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Transcript: Module 1 Bonus Lesson 

IEP Worthy Case Example 

Welcome to the Framework and Formula for Writing Meaningful 
IEPs. I'm Dr. Kristie Pretti-Frontczak, and as you likely know by 
now, there are four modules in this online course. One is about 
what is IEP-worthy. Another is all about how we look at disability 
and differences and really thinking about how to work from a 
place of strength and what matters. We also talk a lot about an 
ABC formula and how we really select criteria that allows us to 
ensure that our efforts are increasing access participation and 
progress. Then the fourth module is all about that messy middle, 
about what we do when children struggle—whether or not they 
qualify for early childhood special education or special education 
in general. What do we do when they're struggling and how do 
we better support them? 

 But this particular recording is a bonus track. It's all about putting 
all of these practices into a real life situation and seeing what 
comes out on the other side. So we talk a lot about being “IEP-
worthy” and we know that we have to have a really strong 
present level and we've given this idea that we can route things 
through filters and decide if it comes out as worthy. We think 
about, “is it functional? Is it something this child needs most or 
during all daily activities?” Then we think about measurability, 
because in the end, we want to be able to really look at the 
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instructional efforts and make sure that we're building upon 
children's strengths, really supporting and scaffolding their 
needs, and then, of course, increasing their access, participation 
and progress. 

 So here's a little case study that a fellow revolutionary was kind 
enough to allow me to share with you all. This is about a three-
and-a-half-year-old boy named Andrew. This is his initial IEP. So I 
don't have a lot of background and so you're going to find out 
right out of the gate that you have more questions than answers 
because you really want to know what he can currently do, how 
his actions and interactions are impacting access, participation 
and progress in appropriate daily activities. But let's just keep it 
as simple as we can so that we all have a common idea of 
Andrew. Remember, he's three and a half and this is his initial 
IEP. 

 So we look at his baseline and what we find is that he's got some 
strengths emerging, but as you think about it and you think 
about being three and a half, really a lot of these emerging skills 
are things that we would expect to be more mastered at this 
point. By mastered I don't mean perfect, but I mean we're ready 
to add more layers of complexity. We're looking to do things 
more quickly, more independently and so forth. So right now, 
Andrew engages in play primarily by using simple motor actions. 
Some of you are like, "Woohoo, he's moved beyond licking and 
flicking, so that's right. That's great." But for a three and a half 
year old, we would really expect cooperative play, imaginary 
play, this sort of richness that comes with being able to interact 
with peers and with objects and so forth. 

 So Andrew is still in that simple motor actions. He likes to pat 
things, bang things, dump things, poke things—anything that's 
got this underlying cause and effect. He will have some 
interactions or exchanges, but again, these are limited and  
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 they're with familiar adults. So by limited I mean he won't go 
back and forth for multiple exchanges. If something breaks 
down, he tends to stop, and so it's not this ability to have a 
conversation or a social exchange that goes more than one time 
and it's not yet with peers. So we're really looking still the heart 
of his strengths is with familiar adults. 

 He will, however, play near his peers. Fine, they can play near 
him, interact in ways that share materials, but really not in a way 
that they are taking on roles and identities, that they're 
purposefully sharing and exchanging, just sort of like we're 
cohabitating. In terms of communication, he will often repeat 
what you say to him. So either of you ask a question or you make 
a statement, what you get in return, there is that exchange, is a 
repeat. And so it's not this that he answers or he comments back 
or he extends it in any way. It's just repeating what the adult said 
to him. He doesn't consistently even answer yes/no or basic 
factual questions. 

 The reason I honed in here is I want you to remember that 
symbolic play, cognition and language are very much on three 
parallel tracks in development. So when we look at play and 
cognition and language and we see that he's pretty much well 
below where we would expect, we know that there's really 
something going on. However, we look at his initial IEP. Great 
team. They really thought this out. They said, "What does this 
child need?" Well, from their assessment results, they decided he 
needed a counting goal and a writing goal where he would use 
drawing tools, his fingers and his hands and demonstrate 
knowledge of print. 

 You can see already hopefully a really big disconnect between 
what we started saying was Andrew's present level or his 
baseline and where the team ended up. So why is that? Well, let's 
talk a little bit about the filters first and then let's talk about  
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 needs versus wants so that we understand what's going on for 
this team. But if we take this idea of counting and writing, which, 
again, keep in mind, I haven't written it out perfectly so we don't 
know the antecedent, the exact measurable behavior, and/or the 
criteria. 

 But just in general, if you think about a preschooler counting, 
whether it's rote counting or one to one counting, and you think 
about writing with early symbolism and copying shapes that are 
simple to complex, even some better bilateral motor 
coordination, the question is, does the need for counting and 
writing stem from the child's disability rather than is it a common 
expectation of all three and a half year olds? I would say it 
shouldn't even be a common expectation of three and a half year 
olds so I'm going to put a big, old X on this filter. 

 Could you say that this child has some delays and therefore is 
delayed in writing and counting? I'm going to guess yes because 
even their symbolic play is pretty delayed. So for Andrew to do 
some symbolic things that represent shapes or figures or letters 
and/or this symbolism to take a number tag and assign it to a 
quantity, that's even a higher level of cognitive symbolic 
interaction with objects. So I'm going to argue, sure, it's delayed, 
but it shouldn't even be on our radar as something that we need 
to be thinking about just yet. 

 So at that point, we could stop, but let's just walk all the way 
through the filters. Does the need of counting and writing have 
an adverse impact on the child's access, participation and 
progress in most or all daily activities? In other words, for a three 
and a half year old, if you can't count or write, does it keep you 
from doing the things that you would love to be doing and/or 
should be doing at three and a half? So, surprising, I'm going to 
give it another big, old X. We are not in kindergarten, first, 
second, third grade. We're not prepping for Harvard, right? We 
are a three year old who is trying to build really strong neural 
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pathways through our relationships with familiar adults and 
friends. But let's keep going. 

 Does this need for counting and writing requires specially 
designed instruction, not just exposure, practice, or maturation? 
I'm going to argue it is maturation, meaning I need to, A, get 
older, and B, I need to mature or strengthen, if I'm Andrew, those 
earlier foundational prerequisite skills before I can have later 
harder representations of skills. I'm going to also argue that 
people will just teach these skills more often at a small group or 
out in the hallway louder. That's not specially designed 
instruction. 

 So, the fourth filter. Can the need of counting and writing be 
accomplished within one year of development? Absolutely not. 
I'm going to even argue Andrew's if development were on track 
we should not expect a child that's three and a half to be able to 
count and write. Maybe some emerging counting and writing 
certainly, but depend on how we end up defining it, I'm going to 
bet we could easily supersede human development. So it doesn't 
make it through the filters. So counting, writing, off the table for 
consideration. But what is open for consideration? So the team 
said, "What is it that we really want?" Now, notice I used the 
word "want." The question is what do we want for Andrew and 
what does Andrew need from us? Keeping in mind that needs 
are really things that humans require from those around them 
who are helping support their growth and development. They are 
basic needs of safety, satisfaction and connection. That's what 
they need from us. 

 They need us to provide multiple and varied learning 
opportunities. They need for us to be responsive to their cues. 
They need from us to build their brains through positive 
interactions. So be careful here because what we want might be 
something that's not what Andrew needs. So the team says,  
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 "Well, we really want him to be able to participate in daily 
activities." That's lovely. We all want kids that can go with the 
flow, get the most out of circle time, enjoy their time at the 
water table. They also want them to answer questions. In fact, 
they want him to answer questions during story time. Then they 
want them to complete transitions more independently and they 
want them to have social skills where he can take turns with 
friends and really play with them, okay? 

 So a little bit better, and if we were to take these through the 
four filters, you might not have so many X's, but I'm going to 
argue that Andrew is young so most of these things are still 
requiring something that we peel back and that we find what's 
earlier, what's missing, what does the child really need from us to 
accomplish these ones that we have. So I'm going to say that 
most of these things are still wants, not needs. People are like, 
"But Kristie, how am I supposed to write an IEP? You're taking 
everything that's an option and saying nope, nope, nope. So 
what is it that can become IEP worthy?" 

 So if these aren't them, what are they? Okay, so couple of things. 
Answering questions. Fabulous thing about all young children, 
from infancy on up, we are always learning how to answer more 
complex questions. So fabulous to be building this child's neural 
pathways around recall and memory and retrieval, and answering 
really factual questions. Not a problem. This child is going to be 
in a preschool classroom that's high quality and he's going to be 
around adults and people who are going to ask questions. Let it 
be. You're going to still layer these things that you want to teach 
without making everyone of them an IEP goal. So we could still 
create embedded learning opportunities. We can still teach 
answering questions. In a minute, I'll talk to you a little bit about 
other bonus materials that'll tell you how to do this. 
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 We can also, because, yay, he's in an inclusive classroom, he's got 
lots and lots of peers around him, peers of all kinds of ability and 
he's going to have opportunities throughout the day to interact. 
Maybe he goes to a childcare for part of the day. Maybe he has 
siblings or neighbors in their apartment. Great. Because he is 
three and a half and because the family and the team has 
decided to create opportunities to interact with siblings and 
peers, fabulous. He's going to have an opportunity to strengthen 
those skills without it being an IEP goal. 

 So, remember, I didn't say we're not going to teach it, address it, 
or support it. We're just not going to make it an IEP goal. But 
what about transitions? This is a big one, right, Kristie? He's 
melting down. He's impulsive. He doesn't stop one activity and 
start another and we got to make lots of transitions in a day. 
Mom even says it's hard to get him going in the morning and get 
him in the car and get him to school and then get him out of 
school back to home. All right, yeah, this is the messy middle. 
He's three and a half. He is going to struggle with transitions. 
Until we help children learn self-regulations skills, they are going 
to always continue to struggle with transitions. So it's our job to 
give more instructional support, more scaffolding, more ideas to 
the head start teacher, to the child care teachers, to the mom, to 
the grandparents, whomever, about how to have successful 
transitions but it's still not IEP worthy, but it's going to be worthy 
of our attention. I'll come back to that in just a minute. 

 So then what does that leave us with? So there are at least four 
IEP worthy goals. What if the team decides these are too many or 
how they want to shape them using the ABC formula is still going 
to be another part of the story. But, basically, social exchanges 
with whom? Old, familiar adults. Remember his baseline. He's 
not yet ready to do things with peers. But remember, he still gets 
to interact with them. We're not going to keep him away from 
peers. We're just not going to have an IEP goal that he has social  
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 exchanges with these peers or communicative exchanges. He 
can continue doing this parallel play. We can try to extend. We 
can try to support and scaffold that. But, really, our aim, our 
effort, our specially designed instruction, is on social and 
communicative exchanges with familiar adults. Again, depending 
on what we really learn about Andrew, we might decide that 
these are too big or too many IEP-worthy goals. But let's just 
keep them on the table for a minute. 

 We can also target one-to-one pairing, this idea of one-to-one 
correspondence. You're like, "Hey, I thought counting was out." 
Counting, in particular, is probably not the pairing we want to 
start with. We want to do things like “put your backpack on your 
hook. We want you to take your marker and write on your name. 
We want you to put one puzzle piece in one puzzle opening. We 
want you to turn one page at a time. We want you to put one 
block on top of another. We want you to match things, maybe. 
We'll have to come back to his present level.” So, really, this 
pairing is the focus. If the child happens, if Andrew happens to 
pair a number tag with a number or some sort of matching 
quantities of sets, fabulous. We're not going to keep him from 
learning mathematics skills, but our emphasis is on pairing, not 
just on counting. 

 Then lastly, we want to strengthen his play skills, and because he 
was doing simple motor actions, we are now ready to really focus 
on that, we want a proximal development of the functional use 
of objects. Does it mean that we can't push for cooperative play, 
that we can't expose him to something where he takes on roles 
and identities? Sure, he's going to be in an inclusive classroom, 
have multiple opportunities, but his outcome in those play 
situations, whether it's block play, water play, dramatic play, 
playground play is that Andrew starts to use objects in really 
functional ways. So we want to make sure that we don't slip in 
imaginary, representational and cooperative even though that 
might be going on and surrounding him. 



 

Transcript: Module 1 Bonus Lesson 

© All rights reserved. kristiepf.com  

9 

 So think of this as additive. When something gets off the list as 
IEP-worthy, it's not off the list for instruction. It's just not going 
to require specially designed instruction. It's going to, rather, 
require that we think about how we do universal instruction or 
more focused instruction. So in a future or a different bonus set 
of materials, you'll find that there is a recording about how to 
write these four particular IEP worthy outcomes using the ABC 
formula also discussed in the IEP online course, the antecedent, 
the behavior, the criteria formula. But if you're anxious and you 
want to get started right away, always go to your IEP makeover 
eBook. You're going to find lots of examples of one to one pairing 
of social exchanges, communicative exchanges, functional use of 
objects. 

 These are core foundational prerequisite skills that will come up 
time and time again. Your team will just need to individualize and 
thinking about the actual antecedent and the criteria. In another 
bonus material, I'll walk you through how to tier instruction using 
the framework in the Blended Practices Second Edition text. So 
throughout your IEP online course, you'll see chapters and 
reference to the Blended Practices text, which is its full name is 
Blended Practices for Teaching Young Children in Inclusive 
Settings, The Second Edition. What I'll show is this alignment 
between those common outcomes and universal strategies. 

 So if we're going to do answering questions and interacting with 
peers, how would we teach that in a common universal way? 
Then—that transition, right? You said, "Kristie, that's a messy 
middle in there. I need some ideas about how to help Andrew 
with transitions." Perfect. We'll talk about how to align the need 
for transitioning with more focused strategies. Then lastly, we'll 
pair those four options of individualized outcomes with 
systematic instruction. So that's the way that we'll bring it all 
together. For now, we really want to think about what is IEP  
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 worthy, and when something isn't or something doesn't make it 
through the filters, or something is a want, not a need, it doesn't 
mean that we don't address it from an instructional perspective 
or scaffolding and support. We just don't do it from specially 
designed instruction perspective. 

 


