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The purpose of this white paper is to provide special educators and leaders’ information on why progress 

monitoring with data collection of Individualized Education Program (IEP) annual goals is such an important 

process to implement in order to improve outcomes and results for students with disabilities. Special 

education and general education teachers working with students with disabilities need to be supported and 

provided the resources and tools in order to develop, build habits and effectively use student progress 

monitoring with data collection practices on IEP annual goals to close the achievement gap. Success often 

depends on the degree of interest, guidance and support provided by leadership staff to educators. When the 

IEP process of reporting progress on annual goals adopts “results” as an essential element of achievement, 

implementing a next generation electronic system of measuring student progress with data collection of IEP 

annual goals is a logical and necessary next step. 

 

 “The key components that favor results and improvement include: teamwork, goals, and the selective 

and judicious use of data.”i  

 

Introduction 

 
When the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was reauthorized in 2004, it eliminated the 

requirement that IEPs include short-term objectives or benchmarks, except for students with disabilities who 

take alternate assessments. Instead, the focus became annual goals, which are statements that identify what 

knowledge, skills, and/or behaviors a student is expected to be able to demonstrate at the next scheduled 

review. Annual, measurable goals must be developed to meet the students’ needs, as identified in the present 

levels of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP). 
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With the adoption of Common Core or state-specific standards and the accompanying standardized state 
assessments, the development and implementation of standards-based IEPs began to gain traction. A 
standards-based IEP, or “one in which the IEP team has incorporated state content standards in its 
development,” can be developed using a simple seven step process.ii  Many professionals and family 
members view standards-based IEPs as a best practice to create high expectations for students with 
disabilities.iii  

According to the most recent data from the Office of Special Education Programs, 62.6% of children with 
disabilities (CWDs) across the nation are now receiving instruction 80% or more of their day inside the 
general education classroom with non-disabled peers and take the required standards-based state 
assessments.iv 
 
Key components of IDEA 2004 include: 

 Higher standards to provide an opportunity to improve access to rigorous academics.  These greater 

expectations and supports should lead to higher achievement. 

 Students with disabilities must be challenged to excel with the general education curriculum and be 

prepared for success in their post-school lives. 

 States are required to report on the progress of students with disabilities in their annual state 

accountability process, and to ensure special education is viewed as a service and not a place. 

 Progress towards IEP goals must be assessed and reported periodically throughout the year.  

Progress Monitoring Perspectives 

Progress monitoring is a scientifically based practice used to assess a child's academic progress on IEP 
goals and evaluate the effectiveness of instruction. Progress monitoring tells the teacher what a child has 
learned and what still needs to be taught.v  IDEA 2004 states that a student’s IEP must contain a description 
of how the child's progress toward meeting the annual goals will be measured, and that periodic reports be 
provided. 
 
To meet this requirement, state departments of education (SEAs) have been implementing a variety of 

methods to accurately ensure tracking and reporting of student progress on IEP goals.vi  An analysis by 

NASDSE, through Project Forum in conjunction with the US Department of Education’s Office of Special 

Education Programs (OSEP), found that some SEAs were still requiring measures of student progress and 

many had amended statutes, regulations and guidance or had utilized or are planning to use high tech 

solutions as well as common training and technical assistance measures to achieve IDEA 2004 requirements 

for reporting progress on IEP goals.vii 
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Trends in Reporting Progress on IEP Goalsviii 

 

Since this policy analysis was conducted, many SEAs have continued to amend statutes, regulations and 

guidance while implementing statewide electronic IEP systems with either mandatory or opt in options for 

their district local education agency (LEA) representatives.  Concurrently, they are working to strengthen 

practices on how progress towards annual goals are measured and undertaking efforts to implement 

electronic progress monitoring with data collection methods aligned to their electronic IEP processes to 

facilitate the intent of the requirement for progress monitoring in IDEA 2004.ix 

In 2014, OSEP announced a paradigm shift towards Results-Driven Accountability (RDA), thus initiating a 

focus on the results-driven State Performance Plan indicators to improve outcomes for students with 

disabilities.  Since then, state and local education agencies and school district personnel responsible for the 

development and implementation of IEPs have been working through the implications of this change and 

taking meaningful action to align practices to this significant shift.x 

At present, state and local education agencies continue to use a variety of strategies to monitor, track, and 
report progress on IEP goals. Some have clearly delineated procedures to guide these interrelated processes 
and others do not. Teachers continue to struggle with the lack of guidance, support, tools, and resources 
readily available to incorporate progress monitoring and to simplify the data collection necessary to measure 
and report progress on their students’ annual IEP goals. 
 
Teachers often have to search for resources or tools that are accessible on the web (e.g. Teacher Hub, About 
Education, Progress Monitoring Toolbox, etc.).xi The documentation collected is frequently a resource 
intensive, paper-based, teacher dependent process.  The extensive portfolios of notebooks and binders 
compiled run counter to paperwork reduction efforts, and they do not take advantage of emerging 
technologies and tools that exist to aid teachers in this process. 
 
Occasionally, documentation to qualify and substantiate progress made towards IEP goals are not robust or 
available, or they are insufficient to support the decisions made in IEP meetings.  When this happens, the 
district and/or school becomes far more vulnerable to accusations of non-compliance.  This may result in 
conflicts during IEP meetings which generate complaints, challenges, and costly litigation.  
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This was evidenced in a 2015 administrative law judge ruling against the Hayfield Public School District that 
was later reviewed by the Minnesota State Educational Agency.  In the case, the district was found to keep 
inadequate records that failed to report whether the student's progress was sufficient to enable him to achieve 
the goals set out in his progress reports.xii 

Emerging Next Generation Progress Monitoring with Data Collection of IEP Annual 
Goals Practices 

While there are many SEAs and LEAs that have embraced technology and automation through the 

implementation of electronic IEP systems, others are still using a paper-based IEP and have not made the 

transition. Whether the IEP processes are automated via technology or not, most do not have a robust means 

for monitoring the progress towards annual IEP goals, nor for collecting and reporting data.  

Some efforts have been taken to utilize electronic progress monitoring tools that incorporates data collection 

technology. These solutions align with the requirement for progress monitoring in IDEA 2004, resulting in a 

focus on improving academic outcomes for student with disabilities.xiii  Electronic tools are also being used to 

support the implementation of Response to Intervention and Multi-Tiered System of Supports.xiv  

EMERGING PRACTICES: USE OF TECHNOLOGY SOLUTIONS AND TOOLS FOR PROGRESS 
MONITORING WITH DATA COLLECTION. 

National trends reflect that more districts are utilizing high-tech solutions as well as common training and 
technical assistance measures to support the fidelity of implementation for monitoring student progress on 
their IEP annual goals.  Electronic progress monitoring with data collection of IEP annual goals is a practical 
solution to time- and resource-intensive special education paperwork reduction mandates, and holds 
promise as an efficient and effective use of technology. 
 
Public Consulting Group (PCG) has partnered with 3,200 school districts and 34 states.  Over 25 million 
IEPs have been created in PCG’s EDPlan special education management system.  Across the country, one 
in every five special education student’s IEPs are managed in PCG systems, which include the processes for 
implementing the IDEA requirements of periodic reporting of student progress. 
 
Furthermore, school districts serving over 60,000 students with disabilities have moved forward to 
strengthen their processes by using EDPlan’s more robust Progress Monitoring with Data Collection (PMDC) 
solution that integrates with electronic IEP systems in an effort to close the achievement gap and improve 
outcomes and results for students with disabilities.  

BENEFITS REPORTED BY SCHOOL DISTRICTS IMPLEMENTING PCG’S PROGRESS MONITORING 
WITH DATA COLLECTION TECHNOLOGY SOLUTION 

 Strengthens the evidences available to the IEP team members to support the periodic reporting of 
progress; 

 Improves fidelity: Consistent data collection across LEA; 
 Saves time: Efficient and effective use of technology; 
 Auto calculates progress based on data collected; 
 Auto calculates trend and aim lines; 
 Graph generation to provide visual representation of progress; 
 Helps build progress monitoring and data collection habits; 
 Saves paper. 

BENEFITS REPORTED BY SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADERS IN THE FIELDxv 

 Meets IDEA requirements compliance for measuring and reporting progress; 

 Provides a systematic approach to data collection; 

 Provides longitudinal data on student progress; 
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 Guides instruction by assisting teachers in making data-informed decisions; 

 Charts progress on goals/objectives; 

 Has relevant and current information for PLAAFP; 

 Maintains documentation for eligibility redetermination; 

 Maintains documentation for Extended School Year services consideration; 

 Maintains documentation for all IEP decisions. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PROGRESS MONITORING WITH DATA COLLECTION 

 Informs instruction and alters variables to better address the individual student needs; 
 Accelerates learning because students are receiving well-designed and calibrated appropriate 

instruction; 
 Enables more efficient communication with families and other professionals about students’ progress; 

and higher expectations for students by teachers; 
 Provides technical advantages for quantifying progress; 
 Documents student progress for accountability purposes. 

 
“Our teachers feel like they are on the cutting edge of a system that has the potential to significantly 
impact student achievement. They love the clarity and usability of the system. The integration of 
Progress Monitoring and the IEP system reduces redundant data entry and ensures compliance with 
the IEP.”  

Kevin Kirst, Albemarle County Public Schools 
 
The IEP process that is most aligned with RDA’s focus on improving outcomes and results for students with 

disabilities (SWD) is monitoring student progress. In 2013–14, the number of children and youth ages 3–

21 receiving special education services was 6.5 million, or about 13 percent of all public school 

students.xvi  These students deserve the accountability necessary to measure and track progress on the 

goals delineated in their IEPs to sustain growth and receive the accompanying educational benefits.  

Formalized progress monitoring provides parents and teachers with data aligned to goals and the necessary 

information for targeted instruction to proactively impact student achievement and facilitate problem solving. 

This process is also instrumental in efforts to strengthen and calibrate IEPs to provide educational benefits for 

SWD. RDA heightens the importance of collecting data to monitor progress towards IEP goals, and targeted, 

specially designed instruction for SWDs.  

PMDC towards IEP annual goals is an evidenced-based process that aligns to the six essential practices 

featured by the National Center for Educational Outcomes (NCEO).  NCEO chronicled how five school 

districts with very different demographics used assessment and accountability as an impetus for positive 

change.xvii 

Monitoring the academic progress of students provides formative results and aligns with best practices 

around IEP development and classroom instruction. Research has demonstrated that when educators use 

student progress monitoring, teacher decision making improves, and students become more aware of their 

performance.  

A significant body of research conducted over the last 30 years has demonstrated this methodology to be a 

reliable and valid predictor of subsequent performance on a variety of measures, and thus useful for a wide 

range of instructional decisions.xviii  Electronic progress monitoring of IEP annual goals with data collection is 

a viable solution for SEAs and LEAs to consider when implementing a systematic process that offers 

guidance, support, and resources for teachers.   

When electronic progress monitoring is implemented, educators build habits and incorporate progress 

monitoring requirements into their daily activities.  At the same time, data collection is simplified and becomes 
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well integrated in students’ IEPs and classrooms. Progress monitoring with data collection for behavior 

specific goals was likewise deemed a viable technology solution by the Council for Exceptional Children.xix 

SUMMARY 

EDPlan’s PMDC solution supports and strengthens the efforts of SEAs and LEAs to set standards that will 

guide processes for students with IEP annual goals in a compliant, accountable, and results-driven manner. 

Progress monitoring eliminates the focus on short term “mastery” and directs the attention to the students’ 

annual goals. Focusing on improving outcomes and results for SWDs is in accordance with the stipulations 

set forth in IDEA 2004, as well as RDA. The web-based PMDC solution provides the standardization, 

structure, guidance, and support to facilitate the following: 

1. Simplified data collection 
2. Applied measurement approach 
3. Problem solving  
4. Graphical representation of progress 
5. Easily understood format for teachers, paraprofessionals, and parents 
6. Progress and trends for individual students and groups of students across multiple grades and 

schools  
7. Alerts users 
8. Reporting capabilities at the classroom, school, and district level 

 
These supports help keep the focus on data-based decision making and problem solving around the IEP 

annual goals while helping to mitigate some of the challenges that are inherently apparent when implementing 

Multi-Tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS).xx 

Progress monitoring occurs naturally in the routines of our daily lives. For example, we use technology to 

monitor our weight, breathing, blood pressure, heart rate, steps walked, budgeting, real estate, and the stock 

market. Technology solutions have helped us simplify and implement efficient and accessible processes for 

monitoring and collecting useful data in areas we are keenly interested in, making decisions about, being 

accountable for, and improving results. So why not apply these next generation solutions to improve the 

“quality” of the IEP process for monitoring progress with data collection of IEP annual goals? 

In 2015, the Florida Department of Education defined a quality IEP as one in compliance with all requirements 

of state and federal laws and regulations, and one which reflects decisions based on the active and 

meaningful involvement of all members of the IEP team.”xxi The IEP provides a clear statement of expected 

outcomes and the special education services and supports to be provided to the student.  The requirement to 

monitor students’ progress aligns well with the processes of developing “quality” IEPs for students with 

disabilities. 

IDEA refers to the periodic reporting of each child’s progress towards the annual goals.  These reports give 

parents, other members of the IEP team, and the public agency the opportunity to review the IEP and make 

adjustments if they are warranted. When a child does not make the progress expected, then it’s essential to 

determine why not and take corrective action. The implementation of the robust electronic PMDC of IEP 

annual goals technology solution will support the efforts of the IEP team to address the questions that arise 

around a student’s progress towards their goals while confidently implementing the systemic problem solving 

process embedded in Multi-Tiered Systems of Support. 
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