
 

Prioritizing IEP Goals: Why Less Is More for Student Success 

 

Purpose & Overview 

An IEP overloaded with 10–15 goals may look ambitious, but in practice, it spreads 
resources too thin. Staff feel overwhelmed, data collection becomes inconsistent, and 
students make little progress across too many targets.  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) does not require a specific 
number of goals – only that goals are measurable and address the student’s most 
significant barriers to accessing the curriculum and environment.  

This worksheet provides a framework for setting high-priority, high-impact goals that 
drive meaningful student growth. 

 

Why Fewer Goals Lead to More Progress 

●​ Focus: Educators and students can invest energy into a manageable number of 
targets.​
 

●​ Quality over quantity: Well-written goals with clear benchmarks provide richer 
instruction than numerous vague ones.​
 

●​ Consistency: Easier to collect reliable data when staff track fewer goals.​
 

●​ Compliance: IEPs with unrealistic or unmanageable goals create a risk of 
procedural violations due to missed data or lack of fidelity.​
 

●​ Student growth: Students master core skills more quickly when practice is 
concentrated.​
 

 

 



 

 

The 3–5 Goal Rule 

Most IEP teams should aim for 3–5 annual goals, supported by benchmarks/objectives 
and accommodations. Goals should: 

1.​ Address the highest-leverage needs in academic, functional, or behavioral 
domains.​
 

2.​ Be linked directly to Present Levels data.​
 

3.​ Include benchmarks to show smaller steps toward mastery.​
 

 

Prioritization Framework 

When selecting goals, ask these questions: 

●​ What skills will have the biggest impact on student access and independence this 
year?​
 

●​ Which skills are most relevant to long-term outcomes (further education, 
employment, independent living)?​
 

●​ Are there needs that can be met through services, accommodations, or 
classroom strategies instead of goals?​
 

●​ How many goals can staff realistically teach, monitor, and report with fidelity?​
 

 

Sample Prioritized Goal Sets 

Example 1: Middle School Student with SLD in Reading & Math 



 

●​ Reading Goal: Increase oral reading fluency from 60 CWPM to 110 CWPM with 
95% accuracy on weekly CBM probes.​
 

●​ Writing Goal: Compose a 5-sentence paragraph with a topic sentence, 3 details, 
and conclusion in 4 of 5 opportunities.​
 

●​ Math Goal: Solve multi-step word problems involving addition and subtraction 
with 80% accuracy across 3 consecutive probes. 

(Instead of separate goals for decoding, spelling, addition, subtraction, and computation, 
these focus on broader skills with benchmarks embedded.) 

Example 2: High School Student with ASD Preparing for Transition 

●​ Social Communication Goal: Initiate and maintain a 3-turn conversation with a 
peer in 4 of 5 opportunities, measured by observation.​
 

●​ Self-Advocacy Goal: Identify and request 2 accommodations independently in 4 
of 5 opportunities.​
 

●​ Vocational Goal: Complete a 4-step workplace task with 90% accuracy across 3 
sessions. 

(Instead of 8+ goals across social, communication, and vocational domains, the team 
narrowed to 3 high-impact goals with direct relevance to transition planning.) 

 

Quick Reference: Goals vs. Accommodations vs. Services 

●​ Goal: Skill the student must learn (e.g., reading fluency).​
 

●​ Accommodation: Tool/support that provides access but is not a skill itself (e.g., 
graphic organizer).​
 

●​ Service: Direct or consultative support to help meet goals (e.g., reading 
intervention 3x/week). 

 



 

Action Starter: Try Tomorrow 

●​ Select one current IEP with more than 6 goals.​
 

●​ Identify 3–5 that truly drive access and independence.​
 

●​ Reframe the rest as either benchmarks under existing goals or supports in 
services/accommodations.​
 

●​ Share your streamlined version with your team and compare clarity.​
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