charts but said having the supportive 

visuals were helpful in better understanding her child’s strengths and challenges at school and 

how the team was helping him.” She also noted the parent jumped into the conversation more, 

adding her thoughts and asking the staff questions.  

Organized and Consistent Process through Strategic 
Tools and Techniques 

 
Q2 How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participant's outcomes 

of the IEP meetings?   
 

 All participants talked about the importance of using visuals during traditional IEP 

meetings including charts, diagrams, graphics, classwork representations, lesson frameworks, 

data records, etc. However, there were five tools and two techniques, identified by participants, 

as being critical in conducting an organized and consistent FIEP meeting. In this study, the term 

tools refer to visual charts used to structure the meeting format, focus the team members, 

establish an interactive, respectful environment, and encourage dynamic collaboration from all 

team members. The six tools are: (a) agenda, (b) outcomes, (c) parking lot, (d) norms, and (e) 

group memory. 

Strategies are defined as techniques used to create an environment where all team 

members have shared responsibility for the content and process of the meeting. In addition, 

strategies named in this study aid the team in communicating effectively so that each team 

member is valued and heard, and the information provided stays focused on the needs of the 

student. The two strongest techniques described across participants were: (a) defining roles, and 

(b) using facilitative language. Each of these tools and techniques is described as themes below.  

  



102 

 

Agenda 

All participants reported using an agenda to establish and clarify the meeting process at 

the beginning of the meeting as well as to keep team members focused during the meeting. The 

sample FIEP agenda used during the training lists five main sections: the welcome, present levels 

of performance, goals and objectives, services and placement, and closing. The other required 

components of the IEP are then woven into those sections as the team moves through the 

meeting. Participants are trained that the agenda should not list every detail, but rather just the 

overarching IEP topics to use as a framework that follows the federal law in a guided discussion. 

All required components are addressed during the FIEP meeting. However, the goal is to 

strategically weave them into the framework as the discussion occurs naturally rather than 

reading the pages of the document. One participant described this visual framework as being 

educational, “It really has helped the team, and it honestly has helped me even understand the 

IEP process . . . running IEP meetings and just the purpose behind them.” Another articulated her 

thoughts about the usefulness of the agenda, “Having that [agenda] as visual guidance for what 

we're talking about and having it up on the board so that you can reflect on it [is powerful].” This 

similar thought was also shared: “I think setting agendas . . . and having that organization . . . has 

been a really great way of focusing attention.” This participant provided her insight into how 

using the structural tools and, specifically, the agenda established the meeting process:   

Everybody’s on the same page. Everybody knows what’s being presented. And then so 

when it comes to parents, too, everybody's giving them the same messages as well . . . we 

have an agenda that we post for every meeting so that parents know the . . . set process 

that we're going to follow. 
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A participant who facilitates meetings with families coming from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds mentioned the agenda serving as a “roadmap” and providing a “reliable and 

consistent process and flow when conducting the meetings in more than one language.” She 

explained, “Because I'm trying to keep [the information] in my mind, translate it, and then say it 

back . . . having that roadmap was really helpful.” She continued with her thought by adding that 

she noticed during the meetings the translators were taking notes on the agendas and saving 

them. When she asked them why they were saving them, the participant recalled, “They said, 

‘[We] really like these. They help remind us of the process.’" Because often the translators were 

“usually a staff member . . . like a secretary or the attendance clerk” and were not formally 

trained or familiar with the IEP process, she then took time to review the IEP process and the 

common topic areas listed on the agenda. She also assured the translators that each meeting 

would follow the same framework, with some additions based on the type of the meeting and 

individual student needs. She recalled them feeling empowered and “finally had a clear 

understanding of what was going to happen during the meeting” which helped them to provide 

fluid translation for the families. 

Outcomes 

The outcome chart was another visual tool that participants named as helpful in 

increasing understanding of the IEP process. These visual “goals for the meeting” are posted on a 

chart for the team to review, clarify, and agree to before reviewing the agenda. The outcomes are 

not meant to be a checklist of what to do during the meeting, but instead, briefly describe, in 

short, bulleted phrases, what the team wants to accomplish by the end of the meeting. The 

outcomes align directly with the main IEP categories discussed in the previous section and are 

directly related to the type of the meeting (i.e., initial, annual, triennial, etc.). An example of 
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common outcomes for an annual meeting includes an understanding and agreement on the 

student’s present levels of performance, goals, and services and placement. One participant 

linked the outcomes and the agenda stating, “The outcome is the destination, the agenda is the 

roadmap for how we are going to get there.” 

Participants who used outcomes in their meetings reported that they helped focus the 

conversation on the IEP topics to accomplish “what we are all here to do.” Many participants 

indicated that they never thought of using outcomes but were glad they started using them as 

they could be referred to when the conversation “veers off topic.” One special education teacher 

mentioned a meeting where the parent and general education teacher were getting “side-tracked 

about an upcoming school dance.” As the facilitator, the participant referred to the outcome chart 

and reminded the group that they agreed to “stay focused on the meeting outcomes.” Once the 

team gains agreement on the outcomes, many participants said they then requested any items that 

are not directly related to the outcomes to be put on the parking lot.  

Parking Lot 

The parking lot chart was mentioned across participants as being an “efficiency tool used 

to keep the meeting on track.” One respondent stated how using the parking lot “really does 

make [the meeting] go faster and it cuts out . . . unnecessary things. Of course, you're going to 

have [team members] that might want to talk longer, and that's why you have the parking lot.” 

She went on to describe her team’s practice for using the parking lot,  

We'd always have a parking lot attendant at the meeting, and sometimes that would be 

something that at the very end of the meeting, we may be able to address or sometimes 

we would be able to say, “Hey, we'll email that to you to answer any of those questions.” 
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In this example, the parking lot attendant was a team member whose role it was to “jot 

down items” that arose in the conversation but were not IEP topics, such as free and reduced 

lunch, school-wide activities, overdue library books, etc. This allowed the flow of the meeting to 

continue without getting derailed. “I tell them that's something we can talk about after a meeting 

or on another day.” And then she has the charter write the item on the large chart labeled 

“parking lot” so that the item is visible, validated, and not forgotten. An important factor 

participants mentioned about the parking lot was to remember to “unpark” the items at the end of 

the meeting. This was critical so that the team member did not feel put off or devalued. In 

addition, addressing the “parked” items at the end of the meeting helped to build trust among 

team members.  

Norms 

Ten out of eleven participants talked about using group norms during their meetings to 

ensure team members understood the need for an efficient, collaborative, conversational 

discussion. Having the norms posted where all team members can see them provided a visual 

reminder that the team agreed to operate respectfully. Most participants reported using the norms 

provided during the training. These included: (a) communicate clearly and listen carefully, (b) 

respect the views of others, (c) share your views willingly, (d) ask and welcome questions for 

clarification, (e) be open to the ideas and views presented, (f) honor time limits, and (g) stay on 

task. However, a few participants also created norms that better matched the culture of the school 

and community. Common adaptations included rewriting the norms to be less formal and adding 

technology norms for virtual and in-person meetings (i.e., muting when not speaking or silencing 

phones).  
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One participant mentioned that her school already uses the “seven norms of 

collaboration” throughout all classrooms and staff meetings so incorporating those into the IEP 

meeting was natural and effective: “It was something that I would use specifically at the 

beginning of meetings . . . to focus attention and cut out any of the unnecessary behaviors.” 

Another participant also highlighted the collaborative aspect of the norms, explaining how she 

emphasizes the importance of participating and asking questions to ensure understanding: “One 

of our norms is to encourage . . . everybody . . . to participate.” Another participant also used 

norms to encourage participation stating, “We have . . . the norms of communication. I think 

they’re great to set the expectations . . . [to] have those more collaborative conversations, I think 

they're super valuable.” After having experiences in meetings with and without norms, one 

director was adamant about her team using norms in all meetings. She described the importance 

of giving “everybody a little bit of guidelines. . . .’we're all going to expect this’ [in the 

meeting].” She had one experience with a parent where she was thankful that she had established 

norms from the beginning. She recalled the previous meetings without norms where the parent 

had “screamed [a lot] and hung up the phone on us.” Thus, at the next meeting, she proposed the 

norm, “be respectful, and value the opinions of others” and then asked for team agreement. The 

same parent responded with, "I'm not going to be able to abide by these, so I'm just going to 

leave." The remaining parent allowed the meeting to proceed, and they were able to craft an 

agreed-upon program. The director attributed being able to conduct that meeting to having the 

norms as a part of the structure and avoiding disruption. “Without the norms”, she stated, “he 

would've felt he was allowed to be rude.” But instead, “he was very calm and left without 

causing a major scene.” 
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Not everyone in the study felt comfortable using the norms chart at first but were glad to 

have them when emotions were high, or conflict arose. Two participants were worried about 

sounding too formal, particularly in low-conflict meetings. One stated, “It's just there's a weird 

part of me that's . . . uncomfortable with the norm thing but, when they're there, and you have 

things going awry, it's perfect. So, it's important.” The other dealt with her hesitation by asking 

an administrator to present the structural portion of the meeting which included proposing 

meeting norms. She explained,  

I struggle with [the norms] in a regular meeting, and establishing them, and carrying out 

them because I feel like it's insulting. But I will say that, when you have a meeting that's 

not going well, it is great when you have your admin in there going, “Hey, we're not 

following the norm.” 

Group Memory 

The final visual tool participants identified was the use of the collaborative aid, group 

memory. The group memory is a graphic charting system that captures the conversation during 

each section. When team members present their information to the team, one team member’s role 

is to summarize that information visually into bite-sized phrases. Ten out of eleven participants 

described using the visual group memory starting at the present levels of performance discussion 

and then continuing through the rest of the meeting.  

Participants overwhelmingly reported the benefit of using group memory to make 

connections between the seven sections of the IEP. A psychologist who responded to a member 

check described using the group memory to ensure the student’s present levels were driving 

decisions made in other components of the IEP. For example, she recalled a specific meeting 

where “the student’s strength and challenges chart informed decisions about goals which then led 



108 

 

to a quick discussion of how progress towards those goals would be addressed and measured.” 

When using group memory to discuss all sections, information naturally follows the federal 

guidelines. The school psychologist's input continued with, “After progress on goals, we charted 

special education and related services which then guided the teams through accommodations and 

modifications, transition, and finally the projected start date.” 

An administrator described working with the staff to prepare and present their present-

level statements, evaluations, or reports in bulleted phrases to prohibit reading long confusing 

narratives. This enables the charter to capture the essence of the information on the group 

memory and encourages team members to “consider” and “interact” with the information. She 

elaborated on how she explains this to her staff,   

We're not going to read the report. We've already given the parent the report, so 

hopefully, they've read it. What you want to do is . . . take your highlighter and . . . 

[identify] the things that are [important] for the student, things that they're really good at, 

what the report tells us. And then, talk about that, not in the numbers, but in how that 

impacts Johnny in the classroom. And then, the same with where Johnny has deficits, 

how's that going to impact him in the classroom? So those will be our challenges. 

She continued to talk about the change in the level of interaction during the meeting and how 

using group memory encourages discussion and collaboration. She modeled what it might sound 

like when a facilitator and charter work together to visually log decisions made by the team:  

[for] that challenge, we're going to have an accommodation, so we'll put an A beside it 

and by the end, we want to get all of those challenges addressed. It might be a goal, an 

accommodation . . . part of the behavior plan . . . or on the special factors page with 
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assistive technology. So, you see, when we do the strengths and challenges . . . we always 

mark it up. 

Charting each step of the conversation and specifically “marking up” how the team 

agrees to address the student’s specific needs ensures that all team members are an active part of 

the process. Participants report that this also has helped all team members to truly understand the 

student’s individualized program. One participant mentioned that the visual process “helps 

parents see where all of this is coming from. We're not just pulling this out of thin air to try to 

put together something for your kid that'll be in place for a year.”  

This participant described how the conversation is naturally elevated when team 

members are focused on a chart or screen with summaries of the student’s strengths and 

challenges rather than focusing on each other: “There's a lot more discussion in the meeting than 

us talking at the parents and there's more collaboration back and forth.” She elaborated, 

It becomes a safer environment in some ways because you're just talking. It doesn't 

matter if the term is right or [if we are at] the place on the IEP document, it's appropriate 

to [give input] because the slides are the conversation guides. Our [IEP] document 

doesn't guide the conversations. 

One participant described how she relies on group memory during difficult discussions or 

“contentious topics.” In particular, she mentioned guiding the group to look at the advantages 

and disadvantages of all proposals by creating a “pros and cons” chart. Then, as the team works 

through each proposal, the visual “is a nice way to highlight why your choices or why the 

recommendation you're suggesting . . . has narrowed.” Another participant mentioned a similar 

experience,   
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Because a lot of our conversations will end up regarding placement . . . we [chart] the 

pros and cons of each proposed setting and it . . . has been really helpful. Because for a 

lot of parents, they want what they want, or a lot of [staff] want to recommend what they 

recommend, and it's eye-opening to see, “Well, maybe there's another lens that we 

haven't looked at yet.” 

In this next example, the team used group memory to move the conversation from 

determining eligibility to developing the IEP. The team charted the student’s strengths and 

challenges, summarized from the assessments, reports, and other team members’ input, and then 

used that information to determine eligibility. Once the team agreed the child was eligible for 

specialized services, they used that information to develop the student’s individual program: 

After the [strengths and challenges data] that we just talked about . . . for eligibility . . . 

the next step is his plan . . . how we're addressing these challenges and that kind of rolls 

right into goals page, accommodations, [state] assessment . . . and then you're to [service] 

minutes and then you're done . . . it really flows. 

Participants also described how the visual process, where the team members are “hearing 

and seeing” the information, promoted more consideration and input among team members. 

Multiple participants spoke about the increase in parent input and credited using the group 

memory with creating an environment where parents were being “included in the discussion” 

and feeling “much more part of the team,” “more comfortable,” and “empowered.” 

When participants were asked about using group memory with families utilizing 

interpretation services, all mentioned using charting to value the family member’s input by 

writing their thoughts and observations on the charts for the rest of the team to consider. As one 

participant explained: 
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Their information is recorded [on the chart] and they can see it. It's not like we had it 

translated to us, and we go, “Oh, we'll come back to that.” It is actually something that 

we talk about, but the parent is getting it directed at them.  

She went on to describe her art form when facilitating for Spanish-speaking families, “For me, 

depending on [the brevity of] what parents say, I've written in Spanish, and then translated it into 

English underneath.” Even though there was a translator present in the meeting, she was glad to 

be able to chart in Spanish as well to ensure the family “sees” that their input is being translated 

accurately, is valued, and is a critical part of developing the student’s program. 

This participant described using the group memory during meetings with translation 

feeling relieved, as she noticed the visual tools helping to create an “inclusive” and “consistent” 

process:  

The format is . . . above and beyond what we used to do . . . because it's translated on the 

[chart] or because the interpreter’s already seen [the facilitated format], it doesn't feel like 

we're making it up on the spot . . . this is how we run our meetings . . . people are 

comfortable . . . that's the format we use. 

Another educator pondered, “I think that [visuals] help me as a learner. So…if it's helping me, 

I'm just assuming it's going to be helping other people.” 

While all respondents used visuals, they reported different methods for how they 

incorporated them into the meeting. For example, during in-person meetings, documents were 

either projected, written on large chart paper, or used in a “tabletop” format. One participant 

described using the tabletop method, “I [printed] the agenda, the outcomes, and norms . . . that's 

how I used the tools. Everybody had a copy of it in their hands and it seemed to work well.” 

Another participant described using the “tabletop” method to meet her community’s culture:  
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I did tabletop visuals. . . . I felt with my group and demographic, [large charts] would've 

been intimidating. . . . I think that would've put me in more of an authoritative role, and I 

didn't want that with my parents. 

Presentation programs were common tools used among participants when creating 

visuals. One participant excitedly reported, “We actually gathered over the summer, and we 

created PowerPoint slides to help guide the [meeting] for both virtual and in-person meetings.” 

Another team also collaborated to create their structural slides, “We only use Google slides . . . 

so the agenda, then there's a norm slide, an outcome slide, an introduction, and role slide.” 

Some participants described using a hybrid method, providing some printed materials 

while projecting others. One participant talked specifically about the benefit of the hybrid 

method, “I like the simplification of it as well . . . the simplification of the display and that 

visualization piece combined with having the IEP right in front of you when you are in a 

meeting.” Being able to use their own style was important to all participants. One director 

summed this up when thinking about how different teams added their personality to the visuals: 

We have people who have taken their own little interpretations and kind of implemented 

what worked for them. Some of them have a PowerPoint slideshow . . . another teacher 

has the poster that she loves. That’s what I like [about facilitation] . . . you’re 

implementing the process with fidelity, even though you add your own little tweaks to it. 

Roles 

  When team members describe their role during the meeting, it discourages participants 

from solely stating their name and title name (e.g., parent, teacher, school psychologist). Instead, 

during the training, participants learn to prompt team members to introduce themselves with their 

name and their role during the meeting as it relates to the student. Participants described this 
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technique as a way to “build trust,” “empower team members,” “increase understanding,” and 

“create ownership” in crafting and implementing the student’s individualized program. One 

participant mused, “I think, this was one of my favorite takeaways . . . the way we introduced 

ourselves. . . . what our role of was going to be that day.” Before the training, she mentioned the 

downside of team members only saying their job, and provided this example, “I am ‘Susan’ . . . 

I'm the teacher.” And then expanded with this thought, “Yeah, [the family] might know that . . . 

but what is your purpose of being at the meeting? Why are you even there?” Another participant 

provided a personal experience related to the importance of roles stating,  

I'm a parent of a son with dyslexia, so when I go to the 504 meetings, and I'm a 

professional, and I understand everybody's roles, it's still intimidating, and I don't like it. 

And I think of all those other parents sitting there going, “I don't even know who these 

people are, and what their role is in my child's education.” I think being clear about the 

role that each adult plays in your child's education is important. 

Another participant added her experience, “In an old traditional IEP meeting, you didn't really do 

that [explain your role]. It was just, ‘Hi, I'm So-and-So, I’m the principal’ and then you move 

on.” Participants across the study described how previous introductions, where only titles were 

provided, created the perception of imbalanced importance or power within the team. For 

example, after staff introduced themselves with their name and title, the family member’s 

response was often, “I’m just the,” as if they are not as important or a part of the actual team. 

Not describing the staff member’s role was also associated with families having to make 

assumptions as to why certain team members are invited to meetings, “In an [traditional] IEP, we 

didn't stop and slow down enough to acknowledge the roles. We just assumed [people 

understood]. A lot of assumptions were made for many, many years.” A psychologist added her 
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thoughts about potentially negative outcomes of assumptions, “In Mexican American culture 

[psychologists] are viewed as kind of like, ‘What! You are here so there is a [mental health] 

issue.’” Therefore, she shifted her introduction to provide a clear explanation of her roles as the 

facilitator and school psychologist. She also emphasized the importance of keeping the role 

explanation brief such as, “to help move the meeting process along and share testing 

information.”  

Another participant provided an example of how she encourages or assists other team 

members to provide their role descriptions during introductions with a gentle prompt: “If the 

counselor doesn’t say their role, I'm like, ‘Can you make sure that we're on track with the 

courses, and that the courses match the students request?’" She noted how this also helps the 

team member to know when and what to add to the discussion. Another participant had a similar 

outcome when working with team members to understand their roles. She provided this example 

of how the local education agency representative originally introduced himself, “Hi, I'm Mr. So-

and-so, the administrator." And then after working with him, he now says, “Hi, I’m Mr. So-and-

so, the administrator, and I'm here to allocate the resources and make sure that the team has what 

they need.” She went on to explain that she has seen an increase in the administrator’s input 

particularly related to discussing resources and answering site- and district-level questions. She 

directly credited this increased interaction to the administrator knowing his purpose in the 

meeting.  

One special education chairperson described how her introduction process pairs a 

physical tool (name tent) with the verbal technique (role description),  

One of the other things we do is we have name plaques that we put up. So, you have your 

name and then your role [written in front of you] . . . and then as we do the sign-in sheet, 



115 

 

everyone goes around and they explain, “My name is Ms. J. I'm a special education case 

manager, my role for today is to . . . talk about.”  

She explained that these tools and technique helps parents feel more comfortable by being able 

to see the team member’s name posted and job in the meeting. She shared, “So that when 

someone starts talking, they're not sitting there thinking, okay, who is this person? When do they 

see my child? What do they see them for?”  

Another participant also mentioned using laminated name cards or table tents. When 

planning the meeting with her students, she has them write the names and a brief role statement 

on the name tents, and then the student decides where each team member will sit. She recalled a 

conversation with one student when he asked about his role. She responded with, “Your purpose, 

today is to tell us what we should do to help you learn better, what we need to do that's working 

and not working.” She then added, “and they're like, ‘Oh?’" The teacher described how the 

student was not aware he was allowed to tell the group what helped him and what didn’t. This 

caused her to rethink how she was preparing her students to attend their IEP meetings.  

In particular, she was most concerned about the students she did not directly teach. As a 

case manager in high school, she explained, there are a group of students she does not provide 

direct service to, but rather monitors and collaborates with their general education and special 

education teachers. Thus, she now takes the time to meet with each student and talk about the 

meeting and their role, “I communicate with them. . . . ‘You know, I'm your case manager, you 

see me randomly, but I don't teach you. So, it's really important for you to really speak about 

your preferences.’"  

Many participants recalled learning the importance of helping families come to the 

meeting prepared to have an active role. This was accomplished by contacting them before the 
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meeting and explaining their role in the meeting as “to share their child’s strengths and 

challenges as it relates to home and the community.” The participants also recalled specific 

phrasing to help encourage and value the parent’s role during the meeting such as, “you're their 

biggest advocate,” “you're [the student’s] first teacher,” and “you are [student’s] voice.” As a 

result, many participants described positive outcomes such as, “I think that it has helped some 

parents just understand and feel comfortable with the process and also to feel included.” A few 

participants mentioned the positive impact of using deliberate wording to validate the family’s 

role in the meeting,  

What we say matters, and I think that having everyone be clear about what their role is 

and then having the parent validate their role . . . I just think it creates this broader, shared 

meaning about what we're here to do, what we're here for. 

When thinking about how family involvement has increased, one participant said,  

I think it [roles] does also help with parents' involvement because I think we all have 

probably been in those meetings where the parent is the last one to speak. I would always 

strategically want to sit next to the parents, [and say] “We really need your help because 

without you, we can't make this happen” . . . really giving that parent that ownership. 

Before helping families understand their role, participants described meetings as “talking through 

all this paperwork, and the parent nodding and smiling, and leaving, and having no clue what 

that was about and that never felt right,” or “At the conclusion, there would be a question to 

parents, ‘Do you have any questions? Okay, thanks. You'll get a copy of the paperwork in a 

week.’” One participant described the significant change in a parent’s perception of her 

participation after introducing roles into the meeting, 
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One of the first parents we did the facilitation with . . . one of the most difficult ones. 

Once we did the debrief, she acknowledged [that] she really likes the process, and she felt 

much more involved. And she acknowledged, which was really great for the team to hear, 

she felt people were listening.  

Building trust was a familiar sentiment among participants in relation to defining roles. This 

participant summed up this feeling in this statement, “I think establishing those clear roles, as 

simple as it maybe, helps a parent feel like, ‘Oh, maybe I can connect and trust these people.’" 

A final positive outcome of defining roles in the meeting was the sharing of responsibility 

for other meeting processes by assigning efficiency roles. These roles were described by the 

participants as jobs that anyone on the team can do to make the meeting run smoother and more 

efficiently. Examples include timekeeper, charter (someone to summarize the conversation on a 

whiteboard, shared screen, or other visual), action planner (someone to write down action items 

as they come up), and parking lot attendant (someone to write down items that are non-IEP 

topics to discuss after the meeting). Thus, the team member may have two roles in the meeting, 

to provide information related to their area of expertise and to be a “parking lot attendant” to 

keep track of non-IEP meeting questions and topics.  

All participants talked about assigning those roles by talking ahead of time and thinking 

through whose skillset best fit the role. For example, one participant said, “[when] we do those 

efficiency roles, somebody's the timekeeper, someone's writing the notes into the IEP . . . it's 

usually the SLP who does that because they feel more confident to [update] all the areas.” 

Another mentioned the benefit of asking team members who are typically quiet to take on an 

active role. She mentioned one of her general education teachers participates by helping to chart 

summaries on the whiteboard or the shared screen during virtual meetings. She noted, “This 
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makes sure they participate in the meeting instead of just rattling off their information at the 

beginning. They're involved in the process more.” This participant described how her team 

decided to distribute efficiency roles and what the outcome has been:  

My speech and language pathologist has done scheduling with the parents while I go 

make copies. Whereas before, that was just always my role. From the training, I 

remember anybody could be the timekeeper so the Gen Ed teacher [is] our timekeeper. 

People jump in and do some of those other things because we're all sharing the team 

process instead of just, ‘You're here for this, you're here for that’. 

Many participants spoke about the relief of “not having to do everything” during the 

meeting. Most facilitators happily gave up the job of updating the IEP paperwork or taking notes 

which allowed them to focus on running the meeting. One participant noted, “We've realized . . . 

we also need somebody taking notes and somebody entering the paperwork [while] I facilitate.” 

This participant described sharing responsibility during virtual meetings and their practice of 

explaining the role of note taker: 

One of the things that we got in the practice of doing, especially when they're typing the 

notes [is explaining] “Hey . . . my [other] role is note taking. If you see me looking [at] 

my computer, that's what I'm doing.” So, it's really giving that pretext to parents, This is 

what I'm doing, this is why I'm doing it. And I think that's just a nice piece that gives 

them that reassurance. 

Most participants mentioned that the efficiency roles aren’t always assigned to the same 

person for every meeting. When team members understand the facilitative method and can 

perform more than one role, the efficient flow of the meeting occurs across all types of meetings. 

For example, if the meeting is an initial, the psychologist may not have a dual role so that they 
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can focus on disseminating and explaining evaluation results. One participant recalled a time 

when her charter was called out of a meeting but because other team members understood the 

process, another team member was able to continue charting so that the meeting was not 

interrupted. 

Facilitative Language  

 During the training, participants learned how to strategically ask questions, prompt 

responses, redirect conversations, etc. to facilitate robust, productive conversation and 

collaboration. Using these language techniques during the meeting was described by participants 

as a beneficial strategy to increase effective interactions, clarify concepts or jargon, and problem-

solve conflicts. Multiple participants were struck by the difference between the presentation of 

information during a traditional IEP and a FIEP.  

One participant provided her insight:  

When I think of a traditional IEP, especially in the Zoom world or even without the 

Zoom world, I think of teams projecting this document that's kind of like French, and 

reading through it, and it's not meaningful. Yeah, you ask, “Do you have any questions, 

or do you have any feedback?” But sometimes it feels like there's a lack of parent 

participation and they leave the meeting, and they don't even know what they've agreed 

to. 

She explained how changing her process from reading the paperwork to the team to asking 

questions creates a collaborative conversation. She provided this language sample,  

Now, I like to just say, “Okay, the primary concern is self-directed behavior. How are we 

gonna [sic] address this, team?” And then that's what leads everyone to talk about [it], 

[they will say] “Well, I'm addressing it via this goal. I'm addressing it via this 
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accommodation. I'm addressing it via this daily lesson.” Everybody on the team gets to 

tell how we're addressing the challenge we listed. 

As with this participant, asking strategic questions was one of the strongest language 

strategies named across participants. However, with the distinction that the questions changed 

from yes-no questions, such as “Do you have any questions?” to open-ended questions such as, 

“What do you see at home that we might not get to see here?” “[What are] they are really good at 

outside of school that we could tie into what they're doing here?” and “[What might be] 

challenging for them outside of school that we wouldn't necessarily know about?” While these 

examples were geared toward the families, participants reported using the same strategy with all 

team members. One participant uses this question to elicit input from unusually quiet team 

members: “What haven't we mentioned that you want to include?" Another participant starts 

with, “How are things going in the classroom?” 

Participants agreed rephrasing questions creates a venue where team members “feel more 

comfortable” and “start jumping in and asking questions as well.” For example, participants 

reported team members requesting others to expand on a specific thought as well as asking 

clarifying questions. In addition, all participants mentioned the importance of communicating; 

however, many didn’t realize how much jargon was being used in IEP meetings until it was 

addressed during the training. One participant shared how she pays more attention now and is 

amazed: “There's so much jargon, there's so many terms! And if you don't live special ed, the 

wording on the IEP document is not parent-friendly, that's the nicest way to put it.” Another 

spoke about the challenge with jargon, not only for families but for all team members. A high 

school teacher provided an example of discussing a student’s behavior challenge in common 
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terms so that the educators were able to understand the student’s needs related to their 

classrooms or during therapy: 

When we talked about the challenges, it's like they got a better understanding of the kid, 

because it wasn't this formal language [from] his psych reports. It was more about, 

“Yeah, you know, when you see him and he's doing that, this is probably why.” And 

being able to speak a little less formal . . . this allows teachers to understand the student 

more and be able to look at the student, and the accommodations differently.  

She went on to describe how using clear, common language also invites the student to add their 

thoughts without feeling intimidated by technical wording. She recalled one meeting where the 

team was addressing a student’s truancy and took a less formal approach: “Having the student 

speak about [truancy] like, 'So, you want to talk about why you're skipping? Are we doing 

something that you don't like?’ And they laugh because [the teachers] know that’s not it.” She 

also felt this bridged a gap or gave the staff a new perspective that aided in developing a better 

relationship and solution-based conversation: “It helps the Gen Ed teacher [consider], ‘Oh, 

you're right. It's not me. I shouldn't be taking this personally’ . . . and hearing the kid say, ‘Nah, I 

just wanted to do it with my friends.’”  

 Interpreting jargon into a “common language that everyone understands” and can be 

“translated into their day” was also described as making the IEP content “meaningful.” One 

educator reminds the staff to replace evaluation terms with common terms and then provide an 

example related to schoolwork. She recently attended a meeting where “spatial reasoning” was 

being discussed and was delighted that the team provided information in practical terms: “You're 

a visual learner, if you see things, you probably understand it so you're going to need lots of 
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visuals.” This was not only powerful for the student, but also for the staff in understanding how 

to implement the service plan.  

When they walk out, they have a good understanding of . . . the kid's learning ability . . . 

because we didn't just throw [out] a bunch of terminologies. I've had a lot of teachers 

[say], “Oh, I didn't realize that,” especially with accommodations.” 

 Participants also agreed that changing how they present information and when they 

strategically engage certain members has been a critical part of increasing productive 

participation. As demonstrated in the previous section, participants noticed a dramatic increase in 

general education participation due to visual charting. This experience was accentuated through 

language prompts or modeling. One participant described her general education teacher 

becoming more comfortable after hearing from other team members:  

I think when they start to see and hear from the different members, [about] how it's 

demonstrated for them in their setting, and at home . . . I think it just kind of opens the 

eye for the general ed teachers.  

Another participant had a similar experience: “I think [when] everybody around the table is 

sharing the strength and you're not sharing anything. It doesn't make you look like you're on [the] 

team.” This also created a change in the type of information general education teachers were 

providing. One educator described how she noticed some providers’ input has become more 

substantive and relevant:  

Hearing everybody, and how they relate it to either academics or their service . . . they 

kind of . . . get it. And so, we're stepping away from the personality adjectives, so it's not 

just the [student is] sweet and kind. They're actually bringing more strengths 

academically or things that are more relevant in the classroom. 
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Another outcome of carefully worded questions or prompts is the ability to create an 

inclusive environment where all team members are valued as experts. Using facilitative language 

and strategic questioning encourages everyone to share their data, experiences, and observations 

gaining a “more holistic approach to a child.” One participant explained how getting useful 

information allows all team members to support the student in school and home and “wrap 

around that support . . . we have them for six hours, the rest of the time they’re at home. . . . It 

really makes the parent a part of our team.” She went on to describe how valuing all team 

members as experts also creates a stronger team: 

I . . . wholeheartedly believe the school team . . . is an expert on process and techniques 

and interventions, but we are not the only experts on the child. So, getting that feedback 

for what's happening at home . . . helps us become that team . . . in the traditional 

presentation of an IEP, it's like, okay, we drafted this document, what do you think? 

A director was pleased to observe her staff “being more mindful” of “using . . . the 

language that was recommended in facilitated IEP [training], to make the parents feel more a part 

of the conversation, rather than being talked at.” She emphasized how the staff’s language 

visibly made the family feel “more comfortable” and realize that they were “not the only ones 

that don’t understand . . . or have a question.” Phrases and questions that she heard from her staff 

included: “Can you clarify that?” and “Can you explain why that's in [the IEP]?” She went on to 

explain how staff-to-staff questioning prompted the family member to add, “I was wondering 

that same thing!” The director mused, “It's been interesting because it's opened the door to a lot 

more dialogue at meetings.” Another participant mentioned embedding active listening, sharing 

how she recently used paraphrasing to “capture what the parent had said” and demonstrate that 

she was listening, emphasizing the importance of the comment and ensuring other team members 
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were also listening. Paraphrasing also provides the speaker with validation and the opportunity to 

correct the message.  

Trust and relationship building were common terms when talking about facilitative 

language's effects. When team members chose their words carefully, they noticed others sharing 

more openly. Some participants reported leaving traditional IEP meetings feeling that there was 

something not being said: “We don't really get down to the meat of what we really need to talk 

about.” However, when using strategic, empathetic language, “people feel a little more 

comfortable and vulnerable, to share hard things.” This is particularly important during difficult 

conversations or when there is conflict. 

Multiple participants mentioned pairing facilitative language and visual tools during 

high-stress meetings as useful in “redirecting,” “refocusing,” “validating,” and “working through 

disagreements.” In addition, using these tools and strategies together provide a strong method for 

dealing with unwanted behavior. While visual charts such as the outcomes, agenda, and norms 

are introduced at the beginning of the meeting to provide a meeting structure, they can be used 

during the meeting to intervene in negative actions such as arguing, disrespect, interrupting, and 

closed-mindedness.  

One participant described how she pairs the visual agenda to redirect a team member who 

is hijacking the meeting or veering off task. She politely interrupts and says something like, “Oh, 

that's good information. Now, let's look back at the goals,” pointing to the agenda for emphasis. 

She has also used the timekeeper to “kindly redirect a long talker” by asking for a check-in on 

time when a team member is going on too long. Many participants talked about using norms to 

remind team members that everyone agreed to operate amicably. When used as an intervention, 

the facilitator refocuses the group on the agreed-upon norms and reviews the norm that 
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specifically addresses what is happening. One participant provided an example of how to 

interrupt disrespectful behaviors by pointing to the norm and asking the team member or the 

entire team, “Are we still able to respect the views of others?” She went on to explain if many 

norms are being violated, that she reviews all or multiple norms such as “be open to the ideas 

and views presented and communicate clearly and listen carefully” and then regains agreement 

or takes a break.  

Another way an IEP team can handle conflict is to invite a neutral facilitator to run the 

meeting and help the team members communicate effectively. A neutral facilitator is someone 

who does not provide services to the student and is there to concentrate solely on the meeting 

process, help team members communicate respectfully and effectively, and ensure the team stays 

focused on the student's needs. One participant, who described her job as a neutral facilitator, 

shared how she uses neutral phrasing to help teams communicate:  

I think my best takeaway from FIEP is [how] the neutral facilitator really helps . . . filter 

out some of the noise . . . if you're just complaining about a certain program or a certain 

teammate or a certain process, what you can say is, “Well, what I hear is the real issue of 

communication,” or “What I hear is the . . . the lack of consistent staff.” You have that 

opportunity to bring everybody back to the issue at hand, versus going off on a tangent, 

which sometimes happens in that traditional IEP model.  

Another language strategy used to redirect unproductive or negative interactions is to 

remind the team that they are all here to focus on the needs of the student. This is established 

early in the meeting during the setup and throughout the meeting by using the student’s name in 

verbal prompts and questions as well as on all charts. This may sound like, “What proposals does 

the team have to address Shana’s reading comprehension question?” or “Let’s start by 



126 

 

celebrating Amir’s strengths.” This strategy was talked about by many participants and was 

summarized nicely through this thought: “I know for our more contentious IEPs, it really helps 

us keep the student at the forefront. being more [student centered] and solution based.” 

The overarching takeaway from all participants was the ability to move the meeting 

process and enable the team to develop the student program collaboratively. This respondent 

associated using facilitative tools and techniques with providing good customer service to 

families:  

I've always been about customer service . . . how can [we] treat our parents . . . our 

customers. It's all about, “What's the parent experience?” We started doing parent 

surveys, that year we were starting FIEPs, and we got such good ratings on all of our 

meetings. 

Ultimately, all participants agreed that FIEPs resulted in a well-designed, individualized 

program and helped to develop ongoing trust among all team members. A final thought from one 

participant exemplifies this, “I think . . . it walks away creating a really good partnership with the 

school [and family].” Continued research on the use of facilitation tools and techniques and the 

effects of implementing them in FIEP meetings will inform future research in this area.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences and perceptions of educators 

who attended the FIEP CPR training and identify associated outcomes experienced during a 

meeting once the trained educators implemented tools and techniques from the training. The 

previous chapter presented the results of the study as they related to the two research questions. 

Information gathered was collected through interviews with 11 participants across the 

midwestern and southwestern United States. Data from the interviews were analyzed and coded 

to develop themes. 

The findings from the study were overwhelmingly positive and provided meaningful 

insight into adult learning preferences and best practices in preparing for and facilitating 

collaborative IEP meetings. It is important to note that no tools and techniques mentioned by the 

participants are superior to another. But rather, the data provide an array of strategies the 

educators identified to best fit their team member’s needs and their art form as a facilitator. This 

chapter addresses how the data answered the research questions and analyzes whether the results 

follow common trends in previous research. Specifically, this chapter includes a discussion of 

major findings related to the literature on adult learning theory, FPPs, IEP meeting practices, and 

FIEP techniques. The discussion is divided by each research question. The chapter concludes 

with implications for practice, limitations of the study, future research possibilities, and a brief 

conclusion.  

Research Question 1 Findings Related to Current 
Research Literature 

 
Q1 What are the experiences of licensed educators who participated in the FIEP CPR 

training?   
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The training experiences for in-service educators who participated in the FIEP workshop 

formed a multi-dimensional category, valuable training experience, divided across four 

supporting themes: (a) engaging learning environment; (b) experienced knowledgeable trainers; 

(c) opportunities to practice new skills; and (c) opportunities to collaborate. Each theme is 

described in detail in the following sections. In the first and second themes, the participants 

highlighted specific methods used to teach the process that allowed them to successfully learn 

new skills and subsequently transfer those skills to conduct a collaborative, conversational, and 

compliant IEP meeting. This is strong feedback from the participants as it ties directly to adult 

learning and what we know about what works for adult learners. 

Engaging Learning Environment  

Understanding what teaching strategies are effective for preparing educators to meet job-

related expectations is critical in developing competent, confident professionals. In the field of 

education, teachers and support staff are not only tasked with having pedagogical content 

knowledge but also with how to interact and collaborate with colleagues, parents, and 

community partners. Unfortunately, there is a lack of sufficient preparation coursework for 

preservice educators and effective professional development for in-service educators related to 

developing meaningful partnerships and conducting collaborative, effective IEP meetings (Beck 

& DeSutter, 2020; Kyzar et al., 2019; Mueller et al., 2019).  

Fortunately, effective professional development activities have been studied for more 

than three decades (Sims & Fletcher-Wood, 2021). The concepts of Andragogy and Adult 

Learning Theory are strongly supported throughout this research. Both posit critical 

characteristics necessary to address adult learners' needs: (a) acknowledging the learner's prior 

experiences; (b) unique skills set, beliefs, and perceptions; (c) offering self-directed activities; (d) 
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identifying the relevance of the information to the learner's life; (e) linking learning objectives to 

training outcomes, activities, and resources; (f) allowing for dynamic collaboration with peers; 

and (f) instructors and offering practical, real-life scenarios and practice opportunities (Allen et 

al., 2022; Chen, 2014; Cox, 2015; Green & Cassani, 2020; Knowles et al., 2005; Rodríguez 

Aboytes & Barth, 2020). Thus, researchers agree, training and coursework that integrates 

reciprocal learning, a safe, collaborative environment, direct, and content-focused instruction 

paired with interactive, contextualized activities, modeling, coaching, and practice result in 

positive, meaningful, and effective outcomes (Allen et al., 2022; Chen, 2014; Cox, 2015; 

Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Green & Cassani, 2020; Knowles et al., 2005; Rodríguez 

Aboytes & Barth, 2020; Sims & Fletcher-Wood, 2021).  

Findings from this study indicated each of these characteristics as being effective 

strategies used during the training. At the start of the workshop, the trainers introduced the 

format of the training and learner expectations, encouraged participants to ask questions, make 

alternative proposals to accommodate diverse learning styles, and ultimately agree on the 

training outcomes, agenda, norms, and use of the manual. During the FIEP training, participants 

had multiple opportunities to engage in interactive discussions and problem-solving scenarios.  

These adult learning principles not only initiate the learning process but also establish content 

focus and content relevance and involve the learner in the training structure and learning process. 

Each coincides closely with research on Adult Learning Theories and Transformative Learning 

Theories (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Cox, 2015; Purwati et al., 2022; Rodriguez Aboytes & 

Barth, 2020). 
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Experienced Knowledgeable Trainers 

Mention of trainer expertise occurred across all participants as being an important 

component of their effective learning. Specifically, participants mentioned having a better 

understanding of the concepts when the trainers delivered the content and then provided personal 

examples based on their experiences in the field. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) name one 

effective quality of professional development as being content-focused, discipline-specific 

curricula, that is delivered in a job-embedded natural environment (i.e., the classroom). When 

this is not possible, such as receiving coaching and training during an actual IEP meeting, having 

trainers who provide “real-world” examples and demonstrations to support content acquisition 

allows for coherence in learning.   

Participants also mentioned feeling valued each time the trainers acknowledged their 

experiences and expertise. Valuing the learner's expertise, qualifications, and previous 

experiences establishes rapport and respect between the trainers and learners. In addition, it 

acknowledges the learners as “resources for new learning” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017, p. 7). 

Chen (2014) also reports recognizing the learner's previous experiences during training increases 

positive training outcomes such as self-directed engagement, motivation, and collaboration 

among peers. Other studies describe the transition from viewing the trainer as a teacher to a 

facilitator who guides a collaborative, transformative learning process as critical in creating self-

directed, transformative learning (Chuang, 2021; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Rodriguez 

Aboytes & Barth, 2020). Multiple studies define transformative learning as changing fixed 

perspectives, mindsets, and habits to more open, reflexive, and flexible beliefs to incorporate 

these new concepts or skills into everyday activities (Cox, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; 

Purwati et al., 2022; Rodriguez Aboytes & Barth, 2020). Training participants reported engaging 
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with expert trainers who encouraged them to share their experiences and apply new skills to 

previous situations, the learning became more meaningful, applicable, and sustainable 

(Rodriguez Aboytes & Barth, 2020).  

Opportunities to Practice  
New Skills  

The concept of practicing the new skills was described by participants as “helpful, 

necessary, meaningful, and crucial” in preparing to implement the techniques after the training. 

Practice activities experienced in the FIEP training included role-playing, think-pair-share, triad-

conflict problem-solving, and language scripting. While all activities were highly regarded, role-

playing emerged as the strongest interactive practice opportunity in helping participants to have a 

better understanding of how to conduct a FIEP meeting. Drawing on literature from 

transformational learning, participating in real-time, concrete simulations and problem-solving 

scenarios, is an effective catalyst for aiding in individual or group systems change (Bentz & 

O’Brien, 2019; Hoe & Greulich-Smith, 2022; Rodriguez Aboytes & Barth, 2020). When learners 

engage in roleplays or other planned learning activities that challenge their frame of reference, 

they experience a process of observing other’s points of view or style, testing old practices, 

reflecting, and seeking input from peers and trainers. It also aids in reorienting theory to practice 

(Green & Cassani, 2020; Hoe & Greulich-Smith, 2022). The positive outcome of active learning 

is intensified when students are provided initial instruction on new skills, given a model or 

demonstration, and presented with explicit process expectations. This also sets the learner up for 

a safe learning experience and scaffolds skill acquisition to support true understanding and long-

term transformative learning (Allen et al., 2022; Hoe & Greulich-Smith, 2022; Rodriguez 

Aboytes & Barth, 2020). 

During the training and before the roleplay, explicit skill instruction and video or live 

demonstration was provided to help the learner grasp the new concepts. Then, the participants 

and trainers debriefed the demonstration to dissect what the learners observed. Next, the 

participants were asked to facilitate a portion of an IEP meeting similar to the demonstration. 
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After each section, direct peer and trainer feedback and coaching were provided. In addition, any 

overarching questions from the group related to the observation were answered by the trainer. 

Breaking the facilitator’s role into small parts of the IEP meeting allowed the participants the 

opportunity to practice, observe colleagues practicing, and benefit from receiving individualized 

feedback and coaching (Cox, 2015; Weber-Mayrer et al., 2015). Researchers maintain that 

deliberate practice paired with real-time coaching and feedback strongly contributes to the 

identification, acquisition, and mastery of skills (Allen et al., 2022; Cheng & Hackworth, 2021; 

Hoe & Greulich-Smith, 2022). In addition, a peer coaching design provides an opportunity for 

participants to observe different art forms and hear varying perspectives (Weber-Mayrer et al., 

2015).  

In a study by Mueller et al. (2019), teacher candidates prepared for and conducted a 

simulated IEP (SIEP) meeting. Preparation strategies involved learning about the individual 

academic, behavioral, and social needs of a case study. Candidates also prepared all necessary 

IEP components on mock IEP documents and attended a workshop on research-based IEP 

meeting strategies. Participants in the study were interviewed after completion of the course. 

Results indicated that planning, observing, and conducting the SIEP was a valuable, beneficial, 

and helpful learning experience in preparing the pre-service teachers for actual IEP meetings. 

Interestingly, while all participants agreed the SIEP project helped prepare them for their first 

IEP meetings, many indicated the need for even more opportunities to practice these necessary 

skills in “real world applications” before entering into a teaching position (Mueller et al., 2019, 

p. 221). This finding is supported by extant research on pre-service and in-service educators’ 

lack of confidence and competence in implementing IEP-related competencies as well as 

collaborating effectively with families and colleagues (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Green & 

Cassani, 2020; Hoe & Greulich-Smith, 2022; Kyzar et al., 2019; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; 

Murray et al., 2008; Tran et al., 2018).  
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Opportunities to Collaborate 

Opportunities to collaborate with colleagues occurred throughout the training and 

provided site teams the time to practice their artform, develop next steps in implementation, plan 

for an upcoming meeting, create individualized visual tools (e.g., agenda activity), and discuss 

learned concepts. When colleagues have shared experiences, interests, and goals, productivity 

and motivation increase (Cheng & Hackworth, 2021). Participants identified this piece of the 

training as helpful in hearing others’ perspectives as well as being able to observe and provide 

feedback. Hoe and Greulich-Smith (2022) supported peer reflection and feedback in developing 

meaningful conversations, building empathy, and inspiring change.   

During large-group discussions, the trainers and participants engaged in an ongoing 

interactive dialogue. While the trainers provided guided insight, they also encouraged the 

participants to collaboratively think through how specific tools and techniques could aid in 

situations they have experienced. Creating opportunities for the learners to apply the skills to 

“real-world” situations acknowledges the individual needs of each participant’s experiences 

(Cheng & Hackworth, 2021; Weber-Mayrer et al., 2015). Peer-to-peer and trainer-to-student 

interaction are sighted as effective characteristics in the transformative learning processes 

(Purwati et al., 2022; Rodriguez Aboytes & Barth, 2020). Reflection, discourse, and 

collaboration in both formal and informal venues enhance understanding of new concepts, and 

other’s perspectives, and allow for safe questioning, debate, and the modeling of new skills in 

various scenarios (Rodriguez Aboytes & Barth, 2020; Tran et al., 2018). As the number of 

English Learners identified as having a disability increases, it is crucial to encourage colleague 

observation and collaborative problem-solving when preparing for and conducting culturally and 

linguistically responsive IEP meetings and improving engagement with families of diverse 

learners (Tran et al., 2018).  
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Research Question 2 Findings 
 

Q2 How does the experience of the training inform or shape the team member's 
outcomes of the IEP meetings? 

 
Improved the Individual Education Program Process 

“Meetings also can elicit all kinds of emotions. One can walk away from a meeting 

feeling energized and inspired, or walk away from a meeting feeling drained, demoralized, 

disempowered, and/or defeated” (Molaro, 2019, p. 2). The ill effects of a poorly executed 

meeting have been described as a waste of time, overwhelming, and exhausting (Allen et al., 

2016). In an interview study by Perlow et al. (2017), one respondent described dealing with a 

frustrating meeting by “stabbing her leg with a pencil to stop from screaming during a 

particularly torturous staff meeting” (p. 64). Poorly planned meetings and negative meeting 

characteristics seem to be an epidemic as they have been studied repeatedly throughout literature 

and across industries (Kreamer & Rogelberg, 2020; Leach et al., 2009; Molaro, 2019; Perlow et 

al., 2017). 

Participants across the study described preferring the FIEP meeting process and described 

a dramatic difference between the traditional IEP meeting and the FIEP. As mentioned, common 

characteristics of the traditional IEP included reading the IEP document page by page, reporting 

data one service provider at a time, and team members waiting for a “turn to speak” or just 

listening rather than engaging in collaborative conversation. When conducting the FIEP, 

participants described the meeting as an organized, but interactive, discussion about the child 

that uses a “growth mindset” approach to addressing all required components of the IEP 

outlined. This organized, collaborative meeting methodology also answers federal requirements 

regarding collaboration between educational staff and families when developing the student’s 

IEP (IDEA, 2004; Yell et al., 2022) as well as over four decades of research on unfavorable IEP 

meeting procedures and barriers prohibiting a meaningful, collaborative IEP meeting process 

(Childre & Chambers, 2005; Fish, 2008; Mueller, 2017; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Zeitlin & 
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Curcic, 2014). One strong theme contributing to the improved meeting process was an increase 

in preparation for upcoming meetings.  

 
Increased Team Preparation 
  

Pre-IEP meeting preparation is not a new concept. In fact, IDEA regulations allow team 

members to hold informal “preparatory activities to develop a proposal or response to a parent 

proposal that will be discussed at a later meeting” (34 C.F.R. §§ 300.501(b)(1) (b)(3)). Certainly, 

one important stipulation for these meetings is to ensure that they are not considered formal 

meetings where decisions are made without the fully constituted IEP team members present. 

Doing so would be deemed predetermination. Because the IEP meeting intends to share 

information and engage in productive group decision-making and problem-solving, the team 

members must come with an “open mind” but not a “blank mind,” meaning team members have 

prepared information about the student's strengths and needs as well as proposals for how to 

address the student’s needs but are open to hearing new information and proposals from all team 

members (Leach et al., 2009; Yell et al., 2022). 

Preparing the meeting structure also increases effectiveness and improves collaboration, 

team performance during and after the meeting, morale, engagement, empowerment, and job 

satisfaction (Allen et al., 2016; Molaro, 2019; Perlow et al., 2017). When talking about preparing 

for a traditional IEP, many participants recalled completing one or two tasks such as developing 

a draft document and sending it to the family before the meeting and sending information sheets 

to general education teachers requesting information about the student’s progress in their 

classrooms. Recounting how they prepared for a FIEP meeting, participants described 

intentionally considering how to organize the meeting process, communicate with team members 

before the meeting, and prepare and share drafted content.  
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All participants mentioned preparing specific structural elements learned in the training 

to create an effective, efficient, collaborative, and transparent FIEP meeting. Elements named by 

participants included preparing an agenda, outcomes for the meeting, and group norms. 

Descriptions of how these (and other tools) were used during the meetings are illustrated 

throughout the next category. Helping team members to understand their roles and what to 

expect was consistently named as an essential activity during the preparation phase. This is 

supported by research on effective meeting processes across medical, business, and educational 

disciplines (Allen et al., 2016; Molaro, 2019; Perlow et al., 2017). In addition, Beck and 

DeSutter's (2020) study of IEP facilitators’ perception of an ideal IEP meeting indicated a key 

component to helping team members prepare for the meeting was to meet with them to describe 

what to expect during the meeting and/or review the agenda. 

When considering who is invited to attend the FIEP meeting, it is necessary to understand 

the purpose of the meeting and what team members will aid in accomplishing the meeting tasks. 

IDEA (2004) names who are required to attend the meeting but provides little guidance as to 

their specific role during the meeting. Certainly, many of the roles seem intuitive (e.g., a speech 

pathologist is there to provide information related to the student’s communication strengths, 

challenges, goals, and proposed services). However, multiple study participants reported team 

members attending meetings because they “had to be there” but didn’t understand their purpose 

in the meeting, adding to feelings of frustration and viewing the meeting as a waste of their time. 

Research corroborates these emotions and perspectives specifically when a team member 

does not feel they need to be in the meeting (Allen et al., 2016; Molaro, 2019). Participants also 

reported parents feeling overwhelmed by multiple team members' presence, particularly when 

they didn’t have a role. Thus, strategic planning as well as working with all team members 
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before the meeting to understand the FIEP process and their individual roles had a positive 

impact during the meeting. This includes an increase in team member participation and 

understanding of the meeting process and content.  

Increased Participation and  
Understanding 

One outcome of the FIEP meeting, as taught in the training and supported by the manual, 

is an efficient guided meeting where a collaborative team shares responsibility for the meeting 

process and results (Little et al., 2013). This is achieved by facilitative behaviors such as asking 

strategic questions, clarifying complex information, and encouraging all team members to share 

observations and data. However, effective collaboration requires team members to feel safe, 

valued, and trusted. In addition, understanding the process and content of the meeting aids in 

eliciting input from multiple perspectives. These meaningful interactions and partnerships 

positively affect the student’s unique programming and contribute to student achievement and 

engagement (Francis et al., 2020; Oswald et al., 2018). 

During this study, participants reported an increase in team member participation due to a 

better understanding of how the IEP meeting works and a better understanding of the student as a 

“whole child.” Respondents felt these changes were a direct result of team members coming 

prepared to share their information in a format that is understood by all. In addition, participants 

reported an increase in parent participation due to learning how to engage all team members 

during the discussion and use the FIEP process to ensure meaningful and equitable collaboration 

and contributions. This is an exciting outcome of the study as educator competence and 

confidence in establishing positive FPPs and conducting formal conferences or meetings remain 

a significant issue in teacher preparation (Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Elbaum et al., 2016; Kyzar et 

al., 2019; Mueller et al., 2019). In addition, equity of participation continues to be a focus of 
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research on IEP meeting practices. Multiple studies on IEP meeting participation and barriers to 

collaboration reveal families feeling an imbalance of power when they feel they are the only one 

representing their point of view, are not provided opportunities to give input, or do not feel they 

have an active role during the meeting (Francis et al., 2020; Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 

2000; Mueller & Buckley, 2014; Mueller & Vick, 2019). 

Organized and Consistent Process through Strategic 
Tools and Techniques 

 
Five tools and two techniques were identified by participants as being critical in 

conducting an organized and consistent FIEP meeting. During the training, participants were 

introduced to specific research-based meeting tools, also known as visual charts, to provide a 

meeting framework that keeps team members focused, encourages an interactive respectful 

environment, and promotes dynamic collaboration from all team members. Study participants 

repeatedly named six tools they used to achieve successful meeting outcomes. These are: (a) 

agenda, (b) outcomes (c) parking lot (d) norms, and (e) group memory. These activities are 

supported through effective meeting strategies used across a variety of professions including, 

education, medicine, and the business industry (Kreamer & Rogelberg, 2020; Molaro, 2019; 

Mueller & Vick, 2019).  

Agenda 
 
 All participants in the study used the facilitated IEP agenda to plan with team members 

before the meeting and keep the discussion compliant and conversational during the meeting. 

One barrier to meaningful and productive IEP meetings is navigating confusing processes and a 

focus on paperwork. Team members often report getting bogged down with making sure that the 

paperwork is completed correctly, resulting in less focus on the intended collaborative discussion 
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when crafting the student’s individualized program (Gershwin, 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; 

Mueller & Vick, 2019).  

 An agenda that is constructed to accomplish the meeting outcomes in a conversational 

manner improves the effectiveness and perceptions of the meeting (Allen et al., 2016; Mueller & 

Vick, 2019). In addition, collaboratively constructing and using an agenda is recommended by 

experts in meeting frameworks to increase successful meeting completion (Leach et al., 2009; 

Molaro, 2019). In a study investigating team members’ experiences with the FIEP meeting 

process, findings indicated using an agenda guided the meeting, ensured transparency, and 

maintained order. It also allowed all team members to see IEP meeting topics and focus or 

refocus on the item being discussed. Additionally, using an agenda consistently throughout the 

meeting built trust among all team members (Mueller & Vick, 2019). Barriers such as mistrust 

between families and professionals, confusion about IEP meeting processes, and a feeling of 

exclusion from the discussion can all be addressed through the use of a strategically and 

carefully designed agenda.  

Outcomes 

Meeting effectiveness can be measured through the achievement of meeting outcomes. 

An outcome chart was identified by participants as useful for establishing “visual goals for the 

meeting” and increasing understanding of the IEP team’s work to be accomplished. Research on 

meeting structures and practices recommends using meeting outcomes as the “destination” or 

explicit goals of the meeting and phrasing outcomes in action statements to establish purpose 

(LeBlanc & Nosik, 2019; Molaro, 2019).  

Participants in this study agreed that the FIEP meeting outcomes assured the IEP agenda 

topics are covered as the facilitator carefully crafts the agenda as the process to achieve the 
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outcomes. In addition, understanding the outcomes of the meeting also aids in knowing who 

needs to be in attendance as it is possible that some decisions cannot be made unless specific 

team members are present (LeBlanc & Nosik, 2019). When the team agrees to the meeting 

outcomes at the beginning of the meeting, they can be used to intervene in off-topic discussions 

and tangents (Molaro, 2019). Any items that arise outside of the agreed-upon meeting outcomes 

can be written on the parking lot to be addressed after the conclusion of the meeting.  

Parking Lot  
 
 A parking lot is a visual chart used to record questions or concerns that are not directly 

related to the purpose of the FIEP meeting (e.g., returning library books, questions about class 

projects, etc.). Because the information is important and should be addressed at some point, 

writing it on the chart validates the speaker's input but assigns a process for handling it without 

disrupting the flow of the meeting (Mueller & Vick, 2019). This efficiency tool also helps with 

time management as it can be used to redirect information when not relevant in a respectful but 

timely manner.  

 Participants indicated the importance of establishing the purpose and use of the parking 

lot at the beginning of the meeting. This was also an important process step named in other 

research studies that use the parking lot tool (Molaro, 2019; Mueller & Vick, 2019). In addition, 

taking the time to “unpark” the items at the end of the meeting developed trust in the facilitator 

as well as the meeting process. Because the topics are not a part of the IEP meeting discussion, 

team members whom the topic does not involve can exit the meeting and return to their assigned 

duties. If an issue cannot be addressed at that time, it can be moved to an action plan where the 

task is delegated to the appropriate person and a specific date is set for completion. This 

eliminates ambiguity and increases accountability (Molaro, 2019). 
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Norms 
 

Meeting norms are found in extant studies on conducting effective meetings and creating 

inclusive workgroups. The purpose of establishing norms is to develop a framework where 

individual team members feel safe, trusted, respected, supported, valued, and engaged (Ferdman 

et al., 2013; Molaro, 2019; Mueller & Vick, 2019; Perlow et al., 2017). Ferdman et al. (2013) 

explained how norms create the “we” in a workgroup establishing that all team members “have 

the right to be there and have an equal voice” (p. 12). This is particularly important in addressing 

barriers to inclusion during IEP meetings such as limited voice, confusing terminology and 

processes, and power imbalances (Gershwin, 2020; Kyzar et al., 2019; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; 

Mueller & Vick, 2019). This is intensified for families whose primary language is not English or 

who are not European Americans facing systemic barriers such as school personnel “relegating 

CLD families to listening, passive roles and lacking cultural awareness” (Rossetti & Burke, 

2019, p. 216; Rossetti et al., 2017). 

Participants in this study agreed that proposing norms to the team at the beginning of the 

meeting sets a tone for an efficient, collaborative, conversational discussion. They also indicated 

that the norms helped deal with negative or unproductive behaviors. Proposing the norms at the 

beginning of the meeting and then confirming agreement to follow the collaborative guidelines 

also creates a sense of cohesion and focus among group members (Molaro, 2019). In a study by 

Mueller and Vick (2019), participants described norms as “clearly stated behavioral expectations 

for the meeting” (p. 75). Respondents in that study also indicated feeling empowered to redirect 

the team to the agreed-upon norms, to de-escalate negative emotions or actions. Experts in the 

field of organizational management recommend addressing known issues within the norms as 

prevention for disruptive, off-task, or unproductive behaviors such as the use of technology, side-
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bar conversations, respecting the allotted time, etc. (Ferdman et al., 2013; Molaro, 2019; Mueller 

& Vick, 2019; Perlow et al., 2017).  

Group Memory 
 

The group memory is a graphic charting system that captures the conversation during 

each section. Participants from this study reported using group memory charts to summarize and 

translate the team members’ thoughts, data, and proposals into understandable text and images 

for the entire team to see, consider and discuss. When team members present their information, 

one person’s role is to summarize that information visually into bite-sized phrases. This visual 

tool is also referred to as graphic recording and is used across professions in meetings to offer a 

venue for a rigorous discussion. Using this method during group discussions promotes 

understanding, increases communication, coordinates teamwork, provides processing support, 

and reduces time spent recalling information (Gergle et al., 2013; Paul et al., 2004). It is 

important to note that group memory is not the meeting notes. Instead, once the discussion has 

occurred and the team collectively agrees on information to be added to the IEP, then only that 

information is transferred to the legal documents.  

This method has been useful in aiding discussion with persons whose primary language is 

not English. Jung (2011) noted oral translation without useful visual supports insufficiently 

assists parents in focusing, interpretation, and understanding the IEP. Participants from this study 

described similar perceptions indicating that writing the families' thoughts on the chart for all 

team members to consider helped to value the input and ensure all voices were considered 

equally. When the speaker’s words are visually summarized, the group members have the 

opportunity to consider the information and ask clarifying questions. Translators also appreciated 

the tool in helping them translate the information accurately.  
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Mueller and Vick’s (2019) research describe this technique as a collaborative tool that 

promotes active team discussions. Team members view the information together which provides 

a reminder of key discussion points and encourages active participation. Furthermore, the visuals 

aid in complex decision-making, focus, and navigating problem-solving conversations (Gergle et 

al., 2013; Mueller & Vick, 2019; Paul et al., 2004;). Group memory can be displayed in various 

methods including electronic projection, laminated charts, large paper charts, or on whiteboards.  

Facilitative techniques named by participants that created an environment where all team 

members shared responsibility and engaged in productive conversations were: (a) defining roles, 

and (b) using facilitative language. In addition, these techniques aid teams in communicating 

effectively so that each team member feels valued and heard, and the information provided stays 

focused on the needs of the student. Each technique is described below.  

Roles  
 
 Roles in a FIEP meeting refer to the team members’ jobs that they have during the 

meeting related to the student. It is critical to help individuals understand that their role in the 

meeting is not only their title or position within the school or home setting but rather a 

description of what information they will be sharing as it relates to the student. In this study, 

helping team members to understand their role before the meeting was mentioned as a critical 

activity in ensuring team members came to the meeting prepared to share their expertise which 

ultimately increased participation during the meeting. Beck and DeSutter (2020) recommended 

that facilitators help to define the roles of meeting participants so that expectations to be 

effective team members are clear for all involved. An example of a role description for a family 

member may be, “I’m Mrs. Cruz, and my role today as Elaina’s parent is to share information 

that we see at home, in the community, and during therapy sessions.” This practice promotes 
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inclusion, high-quality exchanges, and agency (Chung et al., 2020). It is also supported by 

literature on effective and efficient meeting practices as well as studies supporting meaningful 

and collaborative FPPs (Francis et al., 2016; Gershwin, 2020; Larios & Zetlin, 2018; Rossetti et 

al., 2020). 

In addition, participants from this study described assigning “efficiency roles” to team 

members to share responsibility for the meeting process. Examples include timekeeper, scribe, 

notetaker, and parking lot attendant among others. Again, when these roles were assigned ahead 

of time, the facilitator can determine who may be the best “fit” for the specific job and provide a 

clear explanation of expectations. Sharing tasks in meetings also promotes trust, improved 

relationships, and follow-through on tasks after the meeting. In addition, role distribution reduces 

the stress of juggling multiple tasks during the meeting and allows the facilitator or other key 

team members to focus on other important issues such as helping the team to communicate and 

listen effectively (Allen et al., 2016; Beck & DeSutter, 2020).  

Facilitative Language 

A productive facilitator must be able to utilize structural tools to guide the meeting and 

facilitative techniques to build and improve relationships, increase effective communication, 

navigate conflict, and focus the conversation on the needs of the student (Little & Little, 2018). 

During the FIEP training, participants practiced communication techniques such as asking 

strategic open-ended questions, prompting responses from multiple team members, and 

redirecting conversations. Participants also learned how to listen and help others listen so that the 

speaker felt valued and heard. After the training, respondents reported successfully integrating 

learned facilitative language techniques such as restating information in clear, common 
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language, clarifying jargon, pairing information with visual charting, and using empathic 

statements.  

Strategic communication techniques are supported throughout literature related to team 

decision-making, collaboration, and effective and inclusive meetings (Allen et al., 2016; Beck & 

DeSutter, 2020; Graesser et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2020; Mueller & Vick, 2019; Perlow et al., 

2017). In addition, studies in organizational management promote using explicit prompts and 

questioning to ascertain whether the team members understand the information and clarify or 

adjust as needed (Graesser et al., 2018; LeBlanc & Nosik, 2019). In a study investigating 

problems that occur during IEP meetings and facilitator techniques to address them, findings 

indicated listening to others and asking specific questions as an effective technique in showing 

empathy, valuing the listener, and encouraging participation (Beck & DeSutter, 2020). The 

importance of learning specific communication techniques was also supported in a study by 

Muller et al. (2019) where preservice special education teachers prepared for and conducted a 

simulated IEP meeting. Participants reported practicing communicating and collaborating with 

the simulated IEP team members enhanced their parent and colleague collaboration and 

communication skills.  

Implications for Practice 

 There are two main implications for practice resulting from this study, future training, 

and implementation. These needs align with past research that found attending structured 

training and then using the learned tools and techniques improves understanding of the IEP 

process, increases participation from all team members, and enhances the meeting outcomes.  
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Training  

The research included in the literature review as well as the findings from this study 

reiterate the need for focused instruction on how to communicate and collaborate within school 

teams and among FPPs (Epstein & Sanders, 2006; Kyzar et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2008). 

Multiple participants wished they had the training before teaching and how disappointed they 

were that they had never received specific training on how to conduct an IEP or how to work 

with different personalities and levels of expertise. It is important to note, not all participants in 

this study were classroom teachers. In fact, some of the strongest feedback related to desired 

training needs came from the school psychologists and speech therapist. This signals the need to 

provide training for specific groups. These findings alert content experts the need to focus on 

these critical skills rather than embedding snippets into pre-existing courses or professional 

development workshops or at a minimum devoting ample time to learn and practice the new 

skills.  

Participants also reported the trainer's expertise, paired with interactive discussion and 

practice, created a positive training experience and increased their ability to apply the 

information immediately, and long after the training ended. As educators and administrators in 

special education who have conducted hundreds of facilitations, the skilled trainers brought 

unique expertise related to delivering differentiated instruction such as direct instruction, 

demonstration, coaching, and feedback as well as creating an engaging, relevant, and practical 

training experience. These findings highlight the importance of offering preservice courses and 

in-service workshops using adult learning strategies. With this in mind, findings from this study 

can be used to inform the instructional design of the courses and workshops to meet the unique 

needs of non-traditional learners.  
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Implementation  

 Another major implication for practice is to increase the fidelity when implementing the 

FIEP meeting tools and communication strategies. Participants in this study and previous studies 

(Mueller & Vick, 2019) agreed that using specific facilitative procedures and organizational 

tools is critical for conducting an organized, effective, and collaborative FIEP. After receiving 

high-level, quality training on IEP facilitation, I suggest that preservice programs and state and 

local district-level agencies follow a structured implementation process to ensure FIEP team 

members and facilitators benefit from the merits of tools. When implementing the facilitation 

tools and techniques with fidelity, the quality of delivery and outcomes increase.  

Participants identified common sets of tools and techniques that were most helpful to 

their IEP facilitation. This information provides important information to preservice educators 

who could embed identified research-based tools and strategies into course case-study projects 

and simulated FIEP meetings. Licensed in-service educators and current FIEP facilitators could 

use the information from this study in any formal interaction including FIEP meetings, staff 

meetings, planning sessions, parent-teacher conferences, etc. to increase their comfort level and 

mastery.  

Educators and facilitators should develop a practical and useful facilitated agenda that is 

strategically crafted to prepare team members on how and when specific topics will be 

addressed. When planning the agenda, consider how to use the agenda as a tool to address all 

federally required topics, encourage interactive discussions, and manage off-topic conversations. 

Sending the proposed agenda to all team members before the meeting to elicit any missed topics 
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or concerns. This increases team buy-in, transparency, and trust. It also ensures all team 

members come prepared to actively participate in the discussion.  

Facilitators should develop meeting outcomes to achieve by the end of the meeting. 

When planning the outcomes, consider the purpose of the meeting (e.g., annual, initial, special, 

etc.) and the associated work for the IEP team to accomplish related to that meeting. Also, 

contemplate how to use the outcomes to focus the discussion, limit off-topic conversations, and 

pair with the parking lot tool. Any non-IEP-related topics that arise during the conversation are 

written on the parking lot chart to address at the end of the meeting. Be sure to think through 

how to propose the use of the parking lot to the team members so that they understand the intent 

and do not feel as though their concern is being ignored.  

Facilitators should create meeting norms that set a positive, collaborative, and respectful 

meeting tone for the meeting and consider factors such as culture, relationships, dynamics 

between team members, levels of conflict, and common barriers (cell phones, clarity of 

information). When constructing the norms, use positive, concise, and clear wording and then, 

practice proposing the group norms, rather than imposing the norms, to achieve buy in. Subtle 

positive language invites coherence and sets an optimistic tone that team members are more 

likely to follow.  

Facilitators should prepare group memory tools for visually charting IEP topic 

discussions and proposals (e.g., present levels, goals, accommodations, services, etc.). Consider 

gathering information from team members, including family members and students. For 

example, have all stakeholders provide the student’s present levels of performance in short, 

bulleted strengths and challenges as it relates to their area of expertise. Then, pre-chart the 
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information to visually cue the discussion during the meeting rather than reading narratives from 

the paperwork or evaluation reports.  

Limitations and Implications for Future Research  

While many important insights were derived from the study some limitations must be 

addressed in future research. This was a relatively small study with only 11 participants who 

came from the midwestern or southwestern part of the United States and mostly suburban or 

rural school districts; only one participant indicated being in an urban district. All but two 

participants were white, and all participants were female; thus, influences of cultural and gender 

diversity may impact the data. In addition, all respondents who answered the recruitment email 

indicated only positive experiences in the training and during subsequent FIEP meetings. Finally, 

all participants were licensed professionals who had training and expertise in the field of special 

education.  

From this study, findings strongly supported increased participation and understanding 

from all team members. However, it is important to note that this is solely from the perspective 

of educators. In a commitment to include and empower parents as active IEP team members, it is 

imperative to gather evidence of meeting procedures that promote their meaningful participation. 

As the FIEP is a relatively new practice, there are nominal but important studies examining IEP 

members’ perceptions and levels of participation (Goldman & Mason, 2018; Mueller & Vick, 

2019). Thus, the next critical step in ensuring the FIEP is an effective method for all parties is to 

continue this examination solely on the family/caretaker’s experiences. There are two purposes 

of facilitation, as a standard practice for all meetings at the district level or as a mechanism for 

ADR. Therefore, separate studies for each type of meeting will provide different but important 

information.  
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To date, no specific research examining the effectiveness and perceptions of the FIEP 

meeting from diverse cultures and conditions was found. Decades of research have reported 

lower levels of participation for families who are CLD compared to European American families 

due to barriers such as a lack of staff knowledge and sensitivity to cultural diversity, traditions, 

and family dynamics, CLD families’ feelings of intimidation, uneven power dynamics, 

differences in communication styles, and attitudes of disability, as well as systemic barriers 

found in traditional IEP meetings including the use of confusing terminology, complicated and 

unfamiliar processes, and inappropriate language accommodations (Harry, 2008; Jung, 2011; Lo, 

2012; Rossetti et al., 2017; Tran et al., 2018). Therefore, future research about the effectiveness 

of FIEP meetings, specifically from the perspective of participants identifying with these 

characteristics, will help to identify and address ineffective or ethnocentric practices.  

Because the FIEP is collaborative, provides a concrete framework, and encourages the 

sharing of information in a clear and practical manner, incorporating the student in an active role 

during the meeting with the intent of facilitating portions based on their strengths is the next 

necessary step in creating promising and inclusive FIEP meeting practices. Student-led FIEP 

meetings or student co-facilitations are beginning to emerge as more staff are trained in the 

processes. However, because the number of districts that have formally taken this next step is 

relatively small, conducting an observational case study will provide a rich understanding of the 

behaviors and strategies used during the student-led FIEP. As the practice expands, a 

comparative case study will provide researchers and practitioners with information on how to 

improve or change the process when the student is actively involved.   
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Conclusion 

This study provides rich anecdotal information from participants who were trained in IEP 

facilitation meeting techniques. Because the IEP meeting is identified by federal legislation and 

research as a critical activity required to develop a student’s individualized education program, 

educators are encouraged to engage in a process that values all team members (educators and 

families) as experts who promote trust, collaboration, and inclusive conversations while 

addressing all required component in the student's program. The FIEP meeting is an emerging 

practice that utilizes a trained facilitator to follow a meeting framework and guide the meeting 

process while eliciting interactive information, input, and proposals from all team members. The 

facilitator is also trained to maintain a productive tone and respect among team members as well 

as intervene when conflict arises. This study provides meaningful insight into effective tools, 

techniques, and strategies necessary for conducting a productive FIEP meeting. By using this 

process and tools, school professionals can move toward providing effective and inclusive IEP 

meetings that ensure all participants have an equal role in developing the student’s unique 

program.    
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Recruitment Email 

 
Hello Colleagues! 
I hope you are having a great summer break and have been able to rest a bit to recharge 
for the upcoming year. I am emailing you today to ask if you would help me with my 
dissertation study by agreeing to participate in a brief interview.  
 
You have been selected to participate because you completed a facilitated IEP training and 
have potentially implemented some of the tools and techniques learned from the training. 
In my study, I hope to hear your impressions of the training as well as your experiences 
facilitating or participating in meetings using the techniques learned in the training. If you 
are interested in assisting me, please continue to read through the rest of this email and 
complete the 1-minute survey at the bottom. The survey will ensure you meet the 
demographics for the study.  
 
 
RECRUITMENT LETTER FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 
  
Title of Research Study: Use Them or Lose Them: Inservice Teacher Perceptions of the 
Usability and Sustainability of Facilitated IEP Meeting Training and Learned Techniques 

  
Researchers The named researcher is a doctoral student in the UNC School of Special 
Education.  
Robin O’Shea: 
(480) 209-3144; robin.oshea@unco.edu  
  
Research 
Advisor: Tracy Gershwin, Ph.D., University of Northern Colorado: tracy.gershwin@unco.edu  
  
 Why Do I Want to Talk with You? 
In the past one to three years, you participated in FIEP training and have conducted facilitated 
IEP meetings using techniques learned at this training. With your permission, I would like to 
interview you via telephone or zoom for approximately 30 minutes. The interview will consist of 
questions related to your impressions of the training as well as your experiences conducting FIEP 
meetings using the techniques learned in the training.  
  
How Can this Study Help? 
This study is an evaluation of the outcomes of the FIEP training and facilitation techniques. It 
will benefit your district, educator practice, and the field of special education at large, by 
investigating and learning about a potential strategy (FIEP meetings) that can be used to build 
and improve strong relationships among team members while remaining focused on the student. 
  
Will This Interview Be Confidential? 
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Yes, your answers will be kept confidential. The interview will be recorded for the purpose of 
allowing me to correctly report the information. However, all data will be stored by a locked 
password computer program accessible by the researcher. 
  
What Happens After the Study? 
After the study is completed, I will write the results in the form of a research dissertation study 
and publication. Any identifiable information will be changed to protect anonymity. 
  
I’m Interested, What Should I Do Next? 
Please click on the link below to answer a 1-minute survey that will ensure you fit the criteria to 
participate in the study. After that, if you match the criteria, I will contact you to set up the 
interview.  
  
https://unco.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3wJrbCUHBUFeS1M 
  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Robin  
 
Robin O'Shea 
University of Northern Colorado  
Special Education Doctoral Student 
robin.oshea@unco.edu 
480-209-3144 
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Follow-Up Recruitment Email 

Dear Colleague, 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my doctoral project.  
  
The interview will consist of several open-ended questions related to your experiences gained 
from attending the FIEP CPR training and implementing the tools and techniques during 
meetings, after the training.   
  
Please provide me with 2-3 days and times over the next two weeks that you will be available.     
The interview may take up to 30 minutes, but it is not likely. Let me know what fits into your 
schedule.   
  
The interview will be conducted on the	telephone	or	via	a	teleconferencing	platform. Once 
you provide me with a date and time, I will send you the link.    
  
Thank you again for your valuable time and input. I am looking forward to hearing from you.    
  
  
With Appreciation,  
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Informed Consent Document for Participation in Research 
  

Title of Research Study: USE THEM OR LOSE THEM: INSERVICE TEACHER 
PERCEPTIONS OF THE USABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY OF FACILITATED IEP 
MEETING TRAINING AND LEARNED TECHNIQUES 

 
  
Researcher(s): Robin O’Shea, School of Special Education  

Phone Number: (480) 209-3144; Email robin.oshea@unco.edu 
  

Research Advisor: Dr. Tracy Gershwin, School of Special Education 
Phone Number: (970) 351-1664; Email: Tracy.Gershwin@unco.edu 

  
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of educators who have been 
trained in IEP facilitation meeting techniques to assess the value of the instructional training. 
Additionally, this study will assess the outcomes of the participants.  
 
Participation: 
Through participating in this one-on-one interview, you will be invited to 
share your personal experiences gained from attending the training and facilitating 
meetings. For example, I will ask you to describe your experiences and perceptions of the 
training as well as providing examples or descriptions of how the experiences and tools learned 
in the training inform or shape the outcomes of the IEP meetings? 
 
I anticipate that the interview will last approximately 30 minutes. I will record the audio from the 
interview so that I can transcribe the interview for analysis.  
 
Your experiences, along with those of the other participants in this study, will be transcribed and 
analyzed to identify themes describing changes in the IEP meeting experience. After the 
interview, I will send you a link to a survey with a summary of themes from the data asking you 
to rate your level of agreement in the theme. You may add any additional comments you would 
like to expand or support the themes. Additionally, there will be two short prompts requesting 
your final thoughts related to your perception of facilitation and facilitated IEP techniques.  
 
Confidentiality: 
To make sure that the information you provide during the interviews remains confidential; I will 
assign you a pseudonym. Only the research team will know your real name.  I will also 
assign pseudonyms to any other people or locations your mention during your 
interview. 
  
Risks: The risks of participating in this study are no greater than those encountered by 
participants in conversations about IEP meetings as a typical part of their everyday jobs or life 
during non-apocalyptic times. Discomfort may arise related to the discussion of sensitive topics 
dealing with IEP meeting experiences specific to the team member’s role. However, those 
experiences are not expected to be more uncomfortable than what may arise during a typical 
conversation.  
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Participants are at minimal risk for physical, psychological, social, and/or legal issues from 
participation in the proposed study. Any physical risk of being exposed to COVID-19 will be 
mitigated by conducting interviews via Zoom or phone. To protect you against any potential 
privacy risks, the names of participants will be kept confidential. All personal identifiers will be 
removed from the data and data will be stored in a folder accessible only to the research team. 
No deception methods will be utilized. 
  
Benefits: This study is an exploration of your perception about the activities and outcomes of the 
Facilitated IEP training and will benefit your district, educator practice, and the field of special 
education at large by investigating and learning about a potential strategy (FIEP meetings) that 
can be used to build and improve strong relationships among team members while remaining 
focused on the student. 
  
Costs: The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the 
interview. No monetary compensation will be provided to you for participating in this study.  
  
Questions: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact me the primary 
researcher by phone or email. You may also contact my research advisor, Dr. Tracy Gershwin, 
by phone or email. 
  
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin 
participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 
please contact Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of 
Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910. 
 

   

Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether 
you would like to participate in this research study. 

  
If you decide to participate, your completion of the research procedures indicates your 

consent.  Please keep this form for your records. 
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Informed Consent Survey Questions 
 

 
1. Are you a licensed special education provider (e.g., special education teacher, related 

service provider, school psychologist, site or district-level administrator)? 

2.  Have you attended the IEP facilitation training described in the informational letter from 

a minimum of one and maximum of three years ago? 

3. Have you facilitated a minimum of two meetings using some or all the tools and 

techniques taught in the IEP facilitation training in the past six months? 

4. If you qualify to participate, please provide an email address for further communication. 

 
You have answered “yes” to all qualifying criteria and selected the informed consent to 

participate in the study. Therefore, I will send you an email to schedule the Zoom interview. 

The consent form will be for your own record. By participating in the interview, you will 

give us verbal permission for your participation. 

  
Thank You, 
  
Robin O’Shea 
Doctoral Student 
University of Northern Colorado 
Robin.oshea@unco.edu 
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Demographic Survey Questions 
 

All Participants: 

1.    How long have you been involved in IEP meetings? 
2.    How many IEP meetings (or other meetings) have you conducted or utilized tools and 
techniques gained in the training since attending the facilitated IEP training? Please 

give your best estimate. 
  
 

1.    Job title: _______________ 
2.    Number of years in education: ____________________ 
3.    Number of years in current position: _____________________ 
4.    Age: _____________ 
5.    Highest level of education: ______________  
  
Race: 

__ American Indian or Alaska Native 

__ Asian 

__ Black or African American 

__ Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander 

__ White 

__ Other: ________________ 

  
Ethnicity: 

Are you of Hispanic, Latino or Spanish 
Origin? 

__ No, not of Hispanic, 
Latino or Spanish origin 

__ Yes, Mexican, Mexican American or 
Chicano 

__ Yes, Puerto Rican 

__ Yes, Cuban 

__ Yes, another Hispanic, Latino or 
Spanish Origin: ___________ 
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Email to Schedule Interview 

 
Hello (enter name here),   
  
Thank you for your interest in participating in my doctoral project. Given your responses to the 
qualifying questionnaire, I would like to proceed with the interview process.  
 
The interview will consist of several open-ended questions related to your experiences gained 
from attending the FIEP CPR training and implementing the tools and techniques during 
meetings after the training.  
 
Please provide me with 2-3 days and times over the next two weeks that you will be available.    
The interview may take up to 45 minutes, but it is not likely. Let me know what fits into your 
schedule.  
 
The interview will be conducted via zoom audio. Once you provide me with a date and time, I 
will send you the link.   
 
Thank you again for your valuable time and input. I am looking forward to hearing from you.   
 
 
With Appreciation, 
 
 
Robin  
 
Robin O'Shea 
University of Northern Colorado  
Special Education Doctoral Student 
robin.oshea@unco.edu 
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Interview Protocol 

Title of Research Study: Use Them or Lose Them: Inservice Teacher Perceptions of the 
Usability and Sustainability of Facilitated IEP Meeting Training and Learned Techniques 

  
Interviewer: Good(morning/afternoon). My name is Robin O’Shea, and I am a doctoral student 
in the School of Special Education at the University of Northern Colorado. I am investigating the 
experiences and perceptions of educators who attended IEP facilitation training and have 
implemented facilitation tools and techniques learned from the training. This study will assess 
the value of the instructional training activities and the usability and sustainability of the tools 
and techniques learned. Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for my study.  
 
This interview involves two parts. In the first part I will ask you about your perceptions and 
experiences with the facilitation training activities as well as the value of the 
instructional training activities and the usability and sustainability of the 
tools and techniques learned. The purpose of these questions is to understand your 
experiences as a school staff member who conducts meetings. There are no right 
or wrong answers. I would like you to feel comfortable with saying what you 
really think and how you really feel. Your responses will be confidential and 
no identifying information will be collected. We will use pseudonyms to ensure 
the confidentiality of any individuals named during the interview. 
  
 The second part of the interview is a short series of questions to help us collect some basic 
demographic information. The interview should last about 45 minutes. (Note: Researcher 
will supply the consent form to participants in advance to allow for adequate review time. Allow 
the participant time to review the form if needed). This consent form provides details about the 
purpose of the study, the risks and benefits of participation, and other important information. Do 
you have any questions about the consent form? (Respond to any participant questions). Signing 
the form indicates that you consent to participate in this study. Are you ready to proceed with 
signing the consent form? (Ensure that the participant initials the first page and signs/dates 
the second page before returning the form. Begin audio recording once the 
consent form has been signed). 
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Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Q 1:  What are the experiences of licensed educators who participated the FIEP CPR 
training?   

You attended the FIEP CPR training can you tell me what your overall impression was of the 
training itself?  

Where there any particular aspects of the training that stood out to you? 

What aspects of the training seemed less helpful? 

Where there any particular tools and techniques you learned that you deem valuable?  

• What activities during the training aided in developing those skills? 

After you received the training, how would you describe your experience going into 
subsequent IEP meetings? 

• What strategies did you find yourself using from the training? 
• Anything you struggled with? 

 

Q 2:  How does the experience of the training inform or shape the participants 
outcomes of the IEP meetings?   

Tell me about what a typical IEP team meeting looked like prior to the training. Walk me 
through the steps? 

After you received the training, how would you describe your experience going into 
subsequent IEP meetings? 

Describe any ways you’ve applied what you learned in the training to working with families 
in general.  

• In IEP meetings? 
• Other? 
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