
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 Module 3: “Writing Functional IEP Goals.” 



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:  

• the formative assessment process for young children, 

• present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (also known as 

the PLAAFP) and

• the development of meaningful IEP goals.

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

the three child outcomes used in the Child Outcomes Summary Form process. This process 

produces data which is reported annually to OSEP by the state.

As part of this module, you will also have the opportunity to practice rating IEP goals 

through an interactive activity.



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. 



In order to develop meaningful, individualized goals and outcomes, we need to apply what 

we know about:

• how children learn in everyday routines and activities, 

• how to conduct the formative assessment process, and

• the 3 functional early childhood outcomes. 



The measurable annual goal is a statement that links directly to the areas of need identified 

in the PLAAFP (Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance).



By using the SMART Goal format, we ensure that annual goals are:

• Specific- simply written and clearly defined

• Measurable- with tangible evidence that the goal has been achieved

• Achievable- based on the current level of functioning, the sequence of skills and the 

next steps necessary to be successful in the early learning environment 

• Realistic and relevant- ensuring that the purpose is functional and allows the child to be 

independent and learn new skills in the early learning environment and

• Timely- achievable within a one year period of time



When developing IEP goals, there are 3 key pieces of information that need to be used. 

First, start with the parent’s and caregiver’s priorities about what they hope for the child 

and what is most important or meaningful to them. Consideration should be given to their 

desires related to participation in family and community activities as well as participation in 

the school environment. Using focused open-ended questions can help parents and other 

care providers reflect on how they want the child to participate in activities and routines 

that are meaningful to them and what factors impact their child’s successful participation. 

It is family priorities, not the practitioner’s or teacher’s priorities, that should serve as the 

basis for high quality, participation-based outcomes and goals.   



Second, consider what is working and what is challenging at home, in the community, and 

in the classroom. Make note of those situations that are motivating and interesting to the 

child and family and those that impact participation in family and community life. Asking 

parents what the child enjoys doing and what they enjoy doing together helps to clarify the 

context where the child is learning and participating. Asking parents which parts of their 

day are not going well provides an understanding of what the parents would like to see 

different in the future.



Third, incorporate what has been learned during the evaluation and functional assessment 

process about the child’s developmental skills, needs, and disability, as well as their impact 

on the child’s learning and participation.

These three pieces of information are critical for developing quality goal statements. They 

also inform decisions about strategies and activities that will most effectively promote 

learning and the opportunity to practice new skills in order to meet goals. 



Now let’s combine what we know about IEP requirements with what we are learning 

about the formative assessment process, in order to focus on writing high-quality 

functional IEP goals. 

High quality, functional IEP goals should link directly to the needs identified in the 

PLAAFP (Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance) 
and should meet the following criteria… 



A high quality functional IEP goal

• describes how the child will demonstrate what he or she knows,

• is written in plain language and is jargon free,

• describes the child’s involvement in age-appropriate activities to address ‘academic 

and functional’ areas and

• should be written so that it emphasizes the positive.



It also

• describes the conditions in which the child will demonstrate progress without naming 

placement,

• is measurable and observable,  

• includes clear strategies and/or accommodations (This is the specialized instruction), 

and

• is written to be achievable in one year. However, this can be reviewed or amended prior 

to that time if necessary.



One of the tools used in developing high quality, functional IEP goals is the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals 
Placemat. Developed by the Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (formerly NECTAC, now called the 
ECTA Center), the Early Childhood Outcomes (ECO) Center, and the Regional Resource Center Program 
(RRCP), this tool helps us check whether or not the goal meets the criteria for a high quality, functional IEP 
goal. 

We know that the IEP goal should link directly to the needs identified in the present levels of academic 
achievement and functional performance.  Annual goals are written to be achievable in one year and can be 
reviewed or amended prior to that time if necessary. Looking at the placemat, let’s review the criteria. The 
goal should include the family’s input and concerns and meet the following criteria:

• The goal is written in plain language and is jargon free.
• The goal is measureable and observable.  Clear strategies and/or accommodations are included. The 

Specialized Instruction must also be identified.
• The goal describes the child’s involvement in age-appropriate activities to address ‘academic and 

functional’ areas.
• The goal describes the conditions in which the child will demonstrate progress without naming placement.
• The wording of the goal emphasizes the positive.
• The goal describes how the child will demonstrate what she or he knows.

The criteria described in the bottom center box of the placemat are considered when the child’s IEP and 
assessment information is available:

• The goal is achievable in one year and specific timelines are noted.
• The IEP includes what the child is doing now and includes the family’s input and concerns.
• The IEP details Special Factors related to communication, assistive technology and supports specific to the 

child’s disability and/or English language learning.

Because we don’t have this information for the purposes of this training activity, we will not use these criteria 
to rate IEP goals at this time. They are included here as reference information only.



Another tool is the PLAAFP component chart, which is helpful in developing the PLAAFP 

Statement. The PLAAFP Statement should include these four components: 

1) Data-based student specific information about the student’s current academic 

achievement and functional performance

2) Strengths of the student

3) Needs resulting from the disability and

4) Effects of the disability on involvement and progress in the general education 

curriculum

PLAAFP statements should also incorporate Early Childhood Outcomes language since this 

is the foundation for educational performance for PreK children.

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

1) Age expected,

2) Slightly below age expectation or

3) Foundational, like that of a much younger child

A blank PLAAFP Component chart is included in the handouts for this module, and is 

available via the attached documents button.



An Annual Goal Component chart is used when developing the annual goal statement. The 

Annual Goal Statement should include these four components: 

1) Given/Conditions (when or under what conditions), as applicable

2) Skill/Curriculum/Behavior Area or Domain (Academic/Functional)

3) Observable Learner Performance (Action)

4) Desired Level of Achievement/Outcome (Measurable Criteria…how well, how many 

times, over what period of time)

Annual Goals, should also incorporate Early Childhood Outcomes language by using the 

age-expected, slightly below age expectation or foundational ratings.

A blank Annual Goal Component chart is included in the handouts for this module, and is 

available via the attached documents button.



Let’s look at an example:

This is Sam. Sam is 42 months old and attends a community-based preschool program 5 

days a week. He has seasonal allergies and difficulty sleeping, and there is a family history 

of ADHD and suspected autism. He enjoys playing with his brother and his classmates. Sam 

can generally follow simple individualized directions given in the classroom throughout the 

daily routine, but he becomes easily distracted when involved in a large group or 

unstructured activities. In those situations, he has difficulty adhering to the rules and 

following instructions. Sam’s mother has concerns about his safety due to impulsivity and 

running in public. She states that “Sam runs across the parking lot when we leave the 

grocery store and we are very concerned for his safety.” Sam’s teacher also shares that 

“When Sam is inside he listens to a reminder to stay with his friends, but when he is 

outside he often runs toward the bus.”

Since this is an obvious area of concern both at home and at school, this would be an 

important area of consideration when developing an IEP goal. Additional information is 

needed, however, in order to identify his present level of academic achievement and 

functional performance and to write a functional high-quality IEP goal.



Here is Sam’s PLAAFP component chart. It was completed based on his parent and teacher 

input, as well as formative assessment information:

Based on formative assessment in the preschool environment, and parent input, Sam’s 

adaptive behavior skills are consistent with a much younger child, ranging from 24 to 27  

months. He understands and follows simple individualized instructions in the classroom, 

and enjoys interacting with other students. He has difficulty following instructions given to 

the entire class or in unstructured settings at home, in the community or at school.  Sam’s 

attention and listening skills affect his ability to independently and safely participate 

successfully in large group and unstructured activities. 

“What child outcome do you think this will be addressing”? Pause

Outcome #1 – Positive social emotional skills



Here is Sam’s Annual Goal Component Chart. After addressing the four components used 

for developing a Functional IEP Goal, the Annual Goal statement was created, knowing that 

it would meet the required criteria for a high quality, functional IEP goal.

Using this chart, the Annual Goal Statement created for Sam was “During outdoor and large 

group, unstructured activities with individualized verbal reminders, Sam will follow 

directions for his safety by stopping, waiting and staying with others in 4 out of 5 

opportunities.”



What is the difference in how the goal is written? Let’s look at another way of writing the 

IEP goal for Sam.  Our first goal was: “During outdoor and large group unstructured 

activities with individualized verbal reminders Sam will follow directions for his safety by 

stopping, waiting and staying with others in 4 out of 5 opportunities.” Another, more direct, 

way to write it could be: “Sam will not run away.”

Which of these goals meets the criteria of a high-quality, functional IEP goal? 



By using the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals Placemat to review the criteria of each goal, we 

ask:

• Is the goal written in plain language and jargon free?

• Is the goal measurable and observable? Does it include clear strategies & 

accommodations which is the specialized instruction?

• Does the goal describe the child’s involvement in age-appropriate activities to address 

“academic and functional” areas?

• Does the goal describe the conditions in which the child will demonstrate progress 

without naming placement?

• Does the goal emphasize the positive?

• Does the goal describe how the child will demonstrate what he or she knows?



The results are clear. Although the second goal could have been developed by using parent 

and caregiver input, it did not use the information from the PLAAFP Statement or benefit 

from using the Annual Goal Component Chart. Only the first goal, which was written using 

both tools, meets the criteria of a high-quality functional IEP goal.  



Now let’s practice rating several IEP goals. In this activity, we will look at three different 

children and rate the quality of their IEP goals. Some of their goals we will then rewrite so 

that they meet the quality criteria. Remember that our focus here is on just the goal writing 

section of the IEP, not everything that is required in a complete IEP. Try to focus on general 

components of a quality IEP goal. In your real life relationships with children and families in 

early intervention, you will get to know the child and have more information about them 

and their families. As with any group of professionals, within your team there may be 

varying interpretations of how the goal matches the criteria. That is okay. The purpose of 

this activity is to practice writing a quality IEP goal by understanding the “big picture.”



For this activity you will need the following  handouts: the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals 

Placemat, the IEP Goal Cards for Placemat and the IEP Goals Component Chart. These can 

be downloaded and printed from the attached documents in this module. 

For each of the three children, you will review their background information, including their 

age and any medical diagnoses. Then you will review the PLAAFP for each child and 

determine which outcome you think needs to be addressed. Then you will determine 

whether or not the IEP goal meets the criteria for each rating area using the placemat. The 

last part of the activity will be to write an improved goal using the IEP Goal Component 

Chart as a reference.

When you have the handouts printed and are ready to proceed, press the play button.



Our first child is Than:

Than is 40 months old.  He attends a NC Pre-K classroom in a public school setting. Than 

lives in a multigenerational household where dual languages are spoken. He has a history 

of ear infections and currently has tubes in his ears. Parents report concerns regarding his 

language development. He is not saying words in their native language like his siblings did 

at the same age. After implementing numerous interventions and strategies in the 

classroom, Than is still exhibiting communication difficulties.  



First let’s review the PLAAFP Statement for Than: 

Component 1: Based on  formative assessment in the classroom and observational data, 

Than communicates like a much younger peer with foundational skills at the 12-18 month 

level. He primarily points and gestures.

Component  2: Than is able to point to classroom objects, toys and items on teacher 

request. He enjoys and attends to stories being read to him.

Component  3: Than has difficulty answering simple questions about stories read to him

Component  4: Than’s delay in communication skills affect his ability to demonstrate his 

knowledge gained while listening to a story.

What child outcome do you think should address? 

If you said Outcome #2- Acquiring knowledge and skills, you are correct.



Our practice goal for Than is “During classroom story time, Than will answer 
comprehension questions about the story 80% of the time, 4 of 5 trials.” (Remember that 
the practice goals in this activity are written so that they do not meet all the criteria. This 
will provide you with practice in developing more appropriate goals that do meet the 
criteria.)

Now let’s review the quality criteria and decide whether or not the IEP goal meets the 

standard for each. Mark yes or no as you decide.

The first quality criterion is that, “The wording of the statement is written in plain language 

and is jargon-free. 

The answer is “yes” to this criterion, meaning that this IEP goal is jargon-free, is clear and 

simple to understand.



The second quality criterion is “The GOAL is measurable and observable.  Clear strategies 

and/or accommodations are included.” 

The answer is no, the goal is measurable but does not contain clear strategies and 

accommodations, which is the specialized instruction. 



The third quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the child’s involvement in age-

appropriate activities to address ‘academic and functional’ areas.”

The answer is yes, the goal does talk about story time which is an age appropriate activity.



The fourth quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the conditions in which the child will 

demonstrate progress without naming placement.”

The answer is no, while the condition is stated as during story time, placement is named as 

the classroom.



The fifth quality criterion is “The wording of the GOAL emphasizes the positive.” 

The answer is yes since it does emphasize the positive



The final quality criterion is “The GOAL describes how the child will demonstrate what s/he 

knows.”

The answer is yes since it describes how Than will demonstrate what he knows by 

answering comprehension questions.

By looking closely at each of the criteria areas on the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals Placemat 
we are able to identify those areas that need to be changed to include the appropriate 
criteria.  We know that we need to include clear strategies and accommodations which is 
the specialized instruction.  We also know that we need to ensure that the placement is not 
named.  



Keeping this in mind, a more appropriate goal for Than would be “While being read a story 

by an adult, Than will answer simple questions about the story by correctly pointing to 

objects, characters and events in 4 of 5 opportunities.” As you can see, this goal meets 

each of the criteria here on the Annual Goal Component Chart, and it is a good goal to 

address child outcome number 2 – acquiring knowledge and skills.



Now let’s look at Tamika:

Tamika is 45 months old. She currently attends a Head Start program in her local 

community. Tamika’s father works two jobs and her mother stays at home with her two 

younger siblings. Tamika was born prematurely at 30 weeks and remained in the hospital 

for a month due to breathing difficulties. She received early intervention services until she 

was 24 months old. Her pediatrician referred her for evaluations based on developmental 

screening results. Tamika has difficulty taking turns and interacting with peers. Her mother 

reports she is aggressive with her siblings. 



First, review the PLAAFP Statements for Tamika:

Component 1: Based on formative assessment in the classroom and parent input, Tamika’s 

social skills are consistent with those of a much younger child and range from 18-24 

months

Component  2: Tamika enjoys playing  and working along side her peers. She uses a variety 

of manipulatives, cause & effect toys and early learning materials for their intended 

purpose when provided with modeling and visual supports

Component  3: When a peer approaches her to take a turn with a toy or during an activity 

she often pushes them away or leaves the area with the toy or materials

Component  4: Tamika’s difficulty acquiring  positive social relationships affects her ability 

to play and work cooperatively with others during age expected early learning activities

What child outcome do you think this should address? 

If you said Outcome #1 – Positive Social Emotional Skills you are correct.



Now review the goal and decide whether or not you feel the criteria has been met. 

The first quality criterion is that, “The wording of the statement in plain language and is jargon-

free.” Do you agree? Click play when you are ready to proceed.



The answer is “yes” to this criterion, meaning that this IEP goal is jargon-free, is clear, and simple to 

understand.



The second quality criterion is “The GOAL is measurable and observable.  Clear strategies and/or 

accommodations are included.” Do you agree? Click play when you are ready to proceed.



The answer is no; the goal is measurable and observable, but does not indicate clear strategies and 

accommodations, which is the specialized instruction. 



The third quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the child’s involvement in age-appropriate 

activities to address ‘academic and functional’ areas.” Yes or no? Click play when you are ready to 

proceed.



The answer is yes, since taking turns is an age appropriate activity.



The fourth quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the conditions in which the child will 

demonstrate progress without naming placement.” What do you think? Click play when you are 

ready to proceed.



The answer is no, since school is named as the placement.



The fifth quality criterion is “The wording of the GOAL emphasizes the positive.” Do you agree? 

Click play when you are ready to proceed.



The last quality criterion is “The GOAL describes how the child will demonstrate what s/he knows.” 

What do you think? Yes or no? Click play when you are ready to proceed.



The answer is yes, since it describes how Tamika will demonstrate what she knows by taking turns 

with others.

By looking closely at each of the criteria areas on the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals Placemat we are 
able to identify those areas that need to be changed to include the appropriate criteria.  We know 
that we need to include clear strategies and accommodations which is the specialized instruction. 
We also know that we need to ensure that the placement is not named and that the wording of the 
goal emphasizes the positive.



Keeping these things in mind, on the next four slides, use the Annual Goal Component 

Chart as a reference to write a more appropriate goal for Tamika that meets each of the 

criteria. 











Here is an example of an appropriate goal for Tamika that meets each of the criteria:

“When provided access to a variety of toys and learning materials, using visual supports 

Tamika will use positive social skills and interactions to take turns and share during 2 daily 

activities or routines.” This goal is intended to address child outcome number 1- positive 

social and emotional skills, and has been reviewed and approved by the DPI compliance 

monitors. 

When comparing your goal with this one:  Are there similarities?  Do you feel that each 

criteria has been met? Are there changes you would make to improve your goal?

When you are ready to continue, press the play button.



Our last example is Kara:

Kara is 38 months of age. She has received early intervention services since she was 6 

months old. She attends an inclusive preschool classroom in her local elementary school. 

Kara has global developmental delays and has a history of seizures that are controlled with 

medication. She does not sleep well at night. Kara communicates only through gestures 

and single words and has a tendency to repeat words over and over. When others use more 

than a few words to communicate with her, she does not appear to understand and 

sometimes cries in response.    



Start by reviewing the PLAAFP Statements for Kara:

Component 1: Based on language samples, Speech Language Pathologist input and parent 

report, Kara’s receptive and expressive language skills are like a much younger child and 

range from 10 to 18 months

Component  2: Kara can communicate through 1-word utterances, gestures, and attempts 

to repeat words when others use verbal modeling during simple conversation exchanges

Component  3: She is not able to clearly express her wants and needs

Component  4: Kara’s verbal skills limit her ability to communicate effectively and 

functionally when using more than 2-word phrases and simple sentences.

What child outcome do you think this will be addressing?  

If you said Outcome #3 – Taking appropriate action to meet needs you are correct. 



Now review the quality criteria, and decide whether or not you think this goal meets them.

The first quality criterion is that, “The wording of the statement is written in plain language and is 

jargon-free.”



The answer is “no” to this criterion, since the goal is not written in jargon-free language and 

includes the terms mean length of utterance and reciprocal.



The second quality criterion is “The GOAL is measurable and observable.  Clear strategies and/or 

accommodations are included.”



The answer is no, the goal is measurable and observable but does not include the specialized 

instruction. 



The third quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the child’s involvement in age-appropriate 

activities to address ‘academic and functional’ areas.”



The answer is yes, since the goal describes Kara’s involvement in reciprocal conversations which is 

an age appropriate activity.



The fourth quality criterion is “The GOAL describes the conditions in which the child will 

demonstrate progress without naming placement.”



The answer is yes the conditions are indicated and the placement is not named.



The fifth quality criterion is “The wording of the GOAL emphasizes the positive.”



The answer is yes since the goal emphasizes the positive.



The final quality criterion is “The GOAL describes how the child will demonstrate what s/he knows.”



The answer is yes since the goal describes how Kara will demonstrate what she knows by saying 

words in order to participate in reciprocal conversations.

By looking closely at each of the criteria areas on the Criteria for Rating IEP Goals Placemat we are 
able to identify those areas that need to be changed to include the appropriate criteria.  We know 
that we need to use parent-friendly, jargon free language and that we need to include specialized 
instruction or clear strategies.



Keeping these things in mind, on the next four slides, use the Annual Goal Component 

Chart as a reference to write a more appropriate goal for Kara that meets each of the 

criteria. 











Here is an example of an appropriate goal for Kara that meets each of the criteria and is 

intended to address child outcome number 3- taking appropriate action to meet needs: 

“When provided with a verbal model, Kara will communicate by using two-word phrases to 

take turns and exchange information in a conversation in 4 of 5 opportunities.” This goal 

has also been reviewed and approved by the DPI compliance monitors. Of course, this is 

not the only way to write a goal that would meet each of the criteria. None of the goals 

presented in this module are the only way it can be done; there are many ways to write a 

high quality, functional goal, and they all depend on each child’s unique strengths and 

situation. Just keep in mind that it is important to have your goals reviewed by the 

compliance personnel in your LEA.

Compare the goal you wrote with this one: Are there similarities?  Do you feel that each 

criteria has been met? Are there changes you would make to improve the goal?

If possible, have the goals you wrote in this activity reviewed for compliance by the 

appropriate staff in your program.

When you are ready to continue, press the play button.



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

• The formative assessment process for young children, 

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

• The development of meaningful IEP goals

In future modules you will have the opportunity to apply this information to developing 

Priority Learning Targets.



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, please explore this list of 

resources.  



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.  




