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Dear stakeholder,

Thank you for engaging with the Center for Innovation, Design, and
Digital Learning (CIDDL). The work that you are about to access is
supported with funding from the Office of Special Education
Programs at the U.S. Department of Education. This content does not
necessarily represent the policy of the U.S. Department of Education,
and you should not assume endorsement by the federal government.

The CIDDL Center is striving to impact the use of educational
technologies into preparation programs, including special education,
early intervention, and related services personnel preparation and
leadership personnel preparation programs that prepare
professionals serving students with disabilities.

- CIDDL Research and Practice Briefs

CIDDL Research and Practice Briefs is a series of reports on research
and practices regarding the innovative use of technology in special
education, early childhood, related services personnel preparation
and leadership personnel preparation programs as well as K-12
educational settings. For each brief, an expert or practitioner in the
field is invited to discuss their research and practices. In addition,
experts and practitioners will share their insights into opportunities
and challenges about applying their research and practices to
professional preparation programs.



https://ciddl.org/
https://ciddl.org/ciddl-research-and-practice-briefs-educational-technology/

Click here to become part of our community

Topic: Al in IEP Development: Supporting Quality
and Reducing Workload

The problem highlighted in this brief

Special education teachers are responsible for developing legally
compliant, individualized, and measurable Individualized Education
Program (IEP) goals. Research has documented variability in IEP goal
quality and ongoing challenges related to formal preparation in IEP
development (Waterfield et al., 2025). In addition, workload
pressures and compliance-related responsibilities remain persistent
concerns within the special education workforce. As generative
artificial intelligence tools enter educational contexts, empirical
questions have emerged regarding whether Al can support IEP goal
development while maintaining quality and professional oversight
(Waterfield et al., 2025; Coleman & Waterfield, 2026).

Why does this matter to teacher preparation?

Teacher preparation programs vary in the extent to which they
provide explicit instruction in IEP development, and many special
educators report learning compliance-related skills during their initial
years in practice (Waterfield et al., 2025). With nearly 15% of U.S.
public school students receiving services under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the quality of IEP goals has direct
implications for access to specially designed instruction and
measurable progress. As generative Al tools become more visible in
educational settings, frameworks for ethical and responsible


https://community.ciddl.org/

integration—such as those outlined by Coleman and Waterfield
(2026)—have introduced new considerations for how preparation
programs may approach both IEP development and Al literacy within
coursework and professional learning structures.

- Guest Expert: Danielle Waterfield

Special Education Ph.D. Candidate at the University of Virginia School
of Education & Human Development and a former special education
teacher and administrator.

Her research sits at the intersection of evidence-based practice,
educational technology, Al policy, and special education teacher
preparation and development. Her work explores how generative Al
can support teachers while maintaining professional responsibility,
ethical safeguards, and individualized instruction for students with
disabilities.

- What Will You Learn from This Brief?

This brief explores how generative Al can support IEP goal
development without diminishing quality. Drawing on Danielle
Waterfield’'s mixed-methods research examining IEP goals written
with and without ChatGPT, this brief highlights implications for
teacher workload, ethical Al use, professional development, and the
future of Al in special education. Teacher educators will gain insight
into how Al can function as a support tool rather than a replacement
for professional expertise.




- Research and/or Practice Context

Emerging Evidence on Al in IEP Development

Recent research has identified persistent variability in IEP goal quality
and significant workload pressures among special education
teachers. Generative Al tools such as ChatGPT have demonstrated
potential to assist with text generation, resource creation, and
compliance-related tasks. However, limited empirical research has
examined how Al performs in IEP development specifically,
particularly among experienced special educators. Waterfield’s study
addressed this gap by comparing teacher-written goals with
Al-assisted goals while also exploring teacher perceptions of Al use
in practice.

The following are key insights shared by Danielle Waterfield on this
research. The interview focused on six questions around Al use in
teacher preparation and recommendations for integrating these tools
responsibly.

Key Insights

Q1: What are the issues that you are trying to address through your
research and work with |EP goal quality?

Waterfield: “We know that making a high-quality IEP goal can
still be cumbersome for special education teachers, especially if
they haven't had a lot of formal training in how to really craft a
quality IEP goal.”



Waterfield’'s work addresses two intersecting issues: variability in IEP
goal quality and workload heaviness. Grounded in cognitive load
theory and conservation of resources theory, the study examines
whether Al can reduce overwhelm without reducing quality.

Q2: How can Al help address those issues?

Waterfield: “It could eventually kind of expedite their
workflows... and ultimately that would give them more face
time with their students”

Participants in her study viewed Al as a potential efficiency tool —
not to replace teachers, but to streamline compliance-related tasks
such as writing goals and developing resources. The quantitative
findings showed no statistically significant difference in quality
between teacher-written and Al-assisted goals, suggesting Al can
function as a support tool.

Q3: How might teacher preparation programs integrate Al into
current practice?

Waterfield: “If you can prompt effectively in ChatGPT, you can
probably transfer those skills... to other tools with similar
interactive components.”

Waterfield emphasizes Al fluency and prompt crafting as
foundational skills. Rather than teaching one tool, preparation
programs should focus on transferable Al literacy, particularly
effective prompting and evaluation of Al-generated outputs.



Q4: What would you recommend for programs just starting with Al?

Waterfield: “Teacher preparation programs and professional
development opportunities could reflect on what they're already
doing, or maybe not doing, in regards to IEP development.”

She notes that IEP training itself has historically been inconsistent.
Programs should strengthen IEP development instruction first, then
layer Al literacy on top, ensuring teachers can evaluate quality before
relying on Al tools.

Qb5: Where is the research headed in this area?

Waterfield: “| kind of see the field moving toward having more
research and training around effective Al use for teachers and
also for students.”

She anticipates expanded research on how Al can enhance teacher
retention, streamline workflows, and improve preparation. As Al
models evolve, ongoing evaluation of their capabilities will be
necessary.

Q6: What else should teacher preparation programs consider?

Waterfield: “Al is not going to replace teachers ever, period. It's
something that can be used to strengthen our practice.”

Waterfield emphasizes the importance of human oversight or “human
in the loop.” Ethical use frameworks, transparency with families, and
professional judgment must remain central. Al should function as an
enhancement, not a substitute for educator expertise.



Her research suggests that generative Al can support high-quality
IEP goal development without compromising standards, but only
when teachers remain central in the process. For teacher preparation
programs, the implication is clear: strengthen IEP development
training, build Al literacy, and anchor both in ethical, student-centered
practice. Al may reduce cognitive load and administrative burden, but
professional responsibility remains firmly in human hands.

If you are interested in learning more, please read the article IEPs in
the Age of Al: Examining IEP Goals Written with and Without
ChatGPT in the Journal of Special Education Technology

- Link to Video

This Research and Practice Brief can be viewed on video online at
CIDDL's YouTube
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- Transcription of Interview

Transcription of the interview can be found at LINK TO TRANSCRIPT

- For More Information
More CIDDL Research and Practice Briefs can be found at the CIDDL

website. Please visit our website for more resources and sign up for
the updates from CIDDL.

Center for Innovation, Design, and Digital Learning
University of Kansas

Joseph R. Pearson Hall

1122 West Campus Rd.

Lawrence, KS 66045-3101

info@ciddl.org
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