Developing Individualized Education Programs for Students with Multiple Disabilities

[bookmark: _GoBack]


17





Abstract

This study examined how Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are developed and implemented for students with multiple disabilities, with particular attention to the gap between academic instruction and the functional life skills needed for transition readiness. A qualitative case study approach was used to explore how IEPs address academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains.
The study involved two elementary students in a specialized school in Saudi Arabia, along with key stakeholders, including parents, teachers, therapists, and administrators. Data were gathered through interviews, classroom and therapy observations, and document analysis, and were analyzed using thematic analysis.
The findings indicate that IEPs tend to focus heavily on academic goals, with limited attention to functional life skills and transition planning. A noticeable disconnect between classroom instruction and therapy-based interventions further constrained students’ preparation for independent living.
These findings highlight the need for a more holistic and collaborative approach to IEP development. Integrating functional life skills and strengthening coordination among stakeholders can improve the relevance and effectiveness of IEPs and better support students’ independence and transition outcomes.
Keywords: individualized education programs, multiple disabilities, transition readiness, functional life skills, special education, inclusive education

Introduction
Education plays a critical role in promoting inclusion, particularly for learners with disabilities. Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are designed to provide tailored instruction that responds to the unique needs of each student. For students with multiple disabilities, this goes beyond academic achievement and includes the development of behavioral, social, and functional skills necessary for independence.
	Despite this intention, IEP implementation often places greater emphasis on academic goals while giving less attention to functional life skills, such as Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) and transition-related competencies. As a result, students may demonstrate academic progress but remain unprepared for independent living and meaningful participation in their communities.
In Saudi Arabia, IEPs are mandated within special education programs. However, challenges persist, including limited collaboration among stakeholders, inconsistencies in documentation, and a lack of alignment between classroom instruction and therapy-based interventions. These concerns point to the need for a more coordinated and integrated approach to IEP development.
This study aims to examine how Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for students with multiple disabilities are developed and implemented, with particular focus on the integration of functional life skills, and transition readiness. Specifically, it seeks to: (1) examine the profiles and aspirations of students with multiple disabilities; (2) assess the extent to which existing IEPs address students’ academic, behavioral, and social needs; and (3) propose functional life skills and Activities of Daily Living (ADL)-focused goals to support independence and transition outcomes.
Related Literature and Theoretical Framework
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are designed to support the holistic development of students with disabilities, addressing academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains. However, existing studies indicate that IEPs are often implemented with a stronger emphasis on academic achievement, while functional life skills essential for independence receive less attention (Li et al., 2025; McSparron et al., 2019). This imbalance may limit students’ ability to apply learned skills in real-life contexts, a concern also raised in discussions on IEP quality and meaningful educational benefit for learners with significant disabilities.
The importance of functional life skills, including Activities of Daily Living (ADLs), is widely recognized in both policy and research. Frameworks such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) and life skills education emphasize preparing students for independent living and meaningful participation in society (Ranbir, 2024). Research on instructional practices for students with moderate and severe disabilities further stresses that independence in ADLs must be intentionally taught and embedded into educational planning rather than treated as a supplementary intervention. Transition readiness, therefore, becomes a critical goal of special education, requiring a balance between academic instruction and real-world skill development (Morningstar et al., 2018).
From a theoretical perspective, Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development highlights the role of guided support in helping learners achieve tasks beyond their independent ability. This is particularly relevant in IEP implementation, where scaffolding from teachers, therapists, and caregivers supports the gradual development of both academic and functional skills (as cited in Wibowo et al., 2025). This perspective is closely linked to the principle of self-determination and student-directed learning, which emphasizes the importance of structured support in promoting independence among learners with disabilities (Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2017).
Similarly, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory underscores the influence of family, school, and community environments in shaping student development, reinforcing the need for collaboration among stakeholders in the IEP process (as cited in Guy-Evans, 2024). This ecological view aligns with the understanding that supports and instructional planning should be guided by the intensity of the learner’s needs across environments, not solely by curriculum demands.
In addition, Gagné’s instructional model provides a structured approach to teaching that supports attention, retention, and meaningful learning (Li et al., 2025; McSparron et al., 2019), while the CAST Universal Design for Learning framework promotes flexible instructional strategies that accommodate diverse learning needs (CAST, 2018). These theoretical perspectives collectively support the integration of academic, behavioral, social, and functional goals within IEPs, guided by ethical and professional standards for special educators (Council for Exceptional Children, 2015).
Despite these theoretical and empirical foundations, there remains a gap in how IEPs for students with multiple disabilities integrate functional life skills and transition readiness in practice. Many programs continue to operate within an academically driven framework, with limited alignment between classroom instruction and real-life application. This gap highlights the need for a more holistic, ethically grounded, and collaborative approach to IEP development that better supports independence, self-determination, and long-term outcomes for learners with complex needs.
Conceptual Framework
This study is guided by a conceptual framework that illustrates the relationship between student characteristics, IEP development processes, and student outcomes.
The input of the study includes the profiles of students with multiple disabilities, their aspirations, and the roles of key stakeholders such as parents, teachers, therapists, and administrators. These inputs provide the foundational data needed to understand the learners’ needs and the context in which IEPs are developed.
The process involves the development and implementation of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), focusing on the integration of academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains. It also includes the interaction between classroom instruction and therapy-based interventions, as well as the level of collaboration among stakeholders in planning and implementation.
The output of the study is the enhancement of IEP effectiveness through improved integration of functional life skills and transition-focused goals. This leads to better support for students’ independence and readiness for life beyond school.
This framework highlights that effective IEP development is not solely dependent on academic instruction but requires a holistic and collaborative approach that integrates multiple domains of student development.
Methodology
Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative case study design to examine the development and implementation of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for students with multiple disabilities. A qualitative approach was appropriate, as it enabled an in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences within their natural educational context.
The case study focused on two students in a specialized school, enabling a detailed, contextualized analysis of how IEPs address academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains. This design is particularly suitable for investigating complex phenomena where contextual conditions are integral to understanding the process (Baskarada, 2014).
Data were collected through multiple sources, including semi-structured interviews, classroom and therapy observations, and document analysis. The use of triangulation strengthened the credibility and validity of the findings by allowing cross-verification of data from different perspectives.
Overall, the qualitative case study design provided a comprehensive and holistic understanding of IEP implementation and its role in supporting functional life skills and transition readiness among students with multiple disabilities.
Participants 
The study involved a total of nine (9) participants selected through purposive sampling based on their direct involvement in the development and implementation of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). The primary participants were two elementary students with multiple disabilities enrolled in a specialized school in the Southern Region of Saudi Arabia: Participant 1 (P1), a 14-year-old male in Grade 4 diagnosed with left spastic hemiplegia, speech and communication disorder, and moderate intellectual disability, with high dependence in Activities of Daily Living (ADLs); and Participant 2 (P2), a 10-year-old female in Grade 2 diagnosed with spastic diplegia cerebral palsy, social difficulties, and mild intellectual disability, with moderate dependence in ADLs. To provide a comprehensive and multidisciplinary perspective, secondary participants included two parents (mothers), two IEP teachers, one occupational therapist, one physical therapist, and one administrative staff member, all of whom were directly involved in the planning, implementation, and monitoring of the students’ IEPs. Participants were selected based on the following eligibility criteria: (a) students diagnosed with multiple disabilities and currently receiving IEP services, and (b) stakeholders actively engaged in the IEP process and willing to provide informed consent. Data were collected within a specialized educational institution under the Saudi Ministry of Education that offers integrated academic and therapeutic services for students with disabilities. The small sample size is consistent with qualitative case study research, which prioritizes depth of understanding and contextualized insights over generalizability. 
Data Collection Tools
This study employed multiple data gathering tools to ensure a comprehensive analysis of IEP development and implementation. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with students, parents, teachers, therapists, and administrators to explore their experiences and perspectives. A structured observation checklist was used during classroom and therapy sessions to document student engagement, instructional strategies, and goal implementation. In addition, a document analysis guide was utilized to review IEPs, assessment reports, therapy notes, and student portfolios. Field notes were also maintained to capture contextual insights. The use of these tools supported triangulation and enhanced the credibility of the findings.
Data Gathering Procedure
Data were collected over a two-week period using a triangulated approach. Prior to data collection, ethical approval and informed consent were secured from all participants. Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with students, parents, teachers, therapists, and administrators to gather insights into the IEP process. This was followed by classroom and therapy session observations using a structured checklist to document student engagement, instructional strategies, and goal implementation.
In addition, relevant documents—including IEPs, assessment reports, therapy notes, and student portfolios—were reviewed to examine the alignment between planned goals and actual practices. Throughout the process, field notes were recorded to capture contextual details and reflections. Data from these sources were cross-verified through triangulation to ensure accuracy and consistency.
Data Analysis Technique
	Data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify patterns and key themes related to IEP development and implementation. The process began with familiarization through repeated review of interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents. Relevant data were then coded, and similar codes were grouped into broader themes aligned with the study objectives, particularly academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains.
Themes were refined and interpreted to capture meaningful patterns across participants. Triangulation of multiple data sources was employed to enhance the credibility and validity of the findings.
Ethical Consideration
Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection, and informed consent was secured from all participants. Participation was voluntary, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any time. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured through the use of pseudonyms, and all data were securely stored.
Given the researcher’s background as a pediatric therapist, reflexivity was maintained throughout the study. Efforts were made to minimize bias by adopting a holistic, strengths-based perspective and by using triangulation of interviews, observations, and documents to ensure credible and balanced findings.
Results and Discussion
This study examined how Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) were developed and implemented for students with multiple disabilities, with particular attention to the integration of functional life skills and transition readiness. The findings revealed a consistent pattern across data sources: while IEPs were formally established and implemented, they remained largely curriculum-driven, with limited integration of functional, social, and transition-oriented goals. Seven interrelated themes emerged, including (1) academic-centered IEP structures, (2) underrepresentation of functional life skills, (3) the clinical–educational divide, (4) environmental influence on learner performance, (5) unstructured social and communication development, (6) absence of transition planning, and (7) fragmentation in stakeholder documentation and collaboration. These findings are discussed in relation to existing literature to highlight their implications for IEP development and special education practice.
Table 1 
Distribution of IEP Goals Across Domains and Corresponding Gaps
	Domain
	Representation in IEP
	Observed Needs
	Gap

	Academic
	High
	Moderate
	Overemphasized

	Functional Skills (ADLs)
	Low
	High
	Underrepresented

	Social Skills
	Minimal
	High
	Insufficient

	Communication
	Minimal
	High
	Absent

	Transition
	None
	Critical
	Absent





Academic-Centered IEP Structures
The analysis showed that most IEP goals were centered on academic areas, especially literacy, numeracy, and classroom participation. This suggests that schools tend to prioritize outcomes that are easy to measure, with academic performance often used as the main indicator of student progress. While academic growth is clearly important, placing too much emphasis on this area can result in a limited view of what individualized instruction should address.
This pattern is consistent with earlier studies, which found that IEPs often focus heavily on academic achievement while giving less attention to other important areas of development (Agran et al., 2020; McSparron et al., 2019). One possible reason for this is the influence of accountability systems that highlight standardized results, shaping how educators plan and implement IEPs. However, for students with multiple disabilities—whose needs go far beyond academics—this imbalance can reduce the overall effectiveness of IEPs in supporting meaningful participation and independence.
From a broader perspective, this trend does not align with holistic approaches to education, which emphasize the importance of developing not only cognitive skills but also social and functional abilities. Frameworks such as life skills education and transition-focused models highlight that academic competence alone is not enough to prepare students for everyday life. These findings point to the need to rethink how success is defined in IEP implementation, moving beyond academic outcomes to include functional independence and overall quality of life.
This imbalance is further demonstrated in Table 1, which compares the representation of IEP goals across domains with the actual needs observed among the participants.
Underrepresentation of Functional Life Skills
A key finding of the study was that functional life skills were rarely included in IEP goals, even though observations and therapy records clearly showed that these were the students’ most pressing needs. The students consistently struggled with areas such as mobility, self-care, initiating tasks, and communication—skills that are essential for everyday independence but were not consistently reflected in their formal educational plans.
This gap aligns with existing research highlighting the importance of functional life skills, particularly Activities of Daily Living (ADLs), for students with multiple disabilities (Rowe et al., 2021; Snell & Brown, 2022). When these skills are not explicitly written into IEPs, students may learn them only in isolated contexts and struggle to apply them in real-life situations, limiting their readiness for daily functioning outside the classroom.
Overall, the findings point to a clear mismatch between students’ functional needs and what is prioritized in their educational planning. While academic goals tend to be well-structured and clearly documented, functional skills are often treated as secondary or as something separate from the IEP process. This separation can weaken the purpose of individualized education, which is supposed to reflect the full range of a learner’s needs.
From the perspective of the International Classification of Functioning (ICF), independence is influenced not only by a person’s abilities but also by the support systems and environment around them. In this context, the lack of functional goals in IEPs suggests not just a planning gap, but also a broader system issue in fully recognizing functional competence as a core part of education.
The Clinical–Educational Divide
Another important theme that emerged was the noticeable disconnect between classroom instruction and therapy-based interventions. Therapy records contained detailed documentation of functional skill development such as feeding, hygiene, positioning, and mobility. However, these gains were not consistently reflected or incorporated into the IEPs. As a result, IEPs tended to focus on academic goals, while therapy records captured students’ functional progress separately.
This separation aligns with findings in the literature on fragmented service delivery, where limited collaboration among professionals can lead to disjointed implementation of student programs (Nigam & Kumar, 2023). Although multidisciplinary teams are involved in developing IEPs, their inputs are not always effectively combined into one cohesive plan. Instead, services often operate in parallel, with therapy and classroom instruction functioning as separate systems rather than an integrated approach.
	This disconnect is further clarified in Table 2, which summarizes the contrasting emphases of classroom instruction and therapy interventions, as well as the resulting gaps in coordination and skill generalization.
Table 2.
 Comparison of Educational and Clinical Documentation
	Aspect
	Teachers
	Therapists
	Gap

	Focus
	Academic
	Functional
	Misalignment

	Documentation
	Lesson-based
	Progress-based
	Fragmented

	Application
	Classroom
	Therapy
	Limited transfer

	Monitoring
	Curriculum-based
	Functional tracking
	No unified system


The impact of this gap is meaningful for student learning. When there is little alignment between therapy goals and classroom activities, skills developed in one setting are not consistently reinforced in another. This reduces opportunities for practice and makes it harder for students to apply skills across different environments. Research supports that functional skills are best developed through consistent, contextually meaningful practice across settings (Hansen et al., 2022; Pennington et al., 2023). The observed lack of integration suggests that students may be receiving support that is well-intentioned but not fully coordinated.
Overall, this finding highlights the need for a more transdisciplinary approach in IEP development and implementation, where professionals move beyond working in isolation and instead collaborate to create shared goals and aligned interventions that directly support student independence.
Environmental Influence and Scaffolding
The study also showed that student performance was strongly shaped by how the learning environment was structured, rather than ability alone. Participant 2 was more engaged and successful when tasks were broken down into smaller, clearer steps with guided support. In contrast, Participant 1 relied heavily on continuous prompting and showed limited independent initiation of tasks.
These findings reflect Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, which suggests that learning is most effective when students are supported just beyond what they can do independently. In this context, scaffolding strategies—such as step-by-step instruction, prompts, and structured guidance—help learners complete tasks they would not yet manage on their own, while gradually building independence over time.
This underscores the importance of how instruction is designed within IEP implementation. Rather than viewing student performance as a fixed limitation, the findings suggest that changes in environmental support can significantly improve engagement and learning outcomes. When tasks are structured appropriately, students are better able to participate and succeed.
This perspective is also consistent with Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which emphasizes flexible and responsive teaching methods that accommodate diverse learning needs. It highlights that meaningful progress often depends not only on what is taught, but on how learning is supported and organized.
Unstructured Social and Communication Development
Despite clear difficulties in communication and social interaction, these areas were rarely written as formal IEP goals. Instead, social learning tended to happen informally or incidentally, rather than through planned and structured intervention. This points to a broader concern in special education, where communication and social skills are often recognized as important but are not consistently translated into deliberate instructional targets.
Evidence shows that social-emotional learning (SEL) interventions can lead to meaningful improvements in both academic engagement and behavior when they are intentionally designed and implemented (Cipriano et al., 2023; Carter et al., 2022). When these goals are missing from the IEP, students have fewer structured opportunities to practice communication and build relationships, which are essential skills for participation in school, home, and community settings.
Overall, this finding suggests a need for IEPs to move beyond assuming that social learning will develop naturally. Instead, communication and interaction skills should be explicitly included as measurable goals, with planned strategies to support consistent development and real-world application.
Absence of Transition Planning
One of the most important findings was the absence of transition-focused goals, particularly for Participant 1, who was already in adolescence. The IEP did not include clear objectives related to independence, daily living skills, or preparation for life after school.
This reflects existing research showing that transition planning is often not fully developed in IEPs for students with complex needs (Morningstar et al., 2021; Test et al., 2020). Although effective transition planning should begin early and include functional and vocational targets, these elements were not evident in the cases examined.
The lack of transition planning has important implications for students’ long-term outcomes. Without structured preparation for adulthood, students may leave school without the skills needed for independent or supported living. Transition literature consistently highlights the importance of building self-determination, independence, and practical life skills as core outcomes of education (Shogren et al., 2020; Wehmeyer & Zhao, 2020). In this study, the absence of these goals suggests a gap between current IEP practices and the broader aim of preparing students for life beyond school.
Fragmentation in Documentation and Collaboration
A key theme that emerged was the fragmentation of documentation among different stakeholders. Teachers, therapists, and parents each recorded valuable information about the student’s development, but these insights were not brought together into a single, coherent IEP.
This lack of coordination reflects broader systemic issues highlighted in the literature, including limited communication, unclear role expectations, and inconsistent monitoring practices. From an ecological perspective, a student’s development is shaped by the interaction of multiple systems, and progress is strongest when these systems are aligned. When alignment is missing, interventions can become disconnected, reducing their overall effectiveness.
Overall, the findings suggest that although multiple stakeholders are actively involved, their contributions often remain separated rather than unified. This reinforces the need for stronger collaborative structures that promote shared responsibility, consistent communication, and integrated goal-setting within the IEP process.
Synthesis and Implications
Overall, the findings suggest that the main issue in IEP implementation is not the absence of services, but rather the lack of connection between them. Academic instruction, therapy support, and family involvement are all in place, but they often operate separately instead of being brought together into a coordinated and unified plan.
This study contributes to the literature by highlighting the need for a more function-centered and interdisciplinary approach to IEP development. An effective model would bring together academic, functional, social, and transition goals in a way that reflects the student as a whole, rather than treating each area in isolation. This aligns with current perspectives in special education that emphasize holistic development and the importance of applying skills in real-life contexts.
In practical terms, the findings point to several important areas for improvement among educators, therapists, and policymakers. These include designing IEPs that clearly incorporate functional and transition goals, strengthening collaboration across disciplines, ensuring that instructional strategies are connected to everyday life skills, and placing greater emphasis on independence as a core outcome of education.
Addressing these areas can help shift IEPs from being mainly compliance-oriented documents into more meaningful, coordinated tools that genuinely support the long-term development and independence of students with multiple disabilities.
Conclusions
	This study examined how Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are developed and implemented for students with multiple disabilities, particularly in relation to functional life skills and transition readiness. The findings indicate that while IEPs support the development of basic academic skills, they do not consistently address the broader needs required for independent living.
Across cases, a clear pattern emerged: students’ engagement, independence, and participation were shaped not only by their abilities but also by the level of structured support, environmental context, and stakeholder involvement. However, the limited integration of functional and transition-focused goals within IEPs highlights a gap between educational planning and real-world outcomes.
These findings contribute to the understanding of IEP implementation by emphasizing the need for more balanced and context-responsive approaches. Strengthening interdisciplinary collaboration and aligning goals with students’ functional needs and aspirations can improve the relevance of IEPs and better support long-term independence and transition outcomes.
Limitations
	This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the research involved a small sample size of two participants from a single specialized school in the Southern Region of Saudi Arabia, which limits the generalizability of the results. The use of a qualitative case study design provides in-depth insights but is inherently context-specific.
The study was conducted over a limited time frame of one academic semester, restricting the ability to observe long-term outcomes of IEP implementation and transition readiness. In addition, the findings were based on interviews, observations, and document analysis, which may be influenced by participant responses and researcher interpretation despite efforts to ensure triangulation.
The study focused exclusively on students with multiple disabilities and did not include learners with other disability categories. Furthermore, the IEP framework applied was adapted from the Philippine Department of Education due to the absence of a standardized, publicly available format in the study context. Finally, although reflexivity was maintained, the researcher’s background as a therapist may have influenced data interpretation.
Recommendations
The findings of this study suggest several practical implications for improving the development and implementation of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for students with multiple disabilities. First, IEPs should move beyond a predominantly academic focus by explicitly integrating functional life skills and transition readiness to better support students’ independence and real-life application of learning.
An interdisciplinary approach is also recommended, where educators, therapists, and families collaborate more closely to ensure that academic, behavioral, social, and functional domains are addressed in a coordinated and meaningful way. Strengthening this collaboration can enhance the consistency and relevance of interventions across different settings.
In addition, professional development opportunities should be provided to equip teachers and therapists with effective strategies for embedding functional and context-based skills within daily instruction. Active involvement of parents and caregivers is equally important to align school-based goals with students’ home and community environments.
Finally, educational institutions and policymakers should review existing guidelines and provide adequate resources, training, and support systems to promote a more holistic and integrated approach to IEP development. Such efforts can improve the overall effectiveness of IEPs and better prepare students with multiple disabilities for independent living and successful transition beyond the school setting.
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