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EDUCATIONAL BENEFIT REVIEW PROCESS: 

A Reflective Process to Examine the Quality of IEPs 
 

 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) has more than 814 procedural requirements, yet there is little evidence that meeting 
procedural compliance will result in student achievement (U.S. Department of Education: Office of Special Education Programs, 2002). 

In 2002, the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education reported that IEPs are more often a means for legal protection and not a 
guide for instructional planning for students with disabilities (Lynch & Beare, 1990; U.S. Department of Education: Office of Special Education 
Programs, 2002). Lynch and Beare (1990) found that IEPs had become little more than an administrative task and that there was very little 
relationship between the IEP and the actual instruction of a student with disabilities.  The commission’s report emphasized the need for a shift in 
how IEPs are used from one of procedural compliance to one of an instructional framework for the delivery of effective instruction for students with 
disabilities (U.S. Department of Education: Office of Special Education Programs, 2002; Yell, Shriner, & Katsiyannis, 2006). 

Assessing whether an IEP has any educational benefit is difficult.  There is no clear guidance for the term ‘appropriate’ when it comes to IEP’s and 
whether they have been designed and implemented in a way that provides educational benefit to the student. 

The purpose of the Educational Benefit Review Process is to provide a structured, reflective process to assist districts in assessing whether IEPs are 
reasonably calculated to provide meaningful educational benefit to the students for whom they are written.  This process is NOT intended to be 
evaluative, rather the intent is to reflect on current practices, procedures and policies to determine whether they are designed in ways that provide 
educational benefit to students. 
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The Educational Benefit Review Process: 
 

Getting Ready 
 

• This process takes approximately 4-6 hours to complete.   
• Districts select records of students who have been in that district for three years or more.  These records should be a general representation of 

the kinds of IEP’s the district or school typically develops.  In other words, for training purposes, it is not recommended to use student files with 
complicated services or a significant number of goals.  

• The district assembles a team comprised of administrators, general educators, special educators, student support services personnel, and others 
who participate in the development of IEP’s. Parents could be incorporated into this process at the district’s discretion. It works best to have 
teams of 4-6 people. 

• The district uses a specific protocol and forms to capture the discussions and outcomes of the process. Specific information from the IEPs is 
recorded on the forms or on larger chart paper. 

• After each step in the process, teams should discuss the highlights of the reflection and record the learnings in terms of practices to keep and 
practices to change.   
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Steps of the Process  
 

1. Review and record, on the charts, information reflecting what was found in the Evaluation Report and the three consecutive IEPs. 
2. Examine the alignment between the evaluation report, present level descriptions, goals, services and progress reports for each individual year. 
3. Examine the development of the IEP from year to year and whether progress (or lack thereof) has been considered and reflected in the next 

year’s IEP.   
4. Discuss whether the student’s IEPs have been designed to provide educational benefit year to year.  Provide a rationale for your decision, based 

on what was written over the 3-year cycle. Look for quality in the information provided as compared to the decisions made from year to year.  
5. Reflect and Analyze Next Steps from a district or school perspective. 

 

Step 1 - Record Information that is listed in the documents. 
How and what to record on the charts: 

• Information gleaned from the evaluation that is relevant to the child’s eligibility and the adverse impact of that eligibility. 
• Information from the Present Level of Academic Achievement & Functional Performance that defines baseline data and adverse impact 

statements that describe involvement and progress in the general education curriculum. 
• Areas of need that require specially designed instruction or related services. 
• Goals and objectives 
• Accommodations/Modifications 
• Services/Special Considerations  
• Progress on Goals 
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Step 2 - Analyze the relationships between the evaluation report and the parts of the IEP for individual years. 
Do all the pieces align with each other for each individual year (year 1, year 2, year 3)?  Alignment is the direct relationship between two 
components and is demonstrated by drawing a line from one area to another to show the association.  For example, the analysis of the results of 
the evaluation, including the information gained from the assessments, should align with information in the present level of 
achievement/functioning that identifies the needs, which will drive the specific goals/objectives and accommodations/modifications, which will 
drive the type and amount of services. 
 
How to record on the charts: 

• Draw circles around the areas that align and draw arrows between the circled items to designate alignment. 
• Draw empty circles to designate areas where alignment has not occurred or gaps in the alignment are noted. 
• Helpful hint:  Use markers to record information that all relate to the similar content area in the same color, such as all reading blue and 

all math red. 
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Step 3 - Compare to Prior Year 
The team compares progress from year 1 to year 2 and year 2 to year 3 to determine if subsequent changes to the present level and goals and 
services were made based on the results of progress. 
 
How to Record 
Compare the first IEP to the second IEP and determine group consensus for increase or decrease of complexity and progress for each component. 
Determine if there was a change from the previous IEP to the next IEP.  Record in the blank columns in between each section with the following 
notations: 

• 0 = No change from prior year 
• + = Increased complexity of goals/objectives, time with non-disabled peers, or progress 
• - = Decreased complexity of goals/objectives, time with nondisabled peers, or lack of progress 

Repeat the process to compare the second IEP to the third IEP. 
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Step 4 - Review of Quality and Determination of Educational Benefit 
When analyzing to determine whether the student was provided educational benefit, a review of the quality of the information that was used in 
writing these IEPs is important for understanding what practices and procedures may need to be changed within your district or school.    
Use the questions below (also found on the Step 4 Form) to discuss the quality of what was written in the IEP.   
Key questions to ask: 

• What specific strengths or quality components did I see in the IEPs reviewed today? 
• What specific concerns or areas for improvement did I see in the IEPs reviewed today? (Use the following questions to guide this discussion) 

o Did the IEP use the same standards and expectations articulated in the general education curriculum? 
o Did the IEP address the gaps and the unique needs of the student? 
o Did the IEP reflect quality use of specially designed instruction? 
o Were the goals and objectives written in observable (can be seen and heard) and measurable (can be counted) language? 
o Was the need for the accommodations/modifications listed articulated or made clear in the body of the IEP somewhere? 
o Was data collected and analyzed to determine the exact progress a student made on each goal and objective? 
o What questions would I have for the team that drafted this IEP? 

 
The team needs to analyze and discuss the student’s IEPs for alignment among the components and the increase in complexity and progress over 
time. The overall analysis of the process is to determine if the IEPs were reasonably planned to result in educational benefit. 
Key Questions to Ask: 

• Was there a clear relationship between the identified needs, goals and services that carried through all three years? 
• Did the IEP increase in complexity and move towards more inclusive environments relative to the student’s progress and the demands of 

the general education curriculum and activities? 
• Was the student’s program reasonably planned to deliver educational benefit? 

 

Step 5 - Reflection and Next Steps 
All teams come together to reflect on what they learned and identify important recommendations at both the individual and system level. 
Discussion is held regarding program needs and next steps.  These can be viewed from a building level or a district system level.  What professional 
development is needed for staff?  What policies, practices or procedures need to be changed?  Refer to the Step 5 form. 
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