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Paperwork is undoubtably one of the more stressful aspects of special education. Having a strong understanding 

of the special education process from referral to implementation is imperative to completing paperwork that  

meets the needs of each student while maintaining compliance and adhering to federal guidelines. The use of 

project-based learning (PBL) can be an excellent tool in preparing pre-service teachers for the rigor and demands 

of the special education process. Implementing mock Individual Education Program (IEP) meetings can provide 

pre-service and newly certified teachers the hands-on experience to create reports, produce IEPs, effectively lead 

meetings, and experience the entirety of the special education process including referral, evaluation, qualification, 

determination, and implementation of services. The recommended protocol is provided for higher education 

professors and school administrators to arrange mock IEP meetings in their own courses/districts to ensure that 

pre-service and newly certified teachers are confident and competent to lead meetings and prepare special 

education documents. 
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Background 

Special education and paperwork go hand in hand. Completing paperwork and leading IEP meetings can be 

very daunting and stressful for pre-service teachers and newly certified teachers. As students receiving special 

education services are a historically marginalized group, recruiting and retaining competent special education 

teachers is of great importance to help students with special needs reach their greatest potential. Ensuring that 

pre-service and newly certified teachers feel confident and competent to produce accurate documentation and 

communicate with families will help provide students with disabilities with the best services possible. 

Furthermore, when pre-service and newly certified teachers feel confident in their abilities, it could possibly help 

with retention of special education teachers. 

College professors and district administrators are responsible for producing competent teachers that can 

prepare special education paperwork and communicate clearly with families and other professionals. Participating 

in mock meetings allows pre-service and newly certified teachers to gain real-world, applicable experience in 

this area. Mock IEP meetings allow pre-service and newly certified teachers to go experience the process of 
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taking a mock student through the processes of evaluation, qualification, determination, and implementation of 

services. Pre-service and newly certified teachers can experience the entire Evaluation Report/Revaluation Report 

(ER/RR) and IEP process by preparing special education documents and leading their own IEP meeting with 

peers, area administrators, and current teachers. Furthermore, engaging community stakeholders in mock 

meetings provides pre-service and newly certified teachers with feedback regarding their own written and verbal 

communication skills while further enhancing the real-world experience.  

Literature Review 

Research proves the effectiveness of project-based learning (PBL). PBL refers to an “inquiry-based 

instructional method that engages learners in knowledge construction by having them accomplish meaningful 

projects and develop real-world products” (Brundiers & Wiek, 2013, p. 1728). Engaging pre-service and newly 

certified teachers in PBL activities, such as constructing their own special education paperwork and leading a 

mock meeting for feedback could enable teachers to feel more comfortable and competent in the special education 

process. They can actively engage in the special education process while producing a product. 

According to a meta-analysis conducted in higher education, PBL and the creation of products are “of 

importance because it helps learners to integrate and reconstruct their [students’] knowledge, discover and 

improve their professional skills, and increase their interest in the discipline and the ability to work with others” 

(Guo, Saab, Post, & Admiraal, 2020, p. 2). Special educators must have the ability to collaborate with other 

professionals such as regular education teachers, administrators, related service providers, and most importantly, 

family members. They must also be able to use the knowledge they have learned about disabilities, goal writing, 

and IEP’s and apply it to a real-world situation. Furthermore, engaging in a mock IEP process allows pre-service 

and newly certified teachers to work on their professional communication skills by verbally reviewing written 

documentation with current administrators and practicing teachers.  

PBL provides pre-service and newly certified teachers with the ability to solve problems that will be 

applicable to them in the field of education while actively engaging in the process. Upon investigating the 

implications of PBL in higher education, Ngereja, Hussein, and Andersen (2020, p. 1) noted that PBL 

assignments “enables the creation of real-life experiences, which further stimulates the creation and development 

of real-life competencies” which are skills that all special education teachers need to possess. Engaging in a PBL 

activity, such as mock IEP meetings can have a “positive impact on student learning, motivation, and performance 

both in the short and long term” (Ngereja et al., 2020, p. 1). Assigning pre-service and newly certified teachers 

their own mock student to produce paperwork for can increase their learning motivation as they must take what 

they have learned in all of their coursework and apply it to a real-world situation. Furthermore, increasing pre-

service and newly certified teachers’ motivation could help to increase retention rates among special education 

teachers. 

Steps for Implementation  

To successfully implement mock IEPs in their programming, higher education professionals and 

administrators should engage in the following: 

1. Assign an individual mock student with an evaluation report to each pre-service and/or newly certified 

teacher. 

2. Systematically teach each step of the process: 
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(a) Explain how to interpret the evaluation data; 

(b) Issue invitation; 

(c) Prepare IEP and re-evaluation report; 

(d) Model meeting. 

3. Have pre-service and/or newly certified teachers practice leading meetings with peers. 

4. Engage community stakeholders in mock meetings by reaching out to administrators and/or current 

classroom teachers. 

5. Plan and host IEP meetings:  

(a) Have pre-service and/or newly certified teachers sign up for a meeting time; 

(b) Construct Feedback Form for participants to provide critique of IEP meeting for pre-service and/or 

newly certified teacher. 

Considerations 

Higher education professionals and administrators may wish to consider the following:  

(a) Collaboration between multiple professors/courses.  

(b) For larger courses, may wish to consider assigning multiple pre-service and/or newly certified teachers 

to the same mock student or assigning pre-service and/or newly certified teachers to pairs/groups.  

(c) For evaluation reports, consider collaborating with a local school district to gain access to actual   

evaluation reports. Redact any identifiable information and provide reports to pre-service and/or newly certified 

teachers.  

(d) To engage community stakeholders in mock meetings, consider recruiting students in graduate level 

programming who are current teachers and/or administrators.  

(e) When leading an IEP meeting to model the process for pre-service and/or newly certified teachers, 

consider recording the meeting so that it can be accessed and referenced.  

(f) Consider constructing Peer Feedback Forms and Participant Feedback Forms for peers and participants 

to utilize during mock meetings.  

(g) When hosting meetings, consider using an online platform, such as Zoom, to accommodate community 

participants. 

Also, consider using breakout rooms in Zoom to host multiple IEP meetings at a time.  

(h) Explore obtaining access for the IEP documentation platform used in your area. 

In Pennsylvania, IEPWriter is used (Retrieved from https://www.iepwriter.com/info/). College and 

universities are able to access a college account where they are able to assign usernames to pre-service and/or 

newly certified teachers for training purposes. 
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Figure 1. Redacted evaluation report. 

 

 
Figure 2. Mock IEP planning document. 
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Figure 3. Peer editing checklist. 

Conclusion 

PBL allows students to apply knowledge to real-world situations and settings. Engaging in PBL to instruct 

pre-service and/or newly certified teachers in best practices for writing special education documents and leading 

meetings can lead to pre-service and/or newly certified teachers that feel more confident in their abilities. 

Providing pre-service and/or newly certified teachers with the opportunity to engage in special education 

paperwork and documents based off actual students with special needs can help to create more meaningful 

learning experiences for students. Encouraging participation from community stakeholders, such as school 

administrators and current classroom teachers provides pre-service and/or newly certified teachers the 

opportunity to elicit feedback while developing and increasing their professionalism. According to a pre-service 

teacher who went through the mock IEP process, “I think the IEP process can be tedious and intimidating, but 

once we went through it, I felt like it was not as hard as I [had] thought. I feel a lot more confident after going 

through the process and hosting my own meeting”. 
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