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The purpose of this study was to investigate the quality of Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs) and its influence on academic achievement, inclusion in general 
education classrooms, and curricular access for students with disabilities. 130 
teachers from the state of Indiana were asked to submit the most recent IEP of one of 
their students in either elementary or middle school who (a) had an identified disability 
and (b) achieved the lowest level of proficiency on the statewide standardized 
assessment. Teachers also were asked complete the Curriculum Indicators Survey 
(CIS) which provided information about their student’s curriculum and instructional 
experiences. Ratings from the IEP analysis tool developed for and used in this study 
suggest that students’ IEP goals were of variable quality across grade bands.  
Academic-focused IEP goals were more likely to include sufficient information about 
links to the curriculum standards and progress monitoring strategies, but less 
frequently included sufficient information about students’ present levels of 
performance (PLOP) and the relevance of IEP goals to the students’ educational 
needs.  Additionally, the quality of progress monitoring information in academic-
focused IEP goals demonstrated a negative association with student achievement. IEP 
quality demonstrated no significant relationship to inclusion in general education 
classrooms or two measures of curricular access.

Changes in United States educational policy included in the 2004 Reauthorization of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the No Child left Behind Act (NCLB) are intended to promote 
increased access to the general education curriculum and improved academic performance for students 
with disabilities.  These policy mandates have clearly resulted in increased participation in state and 
district accountability systems for students with disabilities (Altman et al., 2010). However, there is less 
definitive evidence that these policies have resulted in improved opportunities to learn and academic 
gains as measured state standardized assessments for students with disabilities.  McCausland’s (2005) 
review of IEP policies and research in Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States indicated a key aspect of IEP policies examined is that they all stipulate that 
children with (disabilities) for whom IEPs are developed should continue to have their education
based on the standard/general curriculum (p. 52). Thus, research that investigates the relationship 
between IEP quality and curricular access has potential applicability for an international audience. 

Legal Foundations for Access to General Education Classrooms and Curriculum
A number of U.S. court cases have established a long-standing precedent for creating more opportunities 
to learn and increased access to meaningful, age and grade appropriate curricula for students with 
disabilities. In Debra P. v. Turlington (1981), the court recognized for the need to align curriculum 
content and instruction with the constructs and skills that will be measured on standardized achievement 
tests. In the late 1970’s, African American students disproportionately failed the Florida standardized 
achievement test because they were not allotted access to the curriculum that was assessed on these 
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measures due to placement in remedial classes that did not provide instruction on grade level content. 
Although the court’s decision mandated that all students must have an equal opportunity to learn the 
academic content that will be presented on achievement tests prior to testing, this case also highlighted 
the difficulty involved in evaluating students’ opportunity to learn because it is difficult to consistently 
monitor the extent to which students are engaged in grade level content  (Buckendahl & Hunt, 2005; 
Pullin & Haertel, 2008; Roach, Chilungu, La Salle, Talapatra, Vignieri, 2009). 

IDEA, also know n as PL- 94142, first passed in 1975 and subsequently amended in 1997 and 2004, 
dictated that students with disabilities should be educated to the maximum extent possible with their 
peers without disabilities. IDEA requires student IEPs to address the impact of student’s disabilities on 
their educational functioning, as well as including the goals and objectives that would be put in place to 
ensure that students with disabilities can be involved in and progress towards curricular goals [20 U.S.C. 
Sec. 1414(d)(1)(A)(iii).]. Several court cases have also addressed the extent to which students with 
disabilities should participate in instructional environments with peers who do not have disabilities. 

Daniel R.R. v. State Board of Education (1989) was one of the first court cases to establish that students 
with disabilities should be educated in the least restrictive environment to the maximum extent possible. 
The Circuit Court developed a two-prong test to ensure school districts’ compliance with the 
requirements set forth by IDEA; they were to establish if students with disabilities could be educated in 
the general education classroom with supplemental aids and services, and if that was not possible, then 
districts were to establish that the child had been mainstreamed to the maximum extent possible. The 
same procedures were implemented in Greer v. Rome City School District (1992) in order to determine if 
the costs of educating a student with disabilities in the general education classroom would be too 
substantial to maintain. The courts upheld that students with disabilities, who would otherwise benefit 
from the general educational curriculum, cannot be denied such access because of the added cost of 
supplemental aids and services. Oberti v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School 
District (1993) upheld that students with disabilities should be educated in their home school, and placed 
the burden to meet the requirements set forth by IDEA on the school districts and not the families. This 
case upheld that inclusion is a right, not a special privilege for a select few (Oberti v. Board of Education 
of the Clementon School District, 1993). Additionally, the case also upheld that the federal regulations 
require schools to supplement and modify resources and practices that, in the absence of supplements 
and modification would otherwise result in unnecessary segregation of students with disabilities. 

Access to Grade-Level Curriculum for Students with Disabilities
While the inclusion of students with disabilities in general education classrooms is a positive initial step, 
further action must be taken to ensure that students are engaged in meaningful and intentional grade 
appropriate instructional content. Otis-Wilborn, Winn, Griffin, and Kilgore (2005) examined the attempts 
of special education teachers to promote access to the general education curriculum and participation in 
general education programs. Eighty-percent of teachers interviewed reported facing significant barriers 
in implementing the aforementioned IDEA 1997 requirements. Specifically, the special educators 
reported that they struggled to gain access to comparable curricular tools that were provided to general 
educators, taught in classrooms segregated from the general education classrooms and curricula, and that 
students with disabilities had limited opportunity to interact with their peers (Roach et al., 2009).  
Additionally, results of the study also found that special educators had a difficult time consulting with 
general education teachers because of limited time set aside for joint instructional planning. 

The reauthorizations of IDEA have expanded the expectations for students with disabilities from simply 
being present in general education classrooms to include participate in meaningful, grade appropriate 
instructional content. While being present in the general education setting increases the likelihood that 
students with disabilities will have increased exposure to grade level content, the nature of a student’s 
disability may inhibit students’ meaningful involvement in curriculum and instructional tasks (Browder, 
Wakeman, Flowers, 2006); Browder, Wakeman, Flowers, Rickelman, Pugalee, & Karvoven, 2007; 
Wehmeyer, Lattin, Lapp-Rincker, & Agran, 2003). Wehmeyer et al. (2003) conducted an observational 
study to examine the amount of time that students with disabilities spent engaged in tasks linked to grade 
level standards in both general and special education settings. Wehmeyer and colleagues found that 
students who were included in general education classrooms were engaged in tasks linked to the grade 
content standards during 90% of observation intervals. Conversely, students with disabilities who were 
educated in the special education setting (e.g. resource room, special day class) were engaged in tasks 
linked to grade level content only 50% of the time. The results of this study suggest that inclusion in the 
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general education setting, for students with disabilities, appeared to increase the amount of time spent on 
instructional tasks that are linked to grade level content. 

Fisher, Roach, and Frey (2002), as part of their review of inclusion literature, asserted that there is 
evidence beginning from the late 1980s that suggest that the segregation of students with disabilities in 
separate classes is injurious to their learning. Fisher and colleagues also indicated that students with 
disabilities who are educated in general education classes generally perform better than average in the 
regular classroom (p.71). For example, Waldron and McLeskey (1998) compared the performance of 71 
elementary students with learning disabilities who were educated in the inclusive setting and 73 students 
who were educated in a special education setting. The students performed similarly on pre-test measures 
in reading, math, and on cognitive measures. However, post-test results indicated that students who 
received instruction in the general education setting showed significant gains in reading compared to 
students who were educated in the small group setting; in some cases, the rate of growth among these 
students approached the rate of growth for their counterparts without disabilities. The same results were 
not observed in math achievement; difference in findings among content areas may be attributed, in part, 
to a lack of specialized instruction across inclusion classrooms. However, these differences further 
illuminate that access to the general classroom, in and of itself, may not be sufficient to yield changes in 
student performance. Baker and Zigmond (1995), in their case study analysis of five students with 
learning disabilities, found that, while the students did appear to make some progress towards academic 
goals, they did not consistently receive instruction in the inclusive setting that was linked to grade level 
content standards. These studies further demonstrate the need to continuously collect data to ensure that 
students with disabilities have access to the general curriculum and are engaged in tasks that are linked to 
grade level content standards. 

IEPs Link to Curricular Access and Student Performance
Federal regulations require that students with disabilities have access to the general curriculum and work 
towards the same goals as all students; however, the unique needs of students with disabilities must also 
be taken into account in designing appropriate services. Thus, students’ IEPs must include 
documentation regarding consideration of the most appropriate levels and modes of access to the general 
curriculum (Roach & Elliott, 2006).  The process of designing an educational program based on 
individual student needs is intended to address all aspects of the educational experience including formal 
and informal curriculum (what), instruction (how), and placement (where) (Wehmeyer, Lattin, & Agran, 
2001, p. 333). The Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS, July 2001) reported 
that the IEP process is one of the most critical tools in ensuring that effective teaching, learning, and 
increased achievement occurs for all students with disabilities (Thompson, Thurlow, Whetstone, 2001). 
Unfortunately, little research regarding the effect of IEP quality on student access to the general 
curriculum and student performance on standardized assessments is available. 

The 2004 amendments to IDEA were intended to transform IEPs from documents that reflected 
procedural compliance monitoring and were developed as parallel or separate curricular frameworks for 
students with disabilities, to programs that increasingly reflect educational goals and services that are in 
place to aid students in their learning of core academic content and skills (Thompson et al., 2001). As 
Karvonen and Huynh (2007) asserted, understanding the relationship between IEPs and large-scale 
assessments for students with disabilities provides evidence about students’ opportunities to learn the 
general curriculum and how such opportunities subsequently influence performance on standardized 
assessments.

Purpose
The purpose of the present study was to investigate the quality of IEPs and provision for curricular 
access for students with disabilities.  Specifically, this study examined the relationship between the 
percentage and quality of standards-based IEP goals and teacher-reported curricular access for students 
with disabilities. In light of the significant attention that has been given to curricular access and 
accountability for students with disabilities, it was hypothesized that IEP quality would be associated 
with (a) improved student performance on the state standardized test; (b) the time that students with 
disabilities spend in general education classes, and (c) access to the general curriculum as measured by
scores on nationally recognized measure of the curricular experiences of students with disabilities.

Method
As part of a larger study to validate modified test items for possible inclusion on an alternate assessment 
based on modified achievement standards (AA-MAS), teachers from across the state of Indiana were 
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asked to submit data for one of their students. Students identified for data collection (a) had an identified 
disability and (b) had achieved minimum proficiency on the Indiana Statewide Testing for Educational 
Progress (ISTEP) during the fall 2008 admission.   Under the proposed federal guidelines, these students 
would have been eligible for participating in AA-MAS. Teachers of participating students also were 
asked complete the Curriculum Indicators Survey (CIS), which provided information about the student 
curriculum and instructional experiences. In addition to the completed surveys, teachers were also asked 
to submit a copy of the student’s most recent IEP. All extant student data reviewed by the research team 
was de-identified by the Indiana State Department of Education. 

Participants
Teachers (n = 130) from the state of Indiana were asked to submit data regarding one of their students. 
Purposive sampling was used to ensure that participating teachers represented districts from all regions 
of the state and urban, suburban, and rural communities. The majority of the teachers in the sample were 
White (94.6%) and female (86%). Additionally, 93.0% of participants had special education teaching 
credentials and 85.4% obtained a master’s degree or higher. 

The majority of the students in this study were White (86.2%) and male (66.9%), which approximated 
the gender imbalance in the state’s Special Education placements. The most frequent disability categories 
represented in the sample were Learning Disabilities (53.8%), Speech/Language Impairments (24.6%), 
Intellectual/Cognitive Disabilities (19.2%), and Autism Spectrum Disorder (10.8%). These numbers also 
appear to approximate the representation of disability categories among Indiana students in special 
education, with the exception of students with specific learning disabilities who appear to be over-
represented in this sample compared to prevalence rates for the special education population.  The over-
representation of students with LD in the sample was, however, reflective of the group of students 
expected to qualify for the proposed AA-MAS.

Measures
Curriculum Indicators Survey. The Curriculum Indicators Survey (CIS) was developed by Karvoven, 
Wakeman, Flowers, and Browder, (2006) as a teacher-report measure of the curricular access. The CIS 
asked teachers to describe their expectations for student performance and their perceptions of student 
skill levels as well as the extent to which students are engaged in grade-level instruction. The 
questionnaire includes two sections intended to measure the implemented curriculum in grades K-12. 
The first section of the survey includes information about the teacher’s background, training and 
professional development, classroom characteristics, instructional resources, use of assessments, and 
instructional influences.  Teachers’ responses are intended to reflect their perceptions of the curriculum 
and instruction provided to students on their caseloads or in their classrooms. The second part of the CIS 
was completed with regard to the education experiences of the student that was selected for this study. 
This section of the CIS lists specific topics related to either mathematics or English/Language Arts 
(ELA) and specific content within those areas. Teachers rate the intensity of coverage of each item 
within the topics, the highest performance expectation or cognitive demands that the teacher believes that 
the students can achieve, grade level(s) from which instructional materials are adapted, and the intensity 
of use for a variety of instructional activities. For the purpose of this study, the teachers provided ratings 
for the intensity of instructional coverage for a series of concepts and skills in the domains of Language, 
Reading, Writing, and Media. For each concept or skill, ratings range from 0 = no coverage to 4 = 
intense/systematic coverage. 

IEP analysis tool. An IEP analysis tool (see appendix) was created for use in this study. The evaluative 
ratings were based on guidelines for creating standards-based IEPS developed by the National 
Association of State Directors of Special Education (2007). The IEP analyses tool included 4 items 
which asked raters to evaluate the extent to which each IEP goal (a) aligned with state standards, (b) 
provided data on presented level of performance, (c) identified students’ educational needs, and (d) 
described methods for documenting student progress. Ratings on content alignment item focused on 
whether the IEP goal clearly specified a corresponding content standard and addressed skills and 
concepts that closely matched or aligned to the identified standard. The present level of performance 
item asked raters whether the IEP goal included specific assessment data describing the student’s current 
performance on goal-related concepts and skills. Ratings on the educational needs item indicated whether 
an IEP goal included an explanation of how the student’s disability adversely affected progress towards 
the skills and concepts addressed by the IEP goal as well as grade-level content standards. The Progress 
monitoring item asked raters whether the IEP goal defined the baseline level of performance and 
included reasonable rigorous targets or outcomes in measurable terms. A 3-point Likert scale was used 
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to rate the extent to which each IEP goals included each of the aforementioned components with a rating 
of 2 indicating full attainment of the criteria, 1 indicating partial attainment, and 0 indicating non-
attainment.  

Procedure
Students’ IEP goals were evaluated by a research team comprised of one faculty member and three 
advanced graduate students in school psychology; three of the team members also had extensive 
experience as special education teachers. Prior to completing ratings of the research IEPs, the team used 
the IEP analyses tool to evaluate practice IEPs (collected as part of a previous study).  Each team 
member individually used the tool to evaluate these practice IEPs, then the team met to compare ratings, 
and discuss and resolve any discrepancies. This process continued until inter-rater agreement exceeded 
90% for ratings on all components of the IEP analysis tool. At this point, two members of the research 
team independently rated each IEP, this process resulted in 74.8% inter-rater agreement across 
dimensions.  Any discrepancies in the independent ratings were reviewed and discussed by the first and 
second authors who then reached consensus on the most appropriate final rating.

Results
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were calculated for the IEP analyses tool for the 
entire sample and for each grade band (i.e., elementary and middle school).  In addition, one-sample t-
tests were conducted to identify significant differences in the means for each grade band. Participating 
students’ IEPs had between three and four IEP goals (mean = 3.5) with 73% of those goals addressing 
academic content (Table 1). The mean percentage of academic-focused IEP goals was significantly 
greater for elementary school students’ IEPs (79.0%) than for middle school students’ IEPs (64.3%). The 
mean ratings on the IEP analysis tool for academic-focused goals suggested variation in attainment of the 
quality criteria. Academic-focused IEP goals on participating students’ IEPs received a mean rating of 
1.6 on the Curricular Access criterion and 1.4 on the Progress Monitoring criterion, suggesting these are 
areas of relative strength in teachers’ IEP goal development. Conversely, mean ratings on the Present 
Level of Performance (0.6) and Educational Needs (0.6) dimensions were lower for academic-focus IEP 
goals.  In addition, a statistically significant difference also was observed between elementary (1.6) and 
middle school students’ (1.3) mean Progress Monitoring ratings on the academic-focused IEP goals.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for IEP Analysis Tool

IEP Goals
Academic-Focused IEP Goals
IEP Analysis Ratings

Grade Band
Total
M (SD)

Academic-
Focused
M (SD)

Percent 
Academic-
Focused*
M (SD)

Curricular 
Access
M (SD)

PLOP
M (SD)

Educational 
Needs
M (SD)

Progress 
Monitoring
M (SD) *

Elementary
(n = 76) 3.5 (2.2) 2.6 (1.8) 79.0 (28.6) 1.6 (0.7) 0.6 (0.7) 0.7 (0.6) 1.6 (0.6)
Middle 
School
(n = 54) 3.4 (1.5) 2.3 (1.3) 64.3 (31.6) 1.6 (0.8) 0.5 (0.7) 0.6 (0.6) 1.3 (0.8)

Total
(N = 130) 3.5 (2.0) 2.5 (1.6) 73.0 (30.6) 1.6 (0.7) 0.6 (0.7) 0.6 (0.6) 1.4 (0.7)
* p < .05

Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were calculated for the CIS results (table 2) for the 
entire sample and for each grade band (i.e., elementary and middle school).  The CIS also required 
teachers to identify the intensity of instructional coverage for a series of 27 concepts and skills Language 
Arts (including Oral Language, Reading, Writing, and Media).  Intensity of coverage was rated on a four 
point scale, ranging from 0 = no coverage (not an expectation for this topic this school year) to 4 = 
intensive/systematic coverage (daily or almost daily instruction throughout the year).  The mean total 
Intensity of Coverage rating for Language Arts skills and concepts was 2.23, which indicates that the 
rated topics generally received moderate coverage (11-20 lessons over the course of the year). In 
addition, the CIS asked teachers to report the amount of time spent on a series of 18 Language Arts 
instructional activities (e.g., engaging in read aloud activities, engaging in the writing process) as well as 
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level of student participation in each of these activities. Instructional time ratings ranged from 0 = none
to 4 = Considerable, 8 or more hours/week. The mean rating for participating students’ time on 
instructional activities was 1.63, which was between the little (1 hour or less/week) and some (2 to 4 
hours/week) ratings.  There was no significant difference between the mean CIS ratings across the two 
grade bands. Teachers reported that participating students spent approximately three-fourths of their time 
in general education contexts (table 2). Although the difference was not statistically significant, teachers 
did report that middle school students spent more time (77.3%) in general education contexts than 
elementary school students (69.6%). 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Curricular Indicators Survey

CIS Intensity of 
Coverage
M (SD)

CIS Time on 
Instructional Activities
M (SD)

Percent Time in General 
Education
M (SD)

Elementary (n = 76) 2.25 (0.66) 1.68 (0.51) 69.6 (26.4)

Middle School (n = 54) 2.19 (0.56) 1.54 (0.57) 77.3 (20.1)

Total (N = 130) 2.23 (0.63) 1.63 (0.54) 72.7 (24.2)

Is IEP Goal Quality Predictive of Students’ ISTEP Performance? 
Multiple regression analysis was used to examine the influence of IEP quality on the students’ ISTEP 
scores. The following predictors were entered into the model: 1) percentage of academic-focused IEP 
goals and mean ratings for academic-focused IEP goals for each of the following criterion 2) curricular 
access, 3) educational need; 4) present level of educational performance; and 5) progress monitoring .  
Predictors were entered in forward fashion with a .05 significance cut-off.   Table 3 provides a summary
of the results of the analysis. The results indicate that the mean Progress Monitoring rating for academic-
focused IEP goals accounted for a small amount (R2 = .04) of variation in students’ ISTEP performance. 
The regression coefficient for the Progress Monitoring ratings was negative, indicating that the inclusion 
of progress monitoring procedures in students’ academic-focus IEP goals was associated with lower 
performance on the statewide achievement test. 

Table 3. Variables That Predict Students’ ISTEP Performance
_______________________________________________________________________________

                                                                             Partial Regression Weights          
Predictor Raw Standardized Sig.
ELA Expectations -23.483 -.20 .04

Intercept 405.9

Summary Statistics R = -.20 R2 = .04
_______________________________________________________________________________

Is IEP Quality Associated with Curricular Access and Inclusion in General Education?
A series of three multiple regression analyses was used to examine the relationship of IEP quality to 
teacher-reported percentage of time in the general education classroom and to two measures of students’ 
curricular access: (a) CIS Instructional Intensity ratings; and (c) CIS Time of Instruction ratings. The 
following predictors were entered into the model: 1) percentage of academic-focused IEP goals and 
mean ratings for academic-focused IEP goals for each of the following criterion 2) curricular access, 3) 
educational need; 4) present level of educational performance; and 5) progress monitoring.  Predictors 
were entered in forward fashion with a .05 significance cut-off. The results indicated that none of the 
IEP quality metrics were significantly associated with time spent in general education classrooms or the 
two measures of curricular access. 

Discussion 
As schools and educators work towards increased expectations for greater access to and improved 
performance on general education skills and concepts, it is important to review and examine the factors 
that aid students with disabilities in attaining these goals. The results of this study provide evidence 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                     Vol 28, No: 1, 2013

141

regarding the quality of IEPs and provision for curricular access for students with disabilities.  Ratings on 
the IEP analysis tool suggest that students’ IEP goals are of variable quality.  Academic-focused IEP 
goals were more likely to include sufficient information about links to the curriculum standards and 
progress monitoring strategies, but less frequently included sufficient information about students’ present 
levels of performance (PLOP) and the relevance of IEP goals to the students’ educational needs.  
Supporting better data collection and reporting about students’ PLOP may be an important training 
objective because it appears to influence access to the general curriculum and also the type of 
instructional tasks they are provided. In his review of various nations’ IEP policies, McCausland (2005) 
suggested that policymakers endorse the use of a variety of assessment strategies rather than solely 
relying on standardized assessments. In particular, he highlighted the key principals of assessment 
identified by the New Zealand Ministry of Education, including the following:

1. The assessment process should be part of the learning process whenever possible;

2. Assessment methods and contexts may vary according to the needs of individual students; and

3. No single assessment procedure should be used as the sole means of identifying the needs of a 
student (p. 25).

Helping teachers utilize a variety of classroom-based assessment and data collection strategies (e.g., 
curriculum-based measurement, portfolios, anecdotal records) remains a challenge regardless of national 
context.

Ratings on the IEP analysis tool generally did not suggest differences in quality of IEP goals across grade 
bands. There was, however, a significant difference in the mean percentage of academic-focused IEP 
goals with elementary students’ IEPs including a greater percentage of academic-focused goals. This 
may be due to the inclusion of more transition-focused goals at the middle school level or the difficulties 
of making middle school reading, mathematics, and social studies concepts accessible for students with 
disabilities.  The inclusion of transition-related plans and services is a concern of a variety of nations’ 
IEP policies. McCausland (2005) makes a number of recommendations for including transition elements 
in IEPs, including ensuring that students with disabilities have access to the full range of general
education curricular options and learning experiences (p. 54). Additional work is needed to help 
secondary teachers identify resources and modifications that facilitate students’ access to grade-level 
curricular concepts and skills.

The quality of IEP goals demonstrated a very limited relationship to students’ large-scale test 
performance. In fact, greater specification of progress monitoring strategies was associated with lower 
performance on the ISTEP. Moreover, IEP quality ratings demonstrated no significant association with a 
variety of measures of curricular access and inclusion. These results are disappointing in light of the 
resources many educational systems commit to professional development and resources to support IEP 
quality. In addition, these results represent a disconnect with national policies (Ahern, 2006; 
McCausland, 2005: USDE, July 2007) that promote standards-based IEPs as a pathway to curricular 
access and improved student performance. For example, in the United Kingdom, the effectiveness of 
IEPs are evaluated on whether educational services close the gap in attainment between a student and 
his/her peers—or stops the gap growing (McCausland, 2005, p. 62). If, as our results suggest, there is a 
limited relationship between IEP quality and test scores, the utility of this metric for evaluating IEP 
effectiveness is questionable.

Potential Limitations and Future Directions for Research
The sample in this study may limit its generalizability to the larger population of special education 
teachers and students with disabilities. The participating teachers were not randomly sampled but rather 
selected to represent the different geographic regions of a single state in the United States—Indiana. In 
addition, these teachers had an average of 13.9 years of teaching experience. It is possible that the 
inclusion of less-experienced teachers in the sample may have resulted in different IEP characteristics 
and reported levels of curricular access.  Additional investigations could include a random sample of 
special educators, drawn from a variety of states or nations. This study was conducted as part of a larger 
study to validate potential test items for use on an alternate assessment based on modified achievement 
standards (AA-MAS). Because of this, the IEPs of persistently low-achieving students (as defined by the 
federal guidelines for AA-MAS) were selected for analysis. The focus on this sub-group of students may 
have resulted in a restricted range for the outcome measures of interest (i.e., state test results, CIS 
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ratings).  Future research using the IEP analysis tool should include the IEPs of a stratified random 
sample of students with disabilities.

Conclusions
Across a variety of nations, educational policy for students with disabilities is intended to lead to greater 
access to the curriculum and grade level standards for students with disabilities. Results of this study that 
IEP quality was not a significant predictor of test performance or curricular access. Results from this 
study reflect previous research that suggests that IEP practices do not consistently impact students’ 
access to or involvement in the general education curriculum.  For example, Fisher and Frey (2001) 
found a disconnect between information found in students’ IEPs and the actual curriculum and 
instruction provided to students in inclusive settings.  In order for IEPs to serve as the primary means of 
facilitating curricular access and to improve student academic outcomes for students with disabilities, 
educational systems need to provide professional development and increased IEP quality monitoring to 
ensure that the goals and services outlined in the IEP are monitored and implemented as planned (Roach 
et al., 2009).  The promotion of the standards-based IEPs in policy and regulations only increases the 
need for additional research and professional training to support quality IEP goal development.
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