
What is a Standards-based IEP? An Overview for Families 

Historically, IEPs have focused on a student’s acquisition of basic academic or functional skills and have had 
little if any relationship to a specific academic area or grade-level expectations. In contrast, the process used 
to develop a standards-based IEP is directly tied to the state’s content standards. Both the student’s present 
level of academic achievement and functional performance (often referred to as “PLAAFP”) and the annual 
IEP goals are aligned with the state’s grade-level standards, creating a plan that is aimed at getting the 
student to a proficient level on all state standards. 

While there might be a gap — sometimes significant — between the student’s present level of performance 
and the skills and knowledge required to meet the grade-level standards — the IEP should address what 
needs to happen in order for the student to meet the standards. Once the IEP team has analyzed the 
student’s current performance and determined what the student needs to learn, the specially designed 
instruction (i.e., special education) and related services and supports can be developed. 

Standards-based Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP) 

The development of every IEP begins with a statement describing the student’s present levels of academic 
achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP). However, this statement frequently has no connection 
to the grade-level expectations for all students. In a standards-based IEP process, the PLAAFP documents the 
results of district and state assessments, transition assessments for students 16+, as well as changes in 
current functioning based on information collected from the various service providers. The PLAAFP 
information should include the student’s most recent performance on all state and district-wide 
assessments. This information is then used to determine what state standards the student has achieved and 
what standards remain to be accomplished. Determining the gaps between the student’s current level of 
academic achievement and the expectations for grade-level performance provides a clear picture of what 
needs to be accomplished in the coming year. 

Standards-based Annual Goals 

Using the PLAAFP statement as a roadmap, the IEP team develops annual goals that are individualized for the 
student and designed to move the student toward proficiency on grade-level standards. Goals should be 
prioritized, clearly indicating the skills and knowledge most important to long-term academic success. In any  



case, the goal will require the student to make more than one year’s progress in an academic school year in 
order to close the gap. Goals should also include the development of “access” skills — skills that will allow 
the student to access grade-level materials, sometimes in different ways. Lastly, as explained in one state’s 
guidance on standards-based IEPS, “A student’s goals … on an IEP should not be a re-statement of a standard 
or a curriculum goal, but rather a statement that reflects the necessary learning that will lead to attaining the 
standard.” 

Standards-based Special Education and Related Services and Supports 

Using state academic content standards to guide the development of IEPs for students with disabilities is an 
approach that will require substantial changes to the traditional IEP process. 

Some might feel that standards-based IEPs contradict the concept of individualization that is central to IEP 
development. However, it is the strong connection between the individualized instruction and the goals 
expected of all students that will provide optimum results. The benefits that students will receive from this 
standards-driven approach include: 

Closer collaboration between general education and special education teachers 

Improved understanding of academic content standards by special education teachers 

Increased involvement in and ownership of the performance of students with disabilities by general 
education teachers 

Increased exposure to general education curriculum for students 

Special education related services and supports focused on bridging the achievement gap 

Higher expectations for student achievement 

Instructional modifications and accommodations that support the student’s involvement and progress in the 
general education curriculum 

Better connection between what the student is taught and what the student is tested on 

Better understanding by parents of where their child is functioning as it relates to grade level 



Regardless of whether your state is promoting a standards-based approach to IEPs, parents should begin to 
insist on a strong connection between IEP components and their state’s academic content standards to 
improve student progress. And, while a standards-based IEP will provide several benefits over the traditional 
approach, parents must still closely monitor the progress of their child.  Reports of progress toward annual 
IEP goals must be provided to parents on a regular basis—such as at the same time reports cards are issued 
for all students.  Be sure to use these reports to gauge whether your child is making adequate progress 
toward reaching the annual goals established in the IEP. 
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Who to contact if I have more questions? 

 Your Child's Special Education Teacher 

Your School's Area Coordinator 

Parent Education and Diversity Awareness Program - 314-989-8438 




