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Executive Summary

During the 2010-2011 school year, the state of South Dakota piloted an online program called 
the IEP Quality Tutorial-South Dakota (IEPQ-SD). IEPQ-SD was designed to support the 
implementation of standards-based IEPs in schools throughout the state. Forty-nine educators 
in South Dakota participated in training on the IEPQ-SD tool, and they were then given access 
to the tool so that they could use it in their work with IEPs. 

This report presents the results of an evaluation of the extent to which teachers used IEPQ-SD 
after training, and their reactions to it.  We conducted interviews with five of the training par-
ticipants approximately six months after the training session to learn about educator perceptions 
of the training, how their work with IEPs has been affected by the training, and how student 
experiences have been affected by the training. We also asked questions about what the educa-
tors liked about the training and what could be improved for future trainings, and if and how 
participants thought the IEPQ-SD tool should be rolled out to other educators in South Dakota.  

Key findings included:

• All participants agreed that the training and piloting of the tool were important and suggested 
ways in which future training might be implemented.

• Many participants said that the IEPQ-SD tool aided them in more effectively writing IEPs 
and aligning IEPs with state standards.

• Participants generally indicated that the IEPQ-SD tool helped bridge a gap between the 
writing of the goals for the IEP and the carrying out of these goals in the classroom.

• Several participants explained that the IEPQ-SD tool helped to streamline the information 
gathering that educators must do in the creation and maintenance of the student IEP.

• Many participants indicated that the IEPQ-SD tool led to positive changes in students’ 
learning experiences.

• The results indicated that it was important to get buy-in from special education directors and 
other administrators in a district. Without this buy-in, educators will not have the supports 
necessary to promote frequent use. 

The perceptions of these educators can provide insights into further training on the IEPQ-SD 
tool as well as implementation of the tool in schools. 
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Overview 

Introduction

Both the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA) require that students with disabilities have the opportunity to learn 
grade-level content. Educators have long struggled to successfully develop and implement 
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for their students with disabilities that are based on 
expectations that these students will be exposed to and learn grade level curriculum. The practice 
of using state content standards in the development of IEPs is referred to as standards-based 
IEPs (Holbrook, 2007). Special educators, in particular, are faced with a unique challenge in 
incorporating state standards—which may number in the hundreds—into actionable language 
in student IEPs. They must prioritize, connect, and combine standards as appropriate to ensure 
that adequate support is provided to students. 

During the 2010-2011 school year South Dakota piloted an online program called the IEP Qual-
ity Tutorial-South Dakota (IEPQ-SD), designed to support the development of, communication 
about, and implementation of standards-based IEPs. This program was adapted from a similar 
online program used in Illinois (IEPQ) (Shriner, Trach, & Yell, 2006). Teachers in the South 
Dakota pilot study attended a training session prior to receiving access to IEPQ-SD. This report 
presents the results of an evaluation of the extent to which teachers used IEPQ-SD after training 
and their reactions to it. 

Background

A standards-based IEP has been defined as one in which the IEP team incorporated state content 
standards in its development (Holbrook, 2007). According to Ahearn (2006), standards-based 
IEPs create high expectations for students with disabilities and are considered best practice. 
Standards-based IEPs provide students with better access to academic content, stimulate con-
versation between special educators and general educators, and can help initiate discussion 
about schooling using the same curricular language (McLaughlin, Nolet, Rihm, & Henderson, 
1999). Several researchers have proposed models or processes for developing standards-based 
IEPs (see, for example, Holbrook, 2007; Lynch & Adams, 2008; Nolet & McLaughlin, 2005; 
Shriner, Plotner, & Rose, 2010).

Prior to developing IEPs, all IEP team members, including parents, need to be familiar with 
the general education curriculum, including the state’s academic content standards and state 
assessments (Holbrook, 2007). There are a large number of standards at any particular grade 
level. There are also multiple content areas, each with its own set of standards, and students 
progress to a new set of standards at the beginning of each school year.
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State-level demand for educators to base all programs for students with disabilities on grade 
level content standards is uneven across states (Ahearn, 2006). The motivation to ensure that 
IEPs address content standards was strengthened by U. S. Department of Education (2007) 
regulations that allowed states to develop an Alternate Assessment based on Modified Academic 
Achievement Standards (AA-MAS) for students with IEPs who were unable to achieve proficient 
performance within the year covered by the student’s IEP. The IEP of a student participating in 
an AA-MAS must include goals that are based on the academic content standards for the grade 
in which the student is enrolled.  The regulations also indicated that the student must have ac-
cess to the grade-level curriculum.

South Dakota Context

South Dakota conducted analyses of data to determine whether the state needed to develop an 
AA-MAS for students who persistently performed poorly on the regular assessment. A group of 
educators from across the state was convened to learn more about the characteristics of students 
with disabilities who might be candidates for an AA-MAS and how they received instruction 
and took assessments. These studies indicated that there was a need to improve the instruction 
of low performing students with disabilities who might be candidates for an AA-MAS before 
developing an additional test. One outcome of these studies was that South Dakota decided to 
develop online training on standards-based IEPs.

South Dakota worked with Dr. James Shriner and colleagues at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign to adapt an IEP Quality Tutorial (IEPQ) for South Dakota. The original 
Tutorial was developed as part of a federal research project (IES grant # R324J060002) and is 
a Web-based decision-making support system with tools and content based on research of best 
practices for providing meaningful access to the general curriculum (Shriner, Carty, Trach, Rose, 
Kim, & Zanton, 2011). The Tutorial focuses on improving the quality of the IEP document and 
emphasizes that although IEPs must address the academic learning standards of a student’s 
enrolled grade level, using the standards themselves as annual goal statements is not an appro-
priate strategy (i.e., annual measurable goals and short-term objectives need to be identified). 

The IEPQ-SD Tutorial is designed to encourage the use of data to guide the instructional focus 
documented in the IEP rather than the instructional approaches that will be used. The tool is 
designed to assist with yearly planning, not the routine teaching plan. Because not all standards 
are equally important (Ainsworth, 2003), IEPQ-SD incorporates decision-making supports for 
general curriculum prioritization to target areas for annual goals. The recognition that a student’s 
needs cut across standards, both within a content area and across content areas, helps teachers 
decide where to invest available instructional minutes. IEPQ-SD is designed to provide guid-
ance to ensure that a data-based foundation exists for all decisions. Each section of the IEP is 
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supported with decision-making guides regarding what information and factors to include or 
exclude, and the degree to which the information should influence subsequent decisions.

The IEPQ-SD tool includes several components: (a) Help Topics for select sections of the South 
Dakota IEP, such as present levels of performance, and goals/objectives; (b) Toolbox Resources 
that include downloadable reference charts and planning sheets for educators, students, and 
parents to use in IEP development; (c) Goal Assistants (Academic, Functional, and Transition) 
that help IEP teams with decisions about how to best prioritize State Learning and Social/Emo-
tional Standards for an individual student based on his or her needs and that support the writing 
process for annual measurable goals and short-term objectives; (d) Case Student Scenarios for 
four fictionalized students with diverse learning and behavioral needs, and illustrations of all 
components of a high quality IEP for each student; and (e) Resource Library with evidenced 
based, best practice references to books, journals, and websites that could assist teams during 
IEP development.

The Pilot Study

The South Dakota Department of Education initiated a pilot study using the IEPQ-SD tool dur-
ing the 2010-2011 school year in South Dakota. Following a one-day training, the 49 educators 
from 11 school districts who participated in the training were given access to the tool so that 
they could use it in their work with IEPs. The pilot group of educators included special educa-
tion district supervisors and special educators who worked in inclusive settings as well as those 
who worked in resource room settings. 

The one-day training was held in Sioux Falls in September, 2010. A morning presentation pro-
moted the importance of holding students with disabilities to high expectations and of providing 
a grade-level standards-based curriculum. This was followed by discussion about difficulties 
in developing and implementing IEPs based on South Dakota’s standards. Educators were then 
seated in front of computers with wireless Internet access and began a four-hour training session 
led by the tool developers. Following the training, the educators were given access to the online 
tutorial and encouraged to incorporate use of the new tool into their work with student IEPs.

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the extent to which teachers used IEPQ-SD after 
training, and their reactions to it. The specific research questions we sought to answer were:

1.  To what extent has the IEPQ-SD been used, and if used what has been the effect on 
teaching and IEP preparation?

2.  How are students’ educational experiences affected by their teachers’ use of IEPQ-SD?

3.  Is current training on IEPQ-SD adequate? How can it be improved?
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Method 

We conducted structured interviews via telephone with a sample of teachers who attended 
the IEPQ-SD training session. The interviews occurred at the end of the school year in which 
teachers received training and initiated use of IEPQ-SD. This format for collecting information 
allowed us to have a standard set of questions, but also allowed teachers to elaborate on their 
answers to questions that were most salient to their experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). We 
asked teachers a series of questions that we developed in cooperation with James Shriner and 
South Dakota Department of Education personnel. 

Participants

We selected a sample of five participants using a roster of educators who attended the training 
session. Four participants were special education teachers and one was a district special edu-
cation director. These participants were from the eastern, central, and western regions of the 
state, and between them worked at the elementary, middle, and high school levels. Two of the 
special education teachers attended the training alone whereas two attended with at least one 
other special education colleague from the same school. The district special education director 
brought several special education teachers from the same school to the training session. 

We contacted participants through an initial e-mail and a follow-up phone call when necessary. 
Respondents received a $35 gift card for their participation.

Process

We conducted interviews with each of the five participants by telephone in March, 2011. We 
recorded all interviews for transcription and later review. Interviews ranged from 23 minutes 
to 42 minutes in length.

We analyzed interview data for themes using Microsoft Word coding, highlighting, and review 
features. We merged data from individual interviews in Microsoft Excel by theme and then 
analyzed them in this software. From these data, we created an Excel sheet structured by theme. 
Using this sheet, we analyzed and interpreted the data. Counts of statement types and examples 
of participant responses were marked for later inclusion in written results. 

We asked the following interview questions in the order listed:

1. You were a participant in a training on standards based IEPs in Sioux Falls in late September. 
Could you summarize the training?

2. Has the way you work with IEPs changed since the training?
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3. To what extent do you use the IEPQ-SD tool to work with IEPs? Do your colleagues value 
and use the IEPQ-SD tool?

4. Think about the students you teach. Has the way you now work with IEPs changed their 
experience at school?

5. You are part of a select group of educators who underwent this training.  Do you think it 
should be rolled out to other teachers in your state?  If so, how do you think this should be 
done?

See Appendix A for the complete interview protocol. 

Results 

Study results are organized into two major sections. The first presents the results by theme and 
the second provides an analysis of the comments of infrequent users of IEPQ-SD.

Themes

The three major themes that we identified were: (1) Using the IEPQ-SD; (2) Changes in Student 
Experiences; and (3) Recommendations for Future Training, Follow-Up Training, and Scale-Up.  
The findings for each theme are presented in a separate subsection. 

Participants who spent more time using the IEPQ-SD program had more to say about its pos-
sibilities and potential effects than participants who used it less frequently. For that reason, the 
results section may include disproportionate representation of their viewpoints. In this study, 
two of the study participants identified themselves as daily or weekly users and offered sig-
nificantly more commentary than the three study participants who used the IEPQ-SD program 
less frequently, or in one case, had not used the program since shortly after the fall training in 
Sioux Falls.

Using the IEPQ-SD

Participants spoke about how they have traditionally worked with IEPs throughout the school 
year and how their work with IEPs has changed since the training. One educator mentioned 
using the tool to monitor content specific goals and objectives for the current grade for one of 
her students, as well as looking forward to the things that the student would need to know in 
the following grade.

Participants said that the IEPQ-SD aided them in more effectively writing the IEP. They indi-
cated that it helped them focus on the specifics of the criteria/standards and the connection to 
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the writing of goals. For example, one teacher said IEPQ-SD helped “refine” her writing so that 
“it could be more understandable to somebody looking at it for the first time.” Another spoke of 
being motivated to put time into learning how to best use the IEPQ-SD tool because it helped 
her connect to the standards with “clarity and precise language.”

Furthermore, the IEPQ-SD tool helped bridge the gap between the writing of goals for the IEP 
and carrying out these goals in the classroom. The features of the IEPQ-SD changed the way 
in which the educators wrote goals and the way in which they communicated these goals to 
general education colleagues. The study participants believed that this helped those carrying 
out instruction to understand the underlying standards. 

The study participants also explained how they used the IEPQ-SD online tool to streamline 
the information gathering that educators must do in creation and maintenance of the student 
IEP. At issue, the responses seemed to indicate, is the number of people involved and the com-
munication efforts that are necessary to work with IEPs. An effort must be made to connect 
with general educators in the school building (many for a student in high school), as well as 
parents, guidance counselors, and other administrators—and IEPQ-SD made the process easier. 
The participants said they could synthesize information to share with other colleagues more 
effectively with IEPQ-SD in contrast with former communication habits that involved asking 
general educators to sift through entire IEPs. For example, one study participant cut and pasted 
relevant information into personalized documents for other educators. 

Several special educators indicated that when they wrote IEPs, general education teachers and 
other team members had a better understanding of how the standards directly related to goals. 
For example, one teacher indicated that this new clarity in the writing of the IEP improved ex-
pectations of the general education teacher relative to the IEP student. She said, “I think it kind 
of opened the eyes of the [general education] teachers too, in understanding even though this 
student is on an IEP, they still need to perform at the test grade standard.” 

A teacher noted that the parent input form, the student planning sheet, and the standards area of 
the website were helpful in promoting communication about the IEP. IEPQ-SD enabled her to 
involve general educators. For example, she said, “They love it because they feel such a larger 
part of the IEP now, where before it’s like it was the special ed. team that was developing the 
goals.” 

Changes in Student Experiences

Participants indicated that the IEPQ-SD tool led to positive changes in students’ learning ex-
periences. For example, one educator said that she thought the increased access that students 
had to their targets and goals resulted in students who were “able to step up to the level of the 
other students in the class now.” This teacher taught at the high school level and said that her 
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students help her fill out their IEPs. She added that she thought her students were taking more 
ownership in their learning with the help of the tool:

I think [IEPQ-SD] helps them get through the day with a little bit more self-
esteem, a little more oomph in their step. I think they’re just feeling a little dif-
ferent because the teachers in the classroom are taking different approaches to 
those students. And, I think that has changed the climate of how those students 
are perceived in the classroom. 

This teacher also noted that it seemed like her students were doing more of the same things at 
the same time as their peers without disabilities in the classroom. She highlighted the efforts of 
one of her students who completed a “senior experience” project—which many students with 
disabilities had not even been asked to complete in the past. In speaking about that experience, 
she said, “All of the other students had to write a research paper, he had to write a research 
paper. He had to do a project, and I held him accountable.” 

Study participants spoke about the ability of the tool to help students know exactly where they 
stand in learning some of the key concepts and goals. For example, another teacher said her 
students were able to more accurately track their progress from beginning on a goal, to 50% 
attainment, and then those fine improvements that get them over the hump to 80%, 90%, and 
eventually 100%. She said, “They’ve got an attitude now of, I’ve set a goal to reach and now I’m 
going to get better.” She spoke of one of her students making so many improvements through 
active engagement with the IEPQ-SD tool that the student now spends a hundred percent of 
her time in the general education classroom. The educator said, in talking about her experience 
working with this student: 

We came back and it was time for her annual meeting and I wanted to try and 
utilize the site. We started going through it and what standards she had touched 
on already and then we looked at present levels. We all sat down together and 
discussed where she’s at and how she’s doing, and looked at some of the stan-
dards that would be coming up the rest the school year. She’s like “I can do that, 
I know I can do that.”

And I said, “Okay, you know, we’re going to try to put you back in the classroom 
and we’ll see how it goes.” And so she monitored her grades for the standard 
we’re working on. And she’s like “I’m on an 80% average on my goal, so I want 
to stay in the classroom.” 

And I said okay for this one and then we just kept adding standards and we 
added her math. Her reading standards were what she was monitoring but then 
she wanted to monitor her math standards, and she wanted to monitor her writing 
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standards. So she’s got a file where she has her standards and her grades. She’s 
got a little spot where she can write her grades down…. Using the website is 
showing her what she needs to know. I said, “Yep, this is what we’re responsible 
for teaching you. You’re responsible for learning this.” 

And she just, she took total ownership, she’s like, Okay, I’m going to do it but 
can you help me set up a way to monitor it…. I’m hoping she tests out of special 
ed. That would be the ultimate goal. 

Two educators spoke about the ability of the IEPQ-SD online tool to help them build self-
advocacy skills with students. Student awareness of what they are learning, compared to what 
others are learning, and their own needs to get to the goals that they have set for the year was 
mentioned as something needed to help students make gains throughout the year. One educator 
said:

They help me develop the IEP with standards, you know, what percentage do 
you think you could meet this goal at? So it gives them an input and then they 
feel like, they’re part of it, like, this is my plan, this is what I want to do. 

Recommendations for Future Training, Follow-up Training, and Scale-up

During the interviews, researchers asked study participants for their recommendations for rolling 
out the IEPQ-SD tool or other similar tools. The study participants found the training that they 
received prior to receiving access to IEPQ-SD to be extremely helpful. Several also thought that 
it would be useful to have follow-up training to help educators “fine tune their skills.”

Participants indicated that the training was well organized and progressed smoothly. Two par-
ticipants liked how detailed the training was and believed that it was helpful to have time to 
explore the minute details of the website. Another spoke to the importance of “time to play” 
so that “the information could stick with us by the time we got back home in front of our own 
computers.” The same participant was also thankful for the many trainers available to answer 
questions as educators experimented with the website. 

All participants concurred that the most effective part of the training was the learning that oc-
curred around writing more effective and efficient IEPs and aligning IEPs with state standards. 
Most participants pointed to the writing of measurable goals as the most practical concrete 
take-away, one stating specifically that this is the area that “teachers often struggle with.” 

One participant focused on the care taken to present educators with an overarching understand-
ing of the importance of writing standards-based IEPs by introducing educators to the new 
tool, and then helping them understand what it is and why they should be using it. Specifically, 
participants remembered the initial presentation by Jim Shriner as an effective way to open 
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the training and set the stage for standards-based IEPs, as well as provide a national scope and 
fresh perspective to this work. One participant mentioned that he found it useful to hear about 
what other states were doing. 

Participants believed that the state department of education in South Dakota does a good job, 
in general, of finding resources and bringing outside people into the state for training when 
necessary. Two participants stated specifically that they were very happy that the person who 
built the IEPQ-SD site was there to tell them about it. One commented that she felt that he knew 
exactly what he was talking about relative to the design and purpose of the site. 

The single most identified issue was the amount of time it took to learn the full potential of the 
IEPQ-SD. Two participants indicated that they were so busy that they were unable to find time 
to explore the tutorial deeply. Participants suggested that it might be helpful to have multiple 
training sessions and online tools to support educators in IEPQ-SD use. This would enable 
IEPQ-SD users to develop a deeper understanding over time of the many ways that IEPQ-SD 
could be used. 

One district team organized an after school meeting one day among teachers participating in 
the pilot that the teachers found very helpful. Participants mentioned the importance of admin-
istrator support for the tool. For example, one educator spoke about how she received support 
from her special education director. She saw that collaboration between a team of educators 
led to increased use by all involved. Another study participant thought that it would be helpful 
to host an additional formal or organized training—or roundtable discussions—for those who 
participated in the training. He said he imagined educators would be able to share their experi-
ences with what they found to be the more useful aspects of the tool.

All participants supported rolling out the tool to more educators across the state of South Dakota.

Reasons Infrequent Users Seldom Used IEPQ-SD

Three educators who participated in this study did not regularly use IEPQ-SD. They identified 
issues that stood in the way of frequent or full use during the pilot study year. One participant, 
a special education director, said that for his weaker educators, there was so much they were 
already working on that the administrator felt that he could not ask them to make use of the tool 
a priority. Another spoke of the resistance to change she saw in some of her colleagues as she 
tried to collaborate with them using IEPQ-SD. She said she was met with an attitude of, “I’m 
doing things fine my way so I don’t have to learn something new.”



10 NCEO

One educator mentioned how success in learning and using the tool could easily depend on how 
many students are currently on a special educator’s caseload with pending evaluations. She said, 
“I had a small caseload this year, so most of my IEPs were right at the beginning, right around 
the training. I used it a lot during those and then I haven’t really used it since before Christmas.”

Discussion 

Standards-based IEPs can provide “clear links between state standards and specific needs of 
students, goals, and objectives” (Lynch & Adams, 2008, p. 39). IEPQ-SD is a tool that IEP 
team members can use to help them develop and implement standards-based IEPs. This study 
evaluated the extent to which teachers used IEPQ-SD after training, and their reactions to it. The 
study participants generally found IEPQ to be very useful and believed that teachers across the 
state would benefit from its use. Different educators have found different avenues to incorporate 
use of IEPQ-SD into their work, and have done so to a varying extent.

Participants valued the importance of developing IEPs based on grade level standards, and indi-
cated that it helped them use more precise language in the IEPs. It also helped special educators 
and general educators prioritize goals. For those participants who incorporated IEPQ-SD into 
daily use it became part of teaching for them. For example, one educator stated, “I cannot say 
how much I like this website. Don’t ever take it away!” 

Some participants used the tool with their students. When teachers involved students setting 
their own educational goals, the students appeared to be more motivated to achieve them. There 
were indications that the tool may have also improved the self-advocacy skills of some students.

Study participants indicated that it was important to get buy-in from special education directors 
and other administrators in their district. Without this buy-in, educators will not have the support 
necessary to promote frequent use. It is a concern that some administrators may not recognize 
the importance of getting their staff up to speed on standards-based IEPs. For example, one ad-
ministrator felt that he needed to instead devote time to other issues that his “weaker teachers” 
faced. The state may want to consider providing training specifically aimed at administrators 
to help them better understand the potential of standards-based IEPs.   

Standard-based IEPs can help teachers plan and implement high-quality instruction for students 
with disabilities. In addition, IEPQ-SD can provide support for this important endeavor.  
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Appendix A 

Protocol: Teacher Structured Interviews

Evaluation of the IEPQ-SD (IEP Quality Tutorial-South Dakota) Training Session and 
Tool: Teacher Structured Interview Guided Questions (prompts listed below question)

Thank you for taking the time to complete this interview today. We are excited for the opportu-
nity to learn more about participant perspectives regarding the South Dakota state Department 
of Education training session that you attended in September on Standards-based IEPs and how 
you are using the IEPQ-SD Tutorial. Before beginning, please confirm that you have read and 
understand the consent form that you signed.

Be assured that your comments will never be connected to your name or school district. Results 
will only be used to help improve future trainings, so feel free to be honest and descriptive in 
your answers. 

Training Session Questions:

1. You were a participant in a training on standards based IEPs in Sioux Falls in late Sep-
tember. Could you summarize the training?
a. What were the main ideas?
b. What did you learn and what was most effective for you? 
c. Would you say that it was successful overall?
d. How did you feel about the way in which they went about the training (i.e., the main 

presentation/bringing in somebody from the outside)?
e. Do you have any suggestions for how it could have been done better?

2. Has the way you work with IEPs changed since the training?
a. Why?
b. Explain the ways you use IEPs.
c. Has the way in which you get info from students for IEPs changed?
d. Describe a specific strategy you have implemented since the training.

3. To what extent do you use the IEPQ-SD tool to work with IEPs?  Do your colleagues 
value and use the IEPQ-SD tool?
a. For those who use often: How?
b. For those who have used once: Explain how in that instance.
c. For those who haven’t used: Why not?
d. Do you anticipate using the tool in the future more frequently?
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i. Why/Why not?  (Later in the school year it may be more time consuming?  Do 
you have any suggestions?)

4. Think about the students you teach. Has the way you now work with IEPs changed their 
experience at school?
a. Has it affected students’ learning experiences (attitudes, grades, attendance)?
b. For those who have changed, could you highlight a case for us? 
c. For those who haven’t changed, could students benefit from standards based IEPs?
d. For those who haven’t used IEPQ-SD: How could your use of IEPQ-SD benefit 

your students?
e. Do you think other teachers think that students would benefit from the IEPQ-SD 

program?
i. Why?/Why not?

5. You are part of a select group of educators who underwent this training.  Do you think it 
should be rolled out to other teachers in your state?  If so, how do you think this should 
be done?

6. Is there anything else you would like for me to know?
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