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Supporting a Mindset Shift
Supporting the Whole Child
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Creating Strengths-based Individualized 
Education Programs (IEPs) Using the 
Science of Learning and Development

https://digitalpromise.org/initiative/learner-variability-project/
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What we’ll 
cover 
today

*What is the IEP Project?
*The importance of strength-based 
IEPs
*Strength-based IEPs through the 
lens of racial equity   

*Exploration of the culturally 
responsive guide

*The learner variability connection

*Developing strength-based IEPs

                               



IEP PROJECT                TEACHER TEMPLATE

https://www.gettingsmart.com/2022/03/07/a-whole-child-strengths-based-approach-to-ieps/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tM0uSLdeBAPX5lPAVB8UHdxus0qH_Avj2e9-mvHeQdY/edit


What do you think of when you 
hear “strengths-based IEP?”
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The need for strength-based 
IEPs 

The importance of shifting current mindsets



A Strengths-based IEP:

Whole child
-Strengths & 
weaknesses
-Leverage strengths 
to achieve goals

IEP Team Considers
-Information from the 
student
-Shift adults’ lens to 
strengths and support 
needs

Promotes

-Self-advocacy

-Self-determination

*From:  Strengths Based IEPs: What to Know, Understood.org

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/strengths-based-ieps-what-you-need-to-know


What parents and educators think 

33% 43% 54%

State of LD, NCLD, Horowitz, S. H., 
Rawe, J., & Whittaker, M. C., 2017. 

…of classroom teachers and 
other educators believe that 
a learning or attention issue 
is sometimes  just laziness

…of parents say that they 
wouldn’t want others to 
know if their child had a 

learning disability

…of parents whose child is 
evaluated for learning and 

attention issues follow 
doctors’ recommendations 

https://www.ncld.org/news/state-of-learning-disabilities/understanding-learning-and-attention-issues/


What is a
HELICOPTER
PARENT?

What happens 
when students  

know you 
value and 

consider their 
strengths? 



Let’s hear 
from 
Benjamin.

He has a special 
interest in and 
immense knowledge 
of cars. 

He also struggles 
with concepts like 
compare and 
contrast. 

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1CtyAD1SU3bBVM5hS2UahbSq9Aisq6AB-/preview
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The need for a lens of 
educational equity to create 

strength-based IEPs 

Addressing the intersectionality of race and 
learning disabilities 



They are ALL deserving…

More than celebrate…address and include. 



Culturally 
Responsive 
Practice

https://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/CulturallyResponsivePractices-FINAL.pdf


The Guide for 
Culturally 
Responsive 
Practice

Kelisa Wing Dr. Jerilyn Parker Dr. Maryann 
Woods-Murphy

Leighann Erickson



The Guide for Culturally Responsive Practice

In my work (Relay)
● Whole Learner Framework

○ Teach educators how to identify strength and needs in 
the whole learner domains (cognitive, 
social-emotional, and academic)

○ How do they show up in classroom? How to support?



The Guide for Culturally Responsive Practice
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The learner variability 
connection

Using the science of learning to create 
change



What is learner 
variability?

When you understand 
learner variability, you 
see a design challenge 
not a student problem

Learner variability is the recognition that 
every student has a unique set of 
strengths and challenges across a whole 
child framework that are interconnected 
and vary according to context. 

Learner variability, in concept and 
practice, opens up the doors to cultural 
responsive and strengths-based 
inclusive teaching and learning for each 
student.

https://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Learner-Variability-Is-The-Rule.pdf
https://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Learner-Variability-Is-The-Rule.pdf


The Learner Variability Navigator:
A Whole Child Framework

https://lvp.digitalpromiseglobal.org/
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How to develop 
strength-based IEPs

Putting mindset shifts into practice
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Why IEPs as 
a lever for 
change?

● The individualized educational program, or IEP:
○ Is the only legal document in the current 

educational system that allows for the systematic 
delivery of instruction and intervention that is 
tailored to the individual student. 

○ Is the only document that legally requires 
parent input, regular report of progress,  and 
multi-disciplinary collaboration for the delivery of 
an individualized education experience.  

● With improved IEPs, students will have greater skill 
and growth potential due to:

○ More accurate identification of a learner’s needs
○ More effective descriptions of how to support 

students to learn and thrive, and 
○ More connected systems of intervention
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The IEP Project 
was developed 
by Brooklyn 
Labs Charter 
Schools and 
Digital Promise 
in partnership 
with teachers. 

The goal is to 
guide teachers 
to:

● Reflect the whole child experience by 
starting with guiding questions.

● Embody a growth mindset by using positive 
strength-based language and leveraging a 
student’s strengths to address their 
challenges.

● Incorporate exemplars from the field 
written by expert educators.

● Include and integrate evidence-based 
resources from the Learner Variability 
Navigator



What is a
HELICOPTER
PARENT?

Putting it into 
practice.  Start with 
reflective questions



Gather the 
right 
information. 

Questions to consider:

● What does the student do well?

● What do they enjoy doing? 

● How can I pair what they do well 
and enjoy doing with challenges 
they face to improve 
opportunities for learning? 

● How can I work with the student 
and family to create strategies 
that allow their strengths to 
support their challenges?

.



Include 
students in 
the process. 

Ask them:

● What do you think are your 
strengths, interests, and 
preferences?

● How can we help you use these 
strengths to develop strategies 
for success? 

● What do you know about yourself 
that you want me to know? 

.



Plan 
curriculum 
around 
students’ 
strengths. 

Consider:

● How can I incorporate students’ 
interests and hobbies into 
coursework?

● How does this student best 
engage with content?

● What supports will help this 
student engage?

● Is this student an independent 
worker or prefer to work with 
others?

.



Support 
student 
agency

Consider:

● How does the student see 
themselves?

● How well do they self-advocate?

● How can I support them telling 
me about their interests outside 
of school?

.



Measure 
strengths, 
not just 
deficits

 

● Take note of the types of 
assessments that best highlight a 
student’s success. 

● Help students demonstrate their 
knowledge in the most positive 
way possible.

.
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Teacher tools to develop 
strength-based IEPs

Resources to support  



Strength-based Teacher 
Report: IEP Reflection

The Tool

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tM0uSLdeBAPX5lPAVB8UHdxus0qH_Avj2e9-mvHeQdY/edit


Discussion/Questions?

You can contact us:

Megan Gross

@megmiles@gmail.com

Barbara Pape

bpape@digitalpromise.org

          

mailto:megmiles@gmail.com
mailto:bpape@digitalpromise.org

