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Dear Students, Parents, and Colleagues:

The Office of the State Superintendent of Education’s (OSSE’s) Division of Specialized Education 
(DSE) is pleased to offer training and resources for students, educators, and parents to prepare 
youth with disabilities to lead their Individualized Education Program(IEP) meetings.  As we 
know, students who are self-determined experience better outcomes in the areas of education, 
employment, and independent living.  Creating a leadership role for students in the IEP process 
helps students learn about their strengths and challenges and advocate to get their needs met.

We are happy to present this Discussion Guide, which is designed to support DSE’s Student-led 
IEP initiative. This document serves as a roadmap for review of the video modules and provides 
specific questions that will lead your audience to a rich discussion around what it means for 
students to be self-determined and take the lead in their IEP meetings.

As we continue our hard work on improving in-school and post-school outcomes for students, 
we look forward to your feedback on the Student-led IEP initiative and the resources that 
accompany it.

Best Regards,

Dr. Amy Maisterra
Assistant Superintendent, Division of Specialized Education

Office of the State Superintendent of Education, 810 1st Street NE, 9th Floor, Washington, DC 20002
« « «



How Do You Implement a Student-led IEP?
Remember – there is no single correct way to prepare for and conduct student-led IEPs. Each school, 
family, and student will develop different processes and practices in response to the structure of the 
school and the needs of the individual students. The Best Me I Can Be and the Student-led IEP Toolkit 
(available online at www.ossesecondarytransition.org) encourage innovation and support schools 
and families in enhancing the ability of students of all ages and abilities to meaningfully participate in 

the IEP process.

Defining the StuDent-leD ieP
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Approach can 
be utilized from 

K to 
12th grade

Specific roles 
vary and are

individualized, 
based on age, 
needs, abilities

Requires 
investment 
in preparing 
students and 

parents

Occurs within 
the context of 
the overall IEP

Students with special needs are expanding their roles in managing their own education in 
Washington, DC through student-led Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). Active participation 
by students in the IEP process and transition planning promotes successful outcomes and goal 
achievement in school and in the future. 

What is a Student-led IeP?
During a student-led IEP, the student is considered a primary member of the team and takes 
a leadership role in making decisions about his/her future. Members of the IEP Team include 
students, families/caregivers, special educators, general educators, support staff, related 
service providers, and administrators. IEP Teams achieve meaningful student participation 
by individualizing the student’s role and ensuring that the student is adequately prepared.  
Appropriate levels of involvement should be based on the age, needs, and abilities of the student. 

Adapted from Thoma & Wehman (2010). Getting the Most Out 
of IEPs: An educator’s guide to the student-directed approach. 

Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brooks Publishing Co.

Background & introduction
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Throughout the process, IEP Team 
members guide the student in exploring 
strengths and needs and support him/
her in developing goals. 

IEP meeting takes place without student
 present

Student present and actively participates

Student present and takes responsibility 
for one piece of the process

Student present and takes responsibility 
for most of the process

Student present with minimal participation 
and/or preparation

Student present with some participation 
(presents information, gives input into

 goals, answers questions)

Student leads his/her IEP meeting



how to host a Screening
1. Conduct Outreach

a. Advertise the screening via various methods, including e-mail lists, newsletters, phone,   
 invitations, social media, etc. 

2. Plan the Logistics
a. Access the film. The film is available at www.ossesecondarytransition.org/studentled_ieps.   
 Click on “The Best Me I Can Be Film” link. You will be given the option to watch the entire film   
or watch individual modules. We recommend showing the film in its entirety; however,    
consider sharing individual modules depending on time constraints (i.e., shorter meetings or   
trainings).  

Note: You will need an internet connection to view the film via the website.  If you do not 
have access to the internet, contact OSSE’s Office of Specialized Education at osse.tta@
dc.gov to borrow a copy of the DVD. 

b. Prepare technology ahead of time. Test the audio, computer, projector, and internet    
 connection to ensure that the technology is working properly.
c. Enable closed captioning. Captions are available in English and Spanish.  To enable captions,   
 click “cc” on the bottom right hand corner once you have the video pulled up. You will be   
 given the option to select English or Spanish. 

3. Introduce and View the Film
a. Explain the purpose of the Student-led IEP initiative to the audience and share why you chose  
 to host a screening.
b. Tell the audience that the film length is 43 minutes and invite audience members to stay and  
 participate in a short facilitated discussion following the film.
c. Play the film.

4. Facilitate a Discussion
a. A list of suggested discussion questions is provided (see pages 6 to 10).  Depending upon the  
 allotted time and interests of the audience, you may choose to use general discussion   
 questions or select a few questions to explore for each module. 

5. Get Started Now!
a. At the film’s conclusion, review the Take Action: Get Started Now! section of the guide. Make  
 sure that everyone leaves with the website url with so that they can contact the project team  
 and access the Student-led IEP toolkit, which contains resources, activities, lesson plans, and   
 guidance for students, parents, and educators. www.ossesecondarytransition.org 

Discussion Questions
general

•	 What are your reactions to the film? 
•	 Who or what from the film impacted you the most? Why?
•	 After watching this film, is there anything that you are thinking about   
 differently? What? 
•	 As a result of watching this film, is there anything that you plan to do at  
 home or at school? What and why? 
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The Best Me i can Be Film
The Best Me I Can Be highlights the efforts of DC students, parents, and schools to increase 
the involvement of youth with disabilities in their IEPs. Consisting of five modules, the film 
shows how student involvement in the IEP process (a) increases student engagement, (b) 
empowers students to achieve their goals, and (c) prepares for successful transition into 
adulthood.

Viewers have the option to watch the film in its entirety or to view modules individually. 
•	 Module	1:	Getting	Started
•	 Module	2:	Building	Self-Awareness
•	 Module	3:	Understanding	Your	IEP
•	 Module	4:	Preparing	for	Participation
•	 Module	5:	Student-led	IEPs



During this module, participants speak about the benefits of student-led IEPs. Rossana 
Mahvi shares how IEP participation helped a student who was repeating a grade to 
understand how to improve academically. 

•	  What are additional benefits of a student-led IEP?

As Desirée Brown mentions, the concept of student-led IEPs is new to most DC schools 
and require a change in perspective and an investment of time and resources. 

•	  What are the challenges for implementing student-led IEPs?
•	  What preparation do schools and parents need to support increased student  
  participation?

ONE

The Student-led IEP process is important to the academic and social success of students with 
disabilities.  This module highlights the benefits of meaningful student participation, support 
from institutional leadership, and creating a student led-IEP program that is clearly understood 
by all members of the IEP Team.  It provides practical suggestions for how teachers, students, and 
parents can begin implementing a student-led IEP process.

GeTTinG sTARTeD

“I want others to know that 
i hAve A BRiGhT liFe in 
FRonT oF Me and I’m going 
to achieve my goals by 
working hard.”

 – Marnai
5th Grade Student
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Module 2 explores how to work with students to build self-awareness about their disability and 
develop an understanding of how it impacts them in the classroom and beyond. Students identify 
and request the accommodations and modifications they need to be successful, resulting in 
greater motivation to achieve their IEP goals. This module also includes information that parents 
and caregivers may need in order to support children in their student-led IEP process. 

“They are able to say These 
ARe My sTRenGThs, but I do 
have some weaknesses and 
heRe’s whAT i neeD help 
wiTh in the classroom that will 
help me be the best me I can 
be.”

 – Mo Chamble Thomas
Special Education Teacher

Through various lessons and activities, Preston realized that he is a visual learner and can 
ask for visual representations to aid him in the classroom. After looking at her IEP, Marnai 
realized that she needed to improve in math. Why is it important for students like Preston 
and Marnai to have information about their disability and how it impacts them?

Kelly Custer recognizes that many adults, himself included, are hesitant to talk to students 
about their disabilities. However, he stresses the importance of providing students with 
information about their disability in order for them to be successful. Kelly recommends 
framing these conversations around strengths, abilities, and learning styles rather than 
around disability labels.  

•	  How do you talk to students about their disabilities and other difficult topics?
•	  What support is available for families dealing with complex emotions that arise   
  when supporting a child with disabilities?

How can families and educators help students understand their abilities, limitations, 
strengths, assessments, and needs in order to set goals for themselves?

11

Building self-Awareness



THREE
understanding your iep

Module 3 shares methods for helping students understand (a) their rights under the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), (b) the general framework and language of the IEP 
process, and (c) specific details from their own IEPs (goals, assessments, present levels, 
accommodations, etc.). With this knowledge, students are able to advocate for the supports 
and services necessary to their success.

Participants in this module speak about students needing to understand the elements 
of their IEPs. For example, Mo Thomas teaches students about accommodations when 
they are in middle school. What else is important for students to know about their IEPs?

At the Ivymount School, Sharon Nickolaus begins by teaching IEP vocabulary to the 
students. What other strategies do the teachers, parents, and other members of the IEP 
Team in this film use to teach students of different ages and abilities about their IEPs 
and their rights? What additional strategies do you suggest? “Now I can Tell 

people like my 
teachers whAT i neeD, 
My GoAls, and what I 
don’t need.” 

-  Preston Evans
7th Grade Student12



FOUR
preparing for participation

Module 4 introduces creative methods IEP Team members have used to involve students in 
journeys of exploration about themselves and their needs.  Students share input about developing 
and achieving their goals.  This module illustrates ways in which students can be prepared to 
meaningfully participate throughout the IEP process.

In each of the schools featured in the film, teachers utilized different approaches for 
preparing their students, including using planning time to work individually with students, 
hosting a transition group, and integrating student-led IEPs into a self-advocacy curriculum. 

•	 How can educators embed opportunities to develop greater self-determination   
 within the general education curriculum, to assist students in developing greater   
 self-awareness and leadership skills? 
•	 What are some other creative ways that schools can find time to prepare students? 

What preparation strategies could be utilized at home to support student participation in 
the IEP process? What supports are available to assist families and caregivers in navigating 
the IEP process and supporting their child?

At the Ivymount School, Chanel uses an e-mail template to create invitations to her IEP 
meeting. What strategies, tools or resources could be used to support student-led IEPs for 
students with varying levels of disabilities? 

“What we’re hoping is that 
starting in middle school, as they 
get older, they will have heard 
everything so much and [will 
have been] practicing so much 
that They ReAlly will Be selF 
ADvocATes and be able to 
make decisions and hAve A sAy 
AnD A voice in TheiR lives.”  

- Amy Alvord
Director of Student Services

Transition Specialist 15



FIVE
student-led ieps

In Module 5, students express increased feelings of empowerment, self-awareness, and self-
determination as they lead and reflect on their own IEP meetings.  The final module connects 
the individual components of the student-led IEP process and illustrates different ways in which 
students can meaningfully participate. Students express their feelings about why all students with 
disabilities should receive support and encouragement to actively participate in the IEP process.  

What are helpful ground rules that all IEP Team members should follow during a stu-
dent-led IEP?

What are examples of different ways for students to meaningfully participate in their IEPs?

How do you plan for the unexpected and ensure you have a plan if conflict arises during 
the meeting?

Djimon’s mother, Lisa, talks about the importance of actively listening to the student to 
understand the ways that he/she learns. Preston’s aunt Crystal suggests getting involved 
by talking to others about the student-led IEP process. Kelly Custer stresses the need for 
talking to students about the difficult topics. What can you do to support Student-led IEP 
implementation in your school or with your child?

Jabez from Two Rivers Public Charter School says that he is proud of himself for partici-
pating in his IEP. Educators and parents discuss the growth they witnessed in the students 
who were part of the student-led IEP process. How do you anticipate increased student 
involvement would impact the dynamics of the IEP teams and the IEP process?

“I think he’s BecoMe his 
own ADvocATe. He’s 
practicing even in our 
home. I think that this whole 
process has been the MosT 
eMpoweRinG ThinG that he’s 
been involved in probably 
since he’s been identified as 
a special education student.”

 - Crystal Evans, Parent 
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It is never too early to encourage students to develop a vision of what they want their life to look like 
after high school and plan how they will achieve their postsecondary goals. Student-led IEPs are just 
one way in which students of all ages can build self-determination skills and play a more active role 
in the transition planning process. Refer to the following sources for more information about student 
engagement and secondary transition.

OSSe Secondary transition Website
Students, parents, and educators can access the OSSE Secondary Transition website (www.
ossesecondarytransition.org ) for resources, tools, and information on best practices and upcoming 
events to help support students in planning for postsecondary success.  The website categorizes 
resources within four key areas of transition:
•	 Community	Living
•	 Employment
•	 Postsecondary	Education	&	Training
•	 Self-Determination	

One way to help students develop self-determination skills and plan for secondary transition is to 
support their meaningful involvement in the IEP process. The Student-led IEP Toolkit supplements 
the film and is aligned with the five film modules. The toolkit provides detailed instructions, tips, 
tools, and resources for students, educators, and families interested in implementing student-led 
IEPs. 

To learn more about how to help students to meaningfully participate throughout the IEP process, 
access the Student-led IEP Toolkit online by visiting www.ossesecondarytransition.org/studentled_
ieps. 

Get started now! student-led iep Toolkit

To learn more about how to help students in preparing for secondary transition, access the OSSE 
Secondary Transition: Planning for Postsecondary Success website by visiting 
www.ossesecondarytransition.org.
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