The McGill Action Planning System (MAPS) is a personcentered planning process that brings together the key
players in a focus individual’s life to identify a “roadmap”
for working toward and achieving dreams and goals for
the focus person (Forest & Lusthaus, 1989; Vandercook
et al., 1989). MAPS has an established framework of
questions that address the child’s history, identity,
strengths, gifts, and the team’s nightmares and dreams
for the child. The MAPS process identifies where that
person currently is, what the goals are, and how the
team will work together to help this person reach the
goals. This information is then used to develop action
steps for achieving the dreams and avoiding the
nightmares.
To use the MAPS process, key people in the
student's life gather and talk in one, two, or three
sessions. In total, the sessions may take about three
hours, and it is preferable to split that time up if the
planning is for a very young child. Among the people
participating are the student, the student's parents, the
classroom teachers (both regular and special education),
and other school professionals such as counselors,

therapists, or the school principal. Another person acts as
the group's leader or facilitator, and keeps the group on
task. The group is completed with a couple of the
student's peers, who are, perhaps, the most important
component in the student's full participation at school,
and other members of the student's family, such as
siblings or grandparents. The MAPS process is most
effective when the team has a general idea of what the
goals are for the focus individual (i.e. inclusion, more
friends, etc) (Kincaid & Fox, 2002; Pearpoint et al., 1993).
The MAPS Questions First, the family members present
answer the question "What is the individual's history?"
Then, each of the people present at the MAPS session
will focus on the remaining questions that are included in
the MAPS process:  What are the focus person’s
dreams and goals for the future?" As participants answer
this question, they are encouraged to think about what
they think 2 the focus person wants. This is a question of
"vision," and, therefore, the people answering it
shouldn't be bogged down with present-day realities.
The team members should dream some here and
verbalize those dreams. If enough people share their
dreams, they can work toward those dreams becoming a

reality.  What are the nightmares? Parents sometimes
find this particularly hard to answer, for no parent likes
to think of their child facing difficulties. But if the
members of the group can verbalize their nightmares
and fears, they will have taken an important step in
becoming committed to making sure this nightmare
never occurs.  Who is the focus person? Everyone talks
about what comes to their mind when they think of the
focus person, and they express this in a few words.
Everyone takes a turn at the description; then, the
people continue taking this idea around the circle until
no one has anything else to add. People in the group can
pass on their turn if they can't think of anything, but they
are encouraged to try when it is their turn again. Then,
when the list is completed, particular people in the
group, such as family members, are asked to identify
what they believe are three especially important
descriptors.  What are the focus person’s gifts? The
people in the circle might look back on the ways they
have described the student in answering the previous
question. The participants are asked to focus on what
they believe the focus person can do, instead of, as
happens so often, what he/she cannot do.  What are

the focus person's needs? The parents' answers to this
question might vary considerably from those of the focus
person’s peers or teachers. When the list has been
completed, the group then decides which of the needs
are "top priority," or demand immediate attention. 
What would an ideal day at school be like for the focus
person? (optional question for focus individuals who are
also students) Some MAPS groups find it helpful to
answer this question by outlining a typical school day for
other children the student's age, who do not have
disabilities. The team might think about how the needs
outlined before could be met at school. After that, the
team would think about the kinds of help a student
would need to truly achieve inclusion at school.  What
is the Plan of Action (to achieve the dreams and avoid
the nightmares)? The participants then use the answers
to the previous questions to craft a plan of action. This
plan will include the steps necessary to achieve the
dreams/goals and also to avoid the nightmares/fears

