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Writing Meaningful IEPs

for Students with Severe 

Multiple Disabilities

Inclusion Outreach
The Provincial Inclusion Outreach Program

Who We Are

Provincial Outreach Programs (POPs), 

are funded by the Ministry of Education 

and operated by host school districts.

Inclusion Outreach’s mandate is to serve 

students with severe multiple disabilities 

in Kindergarten through Grade 12 

throughout the province.

Who We Are

Inclusion Outreach is a transdisciplinary team consisting 

of:

1 Full-time Teacher/Coordinator

.5 Teacher

2 x .5 Speech-Language Pathologists

.5 Physiotherapist

.5 Occupational Therapist

.5 Administrative Assistant
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� Current case load is 125 students in communities as 

varied as Telegraph Creek (a small, remote 

community in northwest BC where resources are few) 

and Vancouver (a large urban centre with many 

resources at hand).

� Given our case load, program size, and the 

geography of the province, we usually see students 

every 3-4 years and usually at key transition points in 

their school careers.

� We are partnering with Open School BC on the co-

development of an e-Mentoring Program Pilot.  E-

mentoring is an approach that has been implemented 

to support a similar low-incidence population 

(students with deaf-blindness) and their school teams 

in Kansas. We have been working this year with 

people from the Kansas Deaf-Blind Project, the 

National Consortium of Deaf-Blindness and the 

Kansas School for the Blind to learn from them how 

they are using technology to provide on-going 

mentoring support to students throughout their state. 

Inclusion Outreach’s 

Philosophical Orientation

Services based on the philosophy that 

each student’s educational program 

must be designed to enhance the 

quality of his or her life now and in the 

future.
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Philosophical Orientation

This philosophy has 
been articulated by 
John O’Brien 
proposing five Quality 
of Life indicators:

• Community presence

• Choice

• Competence

• Respect

• Inclusion
Adapted from O’Brien 2005

Community Presence

� The sharing of ordinary 
places that define 
community life

� Without an intentional 
commitment to making 
Justin present in his 
community he is likely to be 
limited in the range of 
activities available to him

� Community presence will 
increase the number of 
places Justin knows and can 
access and the number of 
people who know him

Choice
� The experience of autonomy in 

everything from small everyday 
matters (e.g. what activity to 
choose) to larger decisions that 
can define your life 

� Without an intentional 
commitment to providing 
opportunities for choice, Kellie 
will become passive and without 
voice

� Valued opportunities to choose 
will lead to the understanding 
that when choices are offered 
that they will be honoured
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Competence

� The ability to perform 
functional and meaningful 
activities with whatever level 
of support is required

� Without an intentional 
commitment to assist 
Melanie to demonstrate 
competence she will be 
deprived of the expectations 
that lead to the development 
of further competence

� Expectation and opportunity 
will lead to the development 
of enhanced competence

Respect

� Having a valued role and a 

valued place in society

� Without an intentional 

commitment to putting 

Brianne in valued roles she 

runs the risk of being 

stereotyped into roles that 

limit her development

� Valued roles will increase 

Brianne’s opportunity to be 

known and respected for 

who she is

Inclusion

� Having a network of 
relationships that includes 
friends

� Without an intentional 
commitment to inclusion 
Kyle is at risk of being limited 
to relationships with close 
family and those paid to 
provide support

� A network of a variety of 
relationships will help 
safeguard Kyle and enhance 
the quality of his life
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This workshop will address key 

points in the development of 

IEPs that blend therapeutic 

goals with functional educational 

outcomes that promote the 

student’s Quality of Life

A different approach to writing 

IEPs

� Traditionally writing the IEP has been 

the responsibility of the teacher and 

contributions by therapeutic staff are 

often kept separate.

� This approach does not often result in 

integrating all of a student’s instruction 

into the activity goals

A different approach to writing 

IEPs

� We recommend that teachers write the 

complete activity goals and circulate them to 

other team members to contribute objectives.

� By doing this OT, PT and S-LP can focus 

their objectives on increasing the student’s 

motor and communication competence in the 

context of those age-appropriate activities 

selected for instruction
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Activity-based IEPs 

� Include completely expressed activity 

goals and short-term objectives that 

focus on acquisition of new skills, 

maintenance of existing skills and 

ongoing participation in meaningful 

activities

The Goal is an Activity ifA

� It includes 3 main phases:

1. Start – initiation/preparation or “getting 

ready”

2. Middle – the “doing” of the activity

3. End – the finishing and moving on to the 

next activity

� The activity represents the natural 

sequence that everyone performs and 

results in an outcome that is functional 

for the individual
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Present Level of Performance

Purpose:

To describe the student’s unique needs 

that will be addressed by special 

education and related services, and to 

establish a baseline of measurable 

information that serves as a starting 

point for developing goals and 

objectives

The Present Level of 

Performance Specifies:

� Statement of Strengths

� Statement of Needs

Statement of Strengths

These are statements of the student’s gifts, 
strengths and abilities as a learner.  For 
example:

� Attempting to communicate what she wants 
or does not want

� Good with other children; watches and 
attempts to copy them

� She understands “no”

� Loves to explore things people or spaces
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Statement of Needs

This section identifies those areas that are 
important for the student to learn in order to 
facilitate the development of functional skills 
and inclusion.  For example:

� Does not recognize or communicate pain 
well.  Her stress or pain signals are very 
subtle

� Needs diapers changed

� Needs to learn to touch others in appropriate 
ways (e.g. not pulling hair).

Annual Goals

Purpose:

To describe what the student can 

reasonably be expected to accomplish 

within 12 months with specially 

designed instruction and related 

services

An Annual Goal:

� Is directly related to the present level of 
performance which provides baseline 
information

� Is broken down into a logical sequence of 
objectives that lead to the attainment of the 
goal

� Taking and using data provides a way of 
determining whether anticipated outcomes 
are being met

� Has three parts
The student A does what A to what level
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Writing IEP Goals

� Goals should be written to include specific 

age-appropriate activities, the situations 

where the student will learn and a criterion for 

successful performance.

� An appropriately written activity goal should 

answer the questions.  “What will the student 

do?  Where and with whom?  To what level? 

Appropriate annual goals answer the 
question

“What should the student be doing?”

Educational Objectives

Annual goals are broken down into a logical 
sequence of “steps” or objectives that lead to 
the attainment of the goal.

Make educational objectives “SMART” i.e.

� Specific 

� Measureable 

� Active 

� Realistic and Relevant and 

� Time Limited
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Making your objectives SMART makes a 

lot of sense when writing your IEP goals. 

Well-written objectives describe what the 

student will do, when and how s/he'll do it, 

to what level and specify the time frame 

for achieving it. 

Specific

� Specific expectations target areas of academic 

achievement (e.g. literacy) or functional performance 

(e.g. social skills). 

� They include clear descriptions of the knowledge and 

skills that will be taught and how the student’s 

progress will be measured. 

� Learning expectations are individualized and are 

created based on the assessed strengths and needs 

of the student. 

Measureable

� Measurable means you can count or 

observe it. 

� Measurable goals allow parents and 

teachers to know how much progress 

the student has made since the 

performance was last measured. 
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Active

� SMART expectations use words to 

describe what the student will be able to 

do and how they will demonstrate their 

learning. 

� Examples of action words: apply, 

explain, point 

Realistic and Relevant

� The expectations outlined in a SMART 

IEP are realistic for the child to be 

successful and are relevant to the 

child’s assessed learning strengths and 

needs. 

Time Limited

� Provides a framework for when the 

objective might be attained

� Allows for good educational decision 

making e.g. if the objective has been 

attained then it is time to move on, if it 

has not been attained then it needs to 

be revisited
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When writing objectives, keep the 

following tips in mind:

Be very specific about the action. 

For example: 

� raise his/her hand for attention 

� use a classroom voice 

� read the pre-primer Dolch Words 

� complete homework

� keep hands to him/herself

Provide a time frame or location/context 

for the goal. 

For example: 

� during silent reading time 

� while in the gym

� at recess time 

� by the end of 2nd term.

Decide what determines the success of the goal.

For example: 

� how many consecutive periods will the student 
remain on task? 

� How many gym periods? 

� How fluently will the student read the words -
without hesitation and prompting? 

� What percentage of accuracy? 

� How often?



3/25/2014

13

What to Avoid

Vague goals are unacceptable in an IEP. 

Goals that state: 

� will improve reading ability

� will improve his/her behavior

� will do better in math

should be stated much more specifically with 
reading levels or benchmarks, or frequency or 
level of improvement to attain and a time frame 
for when the improvement will occur. 

Some examples to critique

Kevin will demonstrate tolerance for all 

daily position changes by maintaining a 

neutral disposition

What do you think of this objective?

With elbow/hand prompting Nicole will 

successfully hit a switch to restart the 

massager or to start the music

What’s missing from this objective?
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Develop a personal/gestural dictionary in 

order to increase Tara’s communicative 

behaviour

Who’s objective is this?

A Better Example

Frank will respond to peers by pointing to 

an appropriate picture on his board when 

asked simple questions 4/5 times on 5 

consecutive days. 

Strategies: 

� Teacher will practice questions with Frank briefly during morning 
greeting.  

� Educational assistant will prompt Frank visually if needed.

� Speech-language pathologist will model with the class how to ask “yes” 
and “no” questions as well as other questions that can be answered 
using a picture board.

� Frank will practice with office staff when he delivers attendance each 
morning.

� Parents will use the picture board to help Frank share school news at 
home.

Evaluation: Speech-language pathologist will conduct assessment of 
Frank’s functional skills with his communication board at the end of 
each reporting period.
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Measurable Educational 

Objectives

Annual goals are broken down into a logical 
sequence of “steps” or objectives that lead to 
the attainment of the goal.

Measurable means that you can count it or 
observe it.

Rather than using terms like “improve” or 
“develop”, ask yourself what you will actually 
see the student doing that allows you to make 
this judgment.

We Can Measure Student 

Progress as Follows:

� Through increasing levels of partial participation in 
activities

� Through less prompting or facilitation over time

� Through generalization of the same skill to new 
people, activities or environments

� Through fewer false hits in activities involving switch 
work

� The amount of time it takes for the student might 
decrease

� The amount of time a student engages in an activity 
might increase

Measuring and Reporting 

Progress

� Degree of Active Participation

� Frequency of the Behaviour

� Accuracy of the Behaviour

� Appropriateness of the Behaviour

� Duration of the Behaviour

� Latency of the Behaviour

� Generalization of the Behaviour
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Degree of Active Participation

How much 
assistance or 
prompting 
(physical and/or 
verbal) does the 
student require 
to perform the 
skill?

Frequency of the Behaviour

How often does 

the student 

perform the 

desired activity?
How many times does the 

student sign “more” for an 

interrupted favourite 

activity?

Accuracy of the Behaviour

How precisely does the student 

perform the behaviour? 
� During switch work,

how many “false hits”

occurred? Did the

student point or gaze

accurately at an

object choice?
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Appropriateness of the Behaviour

Does the student demonstrate 

the desired behaviour in 

appropriate situations?
The student vocalizes when requesting 

attention, but is appropriately quiet in the 

classroom

Duration of the Behaviour

How long does the student 

engage in the

desired

behaviour? 
Spending an increasing 

amount of time in their 

walker

Latency of the Behaviour

� How long does it take for the student to 

initiate the behaviour once prompted? 

The amount of time it takes the student to 

hit their switch decreases with practice.
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Generalization of the 

Behaviour

Does the student have the ability to 

use the developing skill with 

different people or in different 

settings?

Greets a peer in the classroom and 

also greets the school secretary in the 

office?

You tryA

When John is angry he will throw a 

table, scream at the teacher, or hit other 

students.

Goal:

Objective:

Strategies:

Evaluation: 

During instruction Shauna will get up and 
wander around the classroom, she will 
rock her chair until she falls over, and she 
will throw her pencil or other materials so 
she needs to leave her seat.

Goal:

Objective:

Strategies:

Evaluation: 
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Calling out

Completion of assignments

Homework

In Summary,

Meaningful IEPs focus on relevant, 
functional annual goals broken into 
logical, measurable objectives that lead 
toward a quality of life in the future for a 
student with severe disabilities.

Accountability is demonstrated by 
tracking student progress over time.


