
Welcome to “Developing Functional High-Quality IEPs for PreK Children,” 

a series of online modules presented by the North Carolina Early 

Learning Network, a joint project of the Office of Early 

Learning/Exceptional Children Division, North Carolina Department of 

Public Instruction and the UNC Frank Porter Graham Child Development 

Institute. This is the Module 4: “Embedding Priority Learning Targets into 

Classroom Activities.” 



The purpose of this module is to support professionals such as teachers, caregivers, 

providers, and practitioners as well as families, in understanding the practical connections 

between:  

• Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (or PLAAAFP)

• Functional IEP Goals and

• Priority Learning Targets in Embedded Instruction

Each of these objectives also supports the measurement of child functioning in relation to 

the three child outcomes that are used in the Child Outcomes Summary Form process, 

producing data that is reported annually to the Office of Special Education Programs.



Before we begin, here are some tips for navigating through this module:
1. Play controls are located in the bottom left corner. You can click on the pause button at any 

time to stop the presentation. When you are ready to proceed, you will see that the pause 
button is now the play button; simply press play to continue. Some slides in this presentation 
are set to automatically stop, in order to give you time to finish an activity, take notes, or think 
about information that was just presented. When you are ready to continue, you will click this 
play button.

2. The forward and backward buttons will jump one slide forward or back.
3. You can click on the time bar to move forward within that slide. There is also a volume button 

at the end of the time bar. By clicking on the speaker, then sliding the control up or down, you 
can adjust the volume. 

4. Next to the volume button is the attachments button. By clicking on the paper clip icon, you 
can see a list of handouts for this module. Clicking on the links will open the documents so that 
you can view and/or print them. 

5. Next is the full-screen view. Clicking on this button will alternately hide or display the right-side 
menu.

6. On the right are tabs to view the table of contents, script, or search through the script for a 
word or phrase. In the outline view, you can click on any of the slides to jump to that slide. By 
clicking on the tabs at the top, you can navigate between views. For example, the Notes tab will 
show you the script for each slide. 

7. Lastly, you may want to have pen and paper handy for jotting down any thoughts, ideas, or 
reflections. A printable version of this presentation is included in the handouts for this module. 
You may use this for taking notes or future reference. It can be downloaded via the 
attachments button in the bottom corner. 

When you are ready to begin the presentation, please click the play button. 



IEP goals tend to be broad and represent what we want to see a child doing by the end of a 

one year cycle. In order to reach these goals, teachers and service providers need to be 

able to take each goal and break it down into steps that follow a developmental 

progression. These steps are referred to as “priority learning targets” which, once 

identified, are embedded into the lesson plan.

Since some of the goals are very functional in nature and cannot be found within an age-

referencing document, it is necessary to think about what a typically developing child can 

do given a specific routine in the classroom or at home. Comparing the child’s functioning 

to that of a same-aged peer within the routine will help us develop realistic and functional 

priority learning targets.

It is also important to remember that while “specialized instruction” may look like what you 

see a teacher do with a non-disabled peer, there are three main differences:

• Intentionality in the planning, in terms of what strategies need to be employed to assist 

the child in his or her classroom routine, 

• Intentionality in the kind of prompting that the teacher or staff are giving the child, and

• Monitoring of the child’s performance in light of the varying degrees of prompting.

The ultimate goal is to assist the child in mastering skills and behaviors tied to classroom 

routines and learning activities that allow him or her to become more independent and 

less reliant upon the teacher’s constant instructions.



As we saw in Module 1, this model represents the relationship between the North Carolina 

Foundations for Early Learning and Development, the curriculum used in the early learning 

environment including ongoing assessment, any targeted curricula or framework that is 

being implemented, and the addition of the IEP which is the Specialized Instruction. The 

bottom two tiers are Universal and include ALL children. All children have the right to 

receive and can benefit from differentiated instruction in the early learning environment. 

The third tier is Differentiated. It includes targeted curricula and frameworks such as the 

pyramid model for Social Emotional Foundations for Early Learning, Early Literacy, Second 

Steps, and Love and Logic. The fourth tier is the IEP, or specialized instruction. Priority 

Learning Targets represent the steps necessary to get the child from where he or she is 

currently functioning, to where the IEP goal suggests he or she should be at the end of the 

IEP timeframe. 



When thinking about a child with a Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional 

Performance (PLAAFP) and an IEP Goal, how do you determine what the priority learning 

targets might look like? How could they be embedded into the lesson plan?

Let’s look at Lilly, a 4 year old who attends an inclusive PreK classroom 5 days a week. Lilly 

was diagnosed with Down Syndrome and developmental delays, and started receiving early 

intervention services when she was 6 months old. She uses sign language to communicate, 

as her language comprehension is much more advanced than her ability to express herself 

verbally. Currently, she uses some single word signs to express her wants and needs, but 

she is learning to use some two word signs to communicate with others. Lilly loves playing 

alongside others in small groups, but she tends to watch others passively and currently 

relies on adults to request her turn during play activities. 



As we saw in Module 3, a PLAAFP Component chart can be very helpful in developing the 

corresponding PLAAFP Statement. PLAAFP statements should incorporate the Early 

Childhood Outcomes language since this is the foundation for educational performance for 

PreK children. As a reminder, there is a blank PLAAFP chart included in the handouts for 

this module. You can download it via the attached documents button. 

When rating child outcomes, we describe children’s behavior in one of three ways: age-

expected, slightly below age expectation, or foundational, like that of a much younger peer.

When reading this PLAAFP Statement you will notice that this Early Childhood Outcomes 

language is incorporated: “Based on formative assessment in the classroom, Lilly 

communicates like a much younger child with foundational skills at the 12 to 18 month 

level.  She primarily uses gestures and simple one word signs. Lilly is able to play simple 

puzzle games and wait her turn when playing beside a friend.  She enjoys and attends to 

visual problem solving games. Lilly has difficulty initiating a verbal interaction with a friend 

in play, and currently relies on adults to support her in turn-taking communication. Lilly’s 

delay in communication skills affects her ability to engage in turn taking interactions and 

developing positive social relationships.”

“What child outcome do you think this will be addressing”? It is Outcome #1 – Positive 

social emotional skills.



Coming up is a video of Lilly playing with classmates, mostly a little boy named Ricky, who 

is hearing-impaired. They are doing a puzzle on an I-Pad. Later in the video you will see a 

typically-developing peer named Emiliano join them. Watch Lilly carefully and take notes 

about her behavior.  How does she interact with Ricky?  How does she indicate that she 

wants a turn? There is a Video Observation Notes sheet in the attached documents. You 

can print it out to use while watching the video.



Click on the picture or link above to open the website and watch the video. The website 

will open in a new window. When you are done, come back to the presentation and click 

play to continue.

http://www2.cde.state.co.us/media/resultsmatter/RMSeries/RickyLillyAndEmilianoPlayWit

hAnIpad.asp 



Now let’s look at Lilly’s annual goal.



As we saw in Module 3, the four components for developing Functional IEP Goals, shown 

here in the Annual Goal Component Chart, is helpful in developing the corresponding 

Annual Goal statement. There is a black Annual Goal Component Chart included in the 

handouts for this module. It can be downloaded via the attached documents button.

The annual goal statement for Lilly is: ”When participating in early learning activities Lilly 

will initiate a conversation or request a turn by using signs, gestures, or visual cues with 

her play partner in three out of four opportunities.” Remember this goal is intended to 

address child outcome number 1 – positive social emotional skills.



Now that we have Lilly’s PLAAFP and Annual Goals set, let’s see how the team will measure

her progress.



Before breaking down Lilly’s goal into priority learning targets, the team working with her 

decided to measure her performance according to the degree of prompting it takes to 

facilitate her accomplishing the goal.  This is called a “backward chaining” approach and is 

done intentionally to assist the team in monitoring a child’s true progress in accomplishing 

his or her learning targets when the targets are embedded into the teaching plan.

Prompting level 1 is watching to see if a child can accomplish the learning target on his or 

her own.  If not, then the next level is given- prompting level 2 is a verbal prompt. If the 

child is not able to perform the learning target with that level of prompting in the 

classroom, the next level of prompting is again provided- level 3 is a verbal and physical 

prompt. If that level is not sufficient for the child to perform the learning target, then the 

intentional teaching of the skill with verbal and hand over hand demonstration and 

modeling is provided in level 4.

In Lilly’s case, the team identified where Lilly is at the start by giving her the least amount 

of prompting possible and working backwards to determine the level she needed. For her 

first Priority Learning Target, Lilly was found to be at level 3, since she did not need hand-

over-hand prompting. 



What is Lilly’s first Priority Learning Target? How was it determined? How will the team 

embed it into the lesson plan?



When developing a priority learning target, there are five parts the team needs to identify:

• First is answering “Who is the learner?”

• Second is the behavior- “How will the child perform using specialized instruction?”

• Third is the condition or conditions- “What is the specialized instruction? What are the 

level of prompts?” 

• Fourth are the activities- “What are the functional routines?” and

• Fifth is the criterion- “What is the standard for mastery at this level?”



Lilly’s first Priority Learning Target is “Lilly will initiate interaction with an adult and/or peers 

using gestures and the sign for “my turn” with verbal and physical cues while playing 

cooperative games at least 3 out of 4 days a week.” Since Lilly is at level 3, the teacher will 

use verbal and physical cues for prompting. This is also listed as part of the condition.



The “Embedded Instruction Lesson Plan” is another tool used to identify what different 

times during the day the team can embed the learning target. A blank plan has been 

included as a handout in this module and can be downloaded via the attached documents 

button. In order to use the chart, you simply fill out the day’s activities, then place an “x”

beside the times and classroom routines where the learning target can be embedded, as 

many times as possible during the day. Then decide on the time you will collect data. Place 

an “o” during that time. Here you see that the team has decided to collect the data during 

morning Center Time. The time, teaching strategy and data collection goals the team hopes 

to accomplish are listed, and the Play and Teaching Strategies describe the prompting level. 

It does not show the entire embedded instruction lesson plan. 

Lilly will need a lot of support based on our previous observation of how much prompting 

she requires to accomplish this priority learning target. Listed under the Play and Teaching 

Strategies is direct teaching of the skill; in this case, gesturing and using the two-word sign 

“my turn” when playing in centers with a friend. First, teach the skill directly and then 

immediately go to the center and work with Lilly and Ricky in playing with the iPad or some 

other activity. You may need to teach the skill directly for several days, but the goal is to 

fade the direct teaching out and to provide only level 3 prompting. Prompting level #3 

indicates that Lilly will perform the two-word signing action for “my turn” when provided 

with verbal and physical prompting.



One of the benefits of embedded instruction is that you can move the implementation of 

the goal around to the different centers and routines in the child’s day. Every staff member 

should take responsibility for implementing the goals with the child and model to one 

another what level of prompting is needed. This will require the team to come together 

weekly to review the child’s progress. Remember that the child’s progress is a “moving 

target.” In order to succeed, you need to try to insert the behavior into more and more 

routines during the day, while continually decreasing the prompting. It may take days, or 

even weeks of trying, but eventually you will “hit the target.”



For Lilly’s second Priority Learning Target, the routine is changed to outdoor playground 

time and the condition or level of prompting is reduced to just using verbal cues. This 

target is: “Lilly will initiate interaction with an adult and/or peers using gestures and the 

sign for “my turn” with verbal cues while playing games on the playground at least 3 out of 

4 days a week.”



The embedded instruction lesson plan now reflects the who, where, when, and how, as 

well as the expectations for mastery at this level. The prompting level of 2 indicates that 

Lilly will perform the two-word signing action for “my turn” when given only verbal 

prompting by the teacher.



Let’s look at one more Priority Learning Target for Lilly.  Her third target is: “Lilly will initiate 

interaction with an adult and/or peers using gestures and the sign  for “my turn” 

independently at least 3 out of 4 days a week.” As you can see by the condition listed, this 

same goal has now moved to the “independent” level. 



The embedded instruction lesson plan still reflects the who, where, when, and how, and 

the expectations for mastery at this level.

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level. In this case, the prompting 

level of 1 reflects that the teacher is observing to see if Lilly can perform the two-word 

signing action for “my turn” independently, without cues or prompting.



So what is the next step?

When a child achieves success, we are all extremely proud.  But we have to remember that 

their level of true independence must be measured continually against what typically 

developing children are able to do in a given situation.



For the child, this is a continuous cycle of attempts, evaluation, improvement, and 

hopefully, success. It may take several attempts, possibly altering the priority learning 

targets, before the IEP goal is ultimately accomplished. With each level and each priority 

learning target, the prompting changes based on the child’s success. This also impacts 

when and how the priority learning target is taught and evaluated in order for the child to 

reach the independent level.

Let’s look at another child and practice assessing the classroom routine. What is the child’s 

goal? What is the child’s actual performance? What would a typically developing child need 

to be able to do? 



Charity is a 44-month old child who was injured in a car accident when she was 2½ years 

old. Up until that time she was developing according to age expectations and did not 

receive early intervention services. She lives with both her mother and father, and maternal 

grandmother.

Charity was evaluated by the PreK Assessment team just before her third birthday and was 

made eligible for services under the category of Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI). She also 

presented with global delays. When Charity walks, she is unsteady and falls frequently. Her 

teacher reported that it appears as if she has motor planning problems. For example, 

during center time Charity pushes a shopping cart to help stabilize herself. When school 

began, Charity did not use verbal language at all. She frequently experienced frustration 

when she did not get her way, or when she could not communicate her wants and needs. 

Instead, she broke down in tears and became aggressive with other children.



Using the PLAAFP Components Chart, this PLAAFP Statement for Charity was developed: 

“Based on formative classroom assessment data, Charity’s ability to control her own 

behavior and interact positively appears to be like a slightly younger child with immediate 

foundational skills between the 24 to 30 month level. Charity is able to communicate in 

short phrases like “give me my milk”.  She enjoys playing with toys and objects in centers 

alongside other children in the classroom. Charity has difficulty sharing during play 

interactions.  She quickly cries or hits instead of communicating appropriately to express 

her wants and needs. Charity’s ability to control her emotions interferes with her ability to 

engage in meaningful play with others and in developing positive social relationships.”

What outcome do you think this PLAAFP addresses? If you said Outcome #1  - Positive 

Social Emotional Skills, you are correct.



Using the Annual Goal Component Chart, the annual goal developed for Charity is: “Given 

specific play situations or events during daily peer interactions such as getting a peer’s 

attention appropriately, sharing (asking for a toy), or taking turns, Charity will use problem 

solving strategies to have positive interactions with peers by using communication and 

social strategies (such as using a timer, or picture cues), independently in three out of four 

opportunities.”



In the following video,  you will observe Charity during center time. As you watch, take 

notes about these 3 components: 

(1) What is the ongoing activity? 

(2) What are the activity characteristics? 

(3) What do ALL children need to know or be able to do to be engaged, participate 

independently and interact with peers?

It may be helpful to print out the “Activity Based Assessment” Handout included in this 

module and use the upper portion, “Activity Analysis,” to take notes as described. It is 

available via the attached documents button in the corner. When you are ready to proceed, 

press the play button. 





What did you observe in each of the three component areas?  How do your notes compare 

to those here?

1) What is the ongoing activity? – this is center time when children have free choice to 

select where they want to play. This is free play in housekeeping, children are playing 

with shopping carts, empty milk cartons and cereal boxes

2) What are the characteristics of the activity? - This is free play and is unstructured

3) What do All children need to know or be able to do to be engaged, participate 

independently and interact with peers? - When a child has something taken away from 

him/her, then he/she needs to be able to negotiate with the other child to get her/his 

needs met.  In this situation, Charity also needs to be able to share with others.



Now let’s watch the video again, but this time try observing from a child analysis point of 

view, rather than an activity analysis perspective. At the bottom of the Activity Based 

Assessment Handout is a section called “Child-Activity Analysis”- it is used to observe and 

assess a child’s behavior during an activity. Specifically, it asks:

1) What skills or behaviors is the child exhibiting in this activity? 

2) What is the child doing well? 

3) What skills/behaviors might help the child enhance her engagement, independence, or 

interaction with her peers during the activity?

See what observations you can make about Charity. 





What did you observe in each of the three areas?  Let’s compare notes:

1) What skills or behaviors is Charity exhibiting in this activity? - Charity is playing with a 

grocery cart and has two bottles of milk in the cart.  She is pushing the cart away from the 

housekeeping center.  Travon comes up and asks her if he can have a bottle of her milk and 

she says “NO”.  Travon then says that she has two bottles of milk and he wants one and 

then he takes it.  Charity then reaches toward Travon and says “give me my milk” and 

immediately erupts into a cry.  She does not follow up with any other forms of 

communication or protest.

2) What is Charity doing well? – Charity is moving steadily from one space to another while 

using the shopping cart to stabilize herself.  She also used verbal communication to say, 

“give me my milk”.

3) What skills/behaviors might help Charity enhance her engagement, independence, or 

interaction with her peers during the activity? – She needs to enhance her problem solving 

strategies to turn take and share with peers in order to appropriately meet her needs.



What are Charity’s Priority Learning Targets? Let’s identify them and try embedding them 

into the instruction lesson plans.



When teaching children to share, there are various strategies we can use in certain 

developmental order.  The Social Emotional Foundations for Early Learning (SEFEL) tool kit 

has some wonderful examples. You can find a copy of it in the attached documents within 

this module. Some of those strategies are used here with Charity.

The first level (step? Goal?) is to have Charity ask the teacher for help. She is not currently 

doing this; the teacher is simply intervening on her behalf. We need to make this a priority 

learning target for Charity and for the teacher to implement. Therefore, Charity’s first 

Priority Learning Target is: “Charity will request teacher assistance when another student 

takes something from her during independent play, 3 out of 4 times.”



When placed on the embedded instruction lesson plan, we begin with direct teaching of 

the skill and then quickly embed it into a regular classroom routine. The expectation is that 

the child will learn this behavior with a significant amount of support, including the 

teacher’s verbal and physical prompting.

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level. Prompting level 3 indicates 

that Charity will now request the teacher’s assistance when provided with verbal and 

physical prompting.



The same goal is then moved to another classroom routine, this time the playground, and 

the amount of prompting is reduced.

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level as 2, which indicates that 

Charity will now request the teacher’s assistance when provided with verbal prompting 

only.



Finally we move this goal to yet another routine, the Art Center, and try for the least 

amount of prompting necessary. The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting 

level of 1. In this case, the teacher is observing to see if the child can perform the task 

independently. In other words, the goal now is for Charity to independently request the 

teacher’s assistance.



The next priority learning target level would entail Charity using picture cues and a timer. 

The timer strategy is one we use with children when trying to teach them to share. We 

explain that the other child can play with the desired toy for a given amount of time. When 

the timer goes off, it is time for the other child to give the desired toy back. We couple this 

with a picture of the timer to help teach this skill.  

Charity’s Priority Learning Target #2 is– “Charity will take turns playing with a desired toy 

with one other student by using picture cues and a timer during independent play 3 out of 

4 times.”



As before, when placed on the embedded instruction lesson plan, we begin with direct 

teaching of the skill and then embed it into a regular classroom routine. The expectation is 

that the child will do this behavior with a significant amount of support, with teacher verbal 

and physical prompting.

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level.  Prompting level #3 indicates 

that Charity will take turns by using picture cues and a timer when provided with teacher 

verbal and physical prompting.



When the priority learning target has been achieved with the previous level of support, 

then the goal is moved to another routine and the level of prompting is reduced. The child’s 

performance is monitored and data is collected to verify that the child is accomplishing this 

level of the goal.

If the child slips back and requires a previous level of prompting and support, then the 

teaching staff adjusts the plan and supports the child at the previous prompting level. They 

simply chart that the child’s performance was at the prompting  level of a 3. However, the 

goal is to quickly reduce the prompting back to level 2 as soon as the child can demonstrate 

mastery at level 3. 

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level. Prompting level #2 indicates 

that Charity will take turns by using picture cues and a timer when provided with teacher 

verbal prompting.



Once mastery at the previous level is accomplished, the target is moved to another 

classroom routine, and the prompting level is reduced again, until the child can perform at 

this independent level. The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level. In this 

case the teacher is observing to see if the child can perform the task independently.

Prompting level #1 indicates that Charity will take turns by using picture cues and a timer 

independently.



Learning to share is hard work.  But we can’t go around with a timer the rest of our lives.  

So for the next target, we change the teaching strategy and take away the timer.  This will 

help the child transition into the sharing world using only picture and verbal prompts.

That leads us to Charity’s third Priority Learning Target– “Charity will share a toy with one 

other child when asked with picture cues and verbal prompts while playing in centers for 3 

out of 4 days a week.”



We now insert the learning target into a specific routine, and then insert it into the day’s 

routine with another child during play. Remember: this may require direct teaching using 

only the picture cues and the verbal prompt.  

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level.  Prompting level #3 indicates 

that Charity will take share a toy by using picture cues and verbal prompts when provided 

with teacher verbal and physical prompting



To move the child ahead, we insert the target into another classroom routine, and reduce 

the cues.  

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level.  Prompting level #2 indicates 

that Charity will share a toy by using picture cues and verbal prompts when provided with 

teacher verbal prompting.



Finally, we hope to see the child reach a level of independence. For Charity, this means 

using picture cues and verbal prompts on her own. It is interesting to see how often other 

children will mimic this behavior and use the cue cards and verbal prompts with absolutely 

no prompting from the teacher or staff.  

The Play & Teaching Strategies describes the prompting level. In this case the teacher is 

observing to see if the child can perform the task independently. Prompting level #1 

indicates that Charity will share a toy by using picture cues and verbal prompts 

independently



To review, in this module we reviewed the practical connections between:  

• Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (or PLAAAFP)

• Functional IEP Goals and

• Priority Learning Targets in Embedded Instruction.

This is the last module in the series “Developing Functional High Quality IEPs for PreK 

Children” presented by the North Carolina Early Learning Network. We hope you have 

found the information helpful. We encourage you to use the handouts and refer to them as 

resources within your work. Please feel free to contact the Early Learning Network if you 

have any questions, or if we can provide you with more information.



If needed, you may print this certificate as proof of having completed this module. It is 

available for you to download via the attached documents button.



For more information related to IEPs, including writing IEP goals, you can explore the 

resources listed here.



Videos were taken by, in, as part of, and are property of. They may not be reproduced or 

used without permission from.



This presentation was adapted from presentations originally created by staff from the 

National Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (NECTAC) and the Western Regional 

Resource Center (WRRC), and was reviewed by staff from the South Eastern Regional 

Resource Center (SERRC), the Early Childhood Outcomes Center (ECO) and the Department 

of Defense/Army Early Instruction Services.




