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President’s Message 

Students Directing Individualized 
Education Programs 

Growing movement in school districts to enable 
those with disabilities to lead their own 

planning meetings 

By Lynda C. Van Kuren 

(continued on page 2 ) 

Here we are in the middle of January 
2020, as we start a new year and decade. I 
think we all remember Y2K, when every-
one thought the world would come to an 
end or at least there would be world wide 
chaos due to wide spread technology fail-
ures.  Well, here we are in 2020 having 
made great advances in technology since 
2000, but as we rely more and more on 

technology, our students and people in general are not build-
ing strong relationships with each other.  And now it seems, 
we find technology being a barrier to growing the type of 
close relationships that make all of us feel safe and secure 
with a sense of belonging. 

You would be hard pressed to find many people in our coun-
try that do not own a smart phone.  It is the norm in our soci-
ety.  How many times have we observed groups, even fami-
lies out for a weekend meal, which is fertile ground for rich 
conversations and prime time relationship building, only to 
observe every single individual at the table on their smart 
phones.  Of course the overuse of technology, particularly 
smart phones, has been on educators minds for a few years 
now, but I am thinking even more deeply about this due to 
the powerful presentations at our Annual Winter Convoca-
tion.   

The work of the Honorable Judge John T. Broderick, Jr., 
complemented by Jeff Levin’s presentation highlighted some 
of the major issues we struggle with every day.  The former 
NH Supreme Court Judge touched my heart as he described 
his own personal story of the struggle his son had with unde-
tected mental health issues.  He has helped many students 
since being on his mission to educate whole school popula-
tions regarding mental health issues that are common today. 
The Judge is very passionate about this work and has teamed 
up with his friend, Jeff Levin, to find solutions to help trauma 
impacted students.  Jeff is a licensed social worker who also 
shares the same passion for reaching our students that are 
struggling with anxiety due to many stressful cultural factors.  
Jeff and the Judge are willing to come to school districts free 
of charge to equip educators and parents with the hard skills 
necessary to help trauma impacted students.  This was clearly 
one of the most powerful presentations I have ever witnessed.  
To contact Jeff and the Judge about the Reconnection Project, 
go to https://www.jefflevincoaching.com/the-reconnection-
project/. 

In closing, I thank our Executive Director, Eileen King, and 
her very capable staff for once again providing a powerful  

Rocco Manzi had a bad case of stage fright. However, neither 
that nor his multiple disabilities stopped the 3rd grader with the 
delightful giggle from standing in front of his IEP team and de-
scribing his strengths and weaknesses. 

Having a voice in his individualized education program meeting 
gave Rocco, now in 4th grade in the Baldwinsville Central 
School District near Syracuse, N.Y., better insights into how he 
learns, says his mother, Bianca Manzi. 

Rocco used those insights during the annual state assessment. 
When he needed a break, he asked for it. After walking the halls 
for a few minutes, Rocco returned to his seat and continued with 
the assessment. 

Rocco is one of a growing group of students who, by taking an 
active role in their IEP meetings, recognize their particular learn-
ing needs and advocate for themselves. 

“The students have a stronger understanding of themselves as 
learners,” says Rocco Nalli, the Baldwinsville district’s special 
education director. “They know what they need, and when mov-
ing forward, they can ask for accommodations if they’re not in 
place for them.” 

Defining a Student-Led IEP 
Student-led IEP meetings go by multiple names, including stu-
dent-led IEP meeting, student-directed IEP meeting and student-
facilitated IEP meeting. These terms, which are used interchange-
ably, describe IEP meetings in which students are active partici-
pants. 

However, a student-facilitated IEP meeting often refers to an IEP 
meeting that follows a specific process. The meeting has a pre-
pared agenda and team members agree on group norms. Student 
facilitators learn the process and help plan and lead the meeting. 
They follow the agenda and ensure the members reach consensus 
as well as explain their disability and accommodations. 

Whatever the terminology, a student’s role in IEP meetings must 
be age and ability appropriate. Therefore, an elementary student 
or a student who has a significant disability may take a limited 
role such as introducing team members or showing a video of 
him or her performing a task. Middle or high school students who 
have a mild disability may assume a leadership role, including 
facilitating the meeting. 

Federal Influence 
Student-led IEP meetings are backed by research and legislation.  

mailto:mssa@msmaweb.com
http://www.msmaweb.com/
https://www.jefflevincoaching.com/the-reconnection-project/
https://www.jefflevincoaching.com/the-reconnection-project/
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professional development event for the Superintendents of 
Maine.  It was a great event and I thank all of you for support-
ing MSSA. 

I also thank Maine Commissioner of Education, Pender Makin, 
for attending our conference and for her willingness to share 
her vision for education in Maine and to conduct a valuable 
question and answer session.  It meant a lot to me and all of us 
when she referred to Superintendents as, “friends and col-
leagues”, wow that was a refreshing comment from our Com-
missioner. 

I also appreciate Representative Kornfield and Representative 
Farnsworth attending our conference and taking time to support 
our important work. 

I will see you at our MSSA March 6th Drive-in Conference and 
remember to take time for yourself and your family. 

Take care, 

Scott K. Porter 
MSSA President  

Leadership is a Life Skill 

Preparing Every Student to Lead and 
Succeed 
 By Miriam G. MacGregor, M.S. 

Go beyond basic leadership training and trans-
form your district, school, or classroom into 
one where leadership is built into the founda-
tion. Beyond academic knowledge and tech-
nical skills, it’s often our ability to lead that 
brings success. Award-winning youth leader-
ship expert Mariam G. MacGregor believes all 
kids can be leaders, not just those who hold 
traditional student leadership positions such as 

class president and team captain. Emphasizing learnable skills, 
this book’s leadership approach is rooted in social-emotional 
acuity and character. The benefit? A more positive school cul-
ture with students who see their own leadership potential and 
are prepared to succeed now and in the future, whether they go 
to college or directly into the workplace. Includes digital forms 
with activities, planners, and surveys.  

A 2003 study for the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 
Special Education Programs by Christine Mason, Marcy McGa-
hee-Kovac, Lora Johnson and Sandy Stillerman showed that stu-
dents who lead their IEP meetings know more about their disabil-
ities and accommodations than students who don’t participate in 
the meetings. Federally funded research by Michael Wehmeyer 
and Susan Palmer in Education and Training in Developmental 
Disabilities showed these students have higher graduation rates. 

Additionally, student-led IEP meetings fall under the self-
determination mantle, another research-backed practice that re-
sults in positive outcomes for students with disabilities. As a re-
sult, self-determination has been increasingly incorporated into 
learning goals for students with disabilities. Some states provide 
resources on self-determination for educators, parents and stu-
dents. 

Another contributing factor in the rise of student-led IEP meet-
ings was the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act in 1997, which called for students to be included 
in IEP meetings that discuss their transition plans and required 
the plans to take into account the student’s preferences and inter-
ests. 

While the special education community has not released any pri-
orities for the next IDEA reauthorization, support has been ex-
pressed for student-led IEP meetings and the practice likely will 
be raised when reauthorization begins in earnest, says Sasha Pu-
delski, AASA’s assistant director of policy and advocacy. 

Also, some districts that have embraced the use of student-led 
IEP meetings have seen fewer parents seeking legal action to 
gain services for their children, says Jennifer O’Malley, director 
of special education for informal dispute resolution for the Irvine 
Unified School District in California. 

“The difference we’ve seen with student participation in IEP 
meetings, and especially student-facilitated IEP meetings, is that 
even when there is a disagreement, there’s a higher rate of effica-
cy among team members,” adds O’Malley. “There’s robust dis-
cussion, people have been heard, and they aren’t leaving with 
animosity.” 

Starting Small 
When Nalli first learned of student-led IEP meetings from one of 
his transition specialists in the Baldwinsville schools, he was 
intrigued but cautious. Deciding to start small, he limited partici-
pation to students in the district’s three secondary schools. With a 
grant from New York state’s Technical Assistance Training Cen-
ter, teachers learned how to prepare students to participate in 
their IEP meetings. They also received resources, such as online 
surveys for students to complete with their parents or teachers to 
identify their learning styles, strengths and weaknesses. Teachers 
then incorporated the information into their students’ draft IEPs. 

Nalli also set up a continuum for student participation in IEP 
meetings, ranging from not attending the meeting to fully running 
and coordinating it. Each year, teachers set goals for students to 
take a more active role in their meeting. 

Though Nalli encountered some resistance from teachers who 
feared the process would be too time-consuming and that stu-
dents would request unrealistic accommodations, those fears 
proved to be unfounded. Teachers also learned that they, as well 
as the students, benefited from the practice. 

“Hearing the voice of the student and using that information 
helps teachers have a better understanding of their kids and en-
sures the students get the most from the supports we provide,”  

PLEASE NOTE 

 Nomination Forms for Outstanding 
Leadership due-March 30, 2020 

 Completed applications due from 
Nominee by April 15, 2020 

 Distinguished Service Award deadline- 
April 15, 2020 

Outstanding Leadership and Distinguished 
Service Nomination information will be 

sent out soon! 

https://www.freespirit.com/teaching-strategies-and-professional-development/leadership-is-a-life-skill-mariam-macgregor
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says Nalli, now in his 11th year as special education director of the 5,500-student district, including 800 students who have IEPs. 

He allayed parent concerns by setting up training sessions they could attend alongside their child’s teacher. 

With evidence of the practice positively impacting students, he expanded it to the elementary level. 

“After our first year, we were sold,” Nalli says. “It’s a game-changer. When the student leads the IEP meeting, everything is cen-
tered around the student. Both the school and the parents listen to the child, and we’re all proud to see how phenomenally well stu-
dents do with this process.” 

A Culture of Self-Determination 
At Spartanburg County School District 6 in South Carolina, all 15 schools use student-led IEP meetings. Currently, approximately 
1,500 of 1,600 students with disabilities participate at some level in their IEP meetings. 

It started nine years ago when Alan Eggert, the district’s assistant superintendent of special services, saw that many students didn’t 
want to attend their IEP meetings, didn’t know what their IEP was or what their accommodations were and didn’t act as self-
advocates. 

“I thought we could do things in a better way, like teaching specific lessons to all of our students so they would eventually take 
more ownership of their educational plan,” he says. 

Thus began a districtwide initiative for student self-determination and, within that, student-led IEP meetings.  

Resource teachers teach self-determination lessons every other week, and self-contained teachers lead these lessons three times a 
week. Today, self-determination and student-led IEPs are built in the culture of the 11,500-student district. 

Spartanburg County is seeing plenty of benefits. Students advocate for themselves in their classes, giving general education teachers 
a better understanding of the need for accommodations. Eggert also sees better parent attendance at IEP meetings — mainly be-
cause the students are so excited they beg their parents to come. 

“The results speak for themselves,” he says. “When you see students actively involved in their IEP meeting, it’s exhilarating. We’re 
gearing them toward being successful in the workforce or in a two- or four-year college.” 

Centralized Training 
Some school systems moving into student-led IEP meetings rely on outside trainers, often an intermediate education agency. The 
Northwest Suburban Special Education Organization, which serves students with significant disabilities, provides support to stu-
dents with special needs in another eight suburban districts outside Chicago. It implemented student-led IEP meetings five years 
ago to better align to NSSEO’s mission. (Click here to read related story.) 

After developing a comprehensive professional development program, NSSEO started sharing its training modules with teachers in 
the consortium districts. Its staff serve as a resource. 

“We try to have trainers who are representative of the schools act as a coach or trainer,” says Judy Hackett, NSSEO’s superinten-
dent. “We find the program is much better received from a colleague who has done it.” 

Even though NSSEO promotes student-led IEP meetings and provides guidance for school staff, Hackett doesn’t want to view the 
practice as one size fits all, saying teachers should adapt her organization’s processes to best meet their students’ needs. 

“The program must have some flexibility,” she adds. “Otherwise it feels mandated and formulaic, and that flies in the face of what 
an individualized education plan is.” 

Only the First Step 
While more school districts appear to be using student-led IEP meetings, the practice remains novel in many school communities, 
according to Catherine Fowler, co-director of the National Technical Assistance Center on Transition. 

Though educators may see value in the practice, for students to be meaningfully included in their own IEP meetings requires prepa-
ration for staff and students and investments in professional development. 

“You’ve got to prepare the student to be ready to lead, and the process to do so must be of high quality and implemented with some 
level of fidelity,” says Deborah Ziegler, director of policy and advocacy for the Council for Exceptional Children. 

Furthermore, advocates such as Fowler note, that student-led IEP meetings are only one step in helping students with disabilities 
become self-determined individuals. That’s an ongoing process in which teachers must continuously encourage students to monitor 
their progress and advocate for their needs. 

“If we stop with the meeting, we’re losing the point,” Fowler says. “Student-led IEP meetings are a tangible, meaningful way to 
develop critically important skills. But if all we do is the student-led IEP meeting, we miss an opportunity. It has to fit within the 
broader school climate that supports students in decision making in many different ways.” 

 
LYNDA VAN KUREN is a freelance education writer based in Wilmington, N.C. Twitter: @lyndavk 

 
-Reprinted with permission from the January, 2020, issue of School Administrator magazine, published by AASA, The School    
 Superintendents Association  

http://my.aasa.org/AASA/Resources/SAMag/2020/Jan20/Sidebar_Hackett.aspx
mailto:Lvankuren4@gmail.com
https://twitter.com/lyndavk


EVENT VENUE DATE  

AASA National Conference on Education 
The Personalization of Education 
 

San Diego, CA 2/13-2/15/20 More info 

MSSA March Drive-In Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

3/6/20 Save the Date 

MSMA New Superintendent/Assistant 
Superintendent Meeting 
5th in the series 

MSMA Office 
Augusta, ME 

3/27/20 Save the Date 

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for improving 
this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at eking@msmaweb.com. 

 

MSSA Mission Statement 
 

Purpose: 

Maine School Superintendents Association:  

Leading for equity, excellence and opportunity for 

all Maine students.  

 

Mission Statement:  

The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) 

is an organization committed to leadership that:  

• Provides equity, creates opportunities for and pro-
motes the success of every student;  

• Develops ethical, visionary and competent leaders;  

• Promotes community and legislative support for ed-
ucation;  

• Advocates for public education and School Superin-
tendents.  
 

Core Values and Beliefs:  

We believe members shall:  

• Maintain high expectations for all students, staff and 
ourselves  

• Advocate for resources essential to student learning  

• Act with integrity and model professional behavior  

• Champion the advancement of public education  

 

Professional Vacancies 

MSAD 60 
Superintendent of Schools 
North Berwick, Berwick and Lebanon, Maine 
Application Deadline:  February 14, 2020 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2020 
 
Maine Indian Education 
Calais, Maine 
Application Deadline:  Friday, March 6, 2020, at Noon 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2020 
 
MSAD 49 
Superintendent of Schools 
Albion, Benton, Clinton and Fairfield, Maine 
Application Deadline:  Open until a suitable candidate is 
found 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2020 
 
MSAD 6 
Principal—Bonny Eagle High School 
Standish, Maine 
Application Deadline:  February 21, 2020 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2020 
 
RSU 21 
Principal—Kennebunk High School 
Kennebunk, Maine 
Application Deadline:  February 10, 2020 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2020 
 
Sanford School Department 
Business Manager 
Sanford Maine 
Application Deadline:  Job will be posted until filled 
Effective Date:  January 2020 
 
For more information on vacancies, please click here. 

http://nce.aasa.org/
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.msmaweb.com/o/msma/page/job-vacancies--11
http://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/job-vacancies/

