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called “average” student. This system may work well enough for many

who cannot “keep up.” Special education is specially designed instruction, provided at no cost 

to address the child’s disability



make meaningful progress in light of that child’s circumstances.

progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances.

anecdotes, and “he’s doing fine” when the data says 

about the child’s current performance? What goals will address the child’s needs? 

The word “individualized” in Individualized Education Program is not window 

dressing. It is the noun, the verb, and the marching orders. A child’s IEP must include present 



teacher, therapist, administrator, advocate, or hearing officer can understand the child’s needs 

conformity with an IEP that meets IDEA’s requirements.

protects the child’s right to an appropriate education.

hand. Do not ask, “Does this sound nice?” Ask, 

“What does this require the district to do?” Do not ask, “Did everyone seem sincere?” Ask, 

“Can I prove whether this was implemented?” Do not ask, “Did they say my child is making 

progress?” Ask, “Where is the data?” Sincere words may comfort people in a meeting, but 

progress reports, and written commitments. The IEP should not say “as needed”

child needs a specific service. It should not say “staff will support reading” when the child 

requires structured literacy instruction. It should not say “student will improve writing” when 



the child needs a measurable annual writing goal tied to a baseline. It should not say “progress 

will be monitored” without explaining how, how often, by whom, and using what tool. An 

A Zombie IEP may say the child “struggles with reading comprehension,” but it does 

not identify the child’s instructional reading level, fluency rate, decoding profile, 

“has difficulty with attention,” but it does not state how long the child attends, how often 

will “improve writing skills,” but it does not define the current writing level, sentence 



Federal regulations require the IEP to include the child’s present levels and explain how the 

disability affects the child’

A Zombie IEP says things like “Student struggles with reading,” “Student benefits 

from support,” “Student has difficulty with written expression,” or “Student is making 

progress.” These statements are not present levels. 

A real present level says something like this: “On the March 2026 curriculum

gies.” That kind of present 



Although the regulation does not use the word “baseline” as 

unless the team knows the child’s current measurable starting point.

baseline would then identify the student’s current measurable performance, such as: “Student 

grade passage with 70 percent accuracy.”

“During a 20

minutes before requiring adult redirection, based on three classroom observations.” A 

states: “Given a grade

grammar/mechanics errors per 100 words.”

A goal that says “Student will improve reading” 

A weak goal says, “Student will improve reading comprehension with 80 percent 

accuracy.” A stronger goal says, “Given a second



on 4 out of 5 weekly probes by the annual review date.” The second version can be 

functional skills. A weak goal says, “Student will increase attention.” A stronger goal says, 

“Given a 15

recording.” The first version sounds nice. The second version tells everyone what success 

that sound flexible but operate as escape hatches. Watch for terms such as “as appropriate,” 

“as needed,” “when available,” “to the extent possible,” “staff will support,” “teacher will 

monitor,” “consultation as necessary,” “student may receive,” “within the general education 

setting,” and “informal support.” These phrases are not always unlawful. Sometimes 

If this year’s present levels are identical to last year’s, parents should ask what new 



replace data. Statements such as “He is such a sweet boy,” “She works hard,” “He raised his 

hand last week,” “She smiles every day,” or “He enjoys art” may be true and even 

Parents should respond politely but firmly. “That is good to hear. What data do we 

have on the goal?” “Can you show me the progress monitoring records?” “How does that 

observation relate to the present level?” “What skill does that anecdote measure?” “Is t

reflected in the data?” Stories are not science. Praise is not progress. Hope is not a service.

often enters the IEP meeting dressed as compassion. It sounds like, “We don’t want to frustrate 

him,” “She has always struggled,” “We need to be realistic,” “This is probably the best we 

can expect,” or “He is doing well for a student like him.” Parents should listen carefully. 

statements reveal that the district has quietly lowered the ceiling over the child’s head.

explained that an IEP must be appropriately ambitious in light of the child’s circumstances 

ambition does not mean fantasy. It means the child’s goals should be challenging, 

gap. A child who cannot write a paragraph does not need another year of vague “writing 

support.” A child whose behavior is interfering with learning does not need more pun

impedes the child’s learning or that of others. Calling weak goals “realistic” does not make 



PLOPs, or present levels, describe the child’s current academic and functional 

school tomorrow, the new team should be able to understand the student’s needs and begin 

implementing the IEP without confusion. A weak PLOP says, “Student struggles with math.” 

A strong PLOP says, “Student can solve single

value and often reverses the operation sign. Student’s working

paper, explicit modeling, repeated practice, and verbal rehearsal of steps.” That PLOP tells 

question: what is the student’s current measurable performance on the exact skill the goal will 

target? Examples include: “Student reads 37 correct words per minute with 86 p

grade passage,” “Student writes 



spelling errors per 100 words,” “Student independently 

out of 10 observed opportunities,” “Student 

opportunities,” or “Student solves two

accuracy across three probes.”

meaningful progress measurement means the district can say “progress” while producing no 

A district that writes “specialized academic instruction: 30 minutes weekly” has made 

a commitment. A district that writes “support as needed” has created fog. A district that writes 

“student will receive structured literacy instruction using an evidence

trained special education teacher, with weekly decoding and fluency probes” has created an 

enforceable service. A district that writes “student will receive reading support” has created a 



But in practice, many parents are treated as guests at their own child’s meeting. The 

“parking lot,” a district administrator answering questions directed to teachers or service 

logs, and present levels is forced to rely on the district’s version of reality. That is dangerous.

meeting about your child’s education, services, placement, progress, rights, and future. 



Parents should be prepared to say, “This issue affects my child’s access to FAPE, and 

we need to discuss it before the meeting ends.” They may also say, “I am not comfortable 

moving forward without reviewing the data,” “If we cannot finish today, let’s sch

continuation meeting before we adjourn,” or “Please document that this issue remains 

unresolved.” 

For some children, behavior becomes the district’s favorite subject because behavior 

The question is not, “How do we make the child easier to 

manage?” The question is, “What does the child need in order to learn?”

meeting to ratify it. The parent’s role becomes ceremonial, the draft becomes the destination, 



violate IDEA’s procedural protections.

“What reading strategies are you using during small group?” and the administrato

“We provide support based on student need,” the parent should calmly redirect: “I asked the 

reading teacher. I would like to hear directly from the person providing the instruction.” This 

Parents raise a legal issue, and someone says, “We are not here to debate.” Interruption is not 

“Please let me finish my point,” “I do not want to lose my train of thought,” “I will listen 

when you respond, but I need to complete my question first,” or “I am asking

voice at a time.” If the interruption continues, a more direct response may be necessary: “I 

was interrupted before my question was answered. I am going to ask it again,” “I need the 

n several times,” or “Please do not move 

to the next topic until this question is answered.” Keep in mind,

clear record, preserve parent participation, and protect the child’s right to an appropriate 



The “parking lot” is where hard issues go to die. Districts often park difficult topics 

written exit plan. They should say, “Before we park this issue, I need to know who is 

up, what action will be taken, and by what date.” They can also

“Please document this as an unresolved issue,” “Please include in the notes that I requested 

this service and the district has not agreed today,” or “If the district is refusing my request, 

please provide prior written notice.”

is one of the parent’s 



