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STEP 1. Select a Measure 

Before you establish an annual IEP goal statement, you should determine the measurable and verifiable 

target behavior and identify the tool that will be used to assess the student’s progress on that behavior. 

The tool should be a reliable and valid measure of academic performance, sensitive to changes in student 

performance over time, and designed for frequent and ongoing use. Exhibit 1 presents examples of the 

target academic behaviors that IEP team members can use to set an IEP goal. 

Exhibit 1. Sample Target Behaviors for Reading, Math, and Written Language 

Academic Domain Target Behavior 

Reading �ƒ Letter naming fluency 

�ƒ Letter sound fluency 

�ƒ Phoneme segmentation fluency 

�ƒ Nonsense word fluency 

�ƒ Word identification fluency 

�ƒ Passage reading fluency, also called oral reading fluency 

�ƒ Maze or maze fluency 

Math �ƒ Oral counting 

�ƒ Number identification 

�ƒ Quantity discrimination 

�ƒ Missing number 

�ƒ Math computation 

�ƒ Number concepts and applications 

Written Language �ƒ Total words written 

�ƒ Words spelled correctly 

�ƒ Correct word sequence 

�ƒ Correct letter sequence 
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particularly for students with significant cognitive challenges for 

whom instruction may be focused on mastering discrete skills. 

However, single-skill measures are less useful for monitoring 

students’ maintenance of skills and progress across the school 

year on a broad set of skills, and they have limitations related to 

their psychometric properties and capacity to model student 

growth (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1999). 

GOMs 

GOMs are indicators of general skill success that reflect overall 

competence on an outcome. GOM probes sample all skills that 

will be taught in the annual grade-level curriculum, or they focus 

on a skill that reflects overall competence in a domain (e.g., reading connected text). A common 

example of a GOM is curriculum-based measurement (CBM). GOMs address many of the limitations  

of single-skill measures because they describe students’ growth and development over time, providing 

information on students’ current performance and their rate of development. GOMs are simple and 

efficient to use and are sensitive to students’ improvement. In addition, publishers of these 

assessments typically provide information about local or national norms that allow students’ 

performance to be compared with peers. 

Regardless of the type of measure used, any tool used for setting an IEP goal should meet the following 

criteria (Center on Response to Intervention, 2014). The tool should: 

1. Have a sufficient number of alternate forms of equal and controlled difficulty to allow for progress 

monitoring at recommended intervals based on intervention level. 

2. Specify minimum acceptable growth. 

3. Provide benchmarks for minimum acceptable end-of-year performance. 

4. Have available reliability and validity information for the performance-level score and for growth  

for students with intensive needs. 

Information on the National Center on Intensive Intervention (NCII) Academic Progress Monitoring Tools 
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STEP 2. Establish Baseline Performance 

After the IEP team has selected an appropriate measure, their next step when setting an IEP goal is to 

establish the student’s baseline score. The baseline indicates the student’s initial performance on the 

target academic skill. Baseline scores should be established using the same tool that will be used to 

collect ongoing progress monitoring data.  

The IEP team should include the student’s baseline score in the present 
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Setting a Goal Using National Norms for ROI 

1. Identify the ROI for the grade and tool being used. 

2. Multiply the ROI by the number of weeks in the 

instructional or IEP period. (Typically, weeks in which 

instruction is not provided are not included.) 

3. Add the baseline score. 

Formula: ROI x # Weeks + Baseline Score = Goal 

Exhibit 3. Illustration of Using ROI to Set a Math Goal 

OPTION 3. Intra-Individual Framework 

For a small group of students with intensive academic needs, using 

benchmarks or national norms for ROI may result in unrealistic goals. In 

these cases, educators may consider a third option for setting the goal, 

which uses an intra-individual framework. Instead of using benchmarks 

or norms for ROI, this approach uses the student’s previous growth rate 

to calculate an individualized goal. 

To use this option, collect six to nine data points to identify the student’s 

baseline ROI or slope for the target skill. Because the student’s 

performance is being compared with his or her previous performance 

and not a national or local norm, enough data must be collected to 

demonstrate the student’s existing performance level and slope. 

USING AN INTRA-INDIVIDUAL 
FRAMEWORK 

Advantages: 

�ƒ Useful when students are performing far 
below grade level and standard growth 
rates are not appropriate. 

Considerations: 

�ƒ May be difficult to understand and 
calculate and, therefore, may require 
more training and support. 

�ƒ Requires collection of six to nine data 
points before setting the goal. 

�ƒ May not be necessary  for students 
performing at or near grade level. 

Setting a Goal Using an Intra-Individual Framework 
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Exhibit 5. Examples of IEP Condition, Target Behavior, and Proficiency Levels 

Component May include… Examples 

Condition Material/Tool 
Grade level 
Setting 
Timing 

When given 30 first-grade sight words… 
When given a third-grade reading passage... 
When provided a sixth-grade-level story starter and  
4 minutes to write… 
When given a kindergarten missing-number probe with 
a four-number sequence… 

Target behavior Observable behavior 
Target goal 

Student will read 30 of 30 sight words… 
Student will read 60 words correctly… 

Level of 
proficiency/ 
Timeline 

Accuracy 
Timeline 
Number of trials 

95% accuracy 
Three consecutive probes 
By spring benchmarking 

Conclusion 

Developing appropriate IEP goals is an essential step in  
ensuring students with disabilities receive an IEP reasonably 
calculated to enable them to make appropriate progress in light  
of their circumstances. As outlined in this guide, the steps for 
setting a goal include (1) selecting a measure, (2) establishing 
baseline performance, (3) choosing a strategy for setting the  
goal, and (4) writing a measurable goal. No hard-and-fast rule 
exists for determining which method to use when developing  
IEP goals. Educators must rely on their clinical decision-making 
skills to do so. We recommend that each option for setting the 
goal be presented to the IEP team for consideration. In setting  
the IEP goal, teams will need to consider several factors, including  
previous performance and the age and grade of student. 

After goals are created, the next step is to develop and implement an  
IEP progress-monitoring plan. The purpose of the plan is to regularly 
monitor students’ progress toward their IEP goals and communicate  
this progress regularly with families and educators supporting the 
student. Teams will use the graphed progress-monitoring data and 
validated data analysis strategies to determine students’ responsiveness  
to core and specially designed instruction and to adapt instructional 
programming to maximize efficiency and ensure that individual student 
needs are addressed. NCII (www.intensiveintervention.org) offers 
numerous resources to support educators in developing and 
implementing this plan. 
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Overview of Goal-Setting Strategies 
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Questions and Answers 

1. Does setting behavior IEP goals involve the same process as setting academic IEP goals? 

a. Although behavior goals must also be observable and measurable, several important 

considerations are unique to setting behavior goals. For more information, see the NCII  

guide on setting behavior goals. 

2. How is setting an IEP goal different from setting an academic performance goal for a student 

without an IEP? 

a. The strategies for setting an academic goal are the same whether or not a student has an IEP. 

One difference is that an IEP goal is set within the context of the IEP team, which must include 

family participation. Intervention planning teams may or may not include families when setting  

a goal for a student’s academic performance. In addition, IEPs are legal documents and the 

measurable goals are essential to showing progress, as required by the Supreme Court’s 

standard in Endrew F. 

3. Should we use measures that are provided within an intervention or teacher-developed measures  

to set goals using benchmarking or ROI procedures? 

a. Validated approaches to setting an IEP goal require the use of valid and reliable measures. Many 

teacher-developed measures, like spelling tests or other common formative assessments, have not 

been validated for individual progress monitoring. In addition, measures used as part of a specific 

intervention are typically designed to measure progress within the intervention and not on a broader 

construct like reading or math performance. Using within-intervention progress monitoring tools may 

result in the IEP team making incorrect conclusions about student progress toward grade-level 

standards or expectations. The best recommendation is to use progress monitoring tools that are 

curriculum independent, such as GOMs. 

4. For students performing below grade level, should I progress monitor on their instructional level or 

their chronological grade level? 

a. Goals for academic performance may be set below grade level, but the decision must be an IEP 

team decision. In general, IEP and intervention goals should be written at the level the student 
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a. Each student receiving special education services is unique, and decisions related to educational 

benefit and progress, therefore, must be individualized— “the essential function of an IEP is to set 

out a plan for pursuing academic and functional advancement” (Endrew F., 2017, p. 11; emphasis 

added). Drs. Yell and Bateman discuss the concept of educational benefit and progress during the 

webinar Recommendations and Resources for Preparing Educators in the Endrew Era between 

21:16–31:00. They share how educators can conduct a Free Appropriate Public Education 

analysis by answering the following questions: 

i. In the development of an IEP, has the IEP team complied with the procedures set forth in IDEA? 

ii. Is the IEP reasonably calculated to enable the child to make progress that is appropriate in 

light of his or her circumstances? 

6. What is the importance of graphing the goal and goal line? 

a. Some teachers create graphs that have student scores but no goal or goal line. This approach is 

problematic because, without a goal or goal line, we cannot assess whether the student is making 

progress at a sufficient rate. The goal line visibly represents the rate of progress required for a 

student to reach the selected goal (e.g., reading 120 words per minute or counting to 100 by 

multiples of 5). A graph that includes only student scores illustrates a general performance 

pattern but not in relation to the goal or goal line. (See NCRTI Brief 2: Common Progress 

Monitoring Graph Omissions: Missing Goal and Goal Line.)
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Resources and Tools 

Recommendations and Resources for Preparing Educators in the Endrew Era. In this webinar, Drs. Mitch Yell 

and David Bateman provide an overview of Endrew’s impact on individualized instruction for students with 

disabilities and share six recommendations for preparing educators to meet the clarified requirements 

http://www.intensiveintervention.org/resource/using-academic-progress-monitoring-individualized-instructional-planning-dbi-training
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/progress-monitoring
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/iep01/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/iep02/cresource/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/iep02/cresource/#content
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Glossary 
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Reliability. Reliability is the extent to which scores are accurate and consistent. 

Single-Skill Measure. Indexes a student’s successive mastery of a hierarchy of objectives or discrete skills. 

Target Behavior. In an IEP goal, the behavior identifies the performance being monitored, and reflects 

an action that can be directly observed and is measurable. 

Validity. Validity is the extent to which scores represent the underlying construct. In other words, the 

extent to which the score means something.
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Reflection: 

Which goal would you select for this student? What is your rationale?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Write an annual goal statement using your selected goal. Be sure to include the condition, target behavior, 

and level of proficiency. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Notes
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Appendix B. Practice Activity: Setting a Goal Using  
the Intra-Individual Framework 

Directions: Use the information provided below to practice setting an individualized education program goal 

using the intra-individual framework. 

Jack is a fourth grader who has significant challenges in reading. On the fall fourth-grade screening, he 

scored 18 words read correctly, which is considered well below benchmark. His teacher conducted a survey-

level assessment and determined that his instructional level is second grade. His teacher selected weekly 

reading connected text at the second-grade level to monitor his progress. Use the following information to 

help the teacher create a goal based on the intra-individual framework. 

Information you will need: 

�ƒ Weeks remaining in the semester: 10

�ƒ Data points over the last 8 weeks: 37, 36, 38, 41, 40, 42, 44, 48

�ƒ Baseline: Average of last three data points

Worksheet for Calculating Goals 

Intra-Individual Framework Method 

Guide 

Slope: Student rate of improvement. 

Median: Take the middle score of three scores. 

If data are collected weekly: # baseline weeks 
= # data points - 1 

Formula: 

Slope x 1.5 x # Weeks + Baseline Score = GOAL 

Slope  =  (____________  - ____________)  /  _____7______
Last Median First Median # Baseline Weeks 

Steps: 

1. Gather Data
Slope from above: _________
# of weeks left in instructional period: ______
Baseline score: ________

2. Calculate
_________  x  1.5  x  _________  +  _________  =  _________

Slope # Weeks Baseline Goal 

Goal  =  ______________
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Appendix C. Activity to Practice Setting Goals 

Create a graph with the provided math computation scores for Lincoln. Assume there are 20 weeks of 

intervention for Lincoln. 

a. Lincoln’s first nine scores: 14, 16, 13, 10, 17, 15, 18, 14, 19 

b. Benchmark for quantity discrimination: 25 

c. Rate of improvement (ROI) or slope for quantity discrimination: .5 

Lincoln's Quantity Discrimination Scores 

1. Using Lincoln’s graph, mark the goal using the benchmark method and label it with a “B.” 

2. Using Lincoln’s graph, mark the goal using the slope or ROI method and label it with “R” using the 

provided information. 

a. Locate the ROI. 

b. Multiply ROI by the number of weeks left in the intervention. 

c. Add the product to the student’s baseline of progress monitoring scores. 

d. Mark goal on student graph with an “R.” 

e. Draw a goal line from baseline progress monitoring scores to goal. 

3. Using Lincoln’s graph, mark the goal using the intra-individual framework and label with an “I.” 

a. Estimate the student’s slope using the formula: 3rd median – 1st median / # of data points – 1. 

b. Multiply slope by 1.5. 

c. Add the product to student’s baseline score. 

d. Mark goal on student graph and label with an “I.” 

e. Draw goal line from baseline progress monitoring scores to goal.
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