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Preface
T

he needs of today’s learners are as diverse as our students. General education teachers are now
tasked with enabling a wide range of students—from English language learners to students
with learning disabilities to those with visual or hearing impairments—to succeed and thrive in the
inclusive classroom.
This book is about teaching and addressing the educational needs of all students. It is designed
to prepare the professional educator to effectively teach the widely diverse range of students found in
the general education classroom. It provides information about several groups of students with special needs, including those with disabilities, students who are gifted and talented, culturally diverse
learners, and those who are English learners. In addition, it presents practical strategies for modifying
instruction to meet the learning needs of all students in general education classrooms.
Teaching Students with Special Needs in General Education Classrooms, Ninth Edition, provides
the knowledge, strategies, and instructional techniques that teachers need to address the complex
and often perplexing diversity that lies behind the classroom door. All students, particularly those
with special learning needs, deserve special care and special teaching. This reader-friendly, categorically organized text takes a case-based approach to contextualize the laws, organize the information, and teach the methods educators need to know to provide effective instruction to all children.
Among new areas of focus in this edition are the important topics of response to intervention (RTI),
Universal Design for Learning, classroom assessment techniques, and the needs of English learners.
The most tech-savvy text of its kind, this comprehensive new REVEL edition continues to break new
ground in preparing general educators for the challenges and opportunities of the inclusive classroom.
It focuses first on the creation of inclusive classrooms, second on skills for the general education
teacher, and finally on effective strategies for teaching students with disabilities and other types of
special needs.

Organization of the Ninth Edition
The first four chapters discuss the purposes of and rationale for inclusion, describe collaboration
and the team approach, identify the major characteristics of students with special needs, and explore the various types of diversity found in today’s inclusive classrooms. Many text features support the fundamental concepts presented in these initial chapters, and provide background for the
chapters that follow.
Part II addresses the skills needed by the educator, with emphasis on those of particular importance for teachers in general education classrooms. Strategies are provided for achieving four basic
instructional goals for learners with special needs: arranging the learning environment, modifying
instruction, encouraging positive classroom behavior, and promoting social acceptance. Also, information is presented on identifying and intervening with behavioral and academic challenges using
RTI. Special features found throughout the text provide coverage of practical teaching strategies
and techniques.
In Part III of the text, teaching strategies are suggested for a variety of different types of special students. This section provides methods for teaching students with learning disabilities, speech
or language disorders, emotional and behavioral disorders, autism spectrum disorder, intellectual
disabilities, physical and health impairments including attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD), and visual and hearing impairments.

New to this Edition
The ninth edition has been revised and reorganized into 15 total chapters with updated references from the most currently available information. The text is divided into three major
areas: Introduction to Inclusive Classrooms, Skills for the General Education Teacher, and
Strategies for Teaching Students with Disabilities. Each chapter has been organized to focus
on understanding, integrating, and applying the crucial concepts of each section, which will
vii
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lead to better and more effective practices in the inclusive classroom. Other changes to this
edition include:
• NEW! Student Stories at the beginning of each chapter include a short introductory story
featuring relevant information about the student’s learning strengths, needs and methods for
modifying instruction.
• An Integrated Approach to Students Who Are English Language Learners and those students who are Gifted and Talented, who often require classroom and instructional adaptations to accommodate their own diverse set of needs.
• NEW! Chapter 2: Collaboration and the Team Approach focuses on the importance of
partnering with parents and families to achieve educational goals.
• NEW! Chapter 8: Monitoring Student Performance Using Response to Intervention is
focused exclusively on using RTI to prevent and intervene with academic and behavioral difficulties in the classroom.
• Chapter 12: Teaching Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder now reflects the new diagnostic criteria recently published in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(5th ed., DSM-5®, American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
This new REVEL edition provides you with greater flexibility in the delivery of material with
access to additional learning resources, including:
• NEW! Embedded Videos with footage from real classrooms. In these videos, students will
listen to experts, watch footage of diverse classrooms, and listen to and watch effective teachers talk about and practice strategies that promote learning.
• Inclusion Tips for Teachers takes an in-depth look at how real teachers use inclusive strategies in their classrooms.
• NEW! Interactive Modules with guided lessons on important topics that allow you to apply
what you’ve learned.
• NEW! Section Quizzes, “Check Your Understanding,” align with learning outcomes and appear at the end of each section in the REVEL edition. Using multiple-choice questions, the
quizzes allow readers to test their knowledge of the concepts, research, strategies, and practices
discussed in each section.

Support Materials for Instructors
The following resources are available for instructors to download on www.pearsonhighered.com/
educators. Instructors enter the author or title of this book, select this particular edition of the
book, and then click on the “Resources” tab to log in and download textbook supplements.
• Instructor’s Resource Manual and Test Bank
The Instructor’s Resource Manual and Test Bank includes an overview of chapter content
and related instructional activities for the college classroom and for field practice as well as a
robust collection of chapter-by-chapter test items.
• PowerPoint™ Slides
The PowerPoint™ slides include key concept summarizations. They are designed to help students understand, organize, and reinforce core concepts and theories.
• TestGen
TestGen is a powerful test generator that instructors install on a computer and use in conjunction with the TestGen testbank file for the text. You install TestGen on your personal computer
(Windows or Macintosh) and create your own tests for classroom testing and for other specialized delivery options, such as over a local area network or on the Web. A test bank, which is
also called a Test Item File (TIF), typically contains a large set of test items organized by chapter and ready for use in creating a test based on the associated textbook material. Assessments
may be created for both print and testing online.
*Please

note that eText enhancements are only available in the Pearson eText and are not available in third-party eTexts such
as Kindle®.
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chapter 1 • Promoting Success for All Students

Students’ Stories
Ruby
Ruby is 8 years old and loves playing outdoors, especially rollerblading and riding her bike. She
also enjoys pizza and going to the movies. She and her two best friends, Stella and Evelyn, walk
to their neighborhood school together each morning. They are all in Ms. McGill’s second-grade
class. Ruby is enjoying school this year, but last year was very hard for her. Ruby is a student
with special needs. In first grade Ruby had a difficult time reading. This year she works with
the special education resource teacher for 30 minutes each day, and she is beginning to make
progress. In her second-grade class she does well in math and handwriting, and she can keep up
with her classmates in spelling. Ruby is successfully included.

Alejandro
Alejandro is a highly ambitious high school student who is hoping to get a scholarship to attend
a prestigious university upon graduation. Alejandro has been identified as being intellectually
gifted, and wants to pursue a dual degree in physics and engineering in college with the u ltimate
goal of becoming an astronaut. This year he’s taking advanced courses in English and calculus as
well as biology and history. Alejandro has a physical impairment and moves around with the use
of an electric wheelchair. Alejandro travels to school using a specialized bus to accommodate
his wheelchair, and while at school he attends an adapted physical education class. Alejandro
writes and types slowly, so he sometimes needs extra time to complete tests and assignments.
His grades in all his classes are excellent, and he has many friends. Alejandro is successfully
included.

Looking Ahead
Later in the chapter we will take a look at portions of the individualized education programs
(IEPs) for Ruby and Alejandro. Until then, think about the questions that follow.

•
•
•
•

B

What do you think is Ruby’s best subject in school?
What types of assistance do you think Ruby might need to succeed in the general education
classroom?
From what you know now, what are Alejandro’s greatest strengths?
If Alejandro were one of your students, what types of classroom adaptations do you think
might be helpful?

ehind each classroom door lies a world of diversity. In a typical class of students, there is a
wide range of abilities. Some students learn easily; others require more assistance. Their dispositions, their learning styles, their life experiences will vary, and it’s important to understand
and recognize each student as a person first, an individual with unique abilities, gifts and yes,
sometimes challenges.
When students with special needs are members of a general education class, the range of
diversity expands. Students with disabilities or those who are gifted and talented and or c ulturally
and linguistically diverse are often indistinguishable from their peers. However, their learning
needs may be more substantial than that of many of their peers. Like all students, all should be
valued in their own right, for their individual personalities, preferences, skills, and needs. Each
student, no matter his or her range of abilities and or learning challenges, provides a teacher with
an opportunity to facilitate learning for that student.

3
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part I • Introduction to Inclusive Classrooms

This book is for teachers who wish to learn more about students with special needs. It is also
about good teaching practices. All students, particularly those with special learning needs, deserve
access to teachers committed to the success of all students. This book provides teachers with the
skills needed to better address the needs and well-being of all students within the general education
classroom. As a teacher you will be presented with some significant challenges but also opportunities to make a substantial impact on your students. Your role as a teacher in the lives of children is
pivotal to their success. Embark on your professional development journey committed to learning all
you can to enhance the lives and learning of all your students, and in turn your life will be enriched.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should know and be able to:
• Explain what an inclusive classroom is and how educators accommodate instruction for students with special needs.
• Discuss the special needs of students who require adaptations in the general education classroom.
• Outline the changes in special education and inclusion from the earliest schools to current educational thinking.
• Summarize the benefits of inclusion.

Inclusion in Today’s Classrooms

Inclusion has many
meanings. Learn more
about the many meanings
of inclusion in this short
video: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=n_
qgW9FWEgQ

Many different terms have been used to describe the practice of educating students with special needs
in the general education classroom. Students with special needs are those who require instructional
adaptations in order to learn successfully. This book considers several types of students with special
needs: students with disabilities, those who are gifted and talented, and those who are culturally and
linguistically diverse. Also falling into this category are students who are at risk for school failure.
Because of physical, cognitive, or emotional disabilities, some children and adolescents receive special education services in addition to (or, in some cases, in place of) services provided by the general
educational program. Other students may not be offered special programs in their schools, but their
special learning needs soon become apparent to the general education teacher.
In the 1970s and 1980s, most professionals called the approach to educating students with special needs mainstreaming. In the 1990s, the terms full inclusion and inclusion became more popular.
These terms differ somewhat in meaning, and it is important to understand those differences.

Mainstreaming
Mainstreaming refers to the inclusion of students with special needs in the general educational
process. Students are considered mainstreamed if they spend any part of the school day with general education class peers. In a typical mainstreaming program, students with special needs in general education classrooms participate in instructional and social activities side by side with their
classmates. Often they receive additional instruction and support from a special educator such as a
resource teacher. That instruction may take place within the general education classroom or outside
of it in a setting such as a resource room.
Integration of students with special needs into the mainstream of education differs according
to the needs of the individual. It is characterized by the meaningful interaction of special and typical students in social activities and/or classroom instruction. Mainstreaming has been defined in
many ways. Mainstreaming focuses on the placement of students with special needs in the general
education classroom for a designated period of time specific to the academic and social needs of
the student. This may be geared to instruction in a particular academic content area, or in other
instructional areas such as music or physical education, and or nonacademic periods such as lunch.
These opportunities foster the academic and social integration of students with special needs.
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Full Inclusion
Full inclusion—the current term used for mainstreaming—was introduced by professionals interested in students with severe disabilities. The full inclusion movement calls for reform of practices that exclude and segregate individuals with disabilities (Obiakor, Harris, Mutua, Rotatori, &
Algozzine, 2012). Advocates of full inclusion maintain that the general education classroom is the
most appropriate full-time placement for all students with disabilities—not only those with mild
learning and behavior problems, but also those with more severe disabilities. In the purest form of
this model, students do not leave the mainstream or general classroom to receive special services;
instead, support is provided within the general classroom setting.
In the past, many special education professionals disagreed with the assumption that full inclusion is the only appropriate placement for students with disabilities (e.g., Kavale & Mostert, 2003).
Many now believe that a range of educational options referred to as the placement continuum,
should be available so that educational programs can be tailored to the specific needs and development of the child (Council for Exceptional Children, 2010).
As discussed later in this chapter, this position is consistent with current federal laws and their
requirements for placement of students with disabilities in the “1east restrictive environment.”

Inclusion
Inclusion is the term most often used today to describe the placement of students with special
needs in general education. Inclusion is a more contemporary term than mainstreaming, but, unfortunately, its meaning is imprecise. Sometimes inclusion is used as shorthand for full inclusion; at
other times, it is a synonym for mainstreaming. It is important to determine what each speaker or
writer means by the term inclusion, because there are basic philosophical differences between the
approaches of full inclusion and mainstreaming.
In this book, we use the term inclusion to refer to the meaningful participation of students with
disabilities and other special needs in general education classrooms and programs. We believe in
responsible inclusion (Richey, 2000), which implies that all students should be integrated to the
greatest extent possible within the general education setting and that instructional supports should
be planned and provided to meet their individual needs. In turn, teachers should be given the necessary supports to fully allow them to be successful in such a process, because without administrative
and daily on-the-ground support, it cannot be fully effective.
Including students with special needs in general education programs is not a new idea. In
the early days of education in the United States, classrooms served a wide variety of individuals,
including some students with disabilities. The one-room schoolhouse with its range of ages and
skills is an example. Kirk and Gallagher (1979) described an inclusion program that began in 1913
for students with vision losses. Students spent part of their day in the general classroom and part in
a special “sight-saving class.”
Today, most students with special needs begin school in general education and receive the
majority of their education there. Many never leave the general education classroom. If their learning problems become apparent, some are identified as having a disability and receive special education services. Of these, few are served in special classes and special schools. Those who do attend
special classes often join their general class peers for social activities and for instruction in nonacademic subjects such as art, music, and physical education. However, most students with disabilities
are educated in general education classes, with part-time special services provided if necessary. In
2010, for example, 95% of this nation’s children and youth with disabilities ages 6 to 21 years were
served in regular schools, and 60.5% of students with disabilities were educated for 80% or more
of the time in the general education classroom (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). Consider the
stories of Ruby and Alejandro at the start of this chapter. They are students with disabilities who
participate fully in general education while receiving special assistance in problem areas. They are
examples of successfully included students.

Learn more about the
many meanings of the
word inclusion by watching
this short video. https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=N105TGmMkLk
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FIGURE 1-1

Chart of Special Education Process
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students in the general
education classroom.

General education teachers make several contributions to the success of students with special needs.
The general education classroom teacher is often the first professional to identify the special needs
of students and to initiate the referral process. This teacher is also a source of valuable information
about current school performance when students are assessed for possible special education services. School psychologists often ask general education teachers to provide information about how
a student performs academically in the classroom and also about the student’s behavior. This type
of information can be very valuable toward helping to determine the presence of a disability. General education teachers are part of the inclusion team, and they participate in planning the student’s
instructional needs and in developing the IEP.
The classroom teacher’s most important role is implementation of the student’s general education program. This process sometimes requires adaptation of classroom procedures, methods, and/or
materials to guarantee success for the student with special needs. Classroom activities should be
coordinated with the special services received by the student. Also, communication between parents
and professionals is crucial.
In addition, the classroom teacher may help to evaluate the student’s progress not only in the
general education program, but also in areas served by specialists. Evaluation is a critical step in
the educational process because it helps determine program modifications. Figure 1-1 presents the
educational process, including the final step of evaluation. This diagram also provides a summary
of the general education teacher’s roles.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Students with Special Needs
Most discussions of inclusion concentrate on students with only one type of special need:
children and adolescents with disabilities. Students who have a disability that adversely affects
their school performance are served by special education, and federal laws uphold their right
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Differences Among Special Needs Students
Students with disabilities may have special learning needs because of a cognitive, physical,
sensory, language, or emotional disability, as referenced in the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004). Attention-deficit disorder (ADD) and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are reflected in the IDEA (2004) as other health
impairments.
Some of the terms that describe disabilities in federal laws are replaced or changed in
common usage. For example, most special educators prefer behavioral disorders to emotional
disturbance. Also, orthopedic impairments are often called physical impairments, and mental
retardation may be referred to as cognitive
or intellectual disability. The term autism is
often replaced by the term autism spectrum
disorder.
Students with learning disabilities have
adequate general intelligence and are able
to succeed in many school tasks. However,
because of specific disabilities in areas such
as attention, perception, and memory, they
experience difficulty in school. They may
encounter learning problems in one or more,
although usually not all, academic subjects.
In contrast, students with intellectual disabilities generally are delayed in most, if not all,
academic subject areas. They are characterized by a slower rate of learning and difficulty with reasoning tasks.
Students with behavioral disorders
may have adequate academic achievement
despite poor classroom behavior, or their
behavior problems may interfere with learning. Such students may be disruptive or
withdrawn, they may experience difficulty
controlling their own behavior, or they may
lack the skills necessary for building and
maintaining interpersonal relationships with
peers and adults.

The IRIS Center at
Vanderbilt University develops training
enhancement materials for
pre-service and practicing
teachers. This module on
classroom considerations
will help you apply your
knowledge about helping
students with disabilities to
have access to the general
education curriculum. http://
iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
module/agc/#content

Jules Selmes/Pearson Education

to a free, appropriate public education. In this book, however, we’ve expanded the concept
of s tudents with s pecial needs to include three other groups with learning needs significant
enough to warrant s pecial c onsideration. These are (1) students who are gifted and talented
(often served by special education, but not protected by the laws for learners with disabilities);
(2) students who are culturally and linguistically diverse (including those who are English language learners); and (3) students who are at risk for school failure. The special needs of these
students, like those of many students with disabilities, can often be accommodated within the
general education classroom.
Students with special needs are a heterogeneous group. They, like all students, may learn
quickly and easily or experience challenges that impede their learning. Some may experience challenging behaviors. Some students have sensory or physical impairments. Others may experience
speech and or language disorders or may represent diverse cultural backgrounds. Despite their special needs, such students can and do learn, given the pairing of effective teaching and instructional
supports aimed at their success in the general education classroom.
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Communication problems are primary in students with speech and language impairments. A
student’s speech may be difficult for others to understand, or language development may be delayed.
Students with autism spectrum disorder experience difficulty in socialization as well as in communication. With visual and hearing impairments, the disability is sensory. Individuals with visual
impairments may be blind or partially sighted; those with hearing impairments may be deaf or hard
of hearing. In either case, learning takes place through the senses still available to the student.
Students with physical and health impairments may participate fully in general class activities.
However, those with limited physical mobility, such as those who travel by wheelchair, may take a
less active role. Some with chronic health problems may have special needs because of prolonged
school absences. In general, students with special physical and health needs can progress successfully in general education. For many of these students, physical problems have little effect on their
ability to learn.
Two other groups of individuals with disabilities are often members of general education
classes: students with traumatic brain injury (TBI) and those with ADD or ADHD. Most students
with TBI are members of general education classes when the accident or other trauma that causes
the injury to the brain occurs, and most return to that setting after hospitalization and rehabilitation.
Students with ADD or ADHD typically remain in the general education setting while receiving
assistance for problems in attention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity.

Students Who Are Gifted and Talented
Like learners with disabilities, students who are gifted and talented are exceptional. Although
they usually do not encounter school failure, their extraordinary abilities require special teaching.
Students who are gifted are unusually bright; they may learn quickly and excel in all areas. They
may be far ahead of their peers and thus require special attention and instruction. Some students
with gifts are creative; others have special abilities in specific areas such as art, music, drama, and
leadership. Some students identified as gifted and talented may also be diagnosed with a disability
such as autism spectrum disorder or learning disability. These children are often referred to as twice
exceptional. Opportunities for expression of creativity and talents and socialization can be provided
within the general education classroom.

Diversity Among Students
Students who are culturally and linguistically diverse present a different type of challenge.
Although many students from diverse groups do not need special assistance to succeed in general education, some do. The customs, traditions, and values of their culture may set them apart
from their peers and hinder their acceptance. Some students may be fluent speakers of English;
others may be bilingual, speaking English and another language; still others may be just beginning to acquire English language skills. If communication is difficult, learning problems may
result.
Also posing a challenge to the teacher are students at risk for school failure. Although these
students are not considered to have a disability under the law, their current performance and future
welfare are threatened by a host of complex societal challenges, which may include poverty, homelessness, child abuse, and drug and alcohol abuse, among others. Students at risk have very real life
problems needs that impact their learning, and these must be addressed in tandem to promote their
optimal development and learning.
Students with special needs often come to the attention of their teachers when they require
instructional assistance to succeed in school. Their needs, however, are similar to those of their
peers, although probably more significant and long-standing. Every class, no matter how homogenous, is composed of students, all unique individuals with their own strengths and challenges, some
with learning difficulties, though all with the capacity to learn, provided the level of instruction is
paired with the ability of the learner. To learn more about students with special needs, see Figure 1-2
for general characteristics about students with disabilities.
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General Characteristics of Students with Special Needs

• Approximately 13% of the population grades K–12 were identiﬁed as having a disability (U.S. Department of Education,
2013).
• Although students with special needs differ in the extent of instructional adaptation they require, most have mild learning
problems. Only a small percentage of students have severe disabilities.
• Many people think of physical problems when they hear the term disability. However, physical, visual, and hearing
impairments are the least common types of disabilities. Students with speciﬁc learning disabilities make up approximately
36% of the special education population, while students with speech or language impairments account for approximately
21% (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).
• It is usually not possible to tell whether students are special from their physical appearance. Students who are typically
developing may be indistinguishable from students who are gifted, students with learning disabilities, and those with
speech impairments.
• It is possible for a student to have more than one special need. A young child with an intellectual disability may have poor
speech and language skills, a talented adolescent may have a learning disability, and a student who is blind may be gifted.
• Students in special education are spending more time in general education classrooms than ever before. In 2012 more
than 60% of special education students spent 80% or more of their school day in a general education class compared to
approximately 35% who spent the same amount of time in general education during the 1990–1991 school year
(U.S. Department of Education, 2013).

As Figure 1-3 details, PL 94–142 expanded the idea of normalization and applied it to
school programs by requiring that students with disabilities be educated in the least restrictive
environment—that is, alongside their peers without disabilities—whenever feasible. Congress
enacted this law in 1975 for several reasons. At that time, about one million children with disabilities had been excluded from the public school system. Also, large numbers of students in general
education classes were experiencing failure because their disabilities had not been detected. Congress concluded that less than half the students with disabilities in the United States were receiving
appropriate educational services (PL 105–17, 1997). PL 94–142 has been updated several times
since its passage in 1975. In 1990, it was given a new name: the IDEA. Revised in 1997 and again
in 2004, the most current version is called the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement
Act. Figure 1-3 describes these and other pieces of federal legislation considered to be landmark
civil rights laws for persons with disabilities.

Current Issues and Future Trends
Several important factors influence general education, special education, and their collaboration
in the provision of services to students with special needs. One ongoing factor is the shortage of
special education teachers available to work with special education students (Sindelar, Brownell &
Billingsley, 2010). As Sindelar and colleagues (2010) have indicated, a shortage of qualified special education teachers has existed since the 1970s. As the authors also conclude, the passage of
No Child Left Behind in 2001 made the shortage problem basically a non-issue, as the legislation
defined highly qualified to also include teachers from alternative teacher certification programs and
those who have passed difficult content exams in their specific disciplines. This practice in effect
has circumvented traditional special education preparation programs
Another fairly recent trend in education involves the utilization of response to intervention
(RTI) procedures to assess the needs of students (Hoover & Love, 2011; Parisi, Ihlo, & Glover,
2014). With RTI, students are continually evaluated with very brief assessments to determine
their academic progress and then provided with instruction to allow them to succeed. The overall
difficulty with these procedures has been implementation within schools. Many teachers are not
familiar with how to conduct the brief assessments and overall process of RTI. In addition, RTI can
be used as a substitute for identifying students who qualify for special education services, and this
has led to increased confusion on how and when teachers should use RTI.
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Landmark Legislation for Persons with Disabilities

Federal legislation has had a dramatic impact on the lives of individuals with disabilities in the United States. Some of these
laws regulate the education of children and adolescents with disabilities; others guarantee the civil rights of persons with
disabilities of all ages.

Legislation Related to Education
Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, guaranteed appropriate educational services
to all school-aged students with disabilities. It also required that students with disabilities be educated with general
education peers to the maximum extent appropriate. The major provisions of PL 94-142 follow.
• All students with disabilities are guaranteed a free, appropriate public education.
• An Individualized Education Program (IEP) must be developed for each student with disabilities.
• Parents have the right to participate in planning their children’s educational program.
• Students with disabilities are to be educated in the least restrictive environment, that is, with students not identiﬁed as
having disabilities, whenever possible.
• Tests and other assessment procedures used with students with disabilities must not discriminate on the basis of race,
culture, or disability.
• Due process procedures must be in place to protect the rights of students with disabilities and their parents.
• The federal government provides some funding to states to help offset the costs involved in educating students with
disabilities.
Public Law 105-17, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, introduced several key changes.
This legislation:
• allowed states to serve youngsters ages 3 to 9 as children experiencing developmental delays (rather than requiring
identiﬁcation of a speciﬁc disability);
• required that students with disabilities participate in state- and district-wide assessments, with accommodations as
necessary, or in alternative assessments;
• expanded IEP teams to include both special and general education teachers, when appropriate;
• revised IEP requirements to include consideration of students’ involvement with and progress in the general education
curriculum; and
• added provisions related to discipline of students with disabilities for weapons, drugs, alcohol, and injury to self or others.
Public Law 108-446, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004), the current
special education law, includes the following provisions:
• It brings special education into closer conformity with the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act by spelling out what makes
special education teachers “highly qualiﬁed.”
• It continues the mandate for participation of students with disabilities in state and district assessments required by NCLB.
• It changes the criteria for identifying students with speciﬁc learning disabilities.
• It modiﬁes IEPs by requiring research-based interventions (if available) and the inclusion of annual goals but not
benchmarks or short-term objectives.
• It relaxes requirements for IEP meetings (e.g., team members can be excluded from meetings if parent and school agree;
meetings can be held via telephone or video conference; multiyear IEPs are allowable).
• It permits parent and school to decide that reevaluation for special education is unnecessary.
• It allows schools to change the placement of students with disabilities who violate the student conduct code.

Civil Rights Legislation
Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 applies to people of all ages. Known as the civil rights act for
persons with disabilities, it provides that no otherwise qualiﬁed handicapped individual in the United States . . . shall, solely
by reason of his handicap, be excluded from the participation in, be denied the beneﬁts of, or be subjected to discrimination
under any program or activity receiving federal ﬁnancial assistance. Section 504 forbids discrimination in employment, in
admissions to institutions of higher education, and in the provision of health, welfare, and other social services (Berdine &
Blackhurst, 1985). Also, it entitles school-aged children with disabilities to a free, appropriate public education.
Public Law 101-336, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, or ADA, is a comprehensive law designed to “provide a
clear and comprehensive national mandate for the elimination of discrimination against individuals with disabilities.” To this
end, the ADA prohibits discrimination in employment, public accommodations (e.g., restaurants, hotels, theaters, and
medical ofﬁces), services provided by state or local governments, public transportation, and telecommunications.

At the start of his term of office in 2009, President Obama signaled his support for education by making it one of his priorities under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. The
Act included funding for early learning programs and programs for children with special needs,
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$77 billion for reforms in elementary and secondary education, and additional funding to support
innovation to close the achievement gap and to improve access to college.
Finally, the Common Core State Standards is a current policy influencing educational practice.
Though these are not federally mandated, they have been endorsed by President Obama’s administration and came about through a bipartisan initiative between the National Governor’s Association
and the Council of Chief State School Officers (Bushaw & Lopez, 2013). The Common Core represents a set of common quality academic standards in the areas of Math and English (language arts/
literacy, ELA). These standards reflect a set of learning goals that each student should be able to
perform at the close of each grade level. The impetus behind the Common Core is to ensure that all
students who graduate from high school should have the skills needed to succeed in both college and
their career path. Currently 45 states, the District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department
of Defense Education Activity have voluntarily agreed to participate in the Common Core.
The current trend that continues to remain strong is the emphasis on accountability in education. This accountability focuses on teachers and principals and is based on student performance
on standardized tests. There has been a great deal of criticism of the evaluation of teachers based
solely on student outcomes via these high-stakes tests. Many argue that teachers have no input into
their curriculum and that teachers have very little if any time in their day to encourage the development of social skills (Bushaw & Lopez, 2013).

The Present
Today, the inclusion of students with special needs in general education is a reality. As Figure 1-4
shows, approximately 96% of students with disabilities are educated in general education s ettings
(U.S. Department of Education, 2009).
These students receive instruction in general education classes, resource rooms, and separate
classes. The majority (about 78%) are placed in general education and receive special education
services for some portion of the school day (the general education class and resource room options).
Less than one-fifth are educated in separate classes within general education settings, and no more
than 4% are educated in separate facilities.
There are several important differences between current practices and those of several decades
ago. First, today the general education classroom is not the only service available to students with

FIGURE 1-4

Special Education Student Placement Statistics

Legend*
17.5%
26.3%

General Class
4%

Resource Room
Separate Class
Separate Facility

52.1%

*Students receive special education outside of the general education classroom less
than 21% of the school day in the regular class placement, 21% to 60% of the day in
the resource room placement, and more than 60% of the day in the separate class
placement. Separate facilities include separate schools, residential facilities, and
home/hospital placements.
Source: Data from U.S. Department of Education, 2009.
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special needs, although it is viewed as the most
appropriate option for many. Second, rather than
being allowed to flounder and fail in the mainstream, students with disabilities are provided with
aid and assistance including, when necessary, individualized instruction from a specialist.
Third, general education teachers also receive
assistance from specialists. Professionals such as
resource teachers or special education consultants
may aid in planning educational programs for students with special needs, provide suggestions for
the modification of general education classroom
activities, and supply special materials and equipment. As part of the team that serves students with
special needs, the general educator contributes by
sharing information and ideas with parents and
specialists.
According to federal law, alternative placements must be available for students with disabilities whose educational needs cannot be met in general education classes. However, such students
are encouraged to interact with general education peers in any way feasible. For example, in many
districts, students once placed in special schools are now members of special classes located within
general education schools. This greatly enhances their opportunities to interact with same-age
peers. In addition, special classes are not viewed as permanent placements; students may reenter the
general education classroom at some time in the future if they are able to benefit from the general
educational program.
Although school districts typically offer a range of special education services for students with
disabilities, services for students with other types of special needs are less common. For example,
programs for students who are gifted, talented, bilingual, or English learners are similar to those
offered in special education when available. That is, students are educated in general education
classes for a portion of their school day and receive individualized services from specialists as
necessary.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The Role of Special Education
Meeting the Needs of Students
Federal laws in the United States were initially designed to ensure that students with special needs
were provided access to education. Over time these federal laws were revised to more specifically
outline the role of special education. These laws currently emphasize that special education should
consist of individualized instructional procedures that are uniquely designed to meet the needs of
students with special needs. These instructional procedures are not restricted as to where they may
occur. Special education instruction can take place in numerous locations such as general education
classrooms, student homes, hospital settings, and so on. The key is to provide the instruction in a
location that is most appropriate for the individual student.
Special education teachers can serve students with disabilities from 13 different disability categories, and in some states they may also serve students who qualify as gifted and talented. The 13
disability categories follow: (1) specific learning disabilities, (2) speech or language impairments,
(3) emotional disturbance, (4) intellectual disabilities, (5) autism, (6) orthopedic impairments,
(7) other health impairments, (8) TBI, (9) multiple disabilities, (10) visual impairments including
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Disability Categories Within Special Education

1. Specific Learning Disabilities

6. Orthopedic Impairments

11. Hearing Impairments

2. Speech or Language Impairments

7. Other Health Impairments

12. Deafness

3. Emotional Disturbance

8. Traumatic Brain Injury

13. Deaf-Blindness

4. Intellectual Disabilities

9. Multiple Disabilities

5. Autism

10. Visual Impairments including Blindness

blindness, (11) hearing impairments, (12) deafness, and (13) deaf-blindness (see Figure 1-5).
Students who are culturally and linguistically diverse are not eligible for special education services
unless they also have a diagnosed disability or are gifted and talented. However, those students who
are English language learners may receive services from specialists in bilingual education or from
teachers of English for speakers of other languages.
Special education services are available to students diagnosed with a disability and to their
teachers. These services range from specialized expert consultation provided to the teacher of a
student with disabilities, to specialized instruction delivered to a student a few minutes per day by a
special education resource teacher within the general education classroom or in the resource room,
to full-day special classes for students with severe and comprehensive disabilities.
Students diagnosed with a disability may also receive specialized services to help them derive
the maximum benefit from special education. These specialized services are referred to as related
services and go beyond the typical instructional procedures that a teacher can offer. Related services include psychological services for assessment and counseling, transportation, speech and language services, special physical education, rehabilitation counseling, and physical and occupational
therapy. These services frequently require procuring a specialist who focuses on a specific type of
service such as a speech/language pathologist or a physical therapist.

Supplemental Aids and Services
Supplementary aids and services are supports provided to students with special needs to help
them succeed in general education classes and other settings. Examples are special materials
such as taped textbooks, equipment such as computer adaptations, and services such as peer
tutoring.
Many different professionals may provide services to the same student with disabilities. For
example, Ruby, the 8-year-old student introduced earlier in this chapter, receives instruction from
her second-grade teacher, Ms. McGill, and from the resource teacher. Alejandro, the high school
student, attends four different subject matter classes, sees the adapted physical education teacher,
and receives special transportation services. The resource teacher coordinates his program and provides assistance to his general education teachers as necessary. In addition, the assistive technology specialist will be working with Alejandro to find computer adaptations to help increase his
writing speed.
A team approach is used to plan and deliver the educational programs of students such as
Ruby and Alejandro. That team is made up of the student’s classroom teacher (or teachers),
any specialists who work with the student, the parent(s) of the student, and, when appropriate,
the student himself or herself. Each of these individuals has an important role in planning and
executing the inclusion experience. The team approach is critical in fostering communication,
cooperation, and collaboration among those interested in the education of the student with
special needs.
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One of the functions of the team is to plan the student’s educational program. As soon as a
student is found to be eligible for special educational services, the team meets to make several
important instructional decisions. After identifying the student’s present level of performance in
important educational areas, the team plans the student’s program for the next year and establishes annual goals. The next decisions concern placement and services. The team determines the
extent to which the student is able to participate in the general education program, and whether
any supplementary aids and services are needed to support the student’s participation in general
education. Special education and related services are provided to meet the student’s remaining
educational needs. In this way, the student’s needs determine the amount and kinds of services
and supports to be provided. Placement outside the general education class occurs only when
absolutely necessary.

The Individualized Education Program
The educational agenda for a special education student is called the individualized education program (IEP), which is devised by a team of individuals with a vested interest in the student. It is a
written contract agreed upon by a team that includes the student’s parents, often the student, the
special education teacher, one or more general education teachers, related service personnel, paraprofessionals, a school administer, and others who have a stake in the education of the student. The
team prepares an IEP for each student who receives special education services. The IEP is available
to all team members, and it is reviewed typically once a year.
A sample IEP form is shown in Figure 1-6. On this form, the team records information about
the student’s present performance and lists annual goals. Special education services are described,
and the extent to which the student will participate in the general education program is noted. At

Example IEP Form

Demographic
information
of child, parent, and
school

FIGURE 1-6

Describes how a child
is currently progressing
and how disability
impacts learning.

Learn more about the
services that can be
provided to students with
disabilities in this video
under federal law. https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=9DktV772njY
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Outlines specific
academic & functional
goals, how these will
be measured, and
when progress
monitoring will be
completed.
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Individualized Education Program
Rural Community School District
Good Day Elementary School
Date IEP Developed:
Student:
Parent/Guardian Name:
Address:

DOB:

IEP Revision Date:
Grade:

Present Levels of Academic Performance

Present Levels of Functional Performance

Annual Goals
•
•
•
•

Measurement Procedure

Progress Reports Due
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(Continued)

Signatures are obtained
for all involved in the
development of the IEP.

If the student is
excluded from
participating
in any school activity, an
explanation is required.

Describes any specific
changes that are
necessary for the
student and
an explanation of
why these are needed.

Describes any changes
to program or
personnel, and
indicates how student
will be included
in school activities and
with peers.

Describes specific
instructional
procedures and
services student will
receive and how
these will
be provided.
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Beginning Date Frequency

Location

Duration

Modification
Beginning Date Frequency
to Program and
Personnel
Supports
•
•
•
•

Location

Duration

Individual
Beginning Date Frequency
Accommodations
•
•
•
•

Location

Duration

Special
Education
and Related
Services
•
•
•
•

Explanation of Any Non-participation

Signatures

Date

the bottom of the form is a space for the student’s parent(s) to indicate approval of the educational
program and placement.
Portions of the IEPs for Ruby and Alejandro appear in Figure 1-7. Included for each student
are present levels of educational performance, annual goals, and the persons responsible for helping
each student achieve those goals. After that come descriptions of the educational services to be provided. Note that both special education services and the amount of general education participation
are specified.
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Portions of the IEP for Ruby and Alejandro

Ruby
Current Grade: 2
Present Levels of Educational Performance
• Ruby is in good health with no known physical performance issues, and she socializes well with her peers.
• Ruby performs at grade level in all subjects except reading.
• Ruby can identify all letters of the alphabet and knows the sound of most consonants and short vowels.
• Her sight vocabulary is approximately 65 to 70 words, and she reads on the primer level.
• Ruby can spell most words in a ﬁrst-grade textbook, but has difﬁculty with words in the second-grade textbook.
Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Ruby will read at a beginning second-grade level with 90% accuracy in word
recognition and 80% accuracy in word comprehension.
Person Responsible: Resource Teacher
2. By the end of the school year, Ruby will increase her sight word vocabulary to 150 words.
Person Responsible: Resource Teacher
3. By the end of the school year, Ruby will read and spell at least 75% of the second-grade spelling words.
Person Responsible: Second Grade Teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
• Ruby will participate in all second-grade classes and activities except for reading.
Special Education and Related Services
• Ruby will receive individualized and/or small-group instruction in reading from the Resource Teacher for 30 minutes
each day.
Alejandro
Current Grade: 10
Present Levels of Educational Performance
• Alejandro is in good health, has some ﬁne motor skills delays, and ambulates using a wheelchair.
• Alejandro appears to have good socialization skills with his peers.
• Alejandro is passing all his courses and is enrolled in AP Calculus and AP English.
Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Alejandro will successfully complete 10th-grade classes.
Person Responsible: General Education Teacher and Adapted Physical Education Teacher
2. Alejandro will increase his writing speed with the use of a computer with word prediction software.
Person Responsible: Assistive Technology Specialist
Amount of Participation in General Education
• Alejandro will participate in all general education classes except for physical education.
Special Education and Related Services
• Alejandro will receive special transportation services between home and school.
• Alejandro will receive adapted physical education for one period each day.
• Alejandro will receive an assessment and ongoing support as needed from the Assistive Technology Specialist.
• The resource teacher will consult with the general education teachers as needed.

Educational Placement
General education placement is considered optimal for students with disabilities if they are capable of
making progress in the standard school curriculum. As Figure 1-8 illustrates, a range of special services
is available, and many of these include at least part-time placement in the general education classroom.
For example, a special educator may collaborate with the classroom teacher to identify appropriate
instructional adaptations for one or more students or to assist in the general education classroom by teaching lessons to a small group that includes a student with special needs. The array of special education
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FIGURE 1-8

Placement in the Least Restrictive Environment

LEAST RESTRICTIVE
General
Education
Only

Full-day general education class placement

Full-day general education class placement
with consultation services for the teacher
Full-day general education class placement with instruction
delivered in regular class by specialist alone or
co-teaching with regular class teacher
Combination
of General
Education
and Special
Education

Part-day general education class placement and
part-day resource or itinerant services
Part-day general education class placement
and part-day special class placement

Increasing
severity of needs,
intensity of
services, and
restrictiveness
of environment

Full-day placement in
special class and social
integration with general
school population
Full-day placement in
special class
Full-day placement
in special school
Special
Education
Only

Full-time
placement in
residential facility
Home
or hospital
placement

MOST RESTRICTIVE
Numbers of students in special programs

service options is sometimes viewed as a continuum. The continuum extends from placement in general
education with no special services or supports to options that serve small numbers of students with very
severe needs, such as a school within a hospital for young children receiving treatment for cancer.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The Benefits of Inclusion
Student Benefits
Several benefits can occur when students with disabilities are merged into classes with same-age
nondisabled peers. One benefit is that both students with disabilities and students without disabilities gain opportunities to interact with each other and learn about each other. Nondisabled students

17

Monkey Business/Fotolia

18

part I • Introduction to Inclusive Classrooms

may have opportunities to learn about helping others by pushing wheelchairs, carrying
a lunch tray, or taking notes for a peer with
a disability. Students with disabilities may
benefit by increasing their opportunities
to participate in normal school activities
without segregation. In addition, students
with disabilities may limit being labeled
as a special education student as they have
opportunities to develop friendships with
nondisabled peers, and those peers benefit
from the friendship as well. Resource room
services have aided in decreasing the stigma
attached to special education because
resource teachers often serve students with
many different types of special needs.
In addition, research indicates that students with disabilities can achieve academic
success in general education classrooms. Huberman, Navo, and Parrish (2012) determined that the
practice of inclusion and also collaboration between special education and general education teachers
was associated with a sample of school districts considered to be high performing. Success is most
likely when general education instruction is individualized and when support is available not only to
students with special needs but also to their teachers (Florian, 2010; Idol, 2006; Schulte, Osborne, &
McKinney, 1990).
Current practices safeguard against the inappropriate placement of students in special e ducation
programs. Every effort is made to keep students with special needs in general education situations,
and those students in separate, special programs are encouraged to participate in as many of the
school’s general activities as feasible. For example, special education students should attend school
assemblies, use the playground with peers without disabilities, and eat at the regular lunchtime.

Benefits to Educators
Teachers and specialists can also benefit when students with special needs are included in general
education. Special educators are able to serve more students. Special education classes usually contain only 10 to 15 individuals, whereas resource programs may serve as many as 25 to 30 students.
Also, specialists are able to concentrate on the special learning needs of the student and are not
forced to duplicate the efforts of the general education teacher. General educators benefit, too, from
collaboration with other professionals and from the support they receive in the team approach. Specialists provide individualized help to students and are available to assist the teacher in meeting the
needs of students placed in the general education classroom.

Obstacles to Inclusive Education
Of course, difficulties may occur in the inclusion process. General education teachers who have
little experience with students with special needs may be reluctant to participate. Both students who
are typical and their parents may be apprehensive, as may students with special needs and their
parents. These problems are exacerbated when financial and personnel resources are reduced; there
may be fewer special services and less assistance to teachers. Such difficulties are minimized when
general education teachers are skilled in dealing with students with special needs. Research has
demonstrated that providing pre-service teachers with exposure to different types of disabilities and
training in strategies for working with students with disabilities can improve pre-service teachers’
attitudes toward inclusion and can lead to more successful inclusion practices (Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2011; Kim, 2011; Swain, Nordness, & Leader-Janssen, 2012).
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Even though these roles are not new ones for the teacher, students with special needs may
require special teaching skills. The first part of this book provides basic information about inclusion
in today’s general education classroom. This chapter has presented the concept and some of the
benefits of this approach, has introduced students with special needs and special education, and has
briefly described the roles of the general education teacher. Later chapters will acquaint the teacher
with the team approach and the collaboration process, including some of the legal requirements for
general education teachers. Readers also will explore the special needs of students with disabilities
and others who may need classroom adaptations, and will acquire information about the rich diversity of today’s classroom.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

Explain what an inclusive classroom is and how educators accommodate instruction for
students with special needs.
❍❍
Most students with special needs can succeed in general education classrooms. Inclusion
is the meaningful participation of students with special needs in the general educational
process. Most students with special needs receive the majority of their education in general education classrooms. These students and their teachers are provided with aid and
assistance to ensure their success.
Discuss the special needs of students who require adaptations in the general education classroom.
❍❍
Students with special needs include those with disabilities (learning disabilities, behavioral disorders, mental retardation/intellectual disabilities, speech and language impairments, autism spectrum disorder, physical and health impairments, TBI, and visual and
hearing impairments), students who are gifted and talented, students who are culturally
and linguistically diverse, and students who are at risk for school failure.
Outline the changes in special education and inclusion from the earliest schoolhouses to current educational thinking.
❍❍
Federal legislation has had a dramatic impact on the lives of individuals with disabilities in
the United States. Students with disabilities who were previously excluded from attending
school are now guaranteed a free and appropriate public education. An appropriate public
education has changed from placement in classrooms that were segregated from the rest
of the school population to increased participation of students with disabilities in general
education classrooms alongside their peers. Today students in special education are spending more time in general education classrooms than ever before.
Summarize the benefits of inclusion.
❍❍
Inclusion in general education allows students with special needs to interact with peers
who are typical performers. It also reduces the effects of labeling. The general education
teacher contributes to the success of students with special needs by participating in assessment, program planning and IEP development, placement decisions, and most important,
implementation of students’ general education programs.

Activities
Here are several activities that will help increase your understanding of the concepts presented in this
chapter. Some are designed to acquaint you with the print literature or with resources on the World
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Wide Web. Others are explorations of current programs and practices in your local schools and community. You will find activities such as these at the end of each chapter in this text.
1. Arrange a visit to an elementary, middle, or high school. Talk with the principal or one of the
staff members about the special services at the school. What types of programs are available?
Is there a resource teacher who provides part-time special services to students with disabilities?
If possible, visit a general education class and observe the students carefully. Can you tell
which are identified as having special needs?
2. Interview several general education teachers about their perceptions of inclusion. Have they
taught students with special needs in their classrooms? If so, what special learning needs did
these students have? What do the teachers believe are the advantages and disadvantages of
inclusion?
3. Select one or two of the major educational journals in your field. Look for articles that present
useful suggestions for adapting instruction for students with special needs. You may also wish
to look at some of the journals in special education. Two that feature practical articles about
educating students with disabilities are Intervention in School and Clinic and Teaching Exceptional Children. Despite its title, Teaching Exceptional Children includes suggestions for both
elementary and secondary teachers.
4. Search the Internet for information on inclusion. Visit some of the sites to get an idea of what
people are saying. Are any of the sites sponsored by public schools?
5. The major professional organization in special education is the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC). Many communities have local CEC chapters, and student chapters are often found
at colleges and universities. The national CEC office is located at 1110 North Glebe Road,
Suite 300, Arlington, VA 22201. Get in touch with your local or state CEC chapter or contact
the national headquarters to learn more about this organization. Is the CEC concerned with all
types of students with special needs? Are all of its members special education teachers? How
does it attempt to improve educational services for students with disabilities?
6. Examine how issues such as high-stakes testing and inclusion are viewed in Finland, a nation
known for its quality educational system. Read about the teacher and principal quality of
Finland’s schools on the website for the Center on International Education Benchmarking.

Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock
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Students’ Stories
Michael and Jarrod
Michael and Jarrod have both just started high school and are experiencing some academic and
social challenges. While neither has ever been referred for special education services, they have
both always had some difficulties academically and socially throughout their school years.
Both students have Mrs. Monroe for English class, and she has noticed that both students are
having difficulties with the class. Michael has an average grade of 36% on his assignments, and
Jarrod’s average grade in the class is 62%. She has also noticed that Michael frequently appears
upset and has difficulty getting along with some of his peers in the class. He turns in most of his
assignments, but his work is almost always of very poor quality.
Jarrod does not socialize with his peers in the class and very rarely asks questions in class or
actively participates in class discussion. Jarrod frequently does not turn in assignments, but when
he does turn in his assignments; his work is of average quality. Mrs. Monroe has decided to ask
for assistance to help Michael and Jarrod do better in class, so she completed a form requesting
assistance from the school’s prereferral team.

The Prereferral Team
The school’s prereferral team reviews Mrs. Monroe’s request and asks her to collect some samples of both students’ academic performance for the team to review. Mrs. Monroe gathers some
of their past work and collects daily records of their academic performance for two weeks. In
addition, she notes the number of times that Michael argues with his peers and the number of
times that Jarrod refuses to participate in class discussions. She then brings these work samples
and data on social behavior to the team for review. In addition, the special education resource
teacher comes to Mrs. Monroe’s class and observes both students during their English classes
and reviews samples of their work.

Jarrod: Modifications of the General Education Program
After the prereferral team reviews the information on Jarrod, the team decides that Jarrod’s
educational needs could best be met in the general education classroom, without referral to
special education at the current time. The team suggests that Mrs. Monroe establish a reward
system to encourage Jarrod to participate in class, keep an assignment notebook with directions
for his English assignments and their due dates, and complete the assignments. The team asks
Mrs. Monroe to continue collecting information about Jarrod’s performance. The team also contacts the remedial English resource teacher for ideas about instructional materials for students
like Jarrod. In addition, the special education resource teacher offers to provide periodic consultation to Mrs. Monroe.

Michael: Referral to the Assessment Team
After review of the information about Michael, the prereferral team recommends that he be
referred for evaluation for special education. Mrs. Monroe makes the referral, and an assessment team is formed. The prereferral team reviews Michael’s educational file and obtains input
from Mrs. Monroe and Michael’s parents, which greatly assists in the development of an assessment plan. After receiving consent from Michael’s parents, the team conducts the assessment.
Mrs. Monroe collects additional data on Michael’s in-class performance. The school psychologist and the special education resource teacher assess Michael’s academic achievement and
general ability. The school counselor visits Michael’s parents to discuss performance at home
and in the community. The counselor also contacts Michael’s math, science, and history teachers
to determine how he’s doing in those classes.
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The assessment team then meets with Michael’s mother to review what has been learned.
The results indicate that Michael has good general ability and can read at grade level. His grades
in academic content areas other than English are passing, although quite low. Michael’s writing
skills are well below average in spelling, grammar, punctuation, and capitalization. In addition,
he lacks the social skills necessary for establishing interpersonal relationships, particularly with
peers. From these results, the team concludes that Michael qualifies for special education services, and he is referred to the individualized education program (IEP) team.

Michael’s IEP Team
An IEP team—composed of the vice principal, the counselor, Mrs. Monroe, the special education
resource teacher, the school psychologist, Michael, and Michael’s mother—meet to develop the
IEP. According to the plan agreed upon by the IEP team, Michael will continue to attend his regular
academic classes, including English. He will also see the resource teacher one period per day for
special instruction in written expression. In addition, the resource teacher will meet at least once a
week with Mrs. Monroe to assist in adapting Michael’s writing assignments. The school counselor
will work with Michael to develop skills needed to get along with other students. The counselor,
resource teacher, and Mrs. Monroe will meet with Michael to establish a contract system to reward
successful completion of classroom assignments and appropriate classroom behavior.
The IEP is to be evaluated in six months. In the interim, the school counselor will monitor
Michael’s progress in all of his classes. Michael and his mother agree with the IEP goals and the
special services to be provided. Optimistic about the future, they believe that with help Michael
will succeed in the general education program.

Looking Ahead
Mrs. Monroe worked with three different teams in her efforts to meet the needs of her students
Jarrod and Michael. You’ll learn more about each of these teams in this chapter, but before reading further, think about these questions:

•
•
•
•

What types of classroom modifications did the prereferral team recommend for Jarrod?
What other types of modifications might be possible for students with different types of
learning or behavioral support needs?
What information do you think the assessment team might have asked Mrs. Monroe to collect about Michael’s classroom performance?
Mrs. Monroe, Michael, and Michael’s mother all participated as members of Michael’s IEP
team. What do you think each of these individuals was able to contribute?

S

tudents with special needs are best served by collaborations among professionals in general education and special education, resources within the school community, and his or her
parents and family members. In school settings, these collaborations take place when groups of
individuals work together to identify and provide the best options for students in need of extraordinary interventions. The team approach is the strategy of choice for addressing the problems of
students who are struggling in school.

Learning Outcomes
After you’ve completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Identify and explain the characteristics and functions of teams serving students with special
needs.
• Outline the roles of each team member in delivering and/or supporting instruction for students
with special needs.

The IEP team has specific
members who’re the team.
Watch this video to learn
more about this team.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BEMjVhhjc9A
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• Discuss ways in which team members can collaborate in the identification and prereferral
stage.
• Explain the role of collaboration in the referral and assessment process.
• Design an IEP through team collaboration.
• Describe the types of special education services and program options available to students with
special needs.

Teams Serving Students with Special Needs
Teams serving students with special needs serve one or more of the following purposes: (a) assist
teachers to meet students’ needs within the general education classroom, (b) determine whether
students are eligible for extraordinary services such as special education, and (c) plan, monitor, and
evaluate the provision of special education services.

The Team Approach Under IDEA
In special education, federal law requires that teams, not individuals, make important decisions
about services for students with disabilities. Two types of teams are mandated, the assessment
team and the IEP team. Figure 2-1 covers the general requirements of IDEA 2004 and describes
these teams and other important mandates of the law.
Federal law mandates the use of special education teams; however, variations are seen from
state to state and from district to district in the names of the teams and their specific functions.
The assessment team might be called the special services committee, special education committee, placement committee, or student study team. The assessment team’s responsibilities begin
when an educator or parent decides to refer a student for consideration for special education
services. The team develops and executes a plan for evaluating the student to determine whether
he or she meets the legal criteria for those services. Once a student has been found eligible for
special education services, the IEP team is charged with planning and monitoring the student’s
educational program plan. This team may be called the IEP committee or the educational planning team.
The third type of team is the prereferral intervention team. Although federal special education law does not require this team, the prereferral intervention approach has become quite popular, and it is mandated or recommended by a majority of states (Albritton & Truscott, 2014). The
purpose of this approach is to assist teachers in resolving instructional and behavioral difficulties
within the general education classroom before formal referrals are made to special education or
other types of special services. This type of team might be called the teacher assistance team, student support team, or the prereferral committee.
A newer method for collaboration between general and special education is the response to
intervention (RTI) approach. As its name implies, this approach centers around study of how well
students learn when provided with various types of instructional interventions. As McLoughlin and
Lewis (2008) described, RTI provides a system for evaluating whether a student can benefit from
enhanced instruction within the general curriculum. RTI is a prereferral approach that involves both
assessment and instruction. Students who do not show progress may be eligible for special education services.
IDEA 2004 permits states to use the RTI approach in identification of students with learning
disabilities in place of or in addition to an older approach: identification of a significant discrepancy between ability and achievement. States may also choose to use RTI with struggling students
with other types of possible special needs. Zirkel and Krohn (2008) reported that, as of October
2007, regulations in the majority of states permit districts to use RTI in the identification of learning d isabilities, but do not prohibit the use of the discrepancy approach. As Reschly (2014) has
indicated, the utility of RTI is as a means for identifying specific learning disabilities promoting
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FIGURE 2-1
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Important Provisions of IDEA 2004

IDEA 2004, the Individuals with Disabilities Education
education curriculum and the school’s resources; (e) an
Improvement Act, provides guidelines for many of the
individual who can interpret the assessment results (if one is
activities and procedures that take place in special education, not already a member of the team); (f) at the discretion of
including requirements for the assessment and individualized the parent or the LEA, others with expertise regarding the
education program (IEP) teams. IDEA is the current version
student; and (g) the student with a disability, when appropriof Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped
ate. IDEA 2004 allows that a team member may be excused
Children Act of 1975, the first federal law to guarantee a
from attending an IEP meeting if both the parent and the
free, appropriate public education to students with disabililocal educational agency give their consent.
ties. Following are some of the important terms appearing in • Surrogate parent. If a parent of a student with disabilities
federal special education law:
is not available to work with the school, a surrogate
parent can be appointed. The surrogate parent approves
• Child find. State and local education agencies must work
the student’s placement, is a member of the IEP team,
actively to identify unserved students in need of special
and serves as an advocate for the student.
education.
• Assessment team. When a student is referred for evaluation for possible special education services, a multidiscipli
nary team is formed to plan and carry out the assessment.
The specific disciplines represented on the team vary by
the needs of the student, but the information gathered
must be comprehensive enough for the team to make
decisions about whether the student meets eligibility
requirements for special education. Parents of the student
must give permission for assessment to take place, and
both parents and professionals participate in determining
if the student has a disability, and, if so, what educational
needs are present.

• Due process hearing. If the school or the parent(s) of a
student with disabilities is not satisfied that the student
is receiving an appropriate educational program, an
impartial due process hearing can be requested. Hearings
attempt to resolve disagreements regarding issues such
as identification, evaluation, and educational programs
and placements. Under IDEA 2004, parents and the school
must meet in a resolution session to attempt to reach a
settlement before a due process hearing can be held.

• Confidentiality. Federal laws guarantee “confidentiality in
the disclosure of information that may unnecessarily
identify a student as having a disability” (Strickland &
Turnbull, 1993, p. 261). Parents of students with disabilities
• Nondiscriminatory assessment. Assessment instruments
must be informed of the confidentiality requirements for
and materials must be technically sound and administrated
personally identifiable information (e.g., name, address) and
by trained personnel. These instruments must not penalize
must give consent before this information can be released
students for their native language, race, culture, or
to anyone outside the school district. The district must
disability.
maintain confidential records of each student, and these
• IEP team. Group develops, reviews, and revises the IEP.
records must be accessible to parents.
IEPs are written for all students with disabilities who
receive special education services. IEPs must be reviewed • Transition services. When students with disabilities reach
age 16, their IEPs must include a statement of postseconary
and revised at least annually. The IEP team is composed of
goals and the transition services needed to meet those
the following members: (a) the parents of the student with
goals. Transition services are designed to support students
a disability; (b) at least one of the student’s general
as they move from the K–12 school environment to the
education teachers (if the student is, or may be, participatworld of work or postsecondary education or training.
ing in the general education program); (c) at least one
According to IDEA 2004, such services may include not only
special education teacher or special educator who
instruction but also community experiences, development of
provides service to students with the type of disability
employment and adult living goals, and assistance in
being considered; (d) a representative of the local educaacquiring daily living skills.
tion agency (LEA) who is qualified to supervise or provide
special education and is knowledgeable about the general

Source: Pearson Education, New York, New York.

the integration of educational interventions paired with quantifiable measurement resulting in
prevention, early identification, and treatment.

The Team Approach Under Section 504
One other variation of the team approach is important to consider. Some students with disabilities receive accommodations within the general education classroom under Section 504 of the
Federal Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Section 504, intended as a civil rights law for individuals
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Section 504 is another
support for students
with disabilities. Learn
more about Section 504
by watching this video:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BEMjVhhjc9A

with disabilities of all ages, repeats IDEA’s guarantee of a free, appropriate public education but
covers a wider segment of the student population. Students with attention deficit h yperactivity
disorder and those with attention deficit disorder often receive services under Section 504,
rather than IDEA. Salend (2008) adds that other students (e.g., those with health conditions
such as asthma, diabetes, and epilepsy) may also be served under Section 504. Similar to the
procedures dictated under IDEA, the team approach is used to gather assessment information,
make decisions about student eligibility, and develop an individualized accommodation plan,
called a 504 accommodation plan.
The position in this book is that general and special educators should work together when
making educational decisions concerning students with special needs, particularly those who are
served in the general education classroom. Teams should be concerned not only with students with
identified disabilities, but also with others who are struggling in school, with those who are gifted
and talented, and with those who are culturally and linguistically diverse. For students with disabilities, federal and state laws and regulations describe the purpose, responsibilities, and makeup of the
teams that make educational decisions. For students with other types of special needs, there may
be no laws or regulations requiring the team approach. Regardless, this book will stress the importance of prereferral, assessment, and educational planning teams in helping all students with special
needs to succeed in the general education program. Figure 2-2 summarizes the responsibilities of
each of these important teams.

FIGURE 2-2

Responsibilities of Teams Serving Students with Special Needs

Prereferral Team
• Identify possible problem.
• Consider previous interventions.
• Design data collection procedures.
• Design prereferral interventions.
• Identify needed support/services to implement intervention plan.
• Coordinate implementation of prereferral interventions.
• Evaluate prereferral interventions.
• Modify interventions as needed.
• Initiate special education referral if general education interventions are not successful.
Assessment Team
• Review referral for special education.
• Review data on prereferral interventions.
• Identify team members needed to develop assessment plan.
• Design assessment plan.
• Provide assessment plan to parents and review plan.
• Obtain parents’ permission to conduct assessment.
• Conduct assessment.
• Summarize assessment results.
• Conduct meeting with parents to determine eligibility.
Individualized Education Program (IEP) Team
• Identify IEP team membership needed for speciﬁc student.
• Review assessment results.
• Establish present levels of educational performance.
• Identify and select appropriate annual goals.
• Designate appropriate placement in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).
• Develop plan for implementation of the IEP.
• Develop evaluation plan.
• Identify process for reporting student’s progress to parents.
• Establish and monitor reevaluation plan.
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Characteristics of Effective Teams
Effective teams are essential to excellence in the delivery of services and supports to students with
special needs. Often school teams are formed but not enough attention is given to strengthening the
teaming process among team members. For example, how are roles among team members determined, how can communication and collaboration be more optimal, and how do team members
resolve conflict? These are all relevant questions about important ingredients tied to the teaming
process. For beginning and veteran teachers, working on teams that are less than optimal in terms
of functioning can not only be frustrating, but can add considerable stress to one’s life and result in
less than maximum results for students.
Effective teams have characteristics that work to the good of all team members and for the
students they serve. Effective teams are led by a sense of mission and purpose. This results from
having clearly defined goals that provide the team with both direction and purpose; in other words
they are committed to a set of common goals. Effective teams are composed of team members
with varied skill sets that serve the good of the team’s mission. Essential to serving its mission
are clearly defined team member roles that compliment both their skill sets and the mission as a
whole. Leadership should be shared across team members, depending on the situation. Effective
teams also communicate effectively and recognize that their performance as a team hinges on open
communication aimed at performance and goal attainment, which in this case is the design and
delivery of effective instructional practices directed at optimal learning and performance outcomes
of students. Also essential to effective teams is a means by which to resolve conflicts among team
members. This necessitates that team members maintain an unconditional, positive regard for their
teammates and recognize that communication needs to be open and safe so that team members feel
encouraged to express themselves freely. Important to building effective teams is maintaining a
sense of community and collaboration among team members with emphasis on building meaningful and positive relationships. Finally, effective teams focus on making relevant educational decisions through consensus building that are based on the needs and well-being of the student and his
or her family.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Roles of Team Members
Teams serving students with special needs are composed of individuals directly involved with
some aspect of delivering or supporting instruction. Team members include general and special educators, some of whom may provide direct services to the student. Other professionals
such as school psychologists, speech-language pathologists, and school nurses are involved
as necessary. School administrators serve as resources to the team, and parents of the student
are an important addition. Although parents typically are not professional educators, they are
able to provide information about the student and thus play a significant role in the educational
decision-making process. If appropriate, the student with special needs should also be encouraged to participate.

Building Principals
School principals or vice principals serve as key members of teams serving students with special
needs. As administrators, they’re responsible for the general education programs and often the special education programs housed within their buildings. In large elementary or secondary schools,
the vice principal with supervisory responsibilities for the special education program may represent
the principal on the team.
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The principal often schedules and chairs the team’s formal meetings. Although usually
not directly responsible for implementing any portion of the student’s IEP, administrators do
influence the operation and effectiveness of the effort. As educational leaders of the school,
their activities, attitudes and support can help establish the necessary school climate for developing educational programs that serve a wide variety of learners, and for building successful
programs that provide appropriate services for students with special needs.

Special Education Administrators
Special education directors supervise the provision of educational programs for all students with
disabilities within a district. Among the programs under their direction are resource programs and
special classes as well as support services to general education teachers who teach students with
disabilities. Special education directors may also develop in-service training programs to help
teachers work more effectively with students with special needs.
On assessment and IEP teams, special education administrators assist in the review of assessment information and help examine options for special education services. In some districts, these
professionals serve only when students are likely to require placement in more intensive service
options, such as separate special classes.

General Education Teachers
The involvement of general education teachers is critical because they have firsthand experience
with students with special needs in their classrooms. They share ideas with parents and other professionals, and they assist in devising strategies for successful programs to serve students with special needs who are included in the general education program. If these teachers do not participate
on the team, the effectiveness of the inclusion effort is compromised. The involvement of general
education teachers in this process has become more commonplace, given the increased numbers of
students with disabilities in general education settings.
At the secondary level, students are served by a number of general education teachers,
and the school counselor may be designated as the teachers’ representative on teams serving
students with special needs. The counselor collects information from each teacher about a
student’s classroom performance and reports to the team. The counselor is then responsible for
conveying team decisions and recommendations to each of the student’s teachers. Of course,
it is possible (and often desirable) for secondary teachers to serve as members of the team,
as in the example of Mrs. Monroe, Michael’s and Jarrod’s ninth-grade English teacher (see
“Students’ Stories”).
General education teachers who have worked with students being considered for special
education services can provide the team with much information. They are aware of strengths
students may have, students’ past responses to instructional programs and procedures, and areas
in which s tudents may require the most assistance. The presence of these teachers on the team can
ensure that all important classroom information is considered. In addition, their experience with
individual students may temper the interpretation of assessment results or the recommendations
made by the team.
General education teachers responsible for implementing a portion of the IEP should be
involved in the team’s discussion of assessment results and other relevant information gathered
by professionals or provided by parents. Teachers can describe their classroom programs and their
perceptions of a student’s ability to participate in activities in the general education class. They can
also contribute to and benefit from the team’s discussion of ways to adapt the general education
program. As soon as the modified classroom program or the IEP is initiated, the teacher can inform
the team of the student’s progress in the general education class. This input helps the team evaluate the current program in order to make any changes needed to enable the student to meet goals
established by the prereferral or IEP team.
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Other General Educators
Students with special needs may also be served by general educators other than their classroom
teacher. For example, when special needs of students first come to the attention of the school,
general education specialists in reading, mathematics, or learning the English language may
become part of the team. These professionals may assist by gathering assessment data and by
providing instructional support to students who are struggling and to their teachers. If students are
then referred to special education, general education specialists can lend their expertise to the team
about specific instructional needs and the success of various interventions.

Special Educators
In addition to general education teachers, special educators provide instructional services to students with disabilities. Those most likely to be on the teams serving students with special needs are
those assigned to a classroom or office within the student’s school. The special educator may be a
teacher-consultant who provides assistance to general education teachers who have students with
special needs in their classes. Or the special educator may be a resource room teacher who provides
direct services to special students as well as consultation to their teachers. The special class teacher
also may participate as a member of the team; this teacher serves students who require more intensive
special education, but who may be included in the general education program for selected activities.
Itinerant specialists, who travel from school to school, may be trained specialists in the education of students with speech or language impairments, visual impairments, hearing impairments,
physical or health impairments, or other special needs. One of the most common itinerant specialists is
the speech–language pathologist, who serves students with communication disorders. Other itinerant
specialists include physical and occupational therapists. These and other specialists are team members
when a student is being evaluated to determine his or her eligibility for special education services.
Special educators fulfill a variety of roles on the team. Often they are responsible for organizing the team, conducting the meetings, and monitoring the services provided to students with
disabilities. They may observe a student in the general education class and conduct much of the
educational assessment. Special education teachers explain different types of available special
services and describe in detail support services for general education teachers. Also, these professionals help interpret assessment results and assist the team in formulating the educational plan. In
the implementation of the IEP, they typically provide direct services to students with disabilities
and consultant services to general education teachers.
The special educator most likely to provide instruction to a specific student should serve on
the IEP team when that student’s educational program is being planned. This involvement provides
the special educator with the opportunity to meet the student and his or her parent(s) and teacher(s). The special educator thus becomes familiar with the student’s current performance and educational needs, as well as with the views of the student’s general education teacher(s), the student’s
parent(s), and other professionals concerned with the student’s education.

Parents and Students
Parents may be reluctant to participate in the activities of teams serving students with special needs,
particularly if there is a history of negative contacts with the school. They also may be apprehensive
about becoming a member of a team composed mainly of professionals. It is the responsibility of
the professionals on the team to encourage parents to participate and to reassure them about the
importance of their involvement. Professionals must view parents and families as true partners in
the process. Parent and family input is vital to the development of meaningful educational plans.
Educational programs are more effective for students when parents are active participants.
Parents can provide the team with information about the performance of the student outside the
school setting. They also can assist in establishing appropriate educational goals. In addition,
parents contribute by identifying which aspects of the educational program can be supported or
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s upplemented within the home. A parent’s awareness of the specific program designed for his or
her child and the resultant coordination between home and school can make an important difference for many students.
If possible, conflicts between parents and professionals should be resolved at the team level.
However, if parents do not agree with the recommendations made by the team, they may request a
hearing to appeal the team’s decisions. The school district also has the right to appeal if it believes
that parents are not acting in their student’s best interests.
Students with special needs participate in the activities of the team when appropriate. As a
general rule, students who have reached adolescence are the most likely to be included, especially when transition planning is being considered. Shogren and Plotner (2012), in a national
survey, found that over 80% of secondary students with disabilities were actively engaged in
transition planning as part of the team process. Students participating in team meetings should
be encouraged to discuss their reactions and perceptions regarding possible educational goals
and placements.

Monkey Business/Fotolia

School Psychologists
School psychologists assist the assessment team in evaluating students referred for special education services. In addition to administering tests and other assessments, psychologists may
observe students in the general education classroom, interview parents, or consult with other
professionals who have information about
students’ recent performance. Their participation on the assessment and IEP teams
also involves explanation or interpretation
of assessment results.
School psychologists generally have
training in consultation, counseling, and
classroom management. However, their
responsibilities for assessing students, writing reports, and serving on several prereferral, assessment, or IEP teams throughout the
district often consume most of their time,
given expanded caseloads—the number of
students for whom they are r esponsible.
Because school psychologists are usually
required to serve more than one school, they
may not be available for consultation with a
teacher who has an immediate concern.

School Social Workers
School social workers assist in collecting information from parents, coordinating the efforts of the
prereferral or IEP teams with community agencies, and observing students’ interactions in settings
outside the classroom. They are able to provide consultative services to parents, teachers, and students themselves.

School Counselors
Although counselors are most likely to be found at the secondary level, in some districts they are
available for students of all ages. Counselors take on a number of roles on teams serving students
with special needs and also provide direct services to these students. They assist in gathering
information from teachers, school records, parents, and community agencies (particularly when
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school social workers are not available). Students with special needs may receive counseling or
educational guidance from these professionals. Counselors at the secondary level often coordinate
the educational programs for students with special needs and assume responsibility for communicating each student’s progress to teachers, parents, and the student.

School Nurses
The school nurse may collect medical information regarding students with special needs; for example, nurses can screen students for possible vision or hearing problems. As team members, nurses
assist in interpreting medical records and reports and also can explain the educational implications
of medical information. They may provide services to students with physical impairments, those
with chronic illnesses, or others needing continued medical attention. In addition, they assist parents in obtaining medical services for their children.

Other Team Members
Other persons join teams serving students with special needs when their particular expertise is
needed. For instance, for students with physical impairments, professionals such as physical therapists, occupational therapists, and adapted physical education teachers are important team
members. When young students with disabilities enter school, it is important to obtain information from the early interventionist familiar with their progress in infant and toddler or preschool
programs to facilitate their transition into the school program. For secondary students, vocational
rehabilitation counselors may be an important addition. Audiologists contribute to the team’s
understanding of hearing losses, and medical personnel may assist when students with health
impairments are being considered. Assistive technology specialists can advise the team regarding
the selection, acquisition, and use of technological devices to increase, maintain, or improve the
functional capabilities of students with disabilities. Another possible addition is the instructional
aide who has worked closely with the student.
Although these professionals are included as team members as needed, the effective team
involves only those individuals who are necessary for careful and complete consideration of the
student’s special needs. Large teams of more than five to seven members become unwieldy, and
productivity declines. At minimum, however, every team should include the student’s parent(s) and
his or her general and special education teachers.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Collaboration in the Identification
and Prereferral Stages
Collaboration is a process that can include several people. At the identification and prereferral
stage, input from several different people and multiple sources may be valuable. Collaboration may take place at many points in the process—from identification of a possible special
instructional need, to referral for assessment, to program planning, and to the provision of services over and above those offered to all students in the general education community. This
section of the chapter discusses collaboration before a formal referral is made for evaluation for
special education or other services. The first activities discussed are identification procedures:
child find, screening efforts, and the identification of struggling students using results of stateand district-mandated achievement tests. Next are the prereferral team and prereferral interventions, which are the more traditional approach to making classroom changes to help students
improve their school performance.

The IRIS Center at
Vanderbilt University
develops training
enhancement materials for
preservice and practicing
teachers. This module on
prereferral will help you
apply your knowledge of
some of the benefits of
using a prereferral process
to promote student
success. http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/module/
preref/
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Identification
Federal and state laws and regulations specify procedures for educational agencies to follow in
the location and identification of students with disabilities. IDEA 2004 requires that all states and
local education agencies engage in child-find activities to locate all students with disabilities in
need of special education and then to provide those students with appropriate services. Child-find
activities might include posting flyers with contact information in locations such as pediatricians’
offices, health departments, and so on; billboards advertising the contact information if you know
of a child with a potential disability; or commercials providing information. States spell out district
responsibilities in this area and others such as notification of parents, due process procedures, and
confidentiality of student records.
One way in which schools endeavor to locate students who are in possible need of special
education and other services is through screening. Screening procedures are methods of gathering information about a large number of individuals quickly, to identify persons who may need
further study. Screening for hearing and vision problems is generally a routine practice today in
schools. A school nurse, hearing specialist, or other professional screens children individually
to see how well a child can perform a task requiring vision or hearing ability. For example, a
child may be asked to look at letters of various sizes from varying distances and say the letter
names. To screen hearing, the student might listen through a headphone and raise his or her
hand when a sound is heard. Students who have difficulty with screening tasks may then be
referred for more in-depth assessment.
Screening also takes place to identify students who may need assistance in learning the English
language. When students enter school, parents are asked to provide information about the language
or languages spoken in the home. If the student or others in the family speak a language other than
English, the student may be assessed to determine how proficient he or she is in English. Those
who have not yet mastered English may then be referred for educational services or programs for
those learning English.
General education teachers may also be involved in screening efforts. Teachers often take part
in workshops or other types of training to learn more about students with special needs, including those with disabilities. Also, districts may provide information to teachers about warning signs
of common learning problems, then ask teachers to identify students who show similar signs. To
reach a broader audience, state education agencies or local districts may run community information campaigns to help acquaint community members, including parents, with the types of special
needs that children and adolescents might show, and the services available in the schools to address
those needs.
Testing of student achievement has become a common occurrence as states and districts have
adopted standards of performance for most academic subjects and developed or adopted tests
to assess how well students are progressing toward those standards. Districts may choose to use
results of these “high-stakes” tests administered to all students to identify those who are lagging
behind. Thus, for example, tests of reading or mathematics proficiency in the early grades become
screening procedures as well as measures of academic progress. One drawback of this approach is
the infrequency of such tests. Chapter 8 discusses RTI, which is an alternative method for identifying the needs of students and uses frequent measurement of school progress.

Prereferral Intervention
The traditional approach to initially address academic difficulties that a student displays is called
prereferral intervention. As the term implies, prereferral interventions are changes that take place
in the school program before a formal referral.
Anyone within the school community can refer students for consideration for possible special education services. Most referrals originate with general education teachers, but many come
from parents, counselors, social welfare agencies, and physicians. However, before beginning
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Data Collection. When students experience difficulty with some aspect of the general
education program, one of the first steps for
teachers is collection of data to describe the
instructional problem. This information helps
to verify the existence of the problem, describe
its characteristics, and determine its severity.
For example, if a teacher is concerned about a
student who doesn’t seem to be working on his
journal during classroom time allotted for that
activity, the teacher can observe to find out how
often (or how long) he is off task. If the student
spends half the time talking with peers rather
than writing, the teacher is likely to conclude
that the problem is severe enough to warrant
intervention.
Collaboration with Parents and Colleagues. Once the instructional problem is described,
it is often useful to confer with other professionals familiar with the student. Former teachers may
be able to describe approaches they’ve found effective for similar problems; current teachers can
share with the student their experiences and observations of his or her ability to meet classroom
demands. Parents and other family members can also provide information about the student. In
some cases, simply making parents aware of the problem is an effective intervention. For example,
if the p roblem concerns homework, parents may decide to become more vigilant about supervising
their children’s homework time. Or they may make watching television or another valued activity
contingent on homework completion. Chen and Gregory (2011) found that when parents attended
prereferral meetings, the likelihood of the student being referred for further evaluation decreased.
Prereferral Intervention Teams. In some districts, teachers work with individual professionals such as special education resource teachers or teacher-consultants to gather ideas for modifying classroom programs to meet needs of students not yet referred for special education. In a
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referral procedures, it’s important to consider other possible options within the general education program. In many cases students may display delayed academic progress during brief
periods, but the cause is transient, and simple interventions can help them get back on track.
By implementing some prereferral interventions, educators can reduce the time, cost, and effort
needed to conduct a comprehensive evaluation. Classroom teachers refer students for special
education and other types of support services for many reasons. In one study, the most common
reasons were general academic problems, difficulty reading, and behavioral problems such as
inattentiveness (Cameron & Cook, 2013). Becker, Paternite, and Evans (2014) indicated that
aggression displayed by a student was the most critical factor for considering a diagnosis of
emotional disturbance. However, before making a referral, the teacher can try several strategies
to solve the instructional problem. Because they are attempted beforehand these strategies are
called prereferral interventions.
Interventions undertaken during the prereferral stage often eliminate the need to refer students
for special education or other special services. For example, a change in instructional strategies or
an adaptation of the classroom learning environment may lead to improved student performance.
Although not mandated by federal special education laws, prereferral interventions are required
or recommended by most states (Buck, Polloway, Smith-Thomas, & Cook, 2003; Truscott et al.,
2005). Typically, school personnel must document that all possible general education interventions have been attempted before a student can be
formally referred for special education services.
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more common arrangement, teachers seek assistance from teams of colleagues. These teams are
known by several different names: teacher assistance teams, student study teams, prereferral assistance teams, prereferral intervention teams, and so on. They are typically composed of several general educators representing different grade levels or subject areas; other members may include an
administrator such as the principal, a specialist such as a special educator, and parents. Their major
role is to collaborate with teachers in solving instructional problems.
The research on teacher-assistance teams and consultation services indicates that these
approaches are quite successful in solving problems at the classroom level, thereby r educing
the number of referrals to special education (Albritton & Truscott, 2014; Pool, Carter, &
Johnson, 2012).
The prereferral intervention process requires that team members work together collaboratively to assist the general education teacher to resolve issues. Research has shown that
teachers’ stress levels can be reduced when they are provided assistance from prereferral assistance teams (Lhospital & Gregory, 2009). Papalia-Berardi and Hall (2007) reviewed research
on prereferral teams and found that general education teachers were not always satisfied with
the process. Slonski-Fowler and Truscott (2004) noted that general education teachers would
sometimes disengage from the prereferral intervention process. In response to this, SlonskiFowler and Truscott developed a model for increasing teacher engagement in the process. They
recommended that prereferral teams need to validate the suggestions made by general education teachers, develop interventions that are effective, and assist with the implementation and
evaluation of the procedures.
Prereferral intervention teams may benefit from using problem-solving procedures during team
meetings to guide them toward more useful outcomes. Numerous problem-solving models exist
and follow a similar pattern that includes steps such as clarifying the problem, developing potential
actions to take, implementing the actions developed, and determining if the actions implemented
were successful. One recently developed problem-solving model is the Team-Initiated Problem-Solving (TIPS) model (Newton, Horner, Algozzine, Todd, & Algozzine, 2009). Several studies
have recently utilized the TIPS model and found that the problem-solving model was beneficial
for increasing the overall use of a problem-solving process, but further research is still needed to
determine if the process results in improved intervention development and implementation (Newton, Horner, Algozzine, et al., 2012; Newton, Horner, Todd, Algozzine, & Algozzine, 2012; Todd,
Horner, Newton, Algozzine, Algozzine, & Frank, 2011).
Team deliberations are most fruitful when the teacher is able to clearly describe the student’s
problem and any attempts to remedy it. The teacher begins by noting the area or areas of concern
(e.g., academic achievement, classroom behavior) and the steps already taken to solve the problem
(e.g., student or parent conference). He or she then describes the student’s present performance and
current classroom procedures. The teacher then identifies the type of assistance he or she is seeking,
and then the team can record the results of its deliberations and recommendations.

Classroom Modifications. A number of prereferral intervention strategies involve changes in
the instructional program of the general education class. To improve student performance, modifications can be made to any aspect of the program: the classroom curriculum, instruction delivery,
learning activities in which students participate, grading methods, the physical arrangement of the
classroom, and strategies for managing student behavior.
Curricular adaptations are changes in the body of knowledge and skills taught to students.
One option is to retain the standard grade-level curriculum but teach only a portion of it—those
areas determined to be the most important. Another option is the substitution of an alternative curriculum. In the general education classroom, this usually involves teaching the prerequisite skills
that students lack or using curricular materials from a lower grade level. For example, a fifth-grade
teacher might use fourth-grade reading materials for some students in the class.
Instructional adaptations are the most common type of classroom modification. These changes
may involve any part of the teaching–learning process: the teacher’s instructional methods and
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strategies, learning activities and instructional materials, performance requirements for students,
testing and grading procedures, and grouping arrangements. Examples are as follows:
• Providing additional instruction in areas where students experience difficulty
• Structuring practice activities so that students have ample time to master one set of skills before
moving on to the next
• Modifying task requirements so that students can listen rather than read or give answers by
speaking rather than writing
• Giving permission for students to have extra time to complete exams and assignments
• Allowing students to use aids such as calculators and spell checkers
• Reducing the number of math problems students are required to solve or the number of paragraphs they must write
• Grouping students with similar needs for instruction and changing the composition of the
groups as needed
Management adaptations are changes in the classroom behavior management system. The
teacher may need to provide additional instruction to all students on the rules for classroom conduct. Or he or she may need to modify the standard classroom management system if several
students begin to display inappropriate behaviors. In some cases, it may be necessary to begin a
systematic behavior change program for one or more students with more severe behavioral problems. For example, the teacher and student might negotiate a behavioral contract in which the student agrees to reduce his or her inappropriate behavior, and in exchange the teacher promises to
provide a suitable reward.
Environmental adaptations are changes in the physical environment of the classroom. For
example, a teacher may alter the arrangement of student desks and the location of learning materials to make classroom activities accessible to a student who uses a wheelchair. Students with visual
and hearing impairments may be seated near the front of the room, if that is where instruction
typically occurs. Students who act out and those who have difficulty focusing their attention may
also be seated near the teacher. The classroom itself may be arranged so that there are areas for
several different activities including large- and small-group instruction, independent study, work at
the computer, and so on.

General Education and Community Resources. In addition to making modifications
in their own classrooms, teachers can draw on the resources of the general education program
to assist students with school problems. Although different schools will have different resources
available, all teachers have access to some level of support within their school, district, and
community.
The use of students as instructional assistants is one example. Students act as tutors to other
students, thereby increasing the amount of individualized instruction that takes place within the
classroom. Peer-tutoring programs are inexpensive in terms of both time and money, and research
supports their effectiveness for increasing the skill levels of students with school achievement problems (Perrott, Davis, Vannest, & Williams, 2013). Parents, other family members, and community
volunteers can also act as assistants within the classroom.
The general education program may offer a number of resources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

schoolwide peer-tutoring or peer-counseling programs
academic assistance in the computer lab
remedial programs for low-income students
reading and math labs or tutorial services
programs for students learning English
bilingual education
enrichment opportunities for students with special gifts and talents

35

36

part I • Introduction to Inclusive Classrooms

The community may offer additional resources such as:
•
•
•
•

after-school programs providing homework assistance
big brother and big sister programs
sports activities and clubs
a homework hotline staffed by tutors

School and community resources such as these provide options that teachers should consider
when they select prereferral interventions for students with special needs.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Collaboration in Referral and Assessment
Although students are
referred to an assessment
team, not every child will
receive an IEP. Learn more
about the referral process in
this video.

When prereferral interventions do not solve the problems that students experience in the general
education classroom, the next step is a referral to determine if the student has a disability and is eligible for special education services. An assessment team considers the referral information, including data collected during the prereferral stage, and designs a plan for evaluating the student to
determine eligibility and specific educational needs.

Referral
Students are referred for special education if they have special needs that interfere with their school
performance and if these needs cannot be adequately met within the general educational program.
When a formal referral is made, federal and state laws come into play, dictating specific timelines
and notification procedures to ensure that evaluation takes place promptly. Students cannot be relegated to a waiting list (as happened in the past); undue delay would penalize not only the student
who is experiencing difficulty but also the individual who referred that student.
The number and type of referrals teachers make to special education vary. Some teachers refer
a high percentage of their students; others refer none. Several explanations for this range are possible. Some teachers may already be capable of adapting the classroom program to meet the needs
of a wide range of students. Some may not have a clear understanding of how serious a student’s
problems should be before special education services are considered. Others may be unaware of
available program options. Still others may be unfamiliar with referral procedures, or they may feel
that making a referral is a sign of failure and reflects poorly on their skills as a teacher. Most classroom teachers fall somewhere between the extremes. Also, the more knowledge and skills teachers
obtain from working with students with special needs, the more appropriate their referrals.
The exact procedure for making referrals varies across schools. It might involve filling out a
short form, completing an elaborate checklist, or writing a report with detailed information about
the student’s current and past performance. As part of the referral process in many districts, teachers must document steps taken to meet the student’s educational needs within the general education
classroom. The types of special needs that students may exhibit typically fall within one or more of
the following clusters:
• Physical needs. Difficulty with hearing or vision, with mobility or motor coordination, or with
physical activities requiring strength and stamina.
• Academic needs. Poor performance in relation to peers in one or more areas of the curriculum.
These needs may be evident in the communication skills of listening and speaking, basic academic
skill areas such as reading and mathematics, and/or content areas such as science and history.
• Classroom behavior needs. Difficulty in controlling inappropriate behaviors that interfere with
other students, the instruction of the classroom, or the student’s own study activities. Both
acting-out and withdrawn behaviors may be considered inappropriate.
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FIGURE 2-3

Sample Referral Form
Referral for Evaluation for Special Education

Directions: Complete all sections of this referral form, and provide as much specific information as possible. Please
return this form to the school office when it is complete.
Teacher ___________________________________ Grade/Class _________________ Date ________
_______________
Student ___________________________________ Age _____________________ Birth Date____________________
1. What is the reason for this referral?

2. How does the student’s problem affect his/her ability to participate in your classroom?

3. How would you describe this student’s performance compared with that of others in your class?

4. What are the student’s areas of strength?

5. What are the student’s areas of greatest need?

6. What steps have you taken to address the student’s areas of need in your classroom? What results were obtained?

7. Use this space to include any other important information.

• Social needs. Difficulty establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships, either with
peers or with adults.
Teachers report on students’ needs on referral forms such as that in Figure 2-3. This sample
form asks about the student’s current performance in school and the results of the prereferral interventions provided to the student. Specific, accurate, and objective information is most useful to
the teams that will conduct the assessment and, if the student is found eligible for special services,
develop the IEP. So teachers should avoid general statements such as the student “is slow,” “acts
out in class,” “never talks,” or “works below grade level.” Instead, it is more helpful to describe
academic skill problems in terms of the number of assignments completed by the student, the grade
earned or the percentage correct, and the types of errors made. Teachers can provide specific information about behavioral concerns by reporting the frequency with which problem behaviors occur
during the school day and how long each persists.

Assessment
The assessment team begins by studying the referral information, developing a written plan for
evaluating the student, and seeking the approval of the student’s parent(s) for the plan. The plan
describes each of the tests and other procedures that the team will use to gather information about
the student’s skills, abilities, and possible disabilities.
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Federal laws such as IDEA 2004 include strict guidelines for the process used in the
i dentification of students as eligible for special education. One important requirement is that
assessment must be nondiscriminatory. The procedures and tests used in assessment must not
discriminate on the basis of race and culture, disability, or language. Tests and other assessments must be administered in the student’s language, if that language is not English, unless it
is clearly not feasible. Students who communicate via sign language should be assessed using
that language. In terms of disability, the law permits the assessment team to study the extent of
the disability, but care must be taken to minimize the disability’s effect when other skills and
abilities are assessed. For example, students who cannot hold a pencil to write because of a
physical impairment should be able to demonstrate their skills in mathematics in ways that do
not require writing.
Tests and other procedures should assess important areas of educational need such as academic
performance, classroom behavior, and social skills. General education teachers can assist here by
providing data about current classroom performance. Assessment must be comprehensive, taking
into account not only educational needs but also all areas related to the suspected disability. Federal
law mandates that no single test or other measure can be used to determine a student’s placement.
Once assessment data are gathered, the team prepares a written report and shares results with
the student’s parent(s). Those results are used to determine whether the student meets eligibility
requirements for special education. If so, the assessment findings serve as a basis for the IEP team
to design the educational program for the student and determine the most appropriate educational placement.
Under federal law, eligibility for special
education services is determined by two criteria. First, it must be established that the student
has a disability and, second, there must be evidence that the disability adversely affects the
student’s educational performance. Satisfying
one criterion but not the other is not sufficient.
For example, many students with school problems do not meet special education eligibility
requirements because they do not have a disability. Similarly, students with a mild disability
(e.g., a mild vision loss or physical impairment) would not qualify for special education
if they were not experiencing educational difficulties as a result of that mild disability.
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Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

APPLY

Learn more about the
components of an IEP with
the interactive module
“Writing Annual Goals and
Objectives.”

Collaboration in Designing the
Individualized Education Program
Once it has been determined that a student is eligible for special education, the next step is design
of the IEP. This must take place before special education can begin. The IEP is typically reviewed
and modified at least annually, and its content is regulated by federal law. Figure 2-4 outlines some
of the legal requirements of the IEP.
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FIGURE 2-4
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Components of the Individualized Education Program (IEP)

The required content of the IEP is specified by IDEA 2004. Because requirements are very specific, excerpts from the final
regulations for the law follow. The emphasis (terms in bold print) has been added to identify major parts of the IEP.
Content of the IEP (§300.320(a))
(1) A statement of the child’s present levels of educational achievement and functional performance, including—
(i) How the child’s disability affects the child’s involvement and progress in the general curriculum (i.e., the same
curriculum as for nondisabled children); or
(ii) For preschool children, as appropriate, how the disability affects the child’s participation in appropriate activities;
(2) (i) A statement of measurable annual goals, including academic and functional goals designed to—
(A) Meet the child’s needs that result from the child’s disability to enable the child to be involved in and make
progress in the general education curriculum; and
(B) Meet each of the child’s other educational needs that result from the child’s disability;
(ii) For children with disabilities who take alternate assessments aligned to alternate achievement standards, a
description of benchmarks or short-term objectives;
(3) A description of—
(i) How the child’s progress toward meeting the annual goals described in paragraph (2) of this section will be
measured; and
(ii) When periodic reports on the progress the child is making toward meeting the annual goals (such as through the use
of quarterly or other periodic reports, concurrent with the issuance of report cards) will be provided;
(4) A statement of the special education and related services and supplementary aids and services, based on peerreviewed research to the extent practicable, to be provided to the child, or on behalf of the child, and a statement of
the program modifications or supports for school personnel that will be provided to enable the child—
(i) To advance appropriately toward attaining the annual goals;
(ii) To be involved in and make progress in the general curriculum . . . and to participate in extracurricular and other
nonacademic activities; and
(iii) To be educated and participate with other children with disabilities and nondisabled children in the activities
described in this section;
(5) An explanation of the extent, if any, to which the child will not participate with nondisabled children in the regular
class and in the activities described in paragraph (a)(4) of this section;
(6) (i) A statement of any individual appropriate accommodations that are necessary to measure the academic
achievement and functional performance of the child on State and districtwide assessments . . .; and
(ii) If the IEP Team determines that the child shall take an alternate assessment on a particular State or districtwide
assessment of student achievement, a statement of why
(A) The child cannot participate in the regular assessment; and
(B) The particular alternate assessment selected is appropriate for the child; and
(7) The projected date for the beginning of the services and modifications described in paragraph (a)(4) of this section, and
the anticipated frequency, location, and duration of those services and modifications.
In addition to the required components of the IEP, several other factors must be taken into account when they apply to
individual students.
Consideration of Special Factors (§300.324(2))
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

(iv)

(v)

In the case of a child whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of others, consider the use of positive
behavioral interventions and supports, and other strategies, to address that behavior;
In the case of a child with limited English proficiency, consider the language needs of the child as such needs relate
to the child’s IEP;
In the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, provide for instruction in Braille and the use of Braille unless
the IEP Team determines, after an evaluation of the child’s reading and writing skills, needs, and appropriate
reading and writing media (including an evaluation of the child’s future needs for instruction in Braille or the use of
Braille), that instruction in Braille or the use of Braille is not appropriate for the child;
Consider the communication needs of the child, and in the case of a child who is deaf or hard of hearing, consider
the child’s language and communication needs, opportunities for direct communications with peers and professional
personnel in the child’s language and communication mode, academic level, and full range of needs, including
opportunities for direct instruction in the child’s language and communication mode; and
Consider whether the child needs assistive technology devices and services.

Source: Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004). U.S. Department of Education.
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Several areas of need may be identified when the team reviews the student’s present levels of
performance. It may not be possible, or even appropriate, to include each of these areas in the IEP.
The team determines possible annual goals for the student, then ranks those goals in priority order.
Once the most important goals have been selected, the team can decide how best to measure progress toward those goals.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The IEP is an important
document. Learn more
about how the IEP team
works to create this
document in this video.

Services and progams for special
e ducation Students
One of the most important components of the IEP is a description of the services the student will
receive to support attainment of annual goals. Options include four types: special education, related
services, supplementary aids and services, and program modifications and/or supports for school
personnel.

Special Education
Special education provides a free and appropriate public education to those students with identified
disabilities as mandated under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Special education
options vary in the opportunities offered to students with disabilities to participate in the general
education program. In some programs, students spend the entire school day in the general education classroom (least restrictive); in others, students are excluded from any interaction with general
education age peers (most restrictive). The remaining programs fall between these two extremes,
providing a range of options with varying intensities of support.
The IEP team is tasked with ensuring that students are educated in the most appropriate setting that is also the least restrictive environment (LRE). Although federal law requires the IEP
team to address how students will “be involved in and make progress in the general education
curriculum . . . [and] participate in extracurricular and other nonacademic activities” (IDEA 2004
Final Regulations, §300.320(a)(4)(ii)), full-time placement in the general education classroom is
not the LRE for all students with disabilities. For some, a special class might be the LRE. Most
students, however, benefit from spending at least a part of the school day in the general education
classroom.
There are typically a number of special education program options for the team to consider when choosing the most appropriate, although options may differ from district to district.
Possibilities range in intensity from full-time placement in the general education classroom
to the rarely used options of home and hospital placement and residential schools. Families of
infants and toddlers with or at risk for disabilities may participate in home-based programs;
young adults with disabilities may be served in community-based vocational or transition
programs.
Three major categories of placement options are available for students with disabilities, as seen
in Figure 2-5. In the first, general education options, students with special needs are members of
general education classes, and the general education teacher takes primary responsibility for their
instruction. These programs serve the greatest number of students with disabilities. In the second,
special class options, students are members of special education classes, and the special education
teacher takes primary responsibility for their educational program. The third, more restrictive
options, serves the smallest number of students with disabilities. It is designed for students with
severe, comprehensive, and specialized needs.
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FIGURE 2-5
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General Education Class Options
Full-time General Education Class. The least restrictive of the educational placement options
is the full-time general education class. Students are not identified as having a disability. They
spend their entire school day in the regular classroom; neither the students nor their teachers receive
any direct special education services. Most students with special needs begin their educational
careers in this setting, and for most, the goal of special education is to help them develop the skills
needed for return to the general education classroom. For some students with more severe disabilities, however, this goal may not be realistic.
Indirect services that do not target any specific student may be provided to general education teachers and their classes. For example, teachers may receive in-service training from
special educators on topics such as referral procedures or techniques for working with learning or behavioral problems. General education students may learn about different types of disabilities and acceptance of individuals different from themselves. Special educators may visit
classrooms to discuss alternative communication strategies such as Braille and American sign
language or to demonstrate electronic communication devices. In schools with peer-tutoring or
buddy programs, general education students may learn how to provide support and assistance to
students with special needs.
It is important to remember that students with disabilities may not require special education
services throughout their entire school career. For instance, a student with a hearing loss may
have received special education services in the past but is now fitted with a hearing aid, trained
to use and care for it, and able to use speechreading to supplement the information received via
the hearing aid.
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General Education Class with Consultation to the Teacher. Like the previous option, the
student receives no direct services. However, the student’s teacher does: A special educator provides
consultation on the needs of students with disabilities who are included in the teacher’s classroom.
Consultation can take a number of forms. A special education consultant or a school psychologist may help the teacher design and implement a positive behavioral support program for a student
with behavior problems. An itinerant teacher of students with visual impairments may furnish materials such as large-print, Braille, or tape-recorded versions of class textbooks and provide the teacher
with information about how best to use these resources. A resource teacher may collaborate with the
teacher to modify general education reading or math instruction for a student with learning disabilities.
The goal of specialists in consultation is to assist teachers in developing the skills and confidence necessary to meet students’ educational needs; it is not to evaluate classroom instruction or
management. General education teachers should feel free to call on special education consultants
for assistance in adapting instruction, managing behavioral problems, and promoting social acceptance of students with special needs.
General Education Class with Instruction Delivered by the Specialist. Students with
disabilities also may receive special education services delivered by a specialist within the general
education classroom. Instead of leaving their classroom to visit a specialist, students remain where
they are. The specialist comes to the students’ class and delivers services there.
Special education services can be provided in the general education classroom by a special
educator working alone or with a trained assistant. These staff members provide support to students with special needs such as making adaptations when needed, assisting the general classroom
teacher, and providing instructional supports to the student.
The amount of support offered depends on the needs of the student. For students with
mild learning needs, the specialist may visit the classroom each day to deliver a brief lesson
to target students and peers with similar needs. Support may be needed throughout the day by
students with more severe disabilities. Also, it is likely that the amount and nature of services
required will change over the course of the school year. For example, as the school year goes
on, the special educator may be able to decrease the amount of time spent in the classroom
because a cadre of peer tutors has been trained to assist the student with special needs. Or, the
need for assistance from a specialist may be reduced because the general education teacher has
developed the skills and confidence necessary to work with students with special needs in the
classroom.
Benefits of this option for students with disabilities include reduction of the stigma associated
with special education services, more opportunities for social interactions with same age peers, and
increased likelihood of continued exposure to the general education curriculum (Banda, Hart, &
Liu-Gitz, 2010; Ferraioli & Harris, 2011; Strain & Bovey, 2011). These authors also point out that
the success of this type of program is dependent on ongoing collaboration between the general and
special educators serving students with special needs.
General Education Class with Co-Teaching. A variation of the specialist teaching in a general education class is the co-teaching model. In this option, a general educator and a special educator co-teach a class composed of students with and without disabilities. For example, if the class
includes 30 students, 20 may be typical students and 10 students may be identified as students with
disabilities. The teachers share responsibility for all the students in the class, with the special educator providing specialized interventions for students with special needs, as required. Walsh and
Jones (2004) reported that instruction in co-taught classrooms is more likely to reflect the general
education curriculum and support the development of critical thinking skills than instruction in
self-contained special education classes.
In a review of the research on co-teaching, Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie (2007)
concluded that both general and special education teachers find co-teaching beneficial. However,
special educators are most often relegated to the role of assistant rather than becoming a full p artner
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Full-Time Special Class and Social Integration. An increased number of students with
more severe disabilities are now educated on regular school campuses at all levels of education.
This trend provides educators with the opportunity to integrate these students with their typical-age
peers whenever appropriate. Even if students do not attend academic classes, they can participate
in social activities such as lunch periods, assemblies, or extracurricular and recreational activities.
These activities offer students the opportunity to interact with typical peers and gain the skills

APPLY

Special Class and General Education Class. Special classes are located within regular
elementary or secondary schools. Students receiving service in this placement option spend the
majority of the school day in the special class and some time each day in the general education
classroom. Participation in the general education class can vary from half a day to only a few minutes. This is the most restrictive of the educational environments in which students still spend time
in the general education instructional program.
Students placed in this option need intensive special education services, and involvement in
the general education program is planned in curriculum areas in which success is fairly certain.
Participation in general education for such students is limited to the period of time in which they
can function successfully without becoming frustrated or creating a disruption. General education
teachers working with students in this option generally have consultation services available to assist
them in designing and implementing appropriate instructional programs.

LE

N

Special Classes and More Restrictive Options

SS

AR

General Education Class and Resource Room or Itinerant Services. In another option,
special education services are typically provided to students in a setting outside the general education classroom in a resource room or itinerant services room. However, students continue to spend
the majority of their school day in the general education class.
The resource room is usually located within the student’s neighborhood school. At a regularly
scheduled time each day (or several times a week), students leave the general education classroom
to participate in special instruction in the resource room. Resource programs, common across the
K–12 grade span, may serve a diverse group of students with disabilities (e.g., those with learning
disabilities, physical impairments, mild mental retardation), or they may limit service to students
with one particular disability.
Consultation services, such as those described earlier, are often provided for the general education teachers of the students enrolled in a resource room program. These services can assist the
teacher and help coordinate general education and resource instructional activities.
Itinerant special education teachers travel from school to school. Again, students leave the
classroom daily (or several times a week) to receive the services of itinerant teachers, such as those
provided by speech-language pathologists. Whereas resource teachers generally serve students who
spend the majority of their day in the general education class, itinerant teachers may also serve students educated in more intense options, such as special classes.
Resource and itinerant teachers are the special educators who serve the majority of students
receiving special education services today. They supplement and support the general education program by providing assistance to students and to their teachers. Although the most usual option is
for students to leave the classroom for special education services, those services may come to them
when special educators (or their instructional aides) teach small instructional groups within the
general education setting. In this service arrangement, the student is fully included and receives all
instruction, both general and special education, within the general education classroom.

ASSE

in the educational enterprise of the general education classroom. Scruggs and coworkers suggested
that an idyllic model of collaborative co-teaching has not been demonstrated. This presents an
opportunity for future research in both the areas of co-teaching and effective models of collaboration (Friend, Cook, Hurley-Chamberlain, & Shamberger, 2010).

Better prepare to teach in
an inclusive classroom, and
assess your understanding,
with the interactive module,
“Co-Teaching.”
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needed to function independently. Some schools have a reverse inclusion program in which general
education students take part in activities in the special class. These programs are particularly appropriate for preschool and early elementary students.

Full-Time Special Class. Students in the full-time special class option are no longer included
in the general education program; instead, they spend their entire school day in the special class.
At one time, special classes were the primary special education option between general education classrooms and special schools. Their use has diminished as less restrictive programs, such as
the resource room and teacher-consultants, have become popular. Today, the main goal of special
classes is to provide an intensive program to develop skills that will prepare students for adulthood
and, if possible, inclusion in the general education program.
Special School. Students are placed in the special school option on the premise that they cannot
currently benefit from inclusion in the general education program. Special schools typically serve
students with more severe disabilities (e.g., those with multiple disabilities, severe behavioral disorders, severe mental retardation). Specialized schools are not as prevalent as they once were, but
students with special needs are not universally included in educational settings with typical peers
(Odom, Buysse, & Soukakou, 2011).
Residential Program. Residential programs serve students who may require specialized educational services and medical care that cannot be provided either in public schools or by their
parent(s) at home. Students may be identified as having severe behavioral disorders, severe intellectual disabilities, or multiple severe disabilities; others may be candidates for residential programs
because they live in rural areas where specialized services are not available. In the residential setting, the 24-hour program permits the coordination of medical, psychological, educational, and
other services.
Home and Hospital Services. A very small number of students receive their education at
home or in a hospital setting. This arrangement is usually not permanent; a student might begin
the year in a general education classroom, then require hospital services followed by services in
the home, but return to school before the end of the year. Students with physical and health impairments and those hospitalized because of mental health issues most often participate in this option.
A teacher visits the student several times a week to provide instruction. If the student is a member
of a general education class, the teacher of that class may be asked to help in choosing the student’s
assignments, books, and other materials.

Related Services
Some students require related services in order to benefit from special education. IDEA states
that related services are those supports required to assist a child with a disability to benefit from
special education. One example is transportation. A student who travels by wheelchair and who
cannot board the regular school bus will not be able to benefit from the individualized instructional
program that awaits at the school. Special transportation arrangements are needed to provide that
student with access to special education.
Many different types of related services are available, including the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Transportation
Speech-language pathology
Audiology services for students with hearing impairments
Psychological services
Physical and occupational therapy
Recreation (including therapeutic recreation services)
Early identification and assessment of disabilities
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Counseling services (including rehabilitation counseling)
Interpreting services for students who are deaf or hard of hearing
Orientation and mobility services for students with visual impairments
Diagnostic medical services
School health and school nurse services
Social work services
Parent counseling and training

Supplementary Aids and Services
Supplementary aids and services are another type of support for students with disabilities. IDEA
defines these as “aids, services, and other supports that are provided in regular education classes,
other education-related settings, and in extracurricular and nonacademic settings, to enable children with disabilities to be educated with nondisabled children to the maximum extent appropriate.” Thus, while related services allow students with disabilities to benefit from special education,
supplementary aids and services allow students to take part in general education. One example
is assistive technology, which could involve calculators, voice-recognition software, screen readers, language applications, and so on. Other examples of supplementary aids and services are peer
tutors, taped textbooks for students with visual impairments, and classroom tables and desks that
students who travel by wheelchair can roll under.

Program Modifications and Supports
The fourth service type that IEPs can specify is program modifications and/or supports for
school personnel. These options are not spelled out in the law, but their meaning appears quite
clear. Program modifications are any type of change made in the general education program to support the successful progress of a student with disabilities. One example is a shortened school day
for a student with a chronic illness who lacks the stamina to complete the entire day. In contrast,
supports for school personnel are services provided to teachers and other school employees. Possibilities include training for teachers in how to use special devices and equipment needed by students with disabilities and part-time assistance from an instructional aide or community volunteer
to help supervise classroom or recess activities.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

•

Identify and explain the characteristics and functions of teams serving students with special
needs.
❍❍
Effective teams have defined goals that provide the team with both direction and purpose
and are composed of a diverse set of professionals with skills—all designed to address the
learning and behavior support needs of students.
Outline the roles of each team member in delivering or supporting instruction for students with
special needs.
❍❍
Teams serving students with disabilities include general and special education teachers,
school administrators, parents, students (as appropriate), and other professionals when
needed. Parents and professionals work together in teams to ensure that the education students receive meets their individual abilities and needs.
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•

•

•

•

Discuss ways in which team members can collaborate in the identification and prereferral stage.
❍❍
Federal law requires schools to identify students in need of special education services.
After identification of a possible problem, the prereferral intervention team assists the general education teacher in making classroom changes in an attempt to solve the problem.
Explain the role of collaboration in the referral and assessment process.
❍❍
Students are referred for consideration for special education services if prereferral interventions do not improve their performance. The assessment team gathers information to
determine if a student is eligible for special education services.
Design an IEP through team collaboration.
❍❍
If a student is found eligible, the IEP team plans his or her program, specifying annual
goals, services needed (special education, related services, and supplementary aids and
services), placement (with an explanation of any time spent away from the regular class),
and procedures for monitoring and reporting student progress. IEPs should be evaluated
and revised at least annually. No placement should be considered permanent.
Describe the types of special education services and program options available to students
with special needs.
❍❍
General and special educators share responsibility for the education of students with disabilities who are included in general education. Most students with disabilities spend at
least part of their school day in the general education classroom and receive part-time
special education services from a resource or itinerant teacher within that classroom or in
another location in the school.

Activities
1. Visit a local school to find out about the school’s teams that serve students with disabilities and
other special needs. What are the teams called? Who serves on the teams? How often do they meet?
Do they consider only students with disabilities? Gather information that will help you explain to
another educator how these teams operate. If possible, obtain permission to observe a team meeting.
2. Interview a general education teacher and a special educator from the same school to find out
about that school’s policies for prereferral interventions for students struggling in the regular
class. Does the school have a prereferral intervention team? If so, who are the members of the
team? What happens when a teacher asks the team for help with a specific student?
3. Read two journal articles on collaboration, the team approach, or consultation as it relates to
the education of students with special needs. The journals Exceptional Children and Remedial
and Special Education often address these topics. Write a brief summary and evaluation of
each article you read.
4. Contact a local school district to find out what types of special education programs are offered.
Are resource rooms, special classes, and other programs described in this chapter available?
What about collaborations within the general education classroom such as co-teaching and
in-class instruction by a specialist? How have program options changed in the past five years?
Compare your findings with those of someone who has investigated another district. Explain
why programs may vary from district to district.
5. Several organizations serve parents of special students. Two of the most prominent are the
Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA) and the Arc of the United States (formerly
the Association for Retarded Citizens). Does your community have local chapters of these
organizations? Contact a local, state, or national office of LDA or the Arc to learn the purpose
or mission of these groups. Do they provide information about students with disabilities? Serve
as advocates for parents? Work for better special education legislation? What should classroom
teachers know about these organizations?
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Students’ Stories
•
•
•
•
•

Jody’s vision is limited. Her textbooks, worksheets, and other reading materials are in large
print, and she uses a talking word-processing app on her tablet.
Luis has diabetes. He takes medication to control this condition, and he also carefully monitors his diet and physical activity.
George has poor reading skills. He listens to audio textbooks for reading assignments, and
he’s learning to “take notes” in class with an audio recorder.
Tom is impulsive and often leaves his seat, speaks out in class, and interrupts the work
of other students. He and his teacher have developed a program to help Tom learn greater
degrees of self-control.
Annette is very bright and academically far ahead of her peers. She works on special assignments in subjects that interest and challenge her.

Looking Ahead
This chapter is all about the special needs of students with disabilities and others who may benefit from adaptations in the general education classroom. Before reading about these students,
consider the questions that follow.

•
•
•
•

Think about the students just described—Jody, Luis, George, Tom, and Annette. Which students have special needs in the area of academic performance?
Which students have special emotional or behavioral support needs? What about special
social supports?
Do any of these students show the need for individualized physical supports?
Do you think any of these students are gifted or talented? What evidence would you offer to
support your opinion?

S

tudents with special needs such as those described in “Students’ Stories” can succeed in
the general education classroom with the assistance of the teacher and other members of
the team. Because the educational needs of these students are not radically different from
those of their peers, they can participate in many aspects of the general education program without
special educational interventions. In areas where adaptations are necessary, support services are
available to the student and to the classroom teacher. Special materials and equipment are provided,
such as large-print books for use by students with visual impairments and audio texts needed by students with reading problems. The school nurse assists students with physical and health conditions.
The resource teacher works with the classroom teacher to set up behavioral support programs for
students who engage in challenging or disruptive behavior and enrichment activities for students
who are gifted and talented. In this way, the members of the team collaborate to meet the needs of
all students within the general education classroom.

Learning Outcomes
After you’ve completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Recognize that students with disabilities are a part of the larger school community.
• Describe the most common forms of disabilities encountered by school-aged children.
• Define and describe “gifted and talented” and the characteristics associated with students identified as gifted and talented.
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• List and describe the types of academic and behavioral supports required by students with
special needs within the general classroom setting.
• Understand the referral and assessment process for determining whether a student has a
disability and is eligible to receive special education services.
• Describe the process associated with the development of the individualized education program
(IEP) and the elements that compose the IEP.
• List and describe some specific professional development skills for general educators that will
assist in better serving learners with special needs.

Students with Special Needs: An Overview
Many students have special needs in school. Best known are those identified as having a disability,
such as students with learning disabilities or those with emotional/behavioral disorders. However,
this book includes other groups of students in discussions of special needs and the classroom modifications and adaptations required to address those needs. One group is made up of students who
are gifted and talented.
The next sections of this chapter introduce each of these groups and provide an overview of the
special needs they face as members of the school community. It’s important to recognize that most
students with special needs are able to participate in general education classrooms because their
learning challenges are relatively mild. Teachers should also be aware that an individual student
might fit within more than one group. For example, a gifted student may have a learning disability,
a child who is learning English may be gifted, and students with emotional/behavioral disorders
may be at risk for substance abuse. To learn more about students with special needs, review the
information in Figure 3-1.
Students with special needs make up a sizable portion of the school community. In a collection
of 100 students, there may be 9 or 10 with disabilities and 3 to 5 who are gifted. The number of students who are culturally and linguistically diverse varies from community to community depending
on population patterns. The number of students at risk for school failure also varies widely from
locale to locale.

FIGURE 3-1

Common Facts About Students with Special Needs

• A student may have a disability without having any limitations on his or her daily life.
A disability is some sort of impairment. It becomes a limitation only when it interferes with
performance in some important area.
• Male students with special needs are more common than female students. No one knows
exactly why this is so. It may be that males are more susceptible to the inheritance of
learning problems and disabilities. Or it may be related to the cultural expectations for
students of different genders.
• There is no relationship between physical impairments and intelligence. People with
severe physical problems may be bright, and individuals with intellectual disabilities may
have no physical impairments.
• Most disabilities are not identified until students encounter difficulty in school. Children
identified in the preschool years usually have serious or obvious disabilities or conditions
that place them at risk for developmental delays.
• Given the right circumstances, any student could be considered culturally different. For
example, a student who moves from Texas to New England will encounter new speech
patterns, foods, social customs, and even sports activities.

          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

49

50

part I • Introduction to Inclusive Classrooms

Students with Disabilities
The most common disabilities identified in U.S. schools are specific learning disabilities, speech
and language impairments, other health impairments, autism, intellectual disability, and emotional/
behavioral disorders. In contrast, physical, health, visual, and hearing impairments are relatively
rare; these conditions are often referred to as low-incidence disabilities. Mild disabilities are much
more frequent than severe disabilities. It is likely that at least 75% of the special education population has mild learning needs that can be met, at least in part, in a general education setting (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2014).
It is important to note that not all disabilities are equally represented in the general education
classroom. Figure 3-2 illustrates this, using terminology from federal laws (e.g., mental retardation
in lieu of intellectual disabilities). As this figure illustrates, students with more severe and comprehensive disabilities (severe intellectual disabilities and multiple disabilities) are more likely to
be placed in separate classes and other separate environments. However, even for groups such as
students with learning disabilities and those with speech or language impairments for whom inclusion is the most common practice, some students require the more intensive, specialized services
available in settings such as special classes. Data from the U.S. Department of Education indicates that in the 2011–2012 school year, approximately 6.4 million students with disabilities were
receiving special education services; of that number, nearly 95 percent of school-aged children
ages 6 to 21 who were served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) were
enrolled in regular schools (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014).

Students with Learning Disabilities
Teachers often use the word puzzling to describe students with learning disabilities. These
students are average, even bright, learners who encounter difficulties in specific school subjects.

FIGURE 3-2 Representation of Special Education Students in General Education Settings
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Source: Data from the 28th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Volume 1
by U.S. Department of Education, 2009, Washington, DC: Author.
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Because they seem capable and do learn some things quickly and easily, their failure to learn in
other areas is perplexing.
Students with learning disabilities have at least average intelligence. Their learning difficulties
are not due to hearing or visual impairments, physical or health impairments, or emotional disturbance. The reason for their poor school performance is much more subtle and elusive: They have
difficulty processing information. Information processing (sometimes called psychological processing) refers to the way in which persons receive, store, and express information. Students with
learning disabilities may have difficulty receiving information because of attention or perception
problems, their memory may be poor, or they may have difficulty communicating information to
others because of expressive language problems. Students with learning disabilities may use poor
strategies for learning (Solis, Miciak, Vaughn, & Fletcher, 2014; Watson, Gable, Gear, & Hughes,
2012). For example, when given a list of spelling words to learn or a textbook chapter to read,
students with learning disabilities may simply stare at the page or read and reread without actively
engaging with the content.
Despite adequate general ability, students with learning disabilities experience school learning
problems. They appear able to achieve, but their performance in school falls short of expectations.
Even more perplexing than this discrepancy between expected and actual achievement is the variability of performance that characterizes individuals with learning disabilities. They are successful
in some areas but have great difficulty in others. In addition, their performance may vary from day
to day; teachers often comment that students with learning disabilities appear to know something
one day but forget it the next.
Many different labels have been used to describe students with learning disabilities. Although
the emphasis today is on educational terminology, it is still possible to encounter medical terms
such as neurologically impaired. Labels such as this refer to the theory that learning disabilities
are due to some type of damage to the central nervous system. There are also medical terms for
common academic problems: dyslexia (difficulty in reading), dyscalculia (difficulty in math), and
dysgraphia (difficulty in writing). More recent additions to the medical terminology are attention
deficit disorder (ADD) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), two disorders distinct
from but often associated with both learning disabilities and behavioral disorders.
Much debate has arisen over what constitutes a learning disability and how the condition
should be defined. Federal special education law uses the following definition:
Specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological
processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do
mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain
injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Specific learning
disability does not include learning problems that are primarily the result of visual, hearing,
or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental,
cultural, or economic disadvantage. (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(10))
This definition, like most definitions of learning disabilities, excludes other disabilities and
points to information processing deficits as the reason for poor school performance. In the general
education classroom, students with learning disabilities may have special needs in the areas of academic, behavioral, social, and physical performance.

Academic Needs. Students with learning disabilities typically experience difficulty in one or
more of the basic school subjects. Young children may enter school with poor listening or speaking skills. In the early grades, acquisition of language arts skills such as reading and spelling may
prove difficult. For most elementary-aged students with learning disabilities, reading is the major
stumbling block in academic achievement. However, some fare well in this area, yet have specific
disabilities in other subjects such as math, written expression, or handwriting.
The basic skill problems of students with learning disabilities persist into middle school, high
school, and beyond. These students may fail to acquire reading, writing, and perhaps math skills
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Many children have learning
disabilities. Learn more
about this disability in this
video. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=_30Nz6TaKIk
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equal to those of their peers. Although able to cope with the content of secondary-level courses,
many students with learning disabilities achieve poorly because of their inability to read texts and
complete written assignments. Those with poor listening skills find lecture presentations a serious
problem.

Behavior Support Needs. It is not uncommon for some students with learning disabilities,
particularly at younger ages, to experience the need for high activity levels. Such students may be
constantly in motion and, as a result, may have difficulty paying attention to school tasks. Others
who are not overactive may display some impulsivity and distractibility; they, too, may have difficulty focusing their attention on appropriate aspects of the learning environment.
Older students with learning disabilities may have behavior support needs in the areas of classroom conduct and also the need for learning strategies in the area of study skills. They may be
unable to work independently (at least in part because of poor academic skills). Their attention span
and organizational skills for many can present a chronic challenge to learning. Unless remediated,
these chronic challenges to learning can serve to frustrate learners and lead to early school leaving
and lower educational attainment; the literature also points to a range of 10% to 15% of juvenile
offenders as having severe learning disabilities (Grigorenko et al., 2013).
Social Competence. Students with learning disabilities may often experience challenges in the
area of social competence. Social competence refers to one’s ability to perform appropriately in
social settings. Early research suggested that some children and adolescents with learning disabilities have social perception deficits (e.g., Bryan, 1997). That is, they may lack the skills needed for
recognizing and responding to specific and subtle social cues. Social competence requires one to
have the ability to recognize and respond to subtle cues such as facial expression, vocal inflection,
and body language; it becomes particularly important when students attempt to communicate and
socialize with peers.
Physical Needs. Students with learning disabilities do not have obvious physical needs: in
appearance they are indistinguishable from their peers. However, some students with learning disabilities have difficulty with motor coordination. Some may appear clumsy and may experience
difficulty in performing gross motor skills, such as running and jumping. Fine motor skills such as
using scissors to cut, manipulating small objects, and mastering the use of pencils and pens may
also be troublesome areas. In school, motor problems such as these become evident in physical
education and art activities and in academic tasks requiring handwriting.
Special Services. For students with learning disabilities severe and comprehensive enough to
warrant placement in separate programs, many districts offer special classes. However, the majority
of students with learning disabilities remain in general education throughout their school careers
and receive special services on a part-time basis from professionals such as resource teachers. The
majority of students with learning disabilities have average ability and can perform as well as general education students in some areas, making them excellent candidates for inclusion.

Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders
Emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) are more obvious than learning disabilities. Students
with EBD are often described by teachers as “behavior problems” or “troublemakers.” They may be
rowdy, unruly, disruptive, and even aggressive. Some, whose behavior does not call attention to it
as readily, may appear withdrawn or depressed. Students with EBD often are characterized by poor
achievement in academic skills, yet some perform satisfactorily despite inappropriate classroom
behavior.
The label EBD includes a wide range of disabilities. The most severe are seen in students with
serious emotional disturbances, such as individuals with psychotic behavior and childhood schizophrenia; such students generally require intensive special education services and are not included
in general education instructional programs. However, most students with EBD have relatively
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mild problems that can be addressed successfully in general education. In fact, the special needs
of many of these students are virtually identical to those of the problem student found in every
classroom.
Even though obvious, the disability of EBD is difficult to describe and define. It is necessary
to decide which behaviors are appropriate and which are not. The problem is further complicated
by the fact that all students behave inappropriately at one time or another in their school careers.
One major difference is that EBD can often be chronic and severe. The student’s behavior must be
inappropriate over time, not a one-time occurrence. The student’s behavior problem must also be
serious; it must in some way impair the student’s ability to function in the school environment. The
behaviors engaged in by students are judged to be inappropriate by either social or personal standards. This allows not only teachers and parents but also students themselves to determine problem behaviors. It also provides for inclusion of behaviors such as withdrawal that may be socially
acceptable but are detrimental to the student.
The definition in current special education law uses the term emotional disturbance rather than
the term preferred today in the profession. This definition, which is based on the early work of
Bower (1969), describes students with emotional disturbance as those who show at least one of the
following characteristics “to a marked degree” and “over a long period of time”:
a. An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health
factors.
b. An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers
and teachers.
c. Inappropriate types of behaviors or feelings under normal circumstances.
d. A general, pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression.
e. A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or
school problems. (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(14)(i))

Behavior Support Needs. Children and adolescents with EBD are a heterogeneous group that
exhibits a wide range of inappropriate classroom behaviors. These students may be disobedient,
aggressive, or overly shy and retiring. One way to conceptualize this array of possible problem
behaviors is to think about behaviors that are either externalizing or internalizing (Heward, 2006).
Externalizing behaviors are consistent with those
patterns of disordered behaviors described by
Quay (1979) as conduct disorder and socialized
aggression; internalizing behaviors are consistent with the patterns described as immaturity and
anxiety–withdrawal.
Students who are identified with conduct
disorders are often characterized by aggressive,
defiant, uncooperative, disobedient, and disruptive forms of behavior. Their behavior is judged
socially unacceptable by teachers and others in
authority. Students falling under the socialized
aggression dimension also are perceived as behaving inappropriately. They are socialized in that
they belong to gangs, but they participate in illicit
behaviors such as truancy and theft. Less obvious
are the internalizing dimensions of i mmaturity

Michaeljung/Shutterstock

A student need not exhibit all five of these characteristics to be identified as having an emotional disturbance; only one is necessary, although students may meet several of the criteria. This
definition stresses the educational aspects of this disability by focusing on learning problems,
student-teacher relationships, and school phobia problems.
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and anxiety withdrawal. Students with internalizing disorders often appear delayed in their
development; they may be passive, have a short attention span, appear preoccupied, and daydream.
Students characterized by anxiety and withdrawal appear fearful, timid, depressed, and lacking in
self-confidence.
Students with EBD may have difficulty following classroom rules and meeting teachers’
expectations for appropriate school conduct. Although students who display aggression are the ones
most easily and quickly identified by teachers, students who appear withdrawn and immature also
require special help. In middle school and high school, the truancy problems of predelinquent and
delinquent students complicate their difficulties in meeting school demands.
Students who engage in behaviors that are outwardly noticeable such as aggression or tantrums
are more likely to receive attention from school personnel. Students whose behaviors are more
inwardly directed such as depression may have a tendency to go unnoticed. These students may not
concern anyone, are not conspicuous in a classroom, and have very limited interactions with others. These types of behaviors are promoted within some classroom situations and may cause these
students to go for extended periods of time without receiving any support. Because their behavior
is not the typically disruptive type, it may be necessary to note their lack of enthusiasm, failure to
participate in activities or complete assignments, lack of socialization, and so on in order to ensure
they receive the supports the need.

Social Needs. Students with EBD often have trouble establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships. Their behavior may make them unattractive to peers and to teachers. They may
lack the social skills necessary to make and keep friends. In addition, the self-concept of students
with EBD is often low, especially in individuals who are anxious and withdrawn. And the problem
perpetuates itself. Students with poor social skills have few friends, and their self-esteem suffers;
students with low self-esteem are unwilling to risk interpersonal relationships.
Academic Needs. Students with EBD, like those with learning disabilities, often experience
d ifficulty with basic school skills (Benner, Kutash, Nelson, & Fisher, 2013). Most studies of the
academic achievement of students with behavioral disorders find poor performance in reading,
math, and other subjects such as written language (e.g., Lane, Barton-Arwood, Nelson, & Wehby,
2008). The precise relationship between academic underachievement and inappropriate classroom
behavior, however, is difficult to assess. Students may act out or withdraw as a reaction to school
failure, or problem behaviors may interfere with successful school learning. In either case, most
students with behavioral disorders require instruction in both behavioral and academic skills. More
recent research suggests that teachers might be wise to focus on the development of learning strategies and academic performance rather than competing behaviors in the classroom (van der Worbvan der Kamp, Pijil, Bijstra, & van den Bosch, 2013).
Special Services. Some students with EBD require intensive special education services in special classes, special schools, and even residential facilities. Most, however, are able to participate in
at least some aspects of regular classroom instruction. Some may spend part of their day in a special
class and part in general education. Others take part more fully in general education class activities
and receive only part-time special services. The general education classroom is usually the most
appropriate placement for students with mild EBD, provided of course that necessary support services are available to students and teachers.

Students with Mild Intellectual Disabilities
Traditionally, the term mental retardation was used to describe students with comprehensive learning problems. However, professionals today prefer the term intellectual disabilities. Intellectual
disabilities include students with below-average intellectual ability who learn slowly and appear
delayed in most areas of school performance when compared with their age peers. Tasks requiring
reasoning and abstract thinking may be particularly difficult for them.
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Less-than-average intelligence is central to the concept of intellectual disabilities. Individuals
with intellectual disabilities are those whose general aptitude for learning is impaired. Intellectual
functioning is assessed by intelligence or IQ tests; these measures typically contain several types of
verbal and nonverbal reasoning and problem-solving tasks. General ability level is established by
comparing the performance of one student with that of others of the same age. Individuals who fall
within the lowest 2% to 3% are considered to have a cognitive impairment; that is, their intellectual
performance is significantly subaverage in comparison to that of their peers.
In addition to limitations in intellectual functioning, students must also show impaired adaptive
behavior in order to meet criteria for mental retardation. Adaptive behavior, sometimes referred to
as social competence, is the way in which students meet the expectations of the total social environment, not merely those of the school. Expectations for adaptive behavior vary with the age of the
student. Parents expect preschool youngsters to learn to walk, talk, and interact with family members; teachers expect school-aged children to learn to read, write, do math, and interact with peers;
society expects adults to be gainfully employed and to get along in the community.
In summary, students with intellectual disabilities are characterized by both below-average
intellectual ability and deficits in adaptive behavior. A low IQ score alone is not sufficient to determine an intellectual disability; the student’s learning problem must be substantiated in the home,
neighborhood, and community. The problem must also become apparent during the developmental
period (i.e., before the age of 18 years).
Students identified with intellectual disabilities comprise several levels of abilities. Students
with mild intellectual disabilities are those who can learn basic academic skills. The special needs
of students with severe intellectual disabilities are more serious and comprehensive. Students with
severe intellectual disabilities may be educated in a full-day special class; such classes are typically
located on regular school campuses to facilitate social interactions between students with severe
disabilities and typical students. In some cases, however, students with severe intellectual disabilities are fully included in general education classes with support from special education personnel.
Many students with mild intellectual disabilities can participate in at least some of the instructional activities of the regular classroom. The special needs of this group, which makes up approximately 80% of the population identified with intellectual disabilities, are in the areas of academic,
behavioral, social, and physical performance.

Academic Needs. Students with mild intellectual disabilities generally master academic skills
at a slower rate than general education students of the same age. Because they enter school somewhat behind their peers, they may not be ready to begin formal academic instruction immediately.
Individuals with mild intellectual disabilities can acquire basic school skills, but their achievement
is below grade-level expectations.
Some aspects of school learning are especially troublesome for students with mild intellectual
disabilities. They may have difficulty focusing their attention, remembering, and transferring information and skills learned in one setting to another situation. Tasks involving abstract reasoning,
problem solving, and creativity pose special problems. For example, students with mild intellectual
disabilities perform less well on arithmetic reasoning tasks than on straightforward computational
problems.
In the elementary years, the discrepancy between the age of students with mild intellectual
disabilities and their achievement level is not great. In adolescence, the gap widens. At the secondary level, such students often participate in special programs that stress vocational training.
Despite their evident learning needs, students with mild intellectual disabilities may be identified
only during their school years. Outside the school environment with its academic demands, many
individuals with mild intellectual disabilities do not have obvious needs.
Behavior Support Needs. Some students with mild intellectual disabilities may display
some challenging behaviors, but as with all students, the behaviors are purely individual. Their
repertoire of classroom behavioral skills may vary depending on their previous learning history
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and range of skills. One possible factor to explain the occurrence
of challenging behavior that some students with mild intellectual
disabilities may engage in is the degree that they can communicate their frustrations and cope with these frustrations within classroom and school settings. The presence of challenging behavior is
a result of a combination of environmental factors paired with a
limited skill repertoire on the part of a student. It is important to
remember that each student is an individual and as teachers our
role is to enhance the skill set of each student; this may include
behavior supports.
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Social Needs. Students with mild intellectual disabilities may
experience the need for social supports via the training of social
skills. Social skills are important to all students as a means for fostering social acceptance and friendships. Attention should be given
to pairing students with peers who provide social support and who
also can serve as appropriate models for enhancing the development
of these skills in children.
Physical Needs. Not all individuals with mild intellectual disabilities have special physical needs; indeed, some excel in the physical
area. However, some may be deficient in motor skills. In addition,
youngsters with mild intellectual disabilities show visual problems
and hearing losses more frequently than do typical students.
Special Services. Students with mild intellectual disabilities are
educated in a range of settings. Some are placed in a special class but may attend general education programs for nonacademic activities. Others are members of general education classes for the
majority of the day while receiving part-time special education services. As with all special students, decisions regarding the amount of inclusion for pupils with mild intellectual disabilities must
be made on an individual basis.

Students with Other Disabilities
Having a learning disability
can be difficult for students.
Watch this video on Eye to
Eye, a program that pairs
students with ADHD and
learning disabilities with
mentors who know what it’s
like to learn differently.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AwUbTlJ4Gig

Many general education classrooms include students with disabilities other than learning disabilities, EBD, and mild intellectual disabilities. Among these are students with speech and language
impairments, autism spectrum disorder, physical and health impairments, traumatic brain injury,
and the sensory disorders of visual and hearing impairments. Students with ADD and ADHD are
also frequently served in general education settings.

Communication Disorders. Among the most common of all disabilities are speech and language impairments. Articulation disorders, or difficulty with the production of sounds, are the
most typical speech problem, especially in young children. Other possible trouble areas include
voice problems and disorders of fluency, such as stuttering.
Speech is the production of sounds for the communication of oral language. Oral language
includes not only the expression of messages by speaking but also the reception of messages by listening. Students with language impairments may experience difficulty in either or both areas. Some
students show an overall delay in language development. Others have particular difficulty with a
specific component, such as grammatical structure (syntax) or the meaningful aspects of language
(semantics).
In the general education classroom, students with speech and language impairments have
special academic and social needs. In addition to receiving special help from speech-language
p athologists, they may require instruction in listening skills, vocabulary, grammar, and oral
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e xpression. In the social area, students with communication problems may find interpersonal
encounters stressful. Such students may need assistance in order to become full participants in
classroom social interactions.

Physical and Health Impairments. Students with physical and health impairments are relatively few (less than 1% of the school-aged population) but extremely diverse. Physical and health
impairments encompass a multitude of different conditions and disabilities that range from mild to
severe and from invisible to obvious.
Students with physical impairments include those with missing limbs, spinal cord injuries
causing paralysis, and conditions such as muscular dystrophy. Two of the most common physical
problems are cerebral palsy and epilepsy. Cerebral palsy is a motor impairment caused by damage to the brain; it results in difficulty with coordination. Epilepsy is a convulsive disorder; students with epilepsy may have seizures during which they lose consciousness and motor control.
Examples of health problems that may affect school performance are diabetes, cardiac conditions,
asthma, hemophilia, and cancer.
In the general education classroom, students with physical and health impairments may
encounter few difficulties; if special needs do arise, they are likely to be in the areas of physical, academic, and social performance. Adaptive physical education teachers and or other motor
specialists may also provide special services for students with physical and health impairments;
school nurses help with students needing special diets, medication, or activity restrictions. For
students with physical mobility problems (e.g., individuals who walk using crutches or those
who use a wheelchair), the physical environment of the school may need to be modified to allow
access. Instructional materials are adapted for students whose physical problems make writing
difficult. Although students with physical and health impairments are not poor achievers as a
group, those with chronic medical conditions may miss much school and may fall behind their
peers as a result. Social acceptance is another possible problem area, particularly for students with
conspicuous disabilities.
Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder that
affects approximately 8.8% of children and youth between the ages of 4 and 17 years in the United
States (Visser et al., 2013). Children diagnosed with ADHD are characterized by heightened
degrees of impulsivity, attention difficulties, and hyperactivity. These competing behaviors often
result in students with ADHD having prolonged difficulties in school, resulting in poor academic
achievement.
Students with ADHD are served in both general and special education settings. Students with
ADHD can receive adjustments in the general education program under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (U.S. Department of Education, 1991). In addition, IDEA includes students
with ADHD under the disability category “other health impairment.” According to the regulations
for IDEA 2004, this category contains students with:
limited strength, vitality or alertness, including a heightened alertness to environmental
stimuli, that results in limited alertness with respect to the educational environment.
[italics added] (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(9))
Students with ADD or ADHD fit that portion of the definition related to “heightened alertness.” Some students also meet eligibility qualifications for disabilities such as learning disabilities
or emotional disturbance and receive special education and related services under those categories.

Traumatic Brain Injury. Traumatic brain injury was recognized as a distinct disability separate from other physical impairments by the 1990 IDEA. The most common causes of head
injuries in school-aged individuals are motor vehicle accidents, firearms, and sports injuries
(Asemota, George, Bowman, Haider, & Schneider, 2013). Students with traumatic brain injury
often have physical, academic, and social-behavioral needs. Such students receive educational
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services in hospital settings, at home, and in a variety of school placements, including general
education classrooms.

Sensory Disorders. Another small group of students with disabilities includes those with visual
impairments and hearing impairments. Many school-aged individuals can see and hear normally
despite visual and hearing problems; their difficulties either have responded to medical treatment
or are corrected by devices such as eyeglasses or hearing aids. Such students are not considered to
have a disability. Only those whose senses remain impaired after treatment and correction are identified as having a visual or hearing impairment.
Students with visual impairments may be blind or may have low vision. Individuals who are
blind receive so little information through the eyes that they must learn through their other senses;
for example, they may use the sense of touch to read Braille. Students with low vision, although
visually impaired, can use their residual vision to learn. In the general education class, students
with visual problems may have physical, academic, and social needs. They may require assistance
in learning to move about the school and classroom environments; itinerant or resource teachers
assist by teaching these students basic orientation and mobility skills. Specialists also locate and
provide any special materials and equipment needed for academic instruction; some examples are
large-print books, Braille materials, raised or embossed maps, tape recorders and taped textbooks,
magnification devices, and computers with speech output. In the social area, students with visual
impairments may need encouragement to interact with sighted peers.
Students with hearing impairments may be deaf or hard of hearing. Individuals who are hard
of hearing hear well enough to understand speech, usually with the assistance of a hearing aid. Students who are deaf, however, receive so little information through the ears that the sense of hearing
is not useful for speech comprehension. In the general education classroom, students with hearing
impairments may have special physical, academic, and social needs. Difficulty in speech and language development is one of the major educational problems associated with hearing loss. Students
with hearing impairments may require classroom adaptations in order to use the skills taught by
special educators. For example, sitting near the front of the classroom helps in hearing the verbal
instructions of the teacher.
Some students with hearing impairments communicate with speech; others use a manual communication system such as sign language. Interpreters may accompany some students who are deaf
in the classroom, particularly at the secondary level. Interpreters are hearing individuals who translate the spoken word into manual signs and vice versa. Students with hearing losses may be academically delayed in subjects related to language, such as reading, spelling, and written expression;
they may receive special instruction from a resource or itinerant teacher in these areas. Speech and
language problems may also inhibit the social interaction of students with hearing losses. If they
communicate via speech, articulation problems may make them difficult to understand; those who
use manual communication may be isolated from peers unless the peers have also acquired basic
signing skills.
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder most often identified before a child turns 3 years of age. There has been a marked increase
in the number of children being diagnosed, now 1 in 68 children in the United States (Centers for
Disease Control, 2014).
Children identified with ASD represent a very heterogeneous group in that ASD is characterized by splintered development, with some children who are higher functioning along the spectrum
having many strengths that can assist them with learning. The general characteristics associated
with ASD include delays in the areas of communication and language, social skills, and reciprocal
social interactions including difficulties with understanding the feelings of others. Students with
ASD may often exhibit a narrow range of interests, are very adherent to routines, and have difficulties with transitions associated with changes in their routines. Many students with ASD are served
in general classrooms, most typically those students who are higher functioning along the spectrum.
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Students with more severe autism and the co-occurrence of intellectual disabilities and who display
severe and challenging behaviors such as self-injury are generally educated in self-contained classrooms or programs.

Severe Disabilities. Students with severe disabilities have the most serious and comprehensive
needs of all the individuals served by special education. Such students have severe intellectual disabilities and/or show significant developmental delays; their cognitive disabilities are often accompanied by physical, health, communication, and sensory impairments.
In the past, students with severe disabilities were served in special schools and residential
programs. Today, however, these students typically attend special classes in regular schools. Like
students with ASD, many students with severe disabilities are fully included in general education
classes in some districts.
In working with special educators and others who serve students with disabilities, one of the
first things that most general educators notice is terminology. Because special education is a technical field, many terms are used to describe disabilities. Abbreviations, designed as shortcuts in
communication, are also used abundantly. However, statements like, “Joel has been identified as
being BD and LD, and his IEP says the RR is the LRE for him,” certainly do not further communication. Translations of some of the common abbreviations used in special education are listed in
Figure 3-3.

FIGURE 3-3

Making Sense of Special Education Abbreviations

Special educators are sometimes accused of speaking in jargon and “alphabet soup.” Here are some of
the abbreviations commonly used in discussions of students with disabilities. If you hear one that is not
on this list and you fail to understand its meaning, stop the speaker and ask for an explanation. Remember that communication can occur only if the listener is able to comprehend the speaker’s message.
ADA

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990

ADD

Attention deficit disorder

ADHD

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder

BD

Behavioral disorder; often used synonymously with emotional disturbance (ED) or
serious emotional disturbance (SED)

DHH

Deaf and hard of hearing

EBD

Emotional and behavior disorders

ED

Emotional disturbance

HH

Hard of hearing

HI

Hearing impairment

ID

Intellectual disabilities

IDEA

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004

TBI

Traumatic brain injury

LD

Learning disability; also called specific learning disability (SLD) and language and
learning disability (LLD)

LLD

Language and learning disability

LRE

Least restrictive environment

NCLB

No Child Left Behind Act of 2002

OHI

Other health impairment; refers to health disorders

OI

Orthopedic impairment; refers to a physical impairment involving the skeletal system

PH

Physical handicap; an older term that refers to physical impairment
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PL

Public Law, as in PL 94-142

POHI

Physical and other health impairment

RR

Resource room

RTI

Response to intervention; a method for identifying students in need of special
education by evaluating their achievement when provided high-quality instruction

SC

Special class, also called special day class (SDC)

SDC

Special day class

SED

Serious emotional disturbance; used in federal law to refer to emotional disturbance
(ED) and behavioral disorders (BD)

SH

Severely handicapped; often used to describe individuals with severe retardation and/or
multiple serious disabilities

SLD

Specific learning disability

IEP

Individualized education program

VI

Visual impairment

Causes of Learning Problems

The IRIS Center at
Vanderbilt University
develops training
enhancement materials for
pre-service and practicing
teachers. This module on
perceptions of disability will
help you explore your own
attitudes and beliefs about
people with disabilities.
http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/da/chalcycle
.htm

For most special students, the cause, or etiology, of their learning problem is unknown. Although
a host of causative agents has been identified, it is often impossible to state with any degree of certainty the precise causal factors associated with the disability of a particular student.
Causes can be classified according to when they occurred in the life of the individual: prenatal
(before birth), perinatal (during the birth process), or postnatal (after birth). An example of a prenatal cause is rubella, or German measles. If contracted by a woman during the first 3 months of her
pregnancy, rubella can lead to hearing, visual, physical, and cognitive impairments in the fetus as
it develops. Oxygen deprivation during the birth process is a perinatal cause, whereas a head injury
sustained in an automobile accident at 3 years of age is a postnatal cause.
Another view of etiology is the dichotomy of hereditary and environmental factors. Some types
of deafness are inherited, and there is some indication that reading problems tend to run in families.
Environmental causes of learning problems include poor nutrition, lack of sensory stimulation, and
inadequate instruction.
The causes of learning problems are of interest for two reasons: treatment and prevention.
Medical research has developed treatments for some known etiologies and preventive techniques
for others. For example, the Salk vaccine has virtually eliminated the crippling disease of polio
in the United States, and progress is being made in the use of gene therapy for conditions such as
muscular dystrophy. In education, the emphasis is on environmental causes of learning problems.
Research indicates that providing appropriate early educational experiences for children with special needs and those at risk may lessen or prevent later learning problems (Gambaro, Stewart, &
Waldfogel, 2014). Education itself is one of the greatest environmental influences on development.
          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Students Who are Gifted and Talented
In addition to typical students, general education classrooms usually contain not only students
with disabilities but also individuals with special gifts and talents. Students who are gifted and
talented,who are estimated to make up 3% to 5% of the school-aged population, may be exceptionally bright (i.e., gifted), have special talents in areas such as art or music, or be both gifted and
talented. One definition of this group is found in federal law:
The term gifted and talented children means children and, whenever applicable, youth
who are identified at the preschool, elementary, or secondary level as possessing

chapter 3 • Students with Disabilities and Other Types of Special Needs

demonstrated or potential abilities that give evidence of high performance capabilities
in areas such as intellectual, creative, specific academic, or leadership ability, or in the
performing and visual arts. (Section 902, PL 95–561, Gifted and Talented Children’s
Act of 1978)
Gifted students are characterized by above-average performance on measures of intellectual
performance; they may excel academically in all subjects or be particularly advanced in one. Some
have creative ability that allows them to produce unusual or novel solutions to problems. Talented
students may excel in leadership, drama, art, music, dance, or other areas.
Many states provide special educational opportunities for this diverse group of students.
Some gifted individuals are allowed to enter school early and accelerate quickly through the
curriculum, perhaps skipping one or several grades. Others attend special schools or classes.
Most common, however, is regular class placement with part-time special services either in
a resource setting or through special enrichment activities such as seminars or after-school
programs.
In the general education classroom, students who are gifted and talented may have special
academic and social needs. Those who are advanced academically benefit from special learning projects and assignments to help them continue their development. Some, however, although
bright, may achieve poorly in relation to their potential; for example, they may be unmotivated,
lack prerequisite skills, become bored with what they perceive as elementary-level instruction, or
fail to achieve because a disability interferes with their performance. Students who are creative
and talented may be academically advanced or typical of individuals their own age; whatever their
academic ability, they require guidance to develop their talents. Some students who are gifted and
talented have excellent social skills; others, especially those with extraordinary abilities, may need
assistance in relating to their age peers. It is also possible for special populations to overlap. A culturally diverse student with a disability may also be identified as gifted, and some youngsters identified as gifted may be at risk for school failure.
          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Types of Special Needs
It is common practice to divide students with special needs into separate groups or categories such
as students with learning disabilities, those with intellectual disabilities, and so on. In the classroom, however, the special needs of these students are often so similar that distinctions among categories become blurred. It also becomes difficult to differentiate between students with identified
disabilities and some of their peers with similar learning problems.
Academic needs are common. The acquisition, mastery, and application of school skills
prove difficult for many students with special needs and for many of their classmates. Children
are expected to enter school with listening, speaking, and other readiness skills. In the primary
years (grades 1, 2, and 3), the basic skills of reading, writing, and mathematics are taught;
at the intermediate level (grades 4, 5, and sometimes 6), students learn to use these skills to
acquire information in content areas such as science and social studies. In middle school and
high school, the focus of the curriculum shifts to the content areas; mastery of basic skills is
assumed. For many students, this assumption is unwarranted; they are not able to read, write,
and calculate at the level expected in the secondary grades. Those who have acquired rudimentary basic skills may fail to acquire content area knowledge and concepts. Still others may
require alternatives to the general education curriculum; their major educational need may be
career education with an emphasis on vocational training.
Classroom behavior support needs frequently occur among students with special needs and
their general education peers. Elementary school students are expected to obey their teacher and
others in authority, adhere to the rules of classroom conduct, and get along with their peers during
instruction and in less-structured situations such as lunch and recess. These expectations are also
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true for secondary students. In addition, however, they are assumed to have developed the study
skills and work habits necessary for independent learning. Many students require assistance in
meeting these expectations for classroom behavior.
Students may also have special physical needs. Children are expected to enter school
with intact visual, hearing, and physical abilities. Those with sensory losses cannot participate in many classroom activities designed for sighted and hearing students. Many students,
including those with physical and health impairments, cannot walk, run, or play games and
sports as well as their general education peers. They have special needs in the area of physical
development.
Special students and others often have social needs. Young children are expected to know
how to make friends with their classmates. Instruction is often presented in group situations
that require students to interact with both their teacher and peers. Many school activities are at
least partly social in nature; personal interactions take place during lunch, recess, assemblies,
and field trips and in clubs, organizations, and sports teams. Social skills become increasingly
important as individuals approach adulthood; secondary students are expected to build and
maintain friendships and begin establishing interpersonal relationships as preparation for courtship and marriage. Because they may appear to be different in some ways, students with special
needs may have difficulty gaining acceptance from their general education class peers. Students
with poor social skills (whether they are identified as having special needs or not) need instruction and training in this area.
Most students require assistance in one or more of these areas at some time during their school
careers. Students with special needs are no exception. However, with this group of students, it is
possible to predict some of the areas in which they are likely to encounter difficulty. As shown in
Table 3-1, it is probable that all will have special academic and social needs. Some may also have
needs in the areas of classroom behavior and physical development. This table depicts only the
typical needs of groups of students; it is certainly possible for students with speech and language
impairments to display problem behaviors or for students with physical impairments to require no
special academic assistance.
When adaptations are made for students with special needs, general education teachers often
wonder how to explain these changes to the rest of the class. Students may wonder why others are
receiving special treatment. Ideas for handling this situation are listed in Figure 3-4.

Table 3-1

Typical Difficulty Areas of Students with Special Needs
TYPES OF NEEDS

Types of Students

Academic

Classroom Behavior

Physical

Social

Learning disabilities

X

X

X

X

Behavioral disorders

X

X

Intellectual disabilities

X

X

Speech/language impairments

X

Physical/health impairments

X

X

X

Visual/hearing impairments

X

X

X

ADHD/ADD

X

X

Autism spectrum disorder

X

X

X

X

Severe disabilities

X

X

X

X

Gifted/talented students

X

Diverse students

X

X

Students at risk

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X

X
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FIGURE 3-4

Explaining Classroom Modifications to Peers

It is sometimes necessary to make changes in classroom activities so that students with special
needs can succeed. For example, students with academic needs may be given special assignments or may be required to complete only part of the work assigned to the rest of the class.
Those with behavioral needs may earn special rewards for good behavior. The rest of the class
may become curious about why these students receive special treatment from the teacher.
Teachers can prevent problems from occurring by following these suggestions:
• Don’t call undue attention to students with special needs. Treat them as you would any
other student in your class.
• When special assignments are necessary, give them privately. Then, when the class
is working on individual assignments, the student with special needs will not be
conspicuous.
• Group students with similar learning needs together. If a student with a disability requires
extra instruction in reading, set up a small group that includes peers with similar needs.
If students with special needs have difficulty following class rules, consider beginning a
behavior program for the entire class.
• When class members have questions, answer them promptly and honestly. Acknowledge
that you are individualizing assignments and activities so that everyone in the class can
learn successfully. A matter-of-fact response will usually satisfy curiosity and allay any
feelings of resentment.

          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Assessment of Special Learning Needs
In special education and other supplementary school services, it is necessary to determine whether
students meet certain legal requirements before services can begin. To determine student needs
and also to determine eligibility, assessment is needed. In special education, for example, students
are considered eligible for services only if they have a disability and if that disability has a negative effect on school performance. Students must experience difficulty in school, and that difficulty
must be attributable to a disability.

Classroom Assessment
General educators play many roles in the assessment process. The classroom teacher typically is
the person who refers students for special education and other types of assessment. In addition,
teachers collect all sorts of information about their students. Some of the assessment strategies that
classroom teachers use most often follow:
• Observations of students as they engage in academic activities and social interactions
• Analysis of students’ errors and correct responses on work samples such as homework assignments, tests, essays, and math papers
• Administration of quizzes and exams to assess student progress toward instructional goals
• Interviews with students to learn more about their attitudes, viewpoints, and the strategies they
use to interact with classroom tasks
These techniques are informal assessment strategies. Unlike formal, norm-referenced tests,
their purpose is not to compare one student’s performance to that of others of the same age or grade.
Instead, they are considered curriculum-based assessments because they focus on students’
mastery of the instructional goals addressed in the general education classroom.
Another example of an informal data collection technique is portfolio assessment. Portfolios
are simply collections of student work samples gathered over time. Teachers evaluate the contents of
a portfolio with the same informal techniques used to analyze other types of student work samples.
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One major reason for the collection of data is to evaluate the effectiveness of instruction. When
done systematically, this is called clinical teaching (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2008). It is also the
assessment phase of the response-to-intervention (RTI) approach that will be discussed in Chapter 8 of the text. First, the teacher gathers data about student performance on the task in question.
Then, an intervention is introduced and data collection continues. Any of the informal assessment
strategies described earlier can be used in clinical teaching: observation, analysis of student work
samples, quizzes, and so on. The intervention is considered successful if results indicate that student performance has improved.
Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) is an informal assessment strategy used in special
education to monitor student progress (Deno, 1985). It is easy to use and sensitive to small changes
in students’ skill levels, which makes it a useful measurement technique for clinical teaching. In
CBM, the teacher collects very brief samples of important student behaviors. For example, to
assess oral reading skills, the teacher (or an assistant) records the number of words that a student
reads correctly during one minute. This “probe” is administered frequently (e.g., two or three times
each week), and results are graphed to provide a visual record of the student’s progress. In clinical
teaching, this graph is inspected to determine whether desired changes occurred when the new
intervention was introduced.

Assessment for Program Eligibility
When students are referred for special education assessment, a multidisciplinary team is formed
to plan the process of gathering information about the need for extraordinary services. Norm-
referenced tests are typically used for this type of assessment. These tests provide information
about a student’s status in relation to other students of the same age or grade; this type of comparison is needed to determine whether a student’s problem is severe enough to warrant special educational intervention.
Trained specialists administer the tests to individual students. Group administration procedures
are not used because they can depress the performance of students with special learning needs.
Group tests require students to read, write, and attend to test tasks for a relatively long period of
time. On individually administered tests, a student’s knowledge of science can be separated from
his or her reading skills because the tester reads the questions to the student; also, if the student’s
attention wavers, the professional can help the student refocus on the task at hand.
No matter what disability is suspected, the team will collect information on three major areas
of functioning:
1. Intellectual performance. Tests of intellectual performance, sometimes called intelligence or
IQ (intelligence quotient) tests, are used to assess the student’s skills in reasoning and problem-solving tasks. These measures do not determine innate potential; instead, they assess a
student’s aptitude for academic tasks (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2008).
2. Academic achievement. At the beginning of assessment, tests that include several academic
subjects (e.g., reading, spelling, composition, mathematics, content area knowledge) are
administered to identify broad areas of need. Then, more specific measures (e.g., a test of reading skills) are used to pinpoint areas of difficulty.
3. Area of disability. In special education assessment, it is necessary to establish the existence of
a disability. For instance, in assessing intellectual disabilities, the team will study intellectual
performance and adaptive behavior. In assessing learning disabilities, the focus is on information processing or on response to instruction in the RTI approach, and in assessing behavioral
disorders, the focus is on severe and long-standing conduct disorders. Federal laws provide
regulations for determining eligibility, and states and school districts supplement these with
additional guidelines.
To help teachers become better acquainted with the tests and other data collection procedures
used in special education, common assessment tools and techniques are discussed throughout this
book. However, this book places most of its emphasis on the types of assessment tools that teachers
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find useful in the classroom. These are typically informal assessments—measures and strategies
devised by teachers to answer specific questions about the academic, social, physical, and behavioral needs of their students. The measures also tend to be curriculum-based rather than norm-
referenced; that is, their purpose is to compare a student’s performance to the demands of the local
curriculum and the expectations in a particular classroom.
          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Collaboration in Designing the
Individualized Education Program
Once it has been determined that a student is eligible for special education, the next step is the design
of the IEP. This must take place before special education can begin. The IEP is typically reviewed
and modified at least annually, and its content is regulated by federal law. Consult Figure 3-5
for more information about legal requirements.
Several areas of need may be identified when the team reviews the student’s present levels of
performance. It may not be possible, or even appropriate, to include each of these areas in the IEP.
The team determines possible annual goals for the student, and then ranks those goals in priority

FIGURE 3-5

Components of the Individualized Education Program (IEP)

The required content of the IEP is specified by IDEA 2004. Because requirements are very
specific, excerpts from the final regulations for the law follow. The emphasis (terms in bold
print) has been added to identify major parts of the IEP.
Content of the IEP (§300.320(a))
1. A statement of the child’s present levels of educational achievement and functional
performance, including—
i. How the child’s disability affects the child’s involvement and progress in the general
curriculum (i.e., the same curriculum as for nondisabled children); or
ii. For preschool children, as appropriate, how the disability affects the child’s
participation in appropriate activities;
2. i. A statement of measurable annual goals, including academic and functional goals designed
to—
A. Meet the child’s needs that result from the child’s disability to enable the child to be
involved in and make progress in the general education curriculum; and
B. Meet each of the child’s other educational needs that result from the child’s disability;
ii. For children with disabilities who take alternate assessments aligned to alternate
achievement standards, a description of benchmarks or short-term objectives;
3. A description of—
i. How the child’s progress toward meeting the annual goals described in paragraph (2)
of this section will be measured; and
ii. When periodic reports on the progress the child is making toward meeting the annual
goals (such as through the use of quarterly or other periodic reports, concurrent with
the issuance of report cards) will be provided;
4. A statement of the special education and related services and supplementary aids
and services, based on peer-reviewed research to the extent practicable, to be provided
to the child, or on behalf of the child, and a statement of the program modifications or
supports for school personnel that will be provided to enable the child—
i. To advance appropriately toward attaining the annual goals;
ii. To be involved in and make progress in the general curriculum … and to participate in
extracurricular and other nonacademic activities; and
iii. To be educated and participate with other children with disabilities and nondisabled
children in the activities described in this section;
Source: Pearson Education, New York, New York.
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FIGURE 3-5

(Continued)

5. An explanation of the extent, if any, to which the child will not participate with
nondisabled children in the regular class and in the activities described in paragraph (a)
(4) of this section;
6. i. A statement of any individual appropriate accommodations that are necessary to
measure the academic achievement and functional performance of the child on State
and districtwide assessments …; and
ii. If the IEP Team determines that the child shall take an alternate assessment on a
particular State or districtwide assessment of student achievement, a statement of why
A. The child cannot participate in the regular assessment; and
B. The particular alternate assessment selected is appropriate for the child; and
7. The projected date for the beginning of the services and modifications described in
paragraph (a)(4) of this section, and the anticipated frequency, location, and duration of
those services and modifications.
In addition to the required components of the IEP, several other factors must be taken into
account when they apply to individual students.
Consideration of Special Factors (§300.324(2))
i. In the case of a child whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of others,
consider the use of positive behavioral interventions and supports, and other strategies,
to address that behavior;
ii. In the case of a child with limited English proficiency, consider the language needs of the
child as such needs relate to the child’s IEP;
iii. In the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, provide for instruction in Braille
and the use of Braille unless the IEP Team determines, after an evaluation of the child’s
reading and writing skills, needs, and appropriate reading and writing media (including
an evaluation of the child’s future needs for instruction in Braille or the use of Braille), that
instruction in Braille or the use of Braille is not appropriate for the child;
iv. Consider the communication needs of the child, and in the case of a child who is deaf or
hard of hearing, consider the child’s language and communication needs, opportunities
for direct communications with peers and professional personnel in the child’s
language and communication mode, academic level, and full range of needs, including
opportunities for direct instruction in the child’s language and communication mode; and
v. Consider whether the child needs assistive technology devices and services.

order. Once the most important goals have been selected, the team can decide how best to measure
progress toward those goals.
The IEP is a formal written plan designed for and based on the specific individual educational
needs of each student with disabilities. It should clearly communicate to all team members the exact
nature of the student’s educational program. The IEP coordinates the efforts of the team by specifying what the team is attempting to accomplish, who is responsible for implementing each component of the plan, which evaluation procedures will be used to determine the student’s progress, and
how the student’s parent(s) will be regularly informed of progress. Development of the IEP requires
the team to carefully review each student’s needs. The time spent in this analysis helps to improve
the quality and appropriateness of the educational experiences for students. See Figure 3-6 to learn
more about the responsibilities of general educators in the IEP process.
The IEP team ensures that the student’s educational program is implemented as specified in the
written plan, once that plan has received parental approval. No change may be made in the services
for the student unless the IEP is modified by the team and the changes approved by the student’s
parent(s).
Annual evaluation of the IEP is most typical, but it is possible to review an IEP after a
shorter time if one or more team members think the plan needs revision. When the IEP is

chapter 3 • Students with Disabilities and Other Types of Special Needs

FIGURE 3-6

IEP Responsibilities of General Educators

General education teachers have many questions about IEPs and their responsibilities
in the IEP process. Some of the most commonly asked questions (and their answers)
appear here.
• Does the classroom teacher participate in the development and review of IEPs?
Under current federal law, general education teachers are required to serve on the IEP team
when students they are (or will be) teaching are under consideration for special education services or when their IEP is being reviewed. When students with disabilities receive both general
and special education services, the teacher in the general education classroom is expected to
aid in the development of the IEP. At the elementary level, the classroom teacher is required
to participate because he or she is probably the only general education teacher working with
the student. At the secondary level, however, a staff member such as the school counselor is
often selected to serve as the classroom teachers’ representative on the IEP team.
• Is the IEP a contract? Are teachers legally responsible for meeting each of the goals on
the IEP?
The IEP is a contract because schools and agencies are legally responsible for providing
the services indicated on the IEP. However, teachers are not held legally accountable for
accomplishing IEP goals and objectives. Nevertheless, teachers do have the responsibility for
making good-faith efforts to assist the students in accomplishing the goals stated in the IEP
(Strickland & Turnbull, 1993).
• Do IEPs cover both special education and general education programs?
The IEP must state an explanation of the extent, if any, to which the student will not
participate in the general education program. Goals are written for only those portions of the
school day when students require specialized services. The IEP must also include information
about supplementary aids and services and other supports and program modifications that
will be provided in general education classes or other education-related settings to enable
children with disabilities to be educated with nondisabled children to the maximum extent
appropriate. If major adaptations are made in general education classroom procedures, then
those will be reflected in IEP goals and services. However, for most students with special
needs, general education goals are not needed.
• Who is responsible for implementing the IEP?
The IEP states who is responsible for implementing the special education program to meet
each of the annual goals. In most cases this will be the special educator. However, if the IEP
contains general education class or even home goals, then the general education teacher or
the parent may be named as one of the persons responsible.
• Who may see the IEP?
Copies of the IEP are available to the student’s parent(s) and each of the persons responsible for
implementing portions of the IEP. Many districts do not distribute copies of the IEP to all teachers
working with the student because of the cost of copying and because IEPs are considered confidential documents that must be stored securely. To see the IEPs of students included in the general education program, teachers should contact the special educator or their school principal.

reviewed, the team considers how much progress the student has made toward the annual
goals. Throughout the year, teachers who work with the student gather assessment information
required to gauge progress. Frequent data collection enables these teachers to make changes as
needed in the instructional program, rather than waiting until the end of the year. Parents can
also contribute to the ongoing assessment effort. It is important for them to continue their collaboration with the team and to incorporate their views of the child’s progress in school into any
team deliberations.
          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Skills for General
Education Teachers
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General education teachers play an important role
in the prevention and treatment of school learning
problems. With appropriate instruction, students
with disabilities and others with special learning
needs can experience success in the general education classroom. The next chapters of this book
focus on the major skills needed by teachers to
assess student needs and adapt instruction, provide
positive behavior supports, promote social acceptance, and coordinate the learning environment of
the classroom. These skills are simply good teaching procedures; they can be used with all students.
Good teaching skills focus on the needs of the student (rather than any particular disability), and they
are based on the following four assumptions about
students with special needs and the teaching-learning
process:

All Students Can Learn
Despite any special needs they may have, all individuals can acquire new skills and absorb new
information and attitudes. Students learn at different rates, and the same person may learn some
things more quickly than other things. Although much is known about different groups of students
with special needs, it is impossible to accurately predict the specific areas in which they will experience difficulty. However, we do know that they can and, with proper instruction, will learn.

Learning Is Determined by Changes in Behavior
Learning is a process of change. Students acquire new skills, become more proficient in previously
learned skills, and learn to perform in certain ways. Teachers evaluate students’ progress by their
behavior; they observe students’ overt responses and infer that learning has occurred. Students
demonstrate that they have learned academic, classroom conduct, and social skills in many ways;
they may display new behaviors, a greater number of appropriate behaviors, or fewer inappropriate
behaviors. Teachers monitor the learning process by noting what students say in class discussions,
what they write on assignments and exams, and how they act in the many situations of the school day.

Teaching Involves Arrangement of the Environment
If learning is the change of student behaviors, then teaching is the arrangement of the learning
environment to maximize the chance that desired behaviors will occur. In instruction, teachers have
control over two important factors: the antecedents and consequences of student behaviors. An
antecedent is anything that precedes or comes before a behavior; typical teaching activities such
as lectures, small-group discussions, text readings, and written assignments are all instructional
antecedents that can be manipulated to enhance learning. Consequences, or events that follow
behaviors, include grades, teacher feedback, and rewards (remember gold stars?), and consequences are powerful tools that can be used to facilitate learning. Just as students learn at different
rates, they also respond differently to instructional antecedents and consequences. Although there
is no one sure-fire teaching method, material, or reward system, empirical evidence suggests that
some instructional procedures are more effective than others.
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Data Collection Increases Teaching Efficiency
The options in setting up an instructional system of antecedents and consequences are almost unlimited; it is important to approach the task systematically. The first step, after precisely describing the
desired student behavior, is selecting the appropriate instructional strategy. That strategy should
be based on sound instructional principles, and whenever possible, they should be evidence-based
practices or have ample research support. The teacher collects information about the behavior
before instruction and also during the instructional intervention. If the behavior changes in the
desired way, the intervention is considered successful; if it does not, the teacher proceeds to a more
complex or intensive instructional strategy. In this way, instructional decisions are made on the
basis of data rather than on guesses or hunches; teaching becomes more efficient, with the end
result that students learn more. This data-driven approach to instruction is particularly beneficial for
students who encounter difficulty in learning.
To review these major points and others, consult the “Things to Remember” section.

          Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

•

Recognize that students with disabilities are a part of the larger school community.
❍❍
Students with disabilities are a part of the greater school community. They are children
and students first, and though they may have a disability, the goal is to foster their successful conclusion and promote a sense of belonging to their school community.
Describe the most common forms of disabilities encountered by school-aged children.
❍❍
The most common disabilities identified in U.S. schools are specific learning disabilities,
speech and language impairments, other health impairments, autism, intellectual disability, and EBD. In contrast, physical, health, visual, and hearing impairments are relatively
rare; these conditions are often referred to as low-incidence disabilities. Mild disabilities
are much more frequent than severe disabilities. It is likely that at least 75% of the special
education population has mild learning needs that can be met, at least in part, in a general
education setting (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014).
Define and describe “gifted and talented” and the characteristics associated with students identified as gifted and talented.
❍❍
Gifted students are characterized by above-average performance on measures of intellectual performance; they may excel academically in all subjects or be particularly advanced
in one. Some have creative ability that allows them to produce unusual or novel solutions
to problems. Talented students may excel in leadership, drama, art, music, dance, or other
areas.
List and describe the types of academic and behavior supports required by students with special needs within the general classroom setting.
❍❍
Students in general education settings require academic supports, positive behavior supports, and social and physical supports depending on their individual needs. Examples may
include modifying assignments to accommodate a learning disability, providing instruction in a new behavior such as requesting teacher assistance for a student with impulsivity,
and providing physical assistance to a student confined to a wheelchair.
Understand the referral and assessment process for determining whether a student has a disability and is eligible to receive special education services.
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When students are referred for special education assessment, a multidisciplinary team is
formed to plan the process of gathering information about the need for extraordinary services through formal assessment.
Describe the process associated with the development of the IEP and the elements that compose the IEP.
❍❍
Once it has been determined that a student is eligible for special education, the next step is
design of the IEP. This must take place before special education can begin. The IEP is typically reviewed and modified at least annually, and its content is regulated by federal law.
List and describe some specific professional development skills for general educators that will
assist them in better serving learners with special needs.
❍❍
Good teaching skills focus on the needs of the student (rather than any particular disability), and they are based on the following four assumptions about students with special
needs and the teaching-learning process. These are (a) all students can learn, (b) learning
is determined by changes in behavior, (c) teaching involves the arrangement of the environment, and (d) data collection increases teacher efficiency.
❍❍

•

•

Activities
1. Disabilities are not the same as handicaps. However, some disabilities interfere with the performance of tasks required by certain professions. For example, consider blindness for a painter
or deafness for a musician. Are there any disabilities that would interfere in the profession of
teaching? If so, what are they? What disabilities would a teacher be able to overcome? Be prepared to discuss your answers to these questions.
2. Interview two or more general educators about the students they teach. How many students
with disabilities are included in their classrooms? What types of special needs do these students have? Do other children in the classroom have similar needs? What kinds of classroom
modifications have the teachers made to accommodate the special needs of these students?
3. Many special education journals concentrate on one disability. For instance, the Council for
Exceptional Children publishes Behavioral Disorders, Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, and Learning Disabilities Research and Practice. Select one or two of
these journals, and look at several recent issues. Did you find any articles on the inclusion of
students with special needs in general education?
4. Search the Web for information about one of the disabilities discussed in this chapter. What
kinds of sites did you locate? Are they sponsored by professional organizations? Parent groups?
Districts or schools? Individuals?

Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock
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Students’ Stories
Santiago
Santiago is attending school for the first time. He comes to school with a language that has
served him quite well for his first 5 years and with some knowledge of English. He has grown
up in a Mexican American family with traditional values unique to his culture and has been
socialized in this culture. He goes to a school that reflects the values of the dominant society.
He exemplifies a student beginning school with a different language and a different culture from
that of the majority of students and teachers in the school. Santiago finds himself in a strange and
threatening situation, with the need to not only master a new language, but also to make immediate use of it to function as a student. As a teacher, imagine the thoughts this little boy carries with
him as he tries to understand how to cope in this new situation and how the potential stressors
associated with his circumstances could affect his learning.

Asman
Asman is an 11th-grader who excels in school and hopes to attend an Ivy League university. She
would like to become a leader in education and inspire others to pursue higher education. Asman was
born in Afghanistan and lived there for several years before moving to the United States. While in
Afghanistan, she struggled to pursue her education because of widespread denial of access to education for girls. Many of Asman’s girlfriends who were caught attempting to obtain an education were
beaten, burned, or shot. Asman experienced many close calls but was able to continue her education
by secretly attending a homeschool for a small group of girls. As you encounter a student like Asman
who has an incredible zest for learning despite the hardships she has faced, reflect on how significant
your role as a teacher is in helping her continue to love learning and pursue her educational dreams.

Looking Ahead
This chapter is about students like Santiago, Asman, and others who might add diversity to the
general education classroom. The stories of Santiago and Asman remind us of the gifts and
talents that each student brings. Rather than focusing on the individual or cultural differences
of students, pause and reflect on how important it is for all teachers to recognize these gifts in
children and youth and the important role you serve in helping to expand their learning. As you
read, think about these questions:

•
•

Why is it important to be familiar with the cultures of the students in your classroom?
If you were Santiago’s teacher, what steps could you take to make him and his family feel
welcome in your classroom?

•

How might life experiences like those of Asman influence a student’s view on the value of
schooling?
What types of classroom adaptations would you recommend to assist students who are
English learners?
In addition to culture and language, what other areas of diversity might you expect to find
among students in your classroom?

•
•

T

he United States is a nation rich in diversity, and the composition of many general education classrooms reflects this diversity. Students may differ from one another and from
their teachers in many ways including the culture of their family, the racial and ethnic group or
groups with which they identify, the individuals who are included as members of their family,
and the religion or cultural traditions that the family practices. This chapter provides information
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about these and other types of diversity that might have an impact on what experiences students
bring with them when they enter the general education classroom. Differences in culture and in
language are the two types of diversity most often discussed in relation to education.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Describe the diversity that exists within today’s classrooms.
• Explain how a teacher’s cultural competence can influence the instruction that occurs in the
classroom.
• Discuss how culture influences diversity.
• Explain how a teacher can promote acceptance of diversity within the classroom.

Today’s General Education Classrooms
The classrooms of today are very different from those of a half-century ago. In the 1950s, teachers could expect that most of their students came from homes with both a mother and a father,
that their family enjoyed a comfortable if modest income, and that the language they spoke in the
home was English. These expectations would not prove accurate today. Students in today’s classrooms more often than not live in homes where one parent works outside the home and is generally
the mother. English is not the primary language in the home, and many families live below the
poverty line.
Another important change is the inclusion of students with disabilities in today’s classrooms. In the past, this group of students was considered too different, too diverse for inclusion
in the general education classroom; in some cases, students with disabilities were excluded from
general education schools, relegated to special centers and schools, or even refused schooling
altogether.
Schools today serve communities characterized by many types of diversity. The types of diversity included in this chapter include culture, race, and ethnicity; language; religion; family makeup;
and financial and other resources. The chapter also offers suggestions for promoting the acceptance
of all students as members of the classroom family. These recommendations are based on the principles of culturally responsive instruction, although the concept is broadened to include all types
of diversity, not simply cultural diversity. Before proceeding to the discussion about culture, race,
and ethnicity, consult Figure 4-1 to learn more about U.S. schools today.

FIGURE 4-1

Establishing a positive
classroom climate is important. Listen as this teacher
describes how she builds a
sense of community in her
classroom.

Statistics on U.S. Schools Today

The National Center for Education Statistics compiles information about schooling in the United States. The statistics that
follow are drawn from the National Center for Education Statistics (2014).
• In Fall 2014, there were over 98,000 public elementary and secondary schools in the United States, and approximately
49.8 million students were expected to attend these schools.
• The cost of public education during the 2014–2015 school year is expected to be $619 billion.
• More than 3 million full-time teachers are expected to work in public schools during the 2014–2015 school year.
• In 2011–2012, approximately 13% of students in public schools were identified as having a disability.
• In 2011–2012, English language learners comprised 9.1% (approximately 4.4 million) of the public school population.
• Some students received their education through other options: based on 2010–2011 data, 2.1 million students attended
charter schools, and 5.2 million enrolled in private schools.
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A Broader Understanding of Diversity
Although every person is an individual with distinct characteristics, each is influenced by the
culture in which he or she is reared and in which he or she lives. Culture is generally defined as
a set of values, beliefs, and attitudes that influence how a person makes decisions and behaves
(Chamberlain, 2005).
Students in schools in the United States represent many different cultures. However, what has
been called the “dominant” U.S. culture has its roots in western European traditions, though this
landscape is presently ever changing. Persons living in the United States are influenced by this
dominant culture whether or not they choose to adopt all of its values and belief systems.
In addition, an individual’s cultural identity is influenced by membership in several smaller
groups called microcultures (Banks, 2013), or subcultures. Subcultures may be based on factors
such as ethnicity or national origin, socioeconomic class, religion, gender, age, disability, or the
area of the country in which a person lives. Consider, for example, the differences between the customs and mores of New England and those of the Deep South, or the differences in cultural patterns
among Irish Americans, Mexican Americans, and Chinese Americans.
Ethnic groups are one type of microcultural, or subcultural, group. Banks (2013) described an
ethnic group as those sharing several things in common such as traditions, similar ancestries, sense
of belonging, and so on. For those persons born in the United States, one of their ethnic groups
is American, and the other is the national origin of their ancestors. Thus, an American whose
ancestors came from Russia is a Russian American; a Somali American is one whose ancestors (or
parents or grandparents) came from Somalia.
Like ethnicity, race is based on a person’s family origins. However, it is not so easily defined,
and because the notion of race is a social construction (Banks, 2013), racial categories shift over
time. For example, the 2010 and 2000 U.S. Census included five racial categories (American
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African American, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific
Islander, and White) as well as the option to indicate biracial or multiracial origin. These categories differ from those used in the 1990 Census, which combined Asian and Pacific Islander into
one category.
The term minority is used to describe groups with fewer members than the majority group.
Note, however, that the term minority is considered by many to be pejorative. In the United
States, the majority group has traditionally been composed of White or Caucasian persons. All
other groups were considered to be minorities. Several changes introduced in the 2000 U.S.
census resulted in a more complex picture of the diversity within the United States. First, when
citizens were asked to indicate their group membership, they could choose between “one race”
or “two or more races.” Second, there were five racial groups from which to choose, and third,
individuals of all races were asked to indicate whether or not they considered themselves Hispanic or Latino. Table 4-1 presents the results from this census; as this table shows, the largest groups within the population are White (72.4%) followed by Hispanic (16.3%) and Black
(12.6%) Americans.
Table 4-1 also presents recent information about the composition of U.S. public schools.
Although school data are not collected in precisely the same way as census data, the table shows
that school populations contain a larger proportion of persons of color than the population at
large. For example, while Black or African Americans make up 12.6% of the U.S. population,
students who are Black and non-Hispanic make up 16.0% of the elementary and secondary
school population. This trend is present in all student groups (except students considered White,
non-Hispanic, and Asian). In fact, in many parts of the country, to call students of color a minority
is not only pejorative but also inaccurate; it is the traditional majority of the past that has become
the minority. Figure 4-2 presents additional facts about the richness of cultural diversity in the
United States.
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Table 4-1

Diversity in the United States and in U.S. Public Schools
U.S. Population

Characteristic

U.S. Schools
Number

Percent

Group

Percent

One race
White

223,553,265

72.4

White, non-Hispanic

52.4

38,929,319

12.6

Black, non-Hispanic

16.0

2,932,248

0.9

American Indian/Alaska Native

1.1

14,674,252

4.8

Asian/Pacific Islander

4.6

540,013

0.2

Some other race

19,107,368

6.2

Two or more races

9,009,073

2.9

50,477,594

16.3

Black or African American
American Indian and Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian and other Pacific
Islander

Hispanic or Latino (of any race)

0.3

2.4
Hispanic

23.1

Source: U.S. population data from U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). Profile of General Demographic Characteristics: 2010. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved
August 27 1, 2014, from http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk
U.S. school population data from U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2013). Digest of Education Statistics: 2012. Retrieved
August 2014, from http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_045.asp

FIGURE 4-2

Cultural Diversity in the United States

• According to Gollnick and Chinn (2006), the United States is made up of almost 300 ethnic groups, including 170 Native
American tribes.
• Chan and Lee (2004) described Asian Americans as “the fastest growing racial/ethnic group” and “the most culturally
diverse minority in terms of country of origin” (p. 220). Asian Americans include (but are not limited to) individuals with
Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, Guamanian, Indian, Pakistani, Burmese, Thai,
Marshallese, Saipanese, Ponapean, and Yapese ancestry (Cheng, 1991; Decano, 1979; Garcia, 1978).
• American Indians and Alaska Natives are a relatively small group numbering 2.5 million and making up less than 1% of the
population; however, they show great diversity in culture and language (Joe & Malach, 2004). Gollnick and Chinn (2006)
report that “forty percent of the Native American population belongs to one of six tribes: Cherokee, Navajo, Latin Native
American, Choctaw, Sioux, and Chippewa (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003)” (p. 92).
• The largest bilingual group is Hispanics (sometimes called Latinos). Hispanics can be any race. According to the latest
census, they number more than 35 million persons, or 12.5% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).
• Latinos are also the largest “minority” group. African Americans are the second largest with a population of more than 34
million, or 12.3% of the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

The Multicultural Education Approach
As described by Banks (2013), the initial development of the field of multicultural education
began more than 50 years ago with the Civil Rights Movement by African Americans in the U.S. In
detailing the historical development of multicultural education, Banks describes how following the
beginning of racial desegregation of school in the 1950s (see Brown v. Board of Education), African American students and those of other races demanded that their cultural backgrounds be incorporated into the school curriculum. This resulted in a multiethnic approach where schools included
content on various ethnic/cultural holidays and notable people from various ethnicities/cultures.
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These changes were later considered to be rather superficial because they did not address many of
the prevailing issues such as school policies, instructional approaches, assessments utilized, and
teacher attitudes. Banks went on to explain that multicultural education developed as empirical
support endorsed changes in pedagogy that incorporated instruction considerate of the cultural
characteristics and strengths of students. These approaches were described by different terminology such as “equity pedagogy,” “culturally relevant teaching,” and “culturally responsive teaching.”
Gollnick and Chinn (2006) identified some fundamental beliefs and assumptions underlying the concept of multicultural education that included the value of cultural difference,
how education and schooling should serve as platforms for the expression of human rights
and cultural diversity, and the importance of social justice for all people, to name a few. The
important point to consider is that an educated society is open to broadening one’s understanding of the world in which we live. This is the foundation for education and schooling.
Schools are a ref lection of our society in that they represent small learning communities
composed of learners from diverse sociocultural origins. As a teacher your role is to understand each of the students in your charge, get to know them as individuals, delight in the
diversity found among your students, and promote a better understanding of multiculturalism
within your learning community.

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students
Listen to this teacher discuss
her perceptions about working with culturally diverse
students in the general
education classroom.

In most cities and towns in the United States today, culturally and linguistically diverse students
are members of general education classrooms alongside their typical peers and those with special learning needs. Culturally diverse individuals are those reared in a culture that is at variance
with that found in the school or different from the dominant culture in the United States. These
students face at least two sets of expectations—those of the home and those of the school—and
many times these expectations differ. Included within this group are linguistically diverse students;
these youngsters may speak languages other than English or be bilingual, speaking English and
the language of the home. Some culturally and linguistically diverse students have special learning
needs; others do not.
Students who speak little or no English are likely to be members of diverse cultures. They are
at an extreme disadvantage in school if both their language and experiential backgrounds set them
apart from their peers. Some schools offer such students bilingual education, in which they develop
English language skills while learning more about their own culture and the culture of the United
States. Students from diverse backgrounds include Native Americans and Alaskan natives, Asians
and Pacific Islanders, African Americans, and Hispanics. African Americans and Hispanics are the
two most prevalent diverse cultures in the United States today. Within the Hispanic culture are individuals of Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, or other Spanish culture or origin. Some diverse students
are bilingual, some may be considered culturally diverse, but many are English-speaking members
of the dominant American culture.
Students with ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds different from those of their peers,
add diversity and variety to the general education classroom, and enrich the learning community.
However, these students may have special academic and social needs, given their limited proficiency
in understanding and conversing in English. As a result of these skill limitations, some students
may experience difficulty with academic instruction. Others may fail to meet teacher expectations because of different entry-level skills or different cultural values and motivational systems.
One large challenge is the social inclusion of these students when social acceptance is withheld by
peers unaccustomed to cultural variations.
Many culturally diverse students were born in the United States and have lived here all their
lives; others are recent immigrants still experiencing the shock of adjusting to an entirely new culture. Immigrants come from all parts of the world, but in recent years the majority have been Latin
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Americans and Asians (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2007). In 2006, for example, the
most common countries of birth for persons granted permanent resident status in the United States
were Mexico, the People’s Republic of China, and India (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2007). Hoefer, Rytina, and Campbell (2007) reported the estimate that, in 2006, Mexico was
the country of birth for 57% of the unauthorized immigrants in the United States; the next most
common countries were El Salvador and Guatemala, each with 4% of the unauthorized immigrant
population.
Culturally diverse students cannot be categorized into a single group according to their
language or cultural backgrounds, because some have special learning needs and others do not.
Some have disabilities, some are gifted, and others are average achievers. Like their peers, most
culturally diverse students are best served in the general education classroom. However, the general
education teacher must recognize the impact of diversity on the performance of these students.
Knowledge of and respect for differences among diverse groups will help the teacher provide a
more successful educational experience for all students. Strive to better understand each of your
students as individuals and become better informed about their backgrounds through this process
of relationship-building with your students. This will result in an enriched learning experience for
the student and allow you as a teacher to better address the individual learning strengths and needs
of all of your students.
Culture influences behavior. Within each culture is a set of values and beliefs that guides the
members of that culture in social interactions. However, what is accepted as desirable conduct in
one culture may be considered inappropriate in another. The classroom teacher must be aware of
such differences to understand the behavior of students from diverse groups.
Keep in mind that descriptions of cultures are necessarily generalizations. They provide some
guidance in understanding the customs and beliefs of a group of persons but little information about
specific individuals within that group.
Many researchers have observed many differences between the values of the dominant
culture in the United States and those of the Native American culture (Fryberg & Leavitt, 2014;
Joe & M
 alach, 2004; Pepper, 1976; Walker, 1988). For example, the dominant culture in America emphasizes competition and individual achievement; Native American culture stresses cooperation, c ollaboration, and group achievement. Also, in contrast to the dominant culture, in
which words are the primary mode of communication, Native American students are more likely
to express themselves through actions. These cultural differences can affect a student’s ability to
conform to the expectations of the school. In addition, as noted by Fryberg and Leavitt, Native
Americans may have a general distrust of the education system due to a history of being forced
to attend g overnment-run boarding schools. Fryberg and Leavitt also explained how Native
American students may not be motivated in the same manner as other students. Their example described how White students could be motivated to perform well in school so that they’re
accepted to and attend college. In contrast, this did not work with Native American students
because their view was that attending college would cause them to be removed from their culture and everything they cherished about their home. Motivational factors such as these need to
be considered and addressed according to both the cultural and individual characteristics of the
student.
For example, given that Native American culture is built around a sense of community, rather
than the quest for individual success, imagine a student who’s been raised with deeply rooted
Native cultural beliefs and traditions and perhaps schooled within a reservation community entering a public school where few Native American students are present and competition is stressed
among students. Certainly the student would have many conflicts to resolve and be forced to
develop new coping mechanisms, but that would not change how the dominant culture operates.
For many students coming from diverse cultural origins, these situations pose challenges. Amidst
these challenges are the social barriers that many will face in attempting to find acceptance in such
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a new setting. These challenges may also manifest themselves in the form of academic performance
problems. Critical to such situations is a caring and empathetic teacher who makes time and effort
to ease the student in such a transition.
Some cultures also have value systems that may conflict with the expectations of the school.
According to Chan and Lee (2004), traditional Asian culture is characterized by its roots in an agricultural civilization, polytheistic and spiritualistic religion, heart-oriented philosophy, collectivist
(we) social orientation, family-centered home life, and indirect communication style. In contrast
the U.S. mainstream culture reflects an industrial civilization, monotheistic religion, mind-oriented
philosophy, individual (I) social orientation, individual-centered home life, and direct communication style. Mathews (2000) describes these cultural patterns of students from South Asian and
Southeast Asian American families:
• Families place high value on success in school and in careers.
• Interpersonal relationships tend to be formal rather than informal and spontaneous, and communication styles often avoid expression of emotions.
• Parents are likely to make important school and career decisions for their children.
• Parents expect children to be quiet and obedient in school.
• Students may be reluctant to speak in class because their culture values humility rather than
boastfulness.
Kim and Yeh (2002) warn against the acceptance of inaccurate stereotypes about Asian
 merican students such as the “model minority” myth. This myth implies that all Asian American
A
students are highly successful in school.
Several authors have addressed the effects of Latino culture on student behavior (Aragon &
Marquez, 1973; Condon, Peters, & Sueiro-Ross, 1979; Rodriguez, Cole, Stile, & Gallegos, 1979;
Sierra, 1973; Zuniga, 2004). Cultural characteristics frequently mentioned are the existence of close
family ties and strong family loyalties, preference for cooperative rather than competitive activities,
emphasis on interpersonal relationships rather than tasks, and a relaxed sense of time (in relation to
that of the dominant U.S. culture).

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Cultural Competence
Although all persons are influenced by their cultures, they remain individuals; no group of people
is homogeneous. However, it’s worthwhile for teachers to attempt to gain insight into the cultural
backgrounds of their students—and to identify their own values and belief systems. Lynch (2004)
identified three components of cross-cultural competence for teachers and other professionals: (1)
awareness of one’s own culture, (2) awareness and understanding of students’ cultures, and (3)
development of effective cross-cultural communication skills. This notion of competence can be
broadened to include not only culture but also race, ethnicity, and the other types of diversity discussed in this chapter. Though definitions of cultural competence differ, it is an important issue as
we attempt to provide effective schooling that is sensitive to the needs of students from culturally
diverse backgrounds. In general most efforts for training personnel have included competencies in
cultural awareness including the knowledge and skills of a particular cultural group (Sue, Zane,
Goron, Nagayama-Hall, & Berger, 2009). Though formal training is important, it is equally important to maintain a sensitive heart and open mind that will allow you to further your understanding
of working with students from diverse cultures. This begins with openly accepting each student as
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an individual and learning as much about each of your students as possible to better address their
learning strengths and needs.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The Many Types of Diversity in Today’s
Classrooms
Linguistic Diversity
Language is another important consideration in the education of students from diverse backgrounds.
Although some students are quite competent in English, others enter school speaking little or no
English. The language of a student’s family also concerns the teacher. Even if a child is fluent in
English, the parent(s) may not feel comfortable conversing in that language. For many (but certainly not all) culturally diverse students, the language spoken in the home is not English but the
family’s heritage language, sometimes called the home language. Their parents and siblings may
speak Spanish, one of many Asian languages, or one of many Native American Indian languages.
According to the National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition and Language
Instruction Educational Programs (2007), in the 2002–2003 school year, more than 350 languages
were spoken by English learners in U.S. schools. Table 4-2 identifies the 10 most common languages. This table also illustrates that Spanish is the most common language group for students
who are English learners (also called English language learners). The diversity of language in
school-aged children is a reflection of the nation’s growing diversity. The linguistic diversity of
the population varies by locale. In 2006 in eight states, more than 25% of persons age 5 or older
spoke a language other than English at home: California, New Mexico, Texas, New York, Arizona,

Table 4-2
Language

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training and enhancement
materials for pre-service and
practicing teachers. This
module on teaching English
Language Learners will help
you learn more about second-language acquisition,
the importance of Academic
English, and instructional
practices that will enhance
learning for English language learners. http://iris.
peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
module/ell/

Common Languages in U.S. Schools
Rank by Number of
English Language
Learners

Estimated Number of
English Language
Learners

Estimated Percentage
of English Language
Learners (%)

Dialects,
Variants,
Other Names

Spanish

1

2,963,256

76.9

Vietnamese

2

90,659

2.4

Hmong

3

68,892

1.8

Korean

4

47,427

1.2

Arabic

5

44,681

1.2

Regional Arabic
dialects

6

43,137

1.1

Haitian, French
Creole

Haitian Creole
Cantonese

7

36,942

1.0

Yue

Tagalog

8

35,495

0.9

Pilipino, Filipino

Russian

9

33,860

0.9

Navajo

10

33,622

0.9

Dine

Source: From National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs. (2007a). NCELA Frequently Asked Questions:
What are the most common language groups for ELL students? Retrieved July 10, 2008, from http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/expert/faq/05toplangs.html

Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock
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New Jersey, Nevada, and Florida (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).
In only five states fewer than 5% spoke a language other than
English at home: Montana, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, and
West Virginia.
One major concern within communication is that language
and culture are often dependent on each other for correct interpretation. It is not always possible to translate a word from one language to another. A case in point is the English word pet. Because
there is no equivalent in Spanish, might be translated as animal
doméstico (an animal that has been domesticated) or animalito (little animal). In addition, translations may be inaccurate. The word
tool in English refers to a category that contains many different
exemplars. Spanish has no general term for tools. Instead, native
Spanish speakers talk about fierros (tools made of iron or steel),
equipo (equipment), or útiles (utensils). Another example is the English word hot; in Spanish it can
translate as caliente (hot in temperature) or picante (spicy hot).
When children learn English after their heritage language, their speech may sound somewhat
different from that of students who are native speakers of English. A teacher may note that they
speak with an accent. One reason for this is the nonequivalence of speech sounds between languages. Taylor (1986) pointed out that Spanish speech sounds can interfere with English pronunciation (and vice versa for English speakers attempting to learn Spanish). For instance, a Spanish
speaker may substitute chair for share and watch for wash in English.
Note that not all culturally diverse students speak more than one language; for many, English is
the language of their home, and it is the only language that they know. However, they may speak a
dialect of English rather than the standard English of public schools. One example is Black English,
considered by many experts to be a dialect of standard English. Black English is also called Vernacular Black English, African American Vernacular English, or Ebonics (Gollnick & Chinn, 2006),
and it is characterized by its own formal rules and structures.

Classroom Adaptations for English Learners
The adaptations for English learners in the general education classroom revolve around language
instruction and the need to make academic learning easier for students who must acquire the language of the classroom at the same time they are attempting to learn new skills and content subjects.
Several principles guide the process of making classroom adaptations for English learners, including
those related to learning a second language, teaching English learners, and giving culturally responsive instruction.

Principles of Culturally Responsive Instruction
The principles of culturally responsive instruction (Gollnick & Chinn, 2006) are the most basic
principles underlying the education of English learners and all others in the general education classroom. It is crucial that instruction in the general education classroom be culturally responsive to all
types of diversity.
Building English Vocabulary
Vocabulary development is one of the most important ways that general education teachers can
assist English learners to succeed in classroom activities. In discussing the importance of vocabulary development, the Colorín Colorado website (2007) notes that children who are native English
speakers enter kindergarten with a vocabulary of 5,000 or more words. English learners, in contrast,
may know an equivalent number of words in their heritage language, but only a few words in
English.
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Numerous authors provide suggestions for how to assist English learners in vocabulary
development. Several of these suggestions follow:
• Provide students who are English learners with opportunities to hear, say, read, and write new
words (Swanson & Howerton, 2007).
• Make the classroom a comfortable place for students to practice their new language skills
(Swanson & Howerton, 2007).
• Allow students to be silent when they are first learning a new language (Rodriguez & Higgins,
2005). This stage of language learning is called the preproduction or silent period, and it is a
time when students learn by listening rather than speaking (Salend, 2008).
• In the first stages of language learning, students can respond by pointing, drawing, gesturing,
and other nonverbal techniques (Salend, 2008).

Religious Diversity
A type of diversity that is not often discussed in relation to education is diversity of religion. The
United States is a heterogenous nation in terms of religious faith—just as it is in terms of culture,
race, ethnicity, and language—and it is important for teachers to recognize that the students in
their classrooms may be representative of this diversity. A family’s religion may influence several
aspects of daily life including which days are celebrated as holidays, what foods are eaten, what
types of clothing are considered appropriate, and what kinds of activity choices students should be
offered at school. Table 4-3 provides some information on the types of religious diversity within the
United States.

Table 4-3

Religious Diversity in the United States
Group

Percentage of U.S. Adults Who Are
Affiliated

Evangelical Protestant Churches (e.g., Evangelical Tradition Baptist, Lutheran Pentecostal)

26.3%

Catholic

23.9%

Mainline Protestant Churches (e.g., Mainline Tradition Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran)

18.1%

Unaffiliated (Atheist, Agnostic, Nothing in Particular)

16.1%

Historically Black Churches

6.9%

Mormon

1.7%

Jewish

1.7%

Other Faiths (e.g., Unitarians, New Age, Native American religions)

1.2%

Don't Know/Refused

0.8%

Jehovah's Witness

0.7%

Buddhist

0.7%

Orthodox

0.6%

Muslim

0.6%

Hindu

0.4%

Other Christian

0.3%

Other World Religions
Source: Adapted from U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, Pew Research Center's Forum on Religion & Public Life, © 2008, Pew Research Center. Reprinted with the permission of the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, www.pewforum.org.
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Diversity Among Families
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The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement materials for preservice and practicing teachers. This module
on cultural diversity will help
you apply your knowledge
of chapter concepts. http://
iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
div/chalcycle.htm

Students in today’s classrooms are diverse not only in culture, language, and religion but also
in the makeup of their family constellations. Although some students are members of families
composed of a mother, father, and one or more children, many others are not. It is important for
teachers to recognize the diversity of options for U.S. families today, rather than assuming that all
students are members of stereotypic traditional American families with two parents and one or two
children.
Recent census data (Vespa, Lewis, & Kreider, 2013) can provide some insight into the makeup
of families in the United States today. According to these data, around two-thirds of children live in
two-parent households where the parents are married. Less than one-third of children live with only
one of their parents, and that parent is most likely the mother. The picture changes when family
living arrangements are viewed by race and Hispanic origin. For example, in 2012, 76% of White
children lived with two married parents versus 43% of African American children, 61% of Hispanic
children, and 79% of Asian children.
Another part of the puzzle of the makeup of U.S. families is the number
of children being raised by grandparents. The number of children in 2010
that lived in homes headed by grandparents was 1 in 14, or 7% (Pew Research
Center, 2010). Foster care is another living arrangement for children not living
with a parent. The number of children in foster care in 2012 was 400,000,
a decline from the over half-million children living in foster care in 1999
(Child Trends Databank, 2014). Another subgroup of children of interest
comprises children with one or both parents in prison or jail. Approximately
1 in 140 adults in the United States are incarcerated, and these prisoners are
the parents of more than 2 million children (Grayson, 2007). A child with
a parent in jail may live with the other parent, a grandparent, or in a foster
care family.

Poverty and Other Risk Factors
Another important consideration for teachers of general education classes comprises students
at risk for school failure. Students can be at risk for many reasons. They may live in an
impoverished family with inadequate housing, poor nutrition, and little or no medical care;
with their basic needs in jeopardy, these students often have few resources left to devote to
school learning. Others may be slow learners who, although they do not have disabilities, learn
at a pace that falls somewhat below grade-level expectations. Some students are unmotivated
to achieve in school, and as a result their academic performance is less than satisfactory. Older
students with a history of poor school achievement may become truant or contemplate leaving
school.
Every classroom contains students at risk for school failure, although it is difficult to determine
precisely how many general education students fit within this category. Many types of students can
be considered at-risk. Among these are potential school dropouts, students with violent or suicidal
behaviors, those who use or abuse alcohol or other drugs, teenage mothers, victims of child abuse
or neglect, those with eating disorders, and delinquents.
At-risk students often have needs in the area of academic performance; they may fail to
achieve, show little interest in instructional activities, or achieve at levels far below their potential.
Some students may also show special needs in the area of behavior; they may exhibit inappropriate behavior in the classroom or begin to develop very serious problems such as drug and alcohol
abuse, gang activity, and delinquency. Social acceptance may be a problem, particularly for students who fail to meet the school’s expectations for achievement and the peer group’s expectations
for behavior.
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Tragically, one of the most powerful determinants of diversity among children in the
United States is family income. Child poverty rates in the United States are one of the highest in
the world for industrialized nations (Children’s Defense Fund, 2014). As educators we understand
the significant and pervasive impact that poverty has on a child’s development. It is not uncommon
for teachers to receive children in their classrooms on a daily basis who do not have enough food,
clothing, or even shelter, the basic needs in life. Yet we are asking these children to master learning when they are hungry, cold, or devoid of security in their lives. The largest group of children
in the United States who are the poorest of the poor is Hispanic (5.8 million), followed by White
(non-Hispanic (5.2 million), and African American children (4.1 million), though children of color
are disproportionately poor and thus more at risk (Children’s Defense Fund, 2014). States in the
South had 42% of the nation’s poor children and also the highest poverty rate of 24% (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2014).
Low family income is just one of the factors that can pose risks to the welfare of children.
The Annie E. Casey Foundation collects information on several key indicators of the well-being of children, and each year this organization publishes a report titled the Kids Count Data
Book. Table 4-4 presents a summary of the results in 2012–2013 for the 10 key indicators
(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2014). Note that these indicators are concerned with health (e.g.,
low birth weight babies, infant mortality), education (high school dropouts), family structure
(single-parent families), in addition to family income (poverty rate, parents without full-time
employment). It is also important to consider how different groups fare on the key indicators. For
instance, while 31% of all children in the United States live in families where parents do not have
full-time, year-round employment, that rate soars to 49% of Native American and Alaskan Native
children and 49% of African American children.
Low family income can impact many other aspects of a child’s life. Health care, nutrition, and
education are examples. Access to health care is dependent on family resources. In 2006, 88% of
U.S. children from birth to age 17 were covered by health insurance at least some part of the year;

Table 4-4

Key Indicators of Well-Being in Children, 2012–2013

Indicator

National
Average

Hispanic

African
American

Asian and Pacific
Islander

American Non-Hispanic
Indian
White

Percent low birth weight babies

8.0%

7.0%

12.8%

8.2%

7.6%

7.0%

Infant mortality rate (deaths per
1,000 live births)

6.9%

5.8%

13.7%

3.8%

8.0%

5.0%

Child and teen death rate (deaths per
100,000)

26

21

36

14

30

25

Teen birth rate (births per 1,000)

29

46

44

10

35

20

High school students not graduating
on time

19%

24%

32%

7%

32%

15%

Percent of teens not attending school
and not working

8%

10%

12%

4%

16%

6%

Percent of children living in families
where parents lack secure
employment

31%

38%

49%

22%

49%

24%

Percent of children in poverty

23%

34%

40%

15%

37%

14%

Percent of children in single-parent
families

35%

42%

67%

17%

53%

25%

Source: From 2014 Kids Count Data Book by The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2014), Baltimore, MD: Author. © 2014 Kids Count® Data Book by the Annie E.
Casey Foundation.
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12% of U.S. children had no coverage (Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2008). In 2007, 5% of children did not have a usual
source for health care (e.g., a doctor, clinic, hospital) (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2008); in 2006, 24% did not visit a
dentist (Forum on Child and Family Statistics). Changes in health
care promoted by President Obama have increased the number of
individuals insured in the United States despite claims otherwise.
Good nutrition is essential to healthy physical and intellectual development at many points of the lifespan: during the
prenatal period, in the early childhood years, and when children
enter school and engage in learning activities. Family income
can affect how well children eat. According to Fass and Cauthen (2007), 16% of U.S. households with children “experience
food insecurity”—a lack of access to sufficient food. The Food
and Nutrition Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (Food and Nutrition Service, 2008)
reports that free and low-cost lunches were provided to more than 30 million children in 2007 by
the National School Lunch Program. Students qualify for free lunches if their family’s income is
130% of the poverty level or less ($27,560 or less for a family of four in 2008–2009). Those with
a family income between 130% and 185% of the poverty level (between $27,560 and $39,220)
meet the criterion for reduced-price lunches. In 2005, Black, Hispanic, and American Indian/
Alaska Native students were eligible for free and reduced-cost lunches at higher rates than other
groups (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007).
Like family income, educational outcomes vary across groups. The National Center for Education Statistics (2007) reports that Black and Hispanic students are the most likely of all groups
to attend high-poverty schools and schools with more than 75% minority enrollment. Asian/Pacific
Islander and White students excel in reading on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP); in mathematics, Asian/Pacific Islander students earn scores of “proficient” or above at a
higher rate than students in all other groups. In 2004, high school dropout rates were highest among
Hispanics. Between 1976 and 2004, enrollment in colleges and other undergraduate institutions
increased from 17% minority to 32%. In 2005, the median income for males over 25 remained
highest for Whites ($49,000) and Asian/Pacific Islanders ($50,000).
Income is related to educational attainment. For example, in 2005, individuals with less
than high school completion earned a median income of $25,000 versus $30,000 for high school
completers, $38,000 for persons with some college or an associate’s degree, $50,000 for those
with bachelor’s degrees, and $65,100 for those with graduate degrees (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2007e). At all levels of education, the median income for White males
($45,000) was higher than that for Black ($35,000) and Hispanic males ($31,000). In addition,
in most every subgroup, males earned higher median incomes than females ($45,000 versus
$34,000).
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Promoting Acceptance of Diversity
Students who are diverse in culture, language, race, religion, income, or other factors are typically
full-time members of general education classes. Although some diverse students may have special
needs and receive services from a special education resource teacher or from an expert in bilingual
education, most of their school career is spent in general education settings. Therefore, the general

chapter 4 • Diversity in Today’s Classrooms

education teacher must be aware of the various types of diversity and their affects on performance
in academics, classroom conduct, and social interactions.
Culturally responsive instruction (Callins, 2006; Kroeger & Bauer, 2004) and culturally
responsive classrooms (Cartledge & Kourea, 2008; Montgomery, 2001) are terms used today to
describe schooling designed to meet the needs of learners from diverse cultural backgrounds.
Although this approach focuses primarily on students from diverse cultural backgrounds, it can
be expanded to include students representing all types of diversity. This approach could then be called
“instruction responsive to diversity.” This viewpoint can help guide the development of instructional
programs that promote the academic success of diverse students as well as their acceptance by peers.

Promoting Academic Success
Teachers can use several strategies to adapt instruction to better meet the needs of diverse students.
Many cultures value cooperation over competition and prefer interpersonal interactions to interactions with tasks. Cooperative learning, in which students work together to accomplish a common
goal, is therefore more congruent with the values of these cultures than individualistic or competitive learning situations.

Promoting Acceptance by Peers
Students who appear different by virtue of language, dress, or customs may find interactions with
classmates difficult. One way to overcome this problem is through instruction. When students learn
about groups other than their own, differences become less frightening and easier to understand.
When students learn more about each other, diversity is more likely to be treated not only with
tolerance but also with respect.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•
•

•

•

Describe the diversity that exists within today’s classrooms.
❍❍
General education classrooms of today reflect the diversity of the United States in terms of
culture, ethnicity, race, language, religion, family makeup, and family income.
Explain how a teacher’s cultural competence can influence the instruction that occurs in the
classroom.
❍❍
Instruction that is responsive to diversity helps to increase the school success of all students.
❍❍
Students who hail from divergent cultures enhance the level of diversity in the classroom
and enrich the learning community with their individual gifts and life experiences.
Discuss how culture influences diversity.
❍❍
A student’s language and culture can affect his or her school behavior and a cademic success; if the student’s background differs from that of the school, he or she may fail to meet
scholastic expectations.
Explain how a teacher can promote acceptance of diversity within the classroom.
❍❍
Most diverse students are educated in general education classes. Those with special learning needs may receive special education services, bilingual education services, or English
language instruction.
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Students bring to school
increasingly more diverse
backgrounds and experiences. Think about how
we can learn to appreciate
these differences in our
students as you watch this
video. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=iWV3Hlzo09w
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Activities
1. Write a short paper that describes your cultural background. Include your family’s traditions
for holidays, foods, ceremonies such as weddings, child-rearing practices, and so on. Exchange
papers with one of your classmates. What similarities do you find? What differences?
2. Interview someone who learned English as a second or third language. Ask that person to
describe some of the problems that occur in translating one language to another. Are there
some concepts that cannot be expressed in the English language?
3. Look through several textbooks used in elementary or secondary classrooms. Do these texts
include information about the contributions of several cultures, ethnicities, races, religions?
Do the illustrations depict a pluralistic society?
4. Observe a classroom that serves students who are diverse in some way. Can you identify any
special needs? In what ways does the teacher adapt instruction to meet the needs of diverse
students? How are social interactions among students encouraged?
5. Pang and Park (2003) examined stereotypic thinking in university students by asking them to
visualize and then describe a scene in which they are sitting in a park and an American walks
by. How do you think the students described the American? Did they display any biases? Read
the article to learn the results.
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Students’ Stories
•
•
•

Tara, a fourth-grader, reads at the beginning third-grade level.
Austin is quite good at math computation, but he has difficulty with word problems.
Eric’s handwriting is barely legible, and the assignments he turns in are wrinkled and contain many words that are crossed out.
Although Taylor seems to understand the information presented in physics class, she has
failed every quiz.
John’s essays contain excellent ideas, but his spelling and grammar are not at grade level.
Tom is frequently late to class, and he often forgets to do his out-of-class assignments.
Adrian’s interests and skills in auto mechanics are quite good, but he has difficulty with
reading and writing, which will make it difficult to complete job applications.

•
•
•
•

Looking Ahead
This chapter focuses on the academic difficulties faced by some students in general education
classrooms. As you read this chapter to learn about strategies to assist these students, think about
the questions that follow:

•

Each of the students just described has some sort of academic problem. In what content
areas would you expect them to need assistance?
What could you do to find out more about Austin’s difficulties with word problems? Eric’s
illegible handwriting? Tom’s tardiness and difficulty with homework?
What modifications might be useful to help Taylor communicate her knowledge of physics?
To help Adrian develop functional literacy skills?

•
•

T

his chapter is intended to help teachers develop the instructional skills necessary for addressing
the needs of all learners in their classroom. It is important that teachers be fluent in their understanding of instructional modifications not only for students with special needs, but also for other students in the classroom who may require some type of assistance to benefit fully from the opportunities
available in general education.
Students such as the individuals described in the “Students’ Stories” have special needs in
the area of academic performance. For them to succeed in the general education classroom, it
may be necessary to modify instructional procedures. To do this, teachers should be familiar
with the academic challenges experienced by students with special needs and their peers and
strategies for modifying instruction to meet the needs of all students. Methods for collecting
assessment information about academic performance and for making accommodations in tests of
academic skills are also discussed in this chapter.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should be able to:
•
•
•
•

Understand and recognize academic problems experienced by students in the classroom.
Recognize the importance of arranging the learning environment for student success.
List and describe the components associated with the instructional process.
Describe the principles of effective instruction that are employed when teaching a task to
students.
• Identify and describe the methods used for gathering data about instruction.
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• Provide a rationale with examples concerning strategies for modifying instruction.
• Describe the importance of making test modifications for students with special needs.

Academic Problems in The Classroom

Listen to this teacher discuss
why she enjoys working with
students with special needs.

Students can experience difficulty with academic instruction at any age and in any subject. These
students come to the attention of their teachers when their classroom performance does not meet
performance expectations. Elementary teachers often describe students with academic problems
as “achieving below grade level” in one or more subjects. Secondary teachers, however, take note
of students who receive poor or failing grades in specific courses, such as English, biology, U.S.
history, art, or woodworking.
Classroom learning involves the acquisition of both knowledge and skills. Students are
expected to absorb vast amounts of information in academic core content areas such as math, reading, language arts, and social studies to develop and sharpen their thinking and learning skills.
Problems can occur in any one of the four stages of learning: acquisition, fluency, maintenance, and
generalization. Acquisition is initial learning when one first is taught a new skill and acquires it;
fluency refers to when one acquires mastery of the skill such as performing it with minimal or no
assistance and without errors; maintenance is the recall of previously learned material over time or
retention; and generalization is the application or transfer of learned material to similar situations
and problems. Students may require more time to absorb new knowledge and learn new skills, have
difficulty sustaining performance over time, or fail to apply old learning to new situations.

Identifying Academic Problems
Teachers evaluate student responses to determine whether learning is occurring as expected.
Students respond in the classroom in a number of ways: orally responding to teacher questions,
participation in class discussions, successfully completing in-class assignments and homework,
quizzes, and examinations. Academic problems are suspected if one (or more) of the following
response patterns is evident:

In this clip, teachers
discuss the concerns they
have about a student who
is experiencing academic
problems in the classroom.

• High number of incorrect responses. The majority of the student’s responses are incorrect,
or the student’s accuracy rate falls below the criterion set by the teacher. For example, Jacob
solves only 6 out of 10 subtraction problems correctly; the teacher’s performance criterion is
90% accuracy.
• Low number of responses. The student fails to respond to a significant number of questions, problems, or activities. For example, Gus answers only 7 of the 15 questions at the end of the chapter.
• Inconsistent responses. The student’s responses to the same question, problem, or activity vary
in correctness from time to time. For example, Alexandra writes all 20 spelling words correctly
on the Wednesday practice quiz but scores only 40% on the test on Friday.
Of course, if many students within the class show response patterns such as these, the first step
would be to evaluate classroom instructional procedures.
Inappropriate response patterns can be seen in any school subject. One typical trouble spot is
basic skills: listening, speaking, reading, writing, and mathematics often are difficult for students
to initially acquire, develop fluency in, maintain, and generalize. The written language skills of
reading and writing are built on the oral language skills of listening and speaking. Students may
have trouble with the reception of information (listening and reading), the expression of information (speaking and writing), or all aspects of the communication process. The development of basic
skills is a high-priority instructional goal in the elementary grades. Students with special needs
may experience difficulty with the rote aspects of these skills (e.g., word recognition, handwriting, spelling, mathematics facts and computation) or with more conceptual aspects (e.g., reading
comprehension, written expression, mathematical problem solving).
At the secondary level, instruction centers on content-area subjects rather than basic skills.
The academic curriculum is organized according to bodies of knowledge: English (including both

composition and literature) and other languages; science (biology,
chemistry, physics); higher math (algebra, geometry, trigonometry);
the social sciences (history, social studies, geography); and other
areas such as art, music, and physical education. However, academic
problems in basic skills may persist; students may not have acquired
or maintained adequate reading, writing, and mathematics skills, or
they may be unable to apply these skills to the acquisition of new
information. Students may also have difficulty learning the skills,
knowledge, concepts, and principles associated with a particular
content area. Poor organizational and study skills may also interfere
with student performance.
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Planning for Transitions
Preparation for the transition from adolescence to adulthood is another aspect of school learning in
which academic problems can arise. Transition is important for all students and most especially for
students with disabilities and special needs who may need assistance in preparing for life options
beyond school such as in the employment, community, and postsecondary education life domains
through formal transition planning and training. Federal law requires transition planning for
students with disabilities; it is also an important concern for many other students with special needs.
One aspect of transition planning is vocational and employment training experience at the secondary level. Another is the application of basic skills and content-area information to the development
of functional life skills including reading menus, making change, and selecting appropriate items
to purchase. Students may have difficulty in the acquisition of specific vocational skills, such as
keyboarding, mechanical drawing, or welding. They may also have difficulty in the generalization
of basic work habits, such as punctuality and task completion, and the application of academic
skills learned while in school to job and community situations.
Because academic instruction is one of the major goals of U.S. education, academic problems
are a concern to classroom teachers at all levels. It is important to understand the origin of learning
problems experienced by students. Often the difficulties that students face can be explained by a
lack of previous learning in the area of requisite skills from which to build. If students have not
acquired and become fluent in the foundation skills, new learning without requisite learning is not
efficient or effective. Learning difficulties can also be explained by an absence of effective instruction. Sometimes we as teachers fail to present or teach information as effectively as we could, given
the needs of individual learners. Finally it is important to understand how academic learning problems can be a result of skill deficits but also influenced by student performance linked to motivation.

Differentiating Between Skill Deficits and Motivational Problems
Many times students experience challenges with learning academic content because they lack sufficient skills in the content area. This often results from not having been previously taught the skill or
because the learner failed to become fluent in the skill. It is important to understand what requisite
knowledge and skills a student has when trying to understand the source of his or her difficulty.
Also important is to recognize the relationship of student motivation to learner performance. Many
students fail to perform to desired expectations because they have failed in past attempts to learn
and the frustration from such attempts has resulted in motivation issues. Some students who have
been labeled with a disability may believe they cannot learn as a result of these imposed perceptions. As a teacher it is important to understand each student’s learning history and experiences as
you devise a game plan for their success. Above all remember that, with the right teaching strategies and commitment, every student can learn.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Students with special needs
respond well to incentive
systems for academic
performance. In this clip,
students discuss their
systems and what they like
about them.
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The Physical Environment
and Learning
Central to the learning process for students is a safe,
secure, and well-managed physical environment designed
to facilitate student success. The organization of the physical classroom learning environment has a direct impact on
the behavior of students and teachers. Given the important
role that the environment can have on learning, teachers
should make the arrangement of the physical environment an initial priority, and their considerations should
go beyond their personal preferences and should instead
focus on the needs of the students and activities that will be
occurring. There are several important points to remember
as a teacher when arranging the physical environment of
one’s classroom, as discussed in the following sections.

Ensure a Safe and Barrier-Free Environment
A primary concern with any environment is the safety of its inhabitants. Although this is important for
all students, students with physical and sensory impairments require special precautions. For example,
books, other objects, and clutter on the classroom floor are hazards for students with balance problems or
poor eyesight. Students with limited mobility may need help to move out of the school quickly during fire
drills; students who are deaf may need visual cues in order to react in emergency situations.
Another major consideration is access to the school and classroom. Many of the newer school
buildings are designed to be barrier free; that is, architectural barriers are avoided to allow individuals with disabilities entry to and use of the facility. Buildings have elevators and ramps, stairs
have handrails for persons with crutches or canes, doorways are wide enough to allow wheelchairs
to pass through, and bathroom facilities are specially designed. Drinking fountains, lockers, vending machines, trash cans, towel dispensers, and telephones are installed so that they can be easily
reached by a person in a wheelchair. In older schools that do not have these features, it may be
necessary to make modifications to allow access to students with disabilities.
The environment of the classroom should also be free of barriers. The room should be arranged
to allow easy travel between desks and tables. Instructional materials should be placed within reach,
and storage space should be provided for special equipment such as magnification devices, crutches,
and adapted keyboards for computers. In addition, bookshelves, chalkboards, whiteboards, and bulletin boards should be conveniently located and low enough to permit use by students in wheelchairs.

Make the Working Conditions Pleasant
A pleasant physical environment is one that is both comfortable and attractive. The comfort of
students and teachers depends on factors such as temperature, ventilation, lighting, and noise level.
Classroom temperature should be moderate; hot or cold environments may hinder performance.
Ventilation should be adequate so that the room is not stuffy. All work areas should be well lighted
and free from glare; some students with visual impairments may require special lighting. Windows
permit natural illumination but may offer distractions to students; these distractions can be avoided
by building windows above eye level or by temporarily drawing the blinds or drapes. Noise can also
distract students from their work or interfere with their ability to hear others speak, so it is important
to be mindful of how to monitor the noise levels within the classroom.
The attractiveness of the learning environment is important. The room decor also affects its
attractiveness. Furnishings, bulletin boards, pictures, posters, mobiles, and displays of educational
materials and equipment all contribute to visual appeal. These stimuli should be interesting and
enjoyable to look at without being sources of distraction.
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Obtain Appropriate Furniture and Special Equipment
Classroom furniture should be comfortable, attractive, durable, and functional. The primary
furnishings of most classrooms (with the exception of specialized classes such as auto mechanics
and home economics) are chairs and tables or desks. Chairs should be the correct size; students
should be able to sit comfortably with their backs supported and their feet on the floor. Tables and
desks should be level and should provide adequate writing space and legroom. Special tables and
desks may be needed by persons using wheelchairs.
Students with visual, hearing, and physical impairments often require special classroom equipment. Students may bring with them some type of special equipment: wheelchairs, canes, braces,
crutches, hearing aids, and eyeglasses. Other types are furnished by the special education teacher.
For example, students with visual impairments may use a Braille note taker or a slate and stylus to
write, an abacus or talking calculator for math, and optical aids and magnification devices. Those
with hearing losses may need amplification equipment. Students with physical impairments may
require lapboards for writing, automatic page-turners for reading, or special standing tables.

Arrange Space Functionally
Classroom space should be divided into performance areas or zones to accommodate routine activities and tasks (Mercer & Mercer, 2005). When the room is divided into separate areas, one essential
consideration is space for instruction. Usually at least two areas are needed: one for large-group
instruction and another for small-group instruction. Desks and chairs can be arranged in many
different ways for large-group instruction. Typical patterns are straight rows, clusters of desks, and
configurations in the shape of horseshoes, crescents, circles, and squares. Arrangements for smallgroup instruction can use chairs only, both tables and chairs, or clusters of desks. Figures 5-1 and 5- 2
present examples of various arrangements for large- and small-group instruction.
In addition to instructional areas, each student should have an individual work space. Usually
the student’s desk is the space where he or she works independently and takes part in large-group
instruction. Students should have storage space in their desks or, if tables are used instead of desks,
in cupboards, cabinets, or bookcases. Care should be taken to ensure that individual work areas
are relatively quiet and private. Some students may benefit from separate work areas. Cubicles,
carrels, booths, and partitions can be used to set up private office areas for students who are easily
distracted or who have difficulty sustaining attention.

FIGURE 5-1

Small-Group Instruction Arrangements

Chairs only

X
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X
Crescent

X

X
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X

Tables

X
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X
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X

X

X

X

Clusters of desks

X denotes the teacher
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FIGURE 5-2

Large- and Medium-Size Instructional Arrangements

X

Straight Rows

X

Clusters

X

Horseshoe (or Crescent)

X denotes the teacher

X

Circle (or Square)

Teachers also need a work and storage area, which is usually the teacher’s desk. Some teachers do not use their desks as a work area during school hours; they may move from place to place
throughout the classroom or station themselves in one of the small-group instructional areas. The
classroom should be arranged so that the teacher can visually monitor students’ activities throughout the school day. Other areas can be incorporated into the classroom if desired. A separate storage
location may be needed if materials and equipment are not housed in learning centers. Some teachers set up a specific location at which students pick up their work for the day and return completed
assignments. Classroom computers may be placed at the back or side of the room, so that students
can use them without disturbing the work of others. Another option is a free-time or recreational
area with games, tapes, books, and other types of reading material. Time in this area can be used as
reinforcement for appropriate behavior, completed work, or accurate performance.

Consider Educational Goals in Making Seating Arrangements
How students are arranged in relationship to each other can affect their academic performance,
classroom behavior, and social interactions. Seating also influences classroom behavior. It is
important to consider the personalities, learning strengths, and challenges of each student when
making seat assignments. Being mindful of these traits and characteristics will help in assigning
seats so that each student is seated in a place aimed at maximizing their engagement and learning.
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While setting up the physical arrangement of the classroom, teachers must always keep in
mind how the classroom will support the learning activities that will take place. A well-arranged
physical environment should incorporate enough flexibility to support several different types of
instruction. These different types of instructional methods are discussed next. Keep in mind how
different physical arrangements within a classroom may or may not support the various instructional procedures described.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The Instructional Process
Students with disabilities and other types of special needs have the necessary skills to participate
in many classroom activities. They may take part in all instructional aspects of the general education program, or they may be included only for selected subjects. The decision is made on the
basis of three factors: the student’s skills in the academic content area, the amount of instructional
support required to ensure the student’s active participation, and the usefulness or functionality of
the academic subject for the student. However, it is often necessary to modify instructional delivery
and assignments—that is, how skills and information are taught to students with special needs.
A critical ingredient for successful teaching and learning is the organization of the instructional
process. This ensures that the teacher has a game plan for how instruction ensues.

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for preservice and
practicing teachers. This
module on scaffolding and
modeling during instruction
will help you apply what
you’re learning in this chapter. http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/sca/

Organizing The Instructional Environment
The instructional environment of the classroom includes the procedures, routines, materials, and
equipment used by the teacher to increase student performance. The teacher organizes the curriculum, groups students, and sets up delivery systems for the presentation and practice of skills and
information. This structure directly affects nonacademic performance as well as student achievement. Students actively involved in appropriate instruction are less likely to exhibit problem
behaviors and more likely to feel good about their competence. Several principles are important to
consider in arranging the instructional environment.

Organize Curricular Skills and Information
Although the scope and sequence of the general education curriculum are usually well specified,
the teacher may have the opportunity to arrange the skills and information in different ways. The
traditional organization follows academic subjects; this is most apparent at the secondary level,
where the curriculum is broken down into separate courses. At the elementary level, skills and
information can also be divided into different subjects, such as language arts, mathematics, social
studies, and science.
Another way to organize information from several different academic subjects is based on a
general topic. In this approach, content is organized around thematic or instructional units. Topics
of interest and importance to students become the vehicle for teaching academic skills.
Many teachers use thematic units as a supplement to the standard curriculum. While continuing instruction in specific academic subjects, they also introduce activities related to a special topic
or interest area. Examples are space travel, Pilgrims’ activities, February holidays, contributions of
African Americans, and endangered species. Using the activities of the Pilgrims, a teacher could
incorporate history lessons by describing the events that led to the Pilgrims’ voyage; mathematics by having students calculate how many supplies the Pilgrim’ would need to support themselves through the winter; and social studies by describing the politics within the Pilgrim’s society.

Learn how one teacher
organizes her classroom to
help students be successful learners in this video.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=XdmI4K5wJu4
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This approach is more common at the elementary level but can
also be adapted for secondary-aged students.
If units are carefully planned to ensure the inclusion of several
important academic skills, they become a valuable addition to the
instructional environment. Units include a variety of different
activities, and the teacher can tailor instruction to the needs of the
individual students. In addition, the use of themes that interest and
motivate students can increase their willingness to participate in
academic activities.

Group Students for Instruction

Inclusio
Tips

n

For Teachers
Click here to learn more
about the benefits of
inclusion to all students
in the general education classroom.

Before instruction can begin, the teacher must decide how to
group students. Two factors must be determined: group size and
group type. The number of students per group can vary from one (in a tutoring situation) to the
entire class.
When it is necessary to present different material to different students, small groups are appropriate. Also, smaller groups can lead to greater student participation (Mercer & Mercer, 2005).
Small groups generally range in size from three to seven or eight individuals. For some students,
individual instruction is needed; this can be presented by the teacher or other instructional personnel, such as peers, aides, and volunteers.
The criterion used to group students often determines the size of the group. The most typical criterion is homogeneity: Students of similar ability, at similar levels, or with similar skills
are placed in one group. For example, a placement test might be given to pinpoint each student’s
current instructional level and the results used to form instructional groups. A skill-specific group
is made up of students requiring instruction in the same skill area. This type of homogeneous
grouping, although temporary because skill needs change, is the most effective means of individualizing instruction.
Heterogeneous grouping can also be used for instruction. Students are paired strategically so
that students of varying abilities are grouped together. This form of grouping is intended to provide
models for those students who need additional support in a specific content area.
Flexible grouping is the practice of using several kinds of grouping formats at different times;
this allows all students to interact with one another (Schubert, Glick, & Bauer, 1979). Although
skill-specific grouping remains the most effective for the purpose of instruction, several of the other
methods suggested by these authors may be appropriate for nonacademic and social activities.
Examples are grouping by common interests, grouping by choice, proximity grouping, alphabetical
grouping, and grouping by counting off.

Set Up Systems for Monitoring Practice
Teachers provide opportunities for practice after new material is presented. During practice, student
performance is monitored, either directly by the teacher or through the use of self-instructional
learning materials. With self-instructional materials, students receive feedback from the materials
themselves and can practice independently without the assistance of the teacher. This approach
frees the teacher for other activities, such as direct instruction.
Among the different forms of self-instruction are self-correcting materials and mediated
instruction. Self-correcting materials provide the student with the correct answer so that the student
can check responses for accuracy. For example, math fact flashcards with the problem on one side
and the answer on the other allow immediate feedback. Teachers can also prepare answer keys for
independent practice activities and encourage students to check and correct their responses. Mercer
and Mercer (2005) pointed out that this works well with students who have a history of academic
failure because they can make (and correct) mistakes privately.
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Mediated instruction is any procedure that includes the use of media. For example, many computer
software programs provide programmed instruction or practice activities with immediate feedback and
correction of errors. Another example is the use of audiotapes for self-instruction. The student listens to a
tape-recorded question, stops the tape, writes an answer, and then continues the tape to find out whether
the response is correct. The tape directs the student to correct any errors immediately.
A learning center is a common way to organize self-instructional materials for independent
classroom practice. Centers provide independent work for one or several students in one or several
skill areas. A typical arrangement is by academic subject; for example, many elementary classrooms
contain centers for language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. Learning centers should
be based on specific instructional objectives, house all necessary media and materials, and provide
clear and simple directions for student activities. Pretests allow students to select appropriate activities; several kinds and levels of activities should be included in each center. Another important
component is a record-keeping system; for example, checklists can be used to note which activities
each student has completed. Student progress is measured by post-tests or other evaluation devices.

The Qualities of Effective Teaching
Much is known today about what teachers can do to have positive effects on student performance.
This knowledge comes from a large body of research on teaching behaviors, sometimes known as
teacher effectiveness (Feng & Sass, 2014; Sledge & Pazey, 2013). The major factors on teacher
effectiveness found to have a positive influence on student achievement are listed here (Stronge,
Ward, & Grant, 2011):
• Effective teachers maintain a focus on learning in selecting classroom activities and directing
classroom work.
• Effective teachers differentiate instruction and incorporate the use of technology.
• Effective teachers hold high expectations for the academic progress of their students.
• Effective teachers practice proactive classroom management, providing structure and a positive
climate for learning.
• Effective teachers maintain a caring and respectful view of their students, are enthusiastic, and
promote student engagement through encouragement.
How do these characteristics of effective teachers translate into the classroom and affect student
learning? Stronge and colleagues (2011) summarized the research and concluded that effective
teachers are very efficient in managing the classroom environment through activities such as establishing routines, monitoring student behavior, and using time effectively. They also have functional
and organized classroom spaces that utilize space efficiently, paired with positive and respectful
relationships with their students.
Research has shown that a variety of instructional methods are effective in promoting student
engagement and ultimately student achievement. These methods include direct instruction,
individualized instruction, and discovery methods to name a few, but effective teachers can use a variety of instructional practices depending on the needs of the learner (Stronge et al., 2011). One critical element in fostering student achievement is that effective teachers maximize instructional time
with their students (Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 1999). Learning increases when more time
is devoted to academic pursuits and when students are actually engaged in learning during that time.

Active Teaching
Ultimately, the teacher is a facilitator of student learning through the design of the learning experience. This includes the design of the environment and delivery of instruction, including methods
used to engage students and the encouragement of active participation. Maximizing instructional time
with students is dependent on active teaching. Clearly teaching is not a sedentary activity, but what
does active teaching refer to? Active teaching has been called many things, including direct teaching,
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direct instruction, and explicit instruction (Spear-Swerling & Sternberg, 2001). In direct instruction, the teacher models the desired performance, provides students with the opportunity to practice,
and offers feedback on student performance aimed at reinforcing key points in the performance of
the task.

Universal Design for Learning
When contemplating instructional strategies, consider how teaching strategies can be designed
to facilitate a range of learning styles found in the classroom. No doubt the demands placed on
classroom teachers today are indeed significant with the added pressures of high-stakes testing
and its implications on teachers. One concept to promote such a practice is universal design for
learning.
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Heward, 2013) is a concept that originated out
of the field of architecture, where it was used for designing barrier-free buildings and physical structures. Although often discussed in relation to technology, this principle is relevant to
all aspects of education (Katz, 2013). Most simply, universal design applied to teaching and
learning is a philosophy of practice aimed at making learning environments accessible and
promoting the engagement of all students. An early example of universal design applied to
physical structures and accessibility familiar to most is the curb cut. Although curb cuts make
it easier for individuals who travel by wheelchair to negotiate curbs and cross the street, they
also assist many others such as persons pushing baby strollers, toddlers learning to climb up
and down steps, students pulling backpacks on wheels, and people who walk with a cane or
crutches.
UDL applied in the classroom promotes flexible design of instructional methods and materials to accommodate the learning styles of a broad range of students, including those with special
needs. The National Center on Universal Design for Learning (2014) recommends the following:
(1) Teachers should use multiple means for presenting information to students—orally, visually and
tactilely—to accommodate the input mode that is most efficient for individual students (2) Teachers
should provide students with multiple means for expressing themselves; for some students it may
mean using adaptive technology to remove physical barriers such as computer-based methods (3)
Finally, teachers should provide students with multiple means of engagement to help sustain their
interest and self-regulation.

Differentiated Instruction
Differentiated instruction is the term commonly used today to describe individualization within
the general education environment (Smit & Humpert, 2012). Tomlinson (2000) identified four
aspects of classroom instruction that teachers can differentiate in an attempt to meet the needs of
additional learners:
1. Content—what the student needs to learn or how the student will get access to the information
2. Process—activities in which the student engages in order to make sense of or master the content
3. Products—culminating projects that ask the student to rehearse, apply, and extend what he or
she has learned in a unit
4. Learning environment—the way the classroom works and feels
The strength of differentiated instruction is its utility within heterogeneous classrooms where
there is diversity among learners. It is a method designed to allow teachers to strategically address
the diverse learning needs of every student. Differentiated instruction is characterized by teachers’
attending to the individual learning styles of each student, using formative assessment to ascertain
student progress and to assist in modifying instructional goals, and communicating with the student
in a collaborative manner (Smit & Humpert, 2012). Table 5-1 illustrates and compares the different
features of UDL with differentiated instruction.
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Table 5-1

A Comparison of Universal Design for Learning and Differentiated Instruction
Differentiated instruction
• Refers to individualization within the general education
environment.
• Allows teachers to strategically address the diverse learning needs
of every student.
• Attends to the individual learning styles of each student.
• Uses formative assessment to gauge student progress and assist in
modifying instructional goals.

APPLY

1. Selection (choice) of the learning task. To make this curricular decision, the teacher considers
the scope and sequence of the general education curriculum, the skills and information already
acquired by the student, and the student’s current interests and learning needs. The learning
task represents the goal of instruction, and successful performance of this task is the desired
student behavior.
2. Presentation to the student of the material necessary for task performance. The teacher uses
procedures such as lectures, in-class activities, and reading assignments to provide the student with skills and information required for the task. The teacher may model or demonstrate
the skill or explain new information by presenting rules, principles, and examples. Then the
teacher gives directions for the performance of the task. The student’s role at this stage is to
give adequate attention to instruction and feedback to the teacher if instruction is unclear.
3. Practice of the learning task. The student first performs the task under the close supervision
of the teacher (guided practice). Gradually the teacher’s guidance is withdrawn, and the student performs independently (independent practice). The teacher’s role is to monitor student
performance and provide feedback to the student regarding the adequacy of task performance.
In guided practice, feedback is immediate, whereas in independent practice, it is delayed. If a
high proportion of student responses are incorrect, the teacher returns to the presentation step.
Presentation and practice lead to the acquisition of skills and information.
4. Mastery of the learning task. At some later time, the student performs the task independently,
and the teacher monitors student responses. If performance is not adequate, it may be necessary
to return to the practice steps or even to the presentation steps. Mastery is determined by maintenance of previously acquired learning.
5. Application of previous learning. The student performs tasks similar to the original learning task.
If the teacher notes poor performance at this step, it may be necessary to reteach the original task
through presentation and practice or to devise a new instructional sequence in which generalization of skills or information is taught directly. Application generalizes previous learning.
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In most cases the principles of UDL do not guide the development of educational approaches and
strategies. Instead, when students with special needs are members of general education classrooms,
it is often necessary to adapt curriculum, modify instructional procedures, or change the ways in
which students demonstrate how much they have learned. Teachers individualize instruction, differentiate to meet various students’ needs, and make accommodations in how information is presented
and the ways in which students respond. Teachers can make changes at any point in the instructional process in order to enhance the learning of their students. Instruction takes place in a series of
steps involving both teacher and student(s) and progresses from the active direction of the teacher
(teaching) to the active involvement of the student(s) (learning). There are five steps: curricular
choice, presentation, practice, mastery, and application.
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The Steps of Instruction
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
• Originated out of the field of architecture, where it was used for
designing barrier-free buildings and physical structures.
• Applied to teaching and learning, is a philosophy of practice.
• Aimed at designing accessible learning environments and promoting
the engagement of all students.
• UDL applied in the classroom designs instructional methods and
materials to be flexible to accommodate the diverse learning styles of
all students.

Learn more about addressing the needs of the
learners in your classroom,
and assess your own
understanding, with the
interactive module, “Differentiating Instruction.”
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The teacher directs instruction by selecting the desired student behavior, arranging
i nstructional antecedents such as how the task is designed and presented to the student, and
providing consequences such as feedback regarding performance accuracy. Even though the
teacher is the instructional manager, student factors that influence learning must also be considered. The principles of teaching discussed in the following sections should serve to guide the
instructional process.
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ASSE

An Alternative Approach: Discovery Learning

APPLY

Ready yourself to teach
content in an inclusive classroom, and assess your own
understanding, with the
interactive module, “Explicit
Instruction.”

It is important to differentiate between direct (or explicit) instruction and an alternative approach,
discovery learning. In discovery learning, information and skills are not taught directly. Instead,
the teacher arranges the learning environment, and students explore that environment as they
attempt to discover the facts, concepts, principles, and skills that make up the school curriculum.
Discovery approaches are considered constructivist because students are expected to construct their
own knowledge by building on the prior knowledge they bring to the learning task (Alfieri, Brooks,
Aldrich, & Tenenbaum, 2011). For example, proponents of the whole-language approach to reading
and writing instruction recommend discovery learning (Dyson, 2001). Students are expected to
learn through mostly self-selected and unmediated interactions with reading and writing materials. Research on the value of discovery learning concludes that unassisted discovery learning used
exclusively is limited in terms of learning, because students must be provided with the basic preparation. As recommended by Alfieri and colleages (2011), discovery learning is more effective when
paired with teacher-guided tasks: with prompting to assist students; that allow students the opportunity to explain their own ideas; and that provide students with completed examples of how to
succeed in performing the task.
Unfortunately, some students do not succeed in programs in which discovery learning is the
norm (Adelson, 2004; Alfieri et al., 2011). Students with autism spectrum disorders, learning
disabilities, and others at risk for academic learning problems are more likely to succeed when
instruction is presented using the principles of direct teaching (Fleury et al., 2014). The benefits
of direct teaching involve the systematic presentation of a task, performed and modeled by the
teacher.

Recent Developments in Instructional Planning
The elements of effective instruction have been studied and identified for many years, but it is
important to understand how recent national initiatives impact the practice of teaching. One of the
cornerstones introduced by the No Child Left Behind Act is that schools employ proven or evidencebased educational methods that have been determined to be effective through scientific-based
research. In special education, a substantial body of research addresses instructional methodologies and their efficacy across a range of ages and disabilities. Given the increasing performance
standards, all teachers are being encouraged to use evidence-based practices in their classrooms.
One resource that is available to teachers and provides a wealth of current information on teaching
methods can be found at the Institute of Education Sciences (IES): the “What Works Clearinghouse,” which can be found on the IES Web Site.
The Common Core State Standards Initiative (Common Core Standards, 2014) is aimed at
the creation of common standards across all students with the intention of preparing students for
college and career. These standards are designed as research-based methods with high-performance
expectations. They have placed a focus on the skills teachers need to address the Common Core.
This movement has impacted teacher training and the methods used to engage and promote learning with students.
McDonald, Kazemi, and Kavanah (2013), for example, indicate that in math instruction
teachers are now being trained to use more ways of engaging students, encouraging their feedback
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on how they arrived at answers and the reasoning they used in the process. It is important that
teachers acquire necessary content knowledge, learn how to differentiate instruction across all
learners with varying ability levels, learn how to self-assess and evaluate their instruction for
teacher effectiveness, and create positive learning environments for students (Common Core
Standards, 2014).
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Principles of Instruction
The sections that follow present the most important principles of instruction. These principles
should guide teachers as they make decisions when planning, implementing, evaluating, and modifying instruction for the students in their classrooms. Figure 5-3 provides an overview of the principles of instruction that should guide teachers regardless of the actual subject matter they are
teaching.

FIGURE 5-3

Principles of Instruction

Step
1. Curricular
Choice

2. Presentation

Teacher

Student

Teacher selects
learning task.

Student describes
goals and interests.

Teacher presents skills and
information needed for task.

Student attends
to instruction.

Teacher gives directions
for task.

Student attends
to directions.

Acquisition
Teacher monitors student
performance and
provides immediate feedback.

Student performs task
with supervision.

Teacher monitors student
performance and
provides feedback.

Student performs task
independently.

4. Mastery

Teacher monitors student
performance and
provides feedback.

Student performs task
independently at later time.

5. Application

Teacher monitors student
performance and
provides feedback.

Student performs
similar tasks.

3. Practice

Maintenance

Generalization
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Pre-instructional Considerations
When getting to know their students, it is important for teachers to develop an understanding of
each student’s learning strengths and areas of challenge and to develop a plan for maximizing
instructional time with each student. Important questions to ask include the following:
1. What are the student’s strengths that promote learning?
2. What are the student’s challenges that inhibit learning?
3. What are the student’s primary input modes (e.g., visual, auditory, multisensory), or how does
this student process information?
4. What response formats does the student prefer to use? For example, does this student experience speech/language difficulties?
5. Is the student an English language learner (ELL)?
These and other pre-instructional considerations are provided in Table 5-2.

Select Appropriate Learning Tasks
Selection of the learning task is a critical instructional decision. No matter how excellent the teaching procedures, instruction will not be effective if the task selected is inappropriate for the learner.
Task selection is even more critical for students with special needs because they may learn new
information and skills more slowly than their peers. The teacher should choose the most important
portions of the general education curriculum as target behaviors. In making these decisions, the
teacher should give priority to skills and information that are useful both now and in the future.
In addition, tasks should be described as precisely as possible in measurable and observable
terms. Instructional objectives provide the teacher with clear direction and measurable performance
targets. They spell out the conditions under which the behavior should occur and the criterion for
successful performance of the behavior. Objectives help clarify the goals of instruction. Unlike
broad goals such as, “Students will become better readers,” instructional objectives are stated with
precision, “When presented with a 100-word passage from a book or story written at the grade 3
level, students will read the passage aloud with no more than 5 word recognition errors.”
After identifying the desired student behavior, the teacher chooses instructional activities to
present the skills and information required for task performance. Most teachers use commercial
programs and supplement them with teacher-made materials and activities. The teacher must be sure
that ready-made programs present all necessary skills and information and do not include extraneous or irrelevant material. The teacher must also consider current performance level when placing a
student in a program sequence. For example, grade 9 texts may not be appropriate for ninth-graders
who read at the seventh-grade level. Students should be placed in educational programs at a level at
which they can succeed; that is, at their instructional level. This in theory is preferred, yet in practice it is sometimes difficult to accommodate the learner’s needs when teachers face the daunting
task of preparing these same students for high-stakes testing. The time needed to attempt to bring
students up to grade level may not be a reality for many teachers because of curricular demands and
pressures associated with preparing students for standardized testing.

Table 5-2

Pre-instructional Considerations

Before beginning instruction, consider the following for each of your students:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are the student’s strengths that assist with his or her learning?
What are the student’s challenges that inhibit his or her learning?
Has the student been previously taught the skill to mastery?
What teaching format is most conducive to the student (visual, auditory, multisensory)?
What are the preferred activities and social reinforcers for the student?
Does the student respond to specific teaching cues and/or prompts? If so, which have been deemed most successful?
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Break the Learning Task into Teachable Subcomponents
Tasks often require several skills or many different kinds of information for successful performance. Sometimes, particularly with commercial education programs, task analysis—the breaking
down of tasks into smaller subtasks—is necessary. When the components of the task are identified,
they can be presented to students in a systematic fashion.
First, the prerequisites for learning the task should be considered. For example, students who
have not learned to solve multiplication problems will encounter difficulty when trying to calculate
the area of a room. If necessary prerequisite skills are not present, instruction should begin with
them. Next, the learning task is divided into subtasks. The subtasks may be a series of sequential
steps or a collection of important subskills. An example of a task that can be broken into steps is
addition of three-digit numbers; first the numbers in the ones column are added, then the numbers
in the tens column, and finally the numbers in the hundreds column. Other tasks made up of a
sequence of subtasks include building a model and locating a reference in the library. Writing a
friendly letter is a task that can be divided into component subskills: handwriting (or keyboarding),
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, and paragraph writing. Other tasks that can be subdivided are
telling time, making change, and reading with comprehension.
The identification of subtasks and subskills allows the teacher to make decisions about the order
in which skills and information will be presented. With tasks that are sequential in nature, subtasks
are generally taught in the order in which they occur. With tasks made up of several components,
the easier subskills are presented first. For example, in cursive writing instruction, simpler letters,
such as lowercase a and o, are taught before more difficult letters, such as uppercase F and G.

Use Systematic Instructional Procedures
Effective instruction follows the demonstration-prompt-practice model. After the teacher presents
a demonstration or explanation of the skills and information necessary for performance of the
learning task, students attempt to perform the task with prompts or assistance from the teacher.
Students then practice the task independently. In other words, presentation is followed by guided
practice, then independent practice with performance feedback being provided as needed by the
teacher.
In demonstration, the teacher may model the performance of new skills. If factual information is being presented, the teacher may simply tell students the new material, citing examples.
When information is conceptual, the use of concrete examples to provide contextual relevance to
the learner is most important. In the prompt, or guided practice, stage, students are given opportunities to perform the task under the supervision of the teacher. This should occur before independent practice to ensure that students do not practice incorrect responses. In guided practice, the
teacher gives immediate feedback to students regarding the accuracy of their responses, confirms
correct responses, and corrects incorrect responses. This step can be done individually, with small
groups, or with the entire class. For example, the teacher can present new material to the class and
then conduct a short question-and-answer session with all students.
In independent practice, the teacher continues to provide students with feedback or knowledge of results. Because this form of practice usually takes place in individual work sessions in
class or as homework assignments, the time delay between student performance and feedback from
the teacher is greater.
Direct teaching is another important feature of effective instruction. Skills are taught directly,
and teaching activities are designed to be as close to the instructional goal as possible. For example,
if the goal is for students to read words aloud, the teacher does not include activities such as matching words with pictures, looking up words in the dictionary, or writing sentences using the words.
Instead, the teacher models, and students practice, reading words aloud.
Two other major considerations are maximizing the number of student responses and monitoring the accuracy of student performance. First, because students learn by responding, it is important
to maximize the number of response opportunities available to each student. The goal is as many
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student responses as possible within given time limits. Second, because students learn by receiving
information about the quality of their responses, it is important to monitor student performance
by frequently collecting data. Teachers (and students themselves) should collect information about
the number and accuracy of student responses; this should occur frequently, even daily, but at a
minimum once a week. This information provides feedback to both students and teachers. If the
total number of student responses or the proportion of correct responses becomes low, the teacher
can modify the instructional procedures.
Effective instructional strategies can be incorporated into any type of teaching situation for any
age learner. Rosenshine (2012) suggested that teachers use the following fundamental steps in the
instructional sequence:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Initiate the lesson with a short review of the previous lesson.
Introduce new material in small steps, allowing students to practice after each step.
Ask a sufficient number of questions to ensure that students are grasping the material.
Provide examples, and model performance of the skill.
Allow for students to practice the skill.
Use scaffolds for more difficult tasks.
Monitor student performance.
Review weekly and monthly with students.

This sequence is based on the demonstration-prompt-practice model; it is easily adapted to any
subject matter area and is equally appropriate for elementary and secondary students.

Consider Both Speed and Accuracy
In selecting and describing learning tasks, teachers should determine whether the instructional goal
is rapid or accurate performance. This decision influences both presentation and practice.
For most learning tasks, particularly those that involve skills, both speed and accuracy are
desired because they represent fluency on the part of the learner. The teacher demonstrates rapid,
accurate performance; students practice for accuracy first and then speed. It is imperative in skill
acquisition to provide practice that ensures that students acquire both accuracy and speed or fluency
in the performance of new skills. If skills such as reading and writing are performed slowly, their
usefulness decreases (Rasinski, 2012).
In skill acquisition, initial practice activities emphasize accuracy. Research suggests that
students should achieve a 70% to 90% success rate during guided practice and at least a 90%
success rate during independent practice (Rieth & Evertson, 1988). Instruction should not stop
with achievement of accuracy; teachers should give further guided practice, stressing speed. This
approach helps develop automatic responses that are both quick and accurate and also helps prevent
students from acquiring slow response habits.

Maximize Engaged Time
Engaged time refers to the minutes and hours when students are actively involved and participating
in instruction. During that time, they are “on task”—whether that means listening to the teacher,
observing a science experiment, answering the teacher’s questions, reading, or writing. As engaged
time increases, learning increases.
Students are engaged in learning for only certain portions of the school day because many
noninstructional activities intrude. Student engagement can be increased in several ways. First, and
probably the most important, is classroom climate and how the teacher fosters a sense of belonging
and community within the classroom. Research has demonstrated a strong relationship between
the classroom emotional climate and student engagement and academic achievement (Dotterer &
Lowe, 2011; Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, White, & Salovey, 2012).
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Second, teachers should emphasize instruction rather than independent practice to ensure
student acquisition and fluency of the new skill. Third, instruction should be designed to promote
student engagement. Materials and activities should be selected so that they are attractive, interesting to students, and at an appropriate level of difficulty. The length of the lesson should be neither
too short nor too long; if the lesson is too long, student interest and attention may decline. The pace
of instruction should be brisk. While not rushing students, the teacher should ensure that instruction proceeds at an energetic tempo with few pauses, hesitations, interruptions, or opportunities for
boredom.
Fourth, engagement increases when students are required to respond. Students should be
provided with as many response opportunities as possible; students actively involved in asking and
answering lesson-related questions are engaged in learning. Maximum response opportunities that
result in high proportions of correct responses are basic to successful instruction.
Response cards are another method to promote group responding (Heward, 2013). Instead of
answering orally, students hold up a card with the response they believe to be correct; for example, students might choose between a true card and a false card or among cards saying carnivore,
herbivore, or omnivore. Another technique is group writing. The teacher asks a question or poses
a problem (e.g., “What does the word democracy mean?”), and each student writes his or her
response. Class members then discuss their answers and make corrections as needed.

Give Clear Task Directions
For students to succeed, the directions for the learning task must be clearly stated and understandable. Before giving directions, the teacher should be sure that students are paying attention. Directions can be presented orally, in written form, or both. If directions are complicated and contain a
number of steps, they should be broken down into subsets. For example, teachers who say, “Get out
your math book and a sheet of paper, turn to page 46, do the even-numbered problems in Section A,
the odd-numbered problems in Section C, and the first three story problems at the top of page 47”
will likely find that their directions are not followed.
Directions can be simplified by presenting only one portion at a time and by writing each
portion on the chalkboard as well as stating it orally. When using written directions, the teacher
must be sure that students are able to read and understand the words and comprehend the meaning
of the sentences. Also, directions should be presented immediately preceding the learning task.
Students beginning an assignment at 10 a.m. are not likely to recall or follow the directions given
by the teacher at 9:30 a.m.
Teachers can determine whether directions are clear by attending to feedback from students.
Puzzled expressions and failure to follow the directions are immediate cues that directions are
unclear. If students are asked to repeat the directions to the teacher, misunderstandings become
apparent. Clear directions are an important part of effective instruction, and clarity is one of the
teacher characteristics most valued by students.

Instructional Antecedents
Teacher directions are one example of an instructional antecedent, which is the arrangement and
presentation of instructional cues designed to promote student responding. It is important for teachers to consider a range of instructional antecedents (Wheeler & Richey, 2013) and how these can
either positively promote student engagement or result in challenging behavior. Some instructional
antecedents include task demands (the number of tasks given to students); task difficulty (the level
of difficulty associated with performing the task); teacher affect (whether the teacher is supportive
and encouraging when presenting tasks to students); instructional cues and instructional prompts
sufficient for the students to successfully perform the task; and relevance to the learners (whether
the teacher presents a rationale for how and why the skill is important to the students.
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Provide Consequences for Successful Task Performance
In most classrooms, a variety of consequences are available for the teacher’s use. Successful task
performance may be followed by teacher attention, praise, special privileges, or awards. Unsuccessful performance, in contrast, may result in the loss of teacher attention and praise or other unpleasant consequences. Because behaviors followed by pleasant consequences are more likely to occur
again, teachers should make a systematic effort to reward successful task performance.
One powerful consequence is feedback to the student, or knowledge of results. The student
responds, and the teacher comments about the accuracy of the response; correct answers are confirmed,
and incorrect answers are corrected. Students provided with information about the acceptability of
their responses tend to modify their performances to increase the number of correct responses. Eventually they begin monitoring their own performances rather than relying on teacher feedback. In addition
to knowledge of results, other consequences can be used. Teachers can reward successful task performance with attention, praise, and compliments; with letter or number grades; with recognition of the
student’s accomplishment before peers or parents; and with awards, privileges, and special activities.
Consequences, like instructional antecedents, are powerful tools for promoting successful
classroom performance. However, consequences must be used systematically. They should follow
behaviors as closely in time as possible, especially when students are in the acquisition stage of
learning. Consequences should also be used consistently. Behaviors confirmed as correct and
rewarded on one day should receive the same consequences on the next day.

Check for Maintenance and Generalization
The majority of the time spent in instruction is devoted to acquisition of skills and knowledge.
However, if students are to use what they have learned in later school and life situations, maintenance and generalization are also important. Teachers cannot assume that tasks performed successfully today will also be performed successfully next week, next month, or next semester. Acquisition
does not guarantee maintenance. Skills and information, particularly those that are verbal in nature,
are forgotten if not practiced. To enhance maintenance, task performance should be monitored over
time, and practice should be provided when necessary.
Generalization cannot be assumed, either. Students may perform quite well on one task but
be unable to transfer their learning to a similar task. For example, words spelled correctly on a
spelling test may be misspelled in a book report or essay. Generalization is crucial because there is
insufficient time to teach all the possible situations in which particular skills and information may
be needed. Teachers can promote transfer by evaluating its occurrence; if necessary, the teacher
can demonstrate how skills and information are used in many different situations and then provide
students with practice in generalization.

Use the Least Intrusive Intervention Methods
Data on student performance may indicate the need for a change in instructional procedures.
Student responses may be infrequent, inconsistent, or less accurate than desired. To increase the
likelihood of successful performance, the learning task should be made easier—by changing teaching procedures, modifying materials and activities, or altering task requirements. Several ways of
accomplishing this are described later in this chapter.
However, unsuccessful performance should not result in the immediate substitution of an alternate task. First, the original task should be modified in an attempt to increase response accuracy.
The simplest, least dramatic changes should be tried first; for instance, task failure may be due to
insufficient practice or poor understanding of the directions. Intense interventions such as radically
different instructional procedures, new materials and activities, or abandonment of the original task
should be used only when all other options have been exhausted.
The principles of instruction presented here apply to learners of all ages and all ability levels.
However, it is possible for teachers to use effective instructional techniques but to apply these
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techniques unequally with different groups of students. Teachers have a great deal of influence over
a student’s social emotional development and learning. Research supports the role of teachers in
promoting academic motivation in their students (Siegle, Rubenstein, & Mitchell, 2014) because
this is a prerequisite for student achievement. It is important to recall that all students can learn
when paired with caring and competent teachers.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Methods for Gathering Data
About Instruction
Information about student performance helps the teacher make instructional decisions. For example,
data are gathered to determine the student’s current level of academic performance before instruction begins. Such information aids in planning the educational program and placing the student
in the correct portion of the instructional sequence. During instruction, data are used to evaluate
student progress and to explore reasons for poor performance; this information helps to determine
whether instructional adaptations should be made.
Although many types of assessment techniques are available, in most cases informal assessment rather than formal testing is the method of choice for gathering information about a student’s
classroom performance. One approach to informal assessment is curriculum-based assessment
(CBA). Curriculum-based assessment is assessing the student’s performance on local curriculum in
the context of his or her classroom (Hintze, Christ, & Methe, 2006). The curriculum of the student’s
classroom is used as the yardstick by which to measure educational progress. The sections that
follow provide principles for gathering useful information about student performance.

Determine the Student’s Current Levels of Performance
Before beginning instruction, teachers are interested in determining what skills the student has
already acquired. The group achievement tests given routinely to students in many school districts
are one source of this information. Measures such as the Metropolitan Achievement Tests, the California Achievement Tests, and the Stanford Achievement Tests provide information about level of
performance in basic skills such as reading and mathematics. For example, results may indicate that
a sixth-grade student is performing at a fifth-grade level in reading comprehension, a sixth-grade
level in mathematics, and a fourth-grade level in written language.
Because student achievement levels change over time, only recent achievement test results are
of interest. However, even recent test data should be considered with caution because test tasks
may differ from classroom learning tasks. Also, some students—particularly those with special
needs—do not perform to the best of their ability on tests administered in group settings. In general,
standardized measures such as group achievement tests are not the best source of information
about current levels of performance for this group of students. In fact, federal law requires that
test modifications be made whenever necessary for students with disabilities who participate in the
group achievement tests administered on a districtwide or statewide basis to their general education
peers. A later section of this chapter discusses principles for making test accommodations for these
students.
Using the principles of the response-to-intervention approach, teachers can review the results
of group achievement tests to identify students who might need supplemental instruction or interventions such as special education. Informal measures such as placement tests, inventories, and
criterion-referenced tests provide the most useful information about current levels of student
performance. For example, the placement tests found in many commercial educational programs
and textbook series assess the student’s skill levels and provide information about where in the
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educational program the student should begin. If these measures are not available, the teacher can
devise informal assessments such as inventories and criterion-referenced tests.
Inventories are measures that sample a variety of different skills and information within a subject
matter area. They are designed to estimate the approximate level of student functioning. For instance, an
informal math inventory would not assess all aspects of a mathematics curriculum. However, it might
include a range of problems sampling knowledge of basic number facts, skills in basic operations (addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division), and ability to solve problems requiring regrouping. Student
performance on this inventory would give the teachers some information about which skills have been
acquired and which have not. An informal handwriting inventory appears in Figure 5-4; this measure
provides general information about current levels of performance in the skill area of handwriting.
For more specific data, more precise measures are necessary. Criterion-referenced tests
assess whether students have mastered the educational goals stated in instructional objectives.

FIGURE 5-4

Example of Handwriting Sample
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The teacher selects an objective, sets up the necessary conditions, and determines whether students
are able to perform well enough to meet the criterion for acceptable performance. For example, to
determine mastery of the objective, “Students will write the names of at least 45 of the states with
no errors in spelling,” the teacher simply directs students to write the names of each of the states.
Responses are acceptable if they are state names and if they are spelled correctly. Students with
fewer than 45 correct responses have not yet met the objective and should receive further instruction.

Evaluate Progress
Information about student performance during instruction provides the teacher with feedback
about the effectiveness of teaching procedures. Before instruction begins, it is important to pretest
students to establish a performance baseline. This initial performance then becomes the reference
point for evaluating progress in the instructional program.
Systematic observation is a useful and flexible technique for monitoring academic progress
and a variety of student behaviors. As explained later in this text, observation is a flexible technique
that can be used with a variety of student behaviors. In academic instruction, observation generally
focuses on the number of responses made by the student and the proportion (or percentage) of
correct responses. Figure 5-5 presents an example in which the teacher observed Juan’s performance on science assignments for a 1-week period. Although Juan answered all the questions, the
proportion of correct responses never rose above 50%. Thus, the teacher will modify instruction in
an attempt to increase response accuracy.
Another approach to monitoring student growth is the use of rubrics to determine progress
toward curricular standards. These levels can be indicated by numerical values (e.g., 1 through 5)
or by descriptive labels such as excellent, very good, good, average, or needs improvement. The
teacher (or other rater) evaluates the student’s work and determines where within the descriptive
framework that specific work falls.

Analyze Reasons for Task Failure
When task performance is unsatisfactory, the student’s responses can be analyzed to help locate
problem areas. Called error analysis, this technique involves scoring each response as correct or
incorrect and then looking for error patterns. For example, a student may solve only 8 of 22 addition problems correctly; by systematically analyzing the student’s responses, the teacher may find
that all errors involved problems requiring regrouping and that the student was using an inappropriate strategy, such as failing to carry:
42
+ 39
711

FIGURE 5-5

Sample Observation of Task Performance

Juan
Student:
Science 9
Subject:
Task: Homework Assignments

Day
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday

Number of
Questions
7
9
6
10
8

Number of
Responses
7
9
6
10
8

Number of
Correct
Responses
3
4
3
5
3

Percentage of
Correct
Responses
43%
44%
50%
50%
38%
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If student performance is poor (few responses are made, or most of the responses are incorrect), analyzing the task rather than the specific student errors may be helpful. With task analysis,
the task is broken down into component parts, and then students are asked to perform each of the
parts. In this way, the subtasks that are causing the most difficulty can be identified, and instruction
can begin with those areas.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Strategies for Modifying Instruction
When students have difficulty acquiring skills and information, the teacher adapts instruction to
better meet the students’ needs. Teachers can modify instructional materials and activities, change
teaching procedures, or alter the requirements of the learning task. Several of the specific strategies for instructional adaptations appear in Figure 5-6. These should be used in an attempt to
improve student performance before more involved modifications are made. Note that the strategies
are arranged in numerical order from 1 to 10. Number 1 should be tried before number 2, number 2
before number 3, and so on. Of course, before these methods are used, teachers should be sure that
the learning task is at an appropriate level of difficulty for the student.

Modify Materials and Activities
The first type of adaptation to try is modification of instructional materials and activities. The learning task remains the same; what is changed is the way in which the necessary skills and information
are presented to the student. Three possible strategies are the clarification of task directions, addition of prompts to the learning task, and correction of specific student errors (items 1, 2, and 3 in
Figure 5-6).

Clarify Task Directions. Students may perform tasks poorly if the directions for the task are
unclear. Several changes can make directions more understandable.
• Give directions both orally and in writing.
• Restate oral directions in simpler language.

FIGURE 5-6

Assessing Task difficulties

IF students experience difficulty in task performance,
TRY these adaptations of . . .
Materials and activities:
1. Clarify task directions
2. Add prompts to the learning task
3. Teach to specific student errors
Teaching procedures:
4. Give additional presentation of skills and information
5. Provide additional guided practice
6. Make consequences for successful performance more attractive
7. Slow the pace of instruction
Task requirements:
8. Change the criteria for successful performance
9. Change task characteristics
10. Break each task into smaller subtasks
BEFORE selecting an alternate task.
IF NECESSARY, substitute a similar but easier task or a prerequisite task.
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•
•
•
•

Give only one or two oral directions at a time.
Be sure students are able to see directions written on the chalkboard.
Keep written directions on the student’s reading level.
Explain any new or unfamiliar terms.

After giving directions, the teacher should demonstrate task performance and then answer any
questions students may have.

Add Prompts. Prompts, or cues, are any features added to learning tasks that assist students in
task performance. Prompts can be verbal, visual, or physical and can either call attention to the cues
already available in the learning task or introduce an artificial cue system.
Prompts are often used to make critical features of the learning task more noticeable. For
example, if students confuse addition and subtraction symbols, teachers might circle the symbols,
make them larger, write them in red, or remind students to “check each problem to see whether you
add or subtract.” If students read aloud without attending to punctuation, punctuation marks can be
underlined, highlighted, or color-coded to make them stand out.
Artificial prompts can also be added to learning tasks. In handwriting instruction, for instance,
guidelines are provided to assist beginning writers. Another example is the use of underlining;
teachers who underline important words and phrases on the board are providing prompts. Teachers
can also give verbal prompts or reminders; for example, before students begin to write a paragraph,
the teacher might say, “Remember to begin each sentence with a capital letter.”
Any learning task can be made easier by the use of prompts. However, as students learn, it is
important to withdraw the prompts from the task, fading them gradually to maintain successful
student performance.
Teach to Specific Student Errors. If students make consistent errors that affect overall
task performance, the teacher should focus on the correction of those errors. This approach is
effective if a few types of errors account for the majority of incorrect responses. For example,
if a student writes the cursive alphabet correctly with the exception of the letters m and n, these
letters should be singled out and taught directly. Or if oral reading is characterized by frequent
repetitions (“I want … I want to go to the … I want to go to the store … I want to go to the store
to buy …”), the teacher should attempt to correct this error. However, if task failure is the result
of several types of errors (or too few responses), it is probably necessary to modify the procedures used in teaching.

Change Teaching Procedures
If modification of instructional activities and materials does not result in successful performance,
the next step is to adapt the teaching procedures. Strategies include giving additional presentations, providing additional practice, changing the consequences, and slowing the pace of instruction
(items 4, 5, 6, and 7 in Figure 5-6).

Give Additional Presentation of Skills and Information. An additional presentation of the
skills and information necessary for task performance may be appropriate. With this strategy, the
teacher demonstrates skills and explains information. A repetition of the original presentation may
produce the desired results. However, the teacher must usually provide a more complete (or simpler) explanation, additional examples, or several instances in which the skill is modeled.
Provide Additional Guided Practice. Poor task performance may be improved by additional guided practice. The teacher can increase the amount of practice by requiring more student responses, lengthening practice sessions (although not to the point of student fatigue), or
scheduling extra sessions throughout the school day. To make practice more effective, teachers
can increase both the amount and the quality of their feedback to students. To increase the
amount, feedback can be given after every response rather than after every third or fifth answer.
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To increase the quality of feedback, the teacher can describe important features of the student’s
behavior in addition to telling the student whether the task was performed correctly. The statement, “That’s right. You remembered to put a period at the end of the sentence” tells the student
that the response was accurate and points out the specific behavior for which praise is given.

Make Consequences for Successful Performance More Attractive. Another strategy
involves changing the consequences of the behavior rather than its antecedents to make the consequences for successful performance more attractive. Consequences for successful performance
include knowledge of results and rewards supplied by the teacher. To increase the effect of knowledge of results, teachers can improve the quality of feedback, as previously described. In addition,
students become more aware of their performance if they are involved in data collection procedures. They can place an X or a check mark beside each correct response on their assigned papers
and then plot their performance on a graph.
The reward system in use in the classroom may also need to be altered. Students may require
incentives to begin or complete a task. And teachers may need to reward approximations toward
successful task performance (e.g., 60% accuracy, then 70%, etc., until the criterion is achieved).
The nature of the rewards used by the teacher may also require modification; things perceived by
teachers as rewards may be less attractive to students.
Slow the Pace of Instruction. If changes in antecedents and consequences do not produce
acceptable performance, slowing the pace of instruction may be necessary. The learning task and
the time allotted for instruction remain the same, but less material is presented and practiced. For
example, the teacher may demonstrate telling time to the hour and to the half hour in two separate
sessions rather than one. If this strategy is unsuccessful, the teacher should consider altering the
requirements of the learning task.

Alter Task Requirements
The learning task itself can be modified to enhance student success. Possible strategies are changing task criteria, changing task characteristics, and breaking the task into smaller subtasks (items 8,
9, and 10 in Figure 5-6).

Change the Criteria for Successful Performance. The criteria for successful performance
generally address three aspects of the task: quantity, speed, and accuracy. The requirements for
each can be reduced; and the number of questions, problems, or activities to be performed can be
reduced. The time limits imposed can be increased so that speed demands are relaxed, or a lower
accuracy rate can be accepted. However, the teacher should maintain reasonable accuracy requirements to ensure that the student is learning the task.
Change Task Characteristics. Task characteristics include the conditions under which the
task is performed and the nature of the behavior itself. If the task requires students to perform from
memory without aids and assistance, the teacher might allow the use of aids. For example, students
may be able to solve multiplication problems if they can use an aid such as a multiplication table
or a pocket calculator. Presentation and response modes can also be changed. A task’s presentation mode is the way it presents information; for example, many classroom tasks require reading
skills. Instead of reading, students might listen to lectures and tapes or watch television and videos. Response modes can also be modified. Instead of writing, students might type, answer orally,
record their responses, or dictate them to a peer.
Break Tasks into Smaller Subtasks. If alteration of task characteristics and criteria does not
produce success, the task is probably too complex and should be broken into smaller subtasks.
For example, if writing (or dictating or tape recording) an essay is overwhelming to a student,
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the teacher can set up a series of smaller tasks: selection of a topic, preparation of an outline or
o rganizational map, writing the title, formulation of the topic sentence for the first paragraph, and
so on. This strategy is the last in a series of instructional modifications; the next step is to substitute
an alternate task.

Select an Alternate Task
When student performance remains poor despite instructional adaptations, the teacher should
consider replacing the learning task with an alternate task. Two choices are possible: a similar but
easier task or a prerequisite task.

Substitute a Similar but Easier Task. The teacher can select an alternate task similar in
nature to the original task but easier for students to perform. For example, if students are unable
to cope with the history textbook (even in audioform), the teacher can substitute another text
that covers the same material but in less depth and at an easier reading level. This allows students to proceed at their own levels and rates while remaining in the same general subject area
as their peers.
Substitute a Prerequisite Task. The most drastic intervention available to the general education teacher is replacement of the original learning task with a prerequisite task. For example,
if students with poor basic skills are unable to solve algebraic equations (even with the aid of a
calculator), the teacher may substitute instruction in math facts and the operations of addition,
subtraction, multiplication, and division. This strategy should be the last employed in the general education classroom because it involves the most radical change from typical classroom
procedures. Students whose needs cannot be met with this strategy are candidates for special
education services.
Alter the Curriculum. The most comprehensive instructional modification that can be made
is change of the curriculum. This often occurs when students with severe disabilities are included
in general education classes as part of their special education program. In most cases, the educational goals for students with serious learning needs address areas such as socialization and
communication skills, rather than academic performance. For students such as these, instructional adaptations usually include the substitution of an alternative curriculum. For example, a
student with severe disabilities might participate in the same lesson on volcanoes as others in
the class, although the instructional goal for that student relates to learning to work with others,
rather than science.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Making Test Accommodations
When students with special needs are members of general education classrooms, it is often useful
to consider adapting not only instruction but also the procedures used to assess student learning. Adaptations are particularly important when students with disabilities participate alongside
their general education peers in statewide or districtwide tests of academic achievement. These
“high-stakes” tests, usually administered on an annual basis, are part of the national movement toward higher performance standards for students and greater accountability for schools,
districts, and state educational agencies. Though the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA
2004) requires that students with disabilities be included in large-scale testing with students from
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general education, it is each state’s responsibility to interpret how this will ensue (Kettler, 2012).
This has resulted in a great deal of variance among states as to what is allowable and what is not,
so it is important to understand the accommodations that are approved within your respective
state and school district.

Measuring the Achievement of Students with Special Needs
Federal special education mandates that individualized education program (IEP) teams address
how students with disabilities will participate in statewide or districtwide measures of academic
achievement. Three options are possible. First of all, students may simply take the same tests as
their grade-level peers under identical conditions; no changes or modifications are made. Second,
students with disabilities may participate in the same assessments as their regular class peers but
with one or more changes or accommodations to increase the probability of success. One common
example of a test accommodation is an increase in the amount of time allowed to complete a particular section of a test. The third and most drastic option open to the IEP team is to determine that the
general education achievement test is not appropriate for a student and that his or her educational
progress should instead be measured by an alternate assessment procedure. That alternate assessment is then selected or developed by the IEP team.
The second option, test accommodations, is likely the most common for students with disabilities who are included in general education classes. Because of the many types of accommodations
possible, several attempts have been made to come up with category systems to simplify discussion
of the possibilities. Accommodations can include modifying the timing of the test, the setting in
which the test is given, and test delivery. Modifications for test delivery to the student so that the
student can successfully input the information and respond include computer-based, large-print,
and Braille formats.

Common Testing Accommodations
Although many different types of accommodations are available, states and districts vary in the
modifications they permit for students with disabilities. The most typical types of changes include:
• Presentation: Large print, Braille, sign language
• Setting: Small-group administration, separate testing session
• Timing/scheduling: Flexible scheduling, extra time, multiple testing sessions
One of the greatest challenges facing educators and families of students with disabilities is
how best to include students with disabilities in large-scale assessment with their general education
peers so that their participation results are meaningful and valid (Davies & Elliot, 2012). This is an
ongoing debate, as is high-stakes testing in general, for both teachers and families. It is important
for teachers to understand how their individual state and respective school district interprets and
implements the federal mandate on this issue.
This chapter has presented important principles and strategies for teaching and modifying
instruction and assessment to meet the needs of students in general education classrooms who
experience difficulty at some point in the learning process. Check “Things to Remember” to review
what you have learned.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Understand and recognize academic problems experienced by students in the classroom.
❍❍
All students may experience academic problems in the classroom during any of the three
stages of learning: acquisition, maintenance, and generalization. It is important for teachers to monitor student performance in all phases of learning to ensure that the student
acquires skills, becomes fluent in skills performance, and maintains and generalizes the
skills over time and across settings.
Recognize the importance of arranging the learning environment for student success.
❍❍
Note the importance of arranging the physical learning environment, including classoom
seating, adequate space, lighting, and groupings—all designed to promote student success
and meaningful learning experiences.
List and describe the components associated with the instructional process.
❍❍
The instructional process consists of the teacher’s selecting the learning task, presenting
the task, providing students the opportunity for practice, providing feedback, and promoting mastery and application of the skill.
Describe the principles of effective instruction that are employed when teaching a task to students.
❍❍
Effective instruction is individualized, intensive, and explicit. Differentiated instruction is
a technique used in general education to individualize the learning process for all students
within the classroom. In systematic instruction, teachers select the learning task based on
students’ needs, present the content and skills needed for task performance, and provide
practice until tasks are mastered.
Identify and describe the methods used for gathering data about instruction.
❍❍
Classroom assessment data provide information about current levels of functioning, rates
of progress, and reasons for task failure.
Provide a rationale with examples concerning strategies for modifying instruction.
❍❍
When students are not making adequate progress, teachers introduce the least intrusive
instructional modification first. Adapt instruction by first changing materials and activities, then altering teaching procedures, and finally modifying task requirements. Use substitution of an alternate learning task, the most drastic instructional change, only as a last
resort.
Describe the importance of making test modifications for students with special needs.
❍❍
Students with special needs may benefit not only from adaptations in instruction but also
from accommodations in testing procedures.

Activities
1. Arrange to observe a classroom, and explain to the teacher that you are interested in seeing
how much of the school day is actually devoted to instruction. Observe and keep a record of
classroom activities for an hour or so. How much time is spent in large-group instruction?
Small-group instruction? Supervision of students’ independent work? Noninstructional duties?
2. Ways of adapting instruction include changing the characteristics of the task and the
performance criteria. Try your hand at modifying this objective.
When given a page of 25 math problems, the student will write the correct answers to at least
20 problems within 5 minutes.
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Describe how you would alter the task for each of the modifications listed here. The first one
is done for you.
Modification

Altered Task

Reduce quantity

Give only 20 problems

Reduce speed
Reduce accuracy
Change presentation mode
Change response mode

3. Design an ideal classroom. Draw and describe the layout of the classroom. The classroom
design should consider the age of the students, the potential types of disabilities of students
who may use the classroom, the types of equipment that students may require (e.g., wheelchairs, etc.), the different types of instruction that may be offered in the classroom, and so on.
Be sure to describe the activities that would take place in each area of the classroom.
4. Several educational journals offer suggestions to teachers about adapting instruction for students with special needs. Examples are Teaching Exceptional Children, Focus on Exceptional
Children, and Intervention in School and Clinic. Find an article that interests you, and summarize its recommendations.

Monkey Business/Fotolia

chapter

6 Encouraging
Positive
Classroom
Behavior

118

part II • Skills for the General Education Teacher

Students’ Stories
Classroom behavior problems such as those described in the following “Students’ Stories” are
not rare occurrences. They are a sampling of the behavioral issue that teachers face daily in the
general education classroom.

•
•
•
•
•
•

DeShawn continually gets up from his desk and moves around the classroom during seatwork time to sharpen his pencil, put items in the trash can, or visit with a classmate.
Wyatt never seems to complete any of his assignments, and when he does, his writing is
mostly illegible.
Dominique bullies other students by threatening, pushing, and hitting them.
Shanice always rushes through her assignments without reading the material closely and
frequently forgets to put her name on her work.
Ebony will not answer questions from the teacher, has difficulty with group work because
she doesn’t talk to others, and when she does speak to others, she says she is stupid and
can’t do anything right.
Connor is always losing his pencils, notebooks, and other school supplies. He doesn’t pay
attention to his teacher or to his classmates. He can almost never sit still, and his peers say
he acts as if he were driven by a motor.

Looking Ahead
Behavior problems are one of the most common difficulties students with special needs
experience in general education classrooms. Before reading about strategies for addressing these
problems, think about the questions that follow.

•
•
•
•

Each of the students described here appears to be having difficulty meeting classroom
behavioral demands. Would you predict that these students also have special needs in the
area of academic performance?
Which students exhibit behavior that is likely to interfere with classroom instructional
activities and disrupt their classmates’ learning?
Which students show behaviors that are likely to interfere only with their own learning?
Do you think students such as Dominique, Shanice, and Connor have difficulty making
friends? What evidence would you offer to support your opinion?

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Describe the types of challenging behaviors that teachers frequently encounter in inclusive
classrooms.
• Discuss the different aspects of the behavior support process and how these can promote inclusive education.
• Identify the basic principles that underlie the techniques used when developing behavior
supports.
• Describe and utilize some of the different methods for gathering data.
• Outline several strategies for managing and improving behaviors.
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Challenging Behavior in The Classroom
Classroom settings and other related environments such as cafeterias, playgrounds, and so on
require a level of structure and organization for appropriate learning and expected activities to take
place. When a student’s behavior does not fit within the context of a setting, his or her behavior
can challenge the intended learning outcomes and expectations of the environment for not only
themselves but potentially for all students. These behaviors that challenge the typical expectations
for a setting may involve difficulties interacting with others or difficulties interacting with tasks
or activities. Within inclusive classroom settings, all students, both general education and special
education students, will display some types of challenging behaviors at different points in time. The
key to managing these challenging behaviors is to ensure that the appropriate supports are in place
to assist students when issues arise.

Types of Challenging Behavior
Challenging behaviors can be grouped into two different categories based on their impact on the
social environment and their impact on the academic learning of individual students.
Behaviors that interfere with classroom instruction, impede social interaction with teacher
and peers, or endanger others are considered socialization problems. Examples of inappropriate
socialization behaviors are talking out, fighting, arguing, being out of one’s seat excessively,
swearing, and avoiding interactions with others. Immature and withdrawn behaviors also fall
under this category. Duran, Zhou, Frew, Kwok, and Benz (2013) examined longitudinal data
and found that students with disabilities who had high social skills were less likely to experience disciplinary exclusion procedures such as removal from the classroom. The presence or
lack of social skills can be an important factor related to the successful inclusion of students with
disabilities.
Behaviors that interfere with students’ academic performance or the teacher’s ability to assess
academic progress are considered academic performance problems. Typically these problems
include failure to complete assignments, poor attention during lectures or class discussion, failure
to follow directions, and poor management of study time.
Problem behaviors are exhibited in one of three ways: low rate of appropriate behaviors, high
rate of inappropriate behaviors, or absence of the appropriate behavior from the student’s repertoire. Different management strategies are linked to each type of problem behavior.
• Low rate of appropriate behaviors. Students exhibit appropriate behaviors but not as frequently
as expected or required. For example, a student may be able to complete homework assignments but chooses to do so only 10% to 20% of the time. Also, students may behave appropriately in one setting but not in another. For instance, a student with disabilities may work well
in the resource room but may find it difficult to work in a small-group setting in the general
education classroom. To alleviate these problems, the teacher sets up a systematic program to
increase the occurrence of appropriate behaviors or to help students generalize behaviors from
one situation to another.
• High rate of inappropriate behaviors. Students exhibit inappropriate behaviors that are troublesome to the structure or organization of the classroom and occur frequently or for long
periods of time. Examples include students who are out of their seats when they are expected
to be seated, numerous times per day; those who talk repeatedly when they should be listening; and those who frequently use profanity in the classroom. To overcome these high rates
of inappropriate behavior, teachers may attempt to decrease the frequency or duration of the
undesired behavior by increasing appropriate behaviors that are incompatible. For instance,
to decrease running in the classroom, the teacher can work to increase the frequency of
walking.

Watch this video to learn
how one student uses a
tool to help manage his
behavior.
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Public View of Behavior Problems

• A Gallup poll (Bushaw & Lopez, 2014) revealed that the majority of parents do not worry about their child’s physical
safety while at school, and they are more concerned about the behaviors of other students and their impact on their child
rather than the possibility of school intruders.
• In a study conducted by Westling (2010), both special education and general education teachers revealed that they did
not use many effective strategies to address challenging behaviors nor did they feel they were given adequate support to
develop appropriate strategies.
• In a survey across 39 states, 7.2 percent of American school children admitted not going to school out of fear for personal
safety due to bullying (Centers for Disease Control, 2014).
• Schoolwide positive behavior supports provide a model for improving school climate and the prevention of bullying
(Bosworth & Judkins (2014).
• The behaviors that are appropriate in the classroom are determined by the teacher, the policies of the school, and the
beliefs of the community. A behavior that one teacher considers inappropriate may be totally acceptable to another.

• Absence of the appropriate behavior from the student’s repertoire. Students may not yet have
learned the appropriate behavior for social interaction or classroom functioning. The age or
grade level of a student is not an accurate predictor of behavioral competence; it is necessary to
consider each student individually. For instance, sixth-graders may not know how to start a conversation or how to organize his or her time to ensure completion of assignments. To remedy
this, the effective teacher directly teaches the new behavior (conversation skills or time management), provides instruction on when and how the behavior is to take place, and carefully
builds practice-and-review opportunities into the instructional sequence (Flynn & Healy, 2012).

The Origins of Behavioral Problems
Behavior problems do not occur in isolation. The way in which the classroom learning environment
is arranged and the actions of others can promote, initiate, or reinforce inappropriate behaviors. If
classroom behavior problems are to be understood and managed, not only the behavior of the target
student but also that of the teacher and peers must be examined. For example, a sarcastic comment
from a teacher can initiate a verbal retort from the student. Classmates who laugh at the clowning or
wisecracks of their peers ensure that similar behaviors will recur.
Students behave inappropriately when they have not learned correct responses—or when they
have found that acting inappropriately is more rewarding than acting appropriately. Such behavior
problems do respond to instruction. According to one point of view, behavior problems belong to
the teacher, not the student. This viewpoint holds that it is not the students who fail; instead, educators have failed to develop acceptable student behaviors. Opinions about and results of research into
student behavior in the schools are presented in Figure 6-1.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

The Behavioral Support Process
Current thinking about the challenging behavior displayed by some students in elementary and
secondary classrooms centers on behavioral support rather than behavior management. Behavioral
support is viewed as a schoolwide process, one that is positive in nature, and one that is based,
when necessary, on functional behavioral assessment and behavioral intervention plans. The paragraphs that follow explain each of these concepts.
The modern term behavioral support is preferred to the more traditional term behavior
management because it places emphasis not on the student exhibiting the behavior, but rather on the
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ways in which the instructional environment can be manipulated to support the encouragement or
development of appropriate behavior. Chitiyo and Wheeler (2009) defined the related term positive
behavior support as being proactive in making adjustments to the environment and teaching appropriate replacement behaviors in order to avoid the occurrence of challenging behaviors. Wheeler
and Richey (2013) describe how the behavioral support approach is less punitive than the behavior
management approach because it avoids the need to utilize punishment techniques.

The Schoolwide Positive Behavior Supports Approach
Behavioral support is the foundation of the schoolwide positive behavior supports (SWPBS)
approach to school discipline. This approach seeks to prevent problems whenever possible and,
when problems do occur, to identify them as early as possible and offer appropriate interventions
(OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support, 2014;
Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010; Algozzine, Wang & Violette, 2011).
SWPBS typically involve three tiers in which interventions are developed for specific groups
or individual students. These three tiers include the following:
• Tier One: Interventions for all students designed to support appropriate behaviors
• Tier Two: Interventions for specific subgroups of students who have displayed some challenging behaviors
• Tier Three: Interventions for individual students who repeatedly display challenging behaviors
(Wheeler & Richey, 2013)
In the SWPBS model, the first level at which students experience support is sometimes called
the primary tier. This tier is implemented for all students and in all settings in the school; it is
aimed at prevention of at-risk and challenging behaviors and focused on the supports needed for
student success. The second and third tiers of SWPBS are designed not for all students, but rather
for those few unable to succeed with only the supports available in the first tier. The secondtier provides support to small groups of students and is largely classroom based, while the
third tier supports individuals with more serious behavioral concerns that are typically of a longterm nature.

Behavior Assessment and Intervention
The assessment and intervention approaches used in tiers two and three are more intensive than
those used in primary tier approaches. Functional behavioral assessment (FBA), an assessment approach described later in this chapter, is the strategy used to gather information about the
student’s behavior and the context in which it occurs. The intervention plan that is based on this
type of assessment is called the behavioral intervention plan (BIP), or sometimes, the positive
behavioral support plan. As current federal law requires, for each student identified as eligible for
special education services, the individualized education program (IEP) team must “consider the use
of positive behavioral interventions and supports” if “behavior impedes the child’s learning or that
of others” (IDEA, 2004).
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Principles of Positive Behavior Supports
Students who exhibit inappropriate behaviors require a classroom behavioral support program that
is systematic, consistent, and concerned with both the prevention and the improvement of problem
behaviors. This system should provide for group management and be flexible enough to allow individualization for the problems of one specific student.

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for pre-service
and practicing teachers.
This module on the basic
principles of behavior
will help you apply your
knowledge of the importance of discovering the
reasons that students
engage in problem behaviors. http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/fba/chalcycle.htm

J. Gwendolynne Berry/Palm Beach Post/ZUMA Press,
Inc./Alamy
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Behavioral support and management follow many of the
same principles used in adapting academic instruction. Teachers
state precise goals, break behaviors into teachable subcomponents, institute systematic intervention procedures, and collect
data to monitor student progress. Whereas instruction deals
primarily with academic skills, behavioral support is concerned
with classroom conduct and study skills; in both, the teacher
arranges the classroom environment to produce changes in
student behavior. The following paragraphs present principles
to follow in setting up a systematic behavioral support program.

Remember that Behaviors Are Learned
At-risk and high-risk behaviors are learned behaviors that
have developed from the student’s experiences and reinforcement history. Sometimes called operant behaviors, they are under the voluntary control of the individual. Because behaviors are learned, students can learn new ways of behaving; present behaviors
can be replaced or supplemented. The learning of new behaviors occurs at different rates for different students, and instructional procedures affect individuals differently. This individuality is particularly important for students with special needs, who may require extra time or additional practice.
They are certainly capable of acquiring new behaviors, but may need a more systematic program
than that provided to their general education peers.

The Influence of Antecedents and Consequences on Behavior
Behaviors do not happen in isolation. They are affected by the events that precede them (antecedents or triggers) and the consequences that follow them. Antecedents and consequences are both
important in the management of behavior. New skills can be taught, or current behaviors can be
modified, either by altering antecedent events or conditions or by manipulating consequences.
As a general rule, if antecedents are contributing to the behavior, teachers should first alter the
antecedent conditions and then consider changing the consequences. For example, if students fail
to follow directions, the first step may be to alter the directions. A change from “Get back to your
seat!” to “Would you please return to your seat?” may produce the desired behavior.
The physical organization of the classroom, the procedures established for movement within
the classroom, and the quality of the instructional program all play important roles in determining
the frequency of behavior problems. Careful arrangement of such things as physical space, student
seating, storage of instructional materials, and student traffic patterns can greatly reduce the potential for disruptions of instructional activities and the occurrence of behavioral problems. Appropriate instructional programs and streamlined classroom procedures are also likely to reduce behavior
problems.

Use Reinforcement to Increase the Probability That a Behavior Will Occur
Behaviors followed by reinforcers are more likely to occur again. A student who receives praise
from the teacher for raising her hand to speak in class is more likely to raise her hand the next time
she wishes to contribute something. This is an example of positive reinforcement; the behavior is
followed by the presentation of a pleasant (or positive) event that makes the behavior more likely to
recur. Examples of positive reinforcers are praise, special privileges, positive notes to students and
parents, early dismissal for lunch, and special awards. Positive reinforcement is a powerful tool for
supporting appropriate behavior.
Although less favored, negative reinforcers also increase the probability that behaviors will
recur. In negative reinforcement, the behavior is followed by the removal of an aversive (unpleasant or punishing) event or condition. A student who completes his homework to stop the nagging
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of his teacher and parents is being negatively reinforced; that is, the desired behavior, finishing the
assignment, is followed by the removal of the aversive event, nagging, and is thus more apt to recur
in the future. The student who stops talking to classmates and begins working to stop the frown
of the teacher is also being negatively reinforced. Negative reinforcement should not be confused
with punishment; negative reinforcers increase the occurrence of a behavior by removing stimuli
that is aversive. Whether positive or negative, reinforcement results in an increase in behavior. The
aspects of positive and negative refer to the presentation or removal of certain consequences. Reinforcement is most effective when the reinforcer is clearly associated with the specific behavior and
is presented closely following that behavior. The effect of reinforcing a student with immediate
praise for entering class on time is much greater than complimenting the student at the end of the
day. Reinforcement should be immediate, systematic, realistic, and meaningful to students in order
to be effective.

Remove Reinforcers or Introduce Aversives to Decrease the
Probability That a Behavior Will Occur
The strength of a behavior decreases when it is followed by an aversive event or when it stops being
followed by a reinforcer. The student whose peers laugh when he mutters profanities will likely
decrease this activity if peers stop laughing. Tardiness will decrease if students lose privileges for
each minute they are late; the same is true for students who lose use of the family car because they
come home after curfew.
Extinction is the removal of reinforcers that have previously followed the behavior. If the
objective is to decrease an inappropriate behavior that has been reinforced in the past, the reinforcer is withheld. For example, the teacher may wish to decrease the number of times Mike talks
out in class. If the teacher has been reinforcing Mike’s out-of-turn responses by attending to them,
this positive reinforcer must be withdrawn; the teacher should ignore Mike’s comments until Mike
raises his hand.
Although extinction procedures will reduce and eliminate a behavior, their use may be somewhat frustrating. A teacher may be unable to identify or control all classroom reinforcers. In addition, the effect of extinction procedures is not always immediate; the student’s undesirable behavior
may even increase temporarily before it decreases. For example, the frequency of Ann’s tantrums
might increase until she realizes the teacher’s attention can be gained only by exhibiting appropriate
behaviors.
Some inappropriate behaviors should be ignored from the outset (e.g., occasional calling
out, brief whispering). Behaviors falling into this category are (1) those of short duration that are
not likely to spread or persist, (2) minor deviations from classroom rules, and (3) behaviors in
which a reaction from the teacher would interrupt a lesson or draw undue attention to the behavior.
Procedures that decrease behaviors more rapidly (e.g., punishment or overcorrection) should be
considered if the behavior to be reduced is harmful to others (e.g., fighting) or if it causes a major
disruption of the classroom (e.g., yelling or stealing).
The presentation of an aversive event following a behavior is called punishment. Examples of
punishers are verbal reprimands, criticism, and low grades. Two of the milder punishment procedures often used in the general education classroom are response cost and time-out. In response
cost, an inappropriate behavior is followed by the loss or withdrawal of earned reinforcers or privileges. In time-out, the student is removed from an event that is reinforcing, or reinforcement is
withdrawn for a specified period of time.
Time-out may involve contingent observation (viewing from the “sidelines”), exclusion timeout (excluding students from observing or participating in activities without leaving the room by,
e.g., turning their chair toward the wall or placing it behind a screen), or temporary removal from
the room. Time-out procedures need to be carefully planned and implemented with caution, and
the effects need to be monitored and documented closely. Procedures such as time-out can easily
be misused and can lead to more aversive techniques such as secluding a student from his or her
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peers or restraining a student in order to get them to comply
with the time-out procedure. Freeman and Sugai (2013) recently
reviewed several state-level policies and pointed out that
any type of seclusion or restraint of students should be used only
in emergency situations. They indicated that positive behavior
supports were recommended by many states as a means for
avoiding the use of procedures such as time-out or emergency
procedures such as seclusion or restraint. Punishment is a negative procedure that can rapidly decrease a behavior. However, it
should be used only if more positive approaches are not appropriate or feasible. Before punishment, a practice that we do not
endorse or encourage, is used with students with special needs,
teachers should carefully check district and state policies and
regulations. In addition, parents must always be consulted, and
permission to use such procedures as punishment may harm students’ self-concept and can produce
avoidance, escape, or aggressive behaviors. It is far better to consider the virtues of positive
behavior supports when constructing BIPs for students.

Identify Consequences that Are Meaningful to Students
Listen to this teacher as she
describes how her school
established a schoolwide
behavior management plan
for her school.

To have the desired effect on behavior, consequences must be meaningful to the student. This is
true for both positive and negative consequences. A consequence that is positive for one person may
be negative for another. For example, going to the school library may be positive for the book lover,
but not for the sports addict; watching a football game may be a negative activity for those who like
to play tennis or visit museums. In addition, the effect of a specific consequence on an individual
can change under different conditions. Earning a dessert for completing classwork is reinforcing to
a student under most conditions; however, an offer of a banana split for doing the dishes would not
be appealing even to the most avid dessert lover who had just eaten a huge meal.
Educators often assume that students are motivated by grades; however, for many students with
special needs, grades can be viewed as aversive. Many students may have received poor grades in
the past that may have triggered ridicule from their peers and negative feedback from their parents
and teachers. For students with a history of school failure, grades are no longer positive consequences, and other reinforcers must be found.
It is possible to misinterpret the potential effects of a consequence. For example, a teacher may
use verbal reprimands as an aversive consequence for inappropriate behavior. However, the teacher’s attention may be a positive reinforcer for the student, regardless of the nature of the attention.
Also, verbal praise from a teacher may have the effect of a punisher; for instance, praise from a
teacher may be distasteful if given in front of a student’s middle school peers.
Consequences must have meaning to their recipients. For instance, most teachers would soon
tire of receiving grades instead of paychecks for their work. Pay is not bribery; it is the presentation
of a meaningful reinforcer for hard work. Because the paycheck is negotiable, teachers can choose
which secondary reinforcers they wish to purchase.

Beware of Noneducational Interventions
Every so often, “miracle” cures, methods, or treatments will appear on the market, promising
dramatic improvement for students in need of behavioral support. Many of these interventions are
noneducational in nature, and most lack objective data supporting their effectiveness. For example, special diets, nutritional supplements, medications, and therapies (e.g., relaxation therapy) may
claim to produce solutions to academic and behavioral problems.
Teachers should exercise great caution when considering such approaches. Like any good
consumer, teachers should be aware of products and interventions that appear to be too good to
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be true. Many of these purported cure-alls are medical-type or pseudo-medical interventions with
no empirical backing. However, it is important to note that some medical approaches have been
found effective with students with behavioral needs. While interventions such as medications are
not under the purview of educators, the side effects of such interventions should be known, and
educators may be asked to collect data to determine the effects of certain medications. Therefore, it
is important for teachers be knowledgeable about various data collection procedures and methods
for evaluating data that are collected.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Methods for Gathering Data
Gathering data about the classroom behavior and study skills of students is an essential component of a behavioral support program. Typically called functional behavioral assessment (FBA) or
simply functional assessment, this systematic process is aimed at providing sufficient information
to educators to allow them to (1) understand the factors contributing to the problem behavior and
(2) plan the positive behavioral interventions necessary to bring the problem behavior under control
(McLoughlin & Lewis, 2008).
FBA focuses not only on the behavior of the student but also on the reasons for and factors
inf luencing that behavior. Moreno and Bullock (2013) describe how behaviors occur in the
context of the surrounding environment, and gaining a better understanding of the environmental context allows for the development of behavior techniques that avoid the use of punishment
strategies. In addition, the results of an FBA can help determine why a student is engaging
in a behavior, or in other words, what benefit the student obtains for displaying the behavior.
For example, when Mrs. Ryan’s class is given a mathematics worksheet to complete, Fernando
begins making noises and distracting other students from their work. Mrs. Ryan then usually has
Fernando go sit in the principal’s office. An FBA of this behavior might reveal that Fernando
has difficulty with mathematics and engages in the behavior to get out of doing the mathematics
worksheet.

Stages of Functional Behavioral Assessment
Many different types of informal methods are used in FBA to gather information about behaviors of
interest. Moreno and Bullock (2013) describe how the FBA process involves three stages. The first
stage involves indirect procedures: the behavior is not directly observed but others are asked about
the behavior such as informal questioning, structured interviews, and rating scales. The second
stage of the FBA process involves direct procedures: the behavior is actually observed. This stage
involves using data collection strategies involving instruments such as scatterplots, data collection
sheets, and data collection devices. The third stage of the FBA process involves interpreting the
data that has been collected. This stage includes making a determination about why the behavior is
occurring. Moreno and Bullock describe how this stage should involve making a behavioral statement that describes the typical antecedents, the behavior that is displayed, and the consequences
that are associated with the behavior.
General education teachers may take part in FBA by participating in interviews and providing
the educational team with samples of student work. However, even more important is the teacher’s
role in the collection of classroom observational data. Teachers use such data to determine students’
current levels of performance, to identify antecedents and consequences that may influence behavior, to identify settings in which the behavior is likely to occur, to determine the effectiveness of the
intervention program, and to communicate progress to students and parents. Knowledge of progress
can be a strong reinforcer for students.
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Direct Observation of Behavior
The most useful method for gathering information about classroom behavior and study skills is the
direct observation of student behavior. Observations are usually conducted in the classroom setting
by the teacher, an aide, or a trained volunteer; in some cases, students can be trained to collect
information about other students or about their own performances.
Although teachers observe students every day, such observations usually are not precise or
systematic; general impressions do not provide enough information for planning intervention
programs. Instead, direct observations should be carefully planned and should follow the steps
outlined in the following paragraphs.

Specify the behavior to be observed. The first task is to specify the behavior of interest
to the teacher. This behavior should be described with as much precision as possible. If the behavior
is stated clearly, two or more observers will be able to agree on whether the student has produced
the behavior. Imprecise descriptions of behaviors make them difficult to observe and measure. The
statements, “Jack is hyperactive,” “Mario is nasty,” “Judy is restless,” and “Sam has poor study
habits” lack specificity and leave much to the interpretation of the observer. Descriptions such as
“Louis hits other students,” “Wen-Chi leaves her seat frequently,” “Candy talks out without raising
her hand,” and “José doesn’t turn in his homework assignments” are more precise.
At times, teachers may wish to collect data on the overall performance of a student in order to
identify specific problem behaviors. In narrative recording, the observer describes all the behaviors displayed by the student during the observation period; the teacher then analyzes the recording
to determine whether there is any pattern in the student’s behaviors. Sequence analysis is more
systematic; the observer describes each behavior and attempts to identify its antecedent and consequence. Table 6-1 presents a portion of a sequence analysis of John’s behavior during instruction.
Examination of the events that precede and follow a behavior yields much more information than is
obtained in a simple observation.
Narrative recording and sequence analysis may not be practical ways for general education
teachers to collect data. The teacher may be unable to undertake such a detailed observation while
managing all the other activities in the classroom. One solution is to have someone other than
the teacher conduct the observation; this person could be an instructional aide, an adult volunteer,
a special education teacher or consultant, or even a peer tutor. Another technique is to develop
a simpler observation system. In any event, when the task is to identify problem behaviors, it is
important to consider not only the behavior itself, but also the effect of antecedents and consequences on it.
Select a measurement system. As soon as teachers identify and observe a behavior, they
can select the system to observe and measure the behavior. There are several different types of
behaviors, and their nature influences the kind of measurement system chosen. One type is that of
permanent products such as completed assignments, worksheets, and essays, which are available
for review at a later time. Other behaviors are more transitory; they must be observed at the time of
the occurrence. Examples include fighting, verbal outbursts, stealing, and being out of one’s seat.

Table 6-1
Time

Example of Sequence Analysis
Antecedent

Behavior

Consequence

9:05

Teacher asks the class a question.

John raises hand.

Teacher calls on Bill.

9:07

Teacher asks question.

John yells answer.

Teacher reprimands John.

9:11

Teacher asks question and reminds students to
raise hands.

John raises hand.

Teacher calls on John and compliments him for raising
his hand.
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These behaviors may be discrete (i.e., like writing and talking, they have a definite beginning and
ending), or they may be continuous (e.g., studying). Some transitory behaviors can be converted
into permanent products if they are audio- or videotaped for later study.
Several methods of recording data are possible during an observation.
1. Permanent product or work sample analysis. Evaluate a sample of the student’s work, and
record information such as the number of problems correct.
2. Event recording. Note the number of times a behavior occurs within a time interval; for example, count the number of times a student leaves her seat during one class period.
3. Duration recording. Record the length of time a behavior occurs; for example, time how long a
student takes to complete an assignment.
4. Interval recording. Note the occurrence or nonoccurrence of a behavior within a specific time
interval. For example, the teacher might observe that Bill was reading his science book during
only two of the five 3-minute observation periods.
The choice of data recording method depends on the type of behavior and the kind of data that
will be most useful to the teacher. Also, the system must be easy to implement by the observer.
Table 6-2 describes several kinds of information that result from the different recording systems:
count, frequency, rate, percentage, and interval data.
Permanent product recording and event recording produce frequency data that can be
converted into percentage data. Percentages and frequencies are appropriate measures for academic,
classroom, and study skills behaviors. A teacher might be interested in the percentage of words read
correctly or the percentage of time students spent on a task. Frequency data indicate the number
of occurrences of a behavior. To compare frequencies, the teacher should be sure that observation
periods are equal in length and that the student has the same opportunity to produce the behavior

Table 6-2
Measurement

Measures of Behavior and Their Uses
Calculation

Example

When to use

Count or
“Frequency Count”

Add up the number of times a behavior
occurred.

Carla fell down three times on the playground. Vincent raised his hand two
times in class.

Use when only a very general
measurement of behavior is
necessary.

Frequency

Add up the number of times a behavior
occurs within a specific time period.

Julio talked out-of-turn 5 times within a
10-minute time period. Mario completed
10 math problems in 15 minutes.

Use when a specific time period
is related to a behavior.

Rate or “Frequency
Expressed as Ratio”

Count the number of behaviors, and divide
by the length of time observed.
Count/Time = Ratio

Vera gets out of her seat at a rate of 1.2
times per minute. Daphne types at a rate
of 52.5 words per minute.

Use when highly precise measures are needed to determine
changes in behavior and when
observation times vary.

Percentage

Count the number of behaviors displayed,
divide by total number of opportunities
to display the behavior, and multiply by
100. Count/Opportunities × 100 =
Percentage (%)

Ariana accurately completed 8 out of 10
math problems, so her score was 80%
correct (8/10 × 100 = 80%). Devon was
given 6 opportunities to perform the
task, and he completed the task 3 times,
or 50% of the opportunities (3/6 X 100
= 50%).

Use when accuracy or number
of performances out of a specific number of opportunities is
needed and performance time
is less relevant.

Interval

An observation period is divided into small
units/intervals of time (15-minute observation divided into 30-second intervals).
Behaviors are documented as occurring
or not occurring during every 30-second
interval of time. Number of intervals
where behavior occurred/total number of
intervals × 100 = percentage of intervals.

Paris engaged in head-hitting behavior
during 50% of the observed intervals.
Shauna was on task during 90% of the
observed intervals.

Use when an actual count is
unattainable (i.e., very frequently occurring behavior)
and an estimation of frequency
is needed.
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during each observation period. For example, results would be misleading if a student’s questioning behavior during the teacher’s lecture were compared with that student’s questioning behavior
during a discussion period.
Frequency data gathered during unequal observation periods can be more easily compared if
they are transformed into rate information, which is simply the number of times a behavior occurs
within a certain period (e.g., 8 times per minute; 17 times per hour). Examples of rate data are the
number of math problems completed correctly per minute or the number of tantrums per day. Rate
and percentage data are easy to compare. For instance, it is possible to compare the percentage of
correct responses or the rate of reading words from one day to the next even if the student does not
read the same number of words per day.
Duration recording is useful if the length of time the student engages in a behavior is of interest. For example, teachers might note the amount of time students require to line up for lunch or the
time a student takes to begin work after the teacher gives directions. Duration can be reported in
actual time units (e.g., “Katie cried for 14 minutes”; “Elijah now starts his work within 15 seconds
after the teacher gives his group the assignment”) or as a percentage (e.g., “Ralph was out of his
seat 10% of the school day”).
Interval recording is useful for teachers when a behavior occurs very frequently, and it may
be impossible to tell when the behavior clearly begins and ends. Interval recording first involves
dividing an observation time such as a class period into several small time periods/units of time
using a data collection sheet. The behavior is then observed, and it is noted within each small time
period whether the behavior was occurring or not occurring. There are typically three types of interval recording: whole-interval recording, partial-interval recording, and momentary time sampling.
• Whole-interval recording. With this recording method, the observer documents whether or not
the student was engaging in the behavior for the entire duration of the interval. The teacher
develops a data collection sheet and documents in each interval on the data sheet while the
observation is taking place.
• Partial-interval time recording. With this recording method, the observer documents whether
or not the student was engaging in the behavior at any point during the interval. Again, this
requires a data collection sheet divided into small units of time, and the observer moves from
one interval to the next during the observation as time passes.
• Momentary time sampling. This recording method can be very useful to teachers because it
allows the teacher to engage in other activities during an observation period and then stop, look
at a student, and document whether or not the student is engaging in a behavior. The intervals
used are usually longer than those used with whole- or partial-interval recording procedures.
For example, an observation period may be divided into time intervals such as 5 minutes,
10 minutes, 15 minutes. A teacher can take care of other tasks until the end of the 5 minute
interval and then look at the student and document the student’s behavior. Then the teacher can
return to other tasks for another 5 minutes before needing to observe the student again.

ZouZou/Shutterstock

Figure 6-2 provides an example of the use of momentary
time sampling with an entire class. In this example, the teacher
was interested in determining what percentage of the class was
on task during reading instruction. The same observation system
could also be used with individual students or small groups.

Decide who will observe and how often observations will occur. Observers must be able to record data
accurately and consistently. If the teacher is the only adult in the
classroom, the kind and frequency of observations that are possible may be limited. However, teachers can record data while
conducting instruction or while assisting students; devices such
as clipboards, data sheets, stopwatches, and counters are helpful.
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Some behaviors can be self-recorded if students are monitored by the teacher and r einforced for
accurate recording.
The frequency of observations depends on several factors, including the availability of the
student, the type of behavior being observed, the observation system, and the availability of the
observer. Data collection should occur frequently, but observations usually require only a short
period each day. The observation must be long enough to obtain an accurate picture of the student’s
behavior; multiple observations across several different days should be collected to provide a representative sample of behavior. The time of day or the length of the observation should be adjusted if
the teacher believes that this sample of behavior is not typical. Figure 6-3 offers some suggestions
for making data collection easier in the classroom.

FIGURE 6-2

Momentary Time Sampling for an Entire Class

Student(s) observed:
Behavior observed:
Measurement system:
Length of interval:
Time of measurement:
Data recorded:
Results:

Entire class
Number of students on task, working on independent assignment or actively participating in
assigned group activity
Momentary time sampling (observer determines the number of students on task at the end of each
interval)
5 minutes
Reading instruction time (9:00–9:52 a.m.)
Number of students on task/Number of students in class (percentage can be calculated for each
observation or for the entire period)
Over the entire time scheduled for reading instruction, 62% of the students in the class were on
task. However, the percentage of students on task decreased as the class progressed.

Observation Time
9:05
9:10
9:15
9:20
9:25
Class totals:

FIGURE 6-3

Data
24/30 = 80%
27/30 = 90%
24/30 = 80%
21/30 = 70%
21/30 = 70%

Observation Time
9:30
9:35
9:40
9:45
9:50

Data
18/30 = 60%
15/30 = 50%
12/30 = 40%
15/30 = 50%
9/30 = 30%

186/300 = 62%

Tips for Making Classroom Observations Easier

1. Carry a small card such as an index card; on it list the names of one or two students of interest and the problem behaviors
you wish to observe (e.g., hitting, being out of their seats, talking to others). Place a tally or check mark on the card
(and possibly the time of the behavior) each time the behavior occurs. Start this system with one or two students, and
gradually expand it as your skills improve.
2. For each in-class assignment, have students record the time they begin and the time they finish. With this information,
you can determine the frequency of responses, the accuracy, and the rate. Students can also note the times they leave
and return to their desks; then you can calculate the total amount of time in seat each day or each period.
3. Carry a stopwatch to measure the duration of behaviors. For example, start the watch each time Lurlene leaves her seat,
and stop it when she returns. Continue this (without resetting the watch) and time each occurrence of the behavior. At
the end of the observation period, note the total amount of time recorded.
4. To count behaviors without interfering with the operation of the class, use wrist counters (golf counters), supermarket
counters, paper clips moved from one pocket to another, navy beans in a cup, and other inexpensive devices.
5. Have a seating chart in front of you as you talk to the class. Place a tally or check mark by a student’s name for each
behavior of interest, such as asking a question, talking out, or answering a question correctly.
6. Recruit volunteers to observe in the classroom. Older students, parents, senior citizens, college students, or other
students in the class can be excellent observers. If the teacher has developed a method to record the data and clearly
stated the behavior to be observed, a nonprofessional should be able to conduct the observation.

130

part II • Skills for the General Education Teacher

FIGURE 6-4

Example Graph of Assignment Completion

Behavior observed:

Assignments completed by Elsie

Intervention:

3 minutes in the game center for each
assignment completed

Student:

Elsie

100
90
80
70
60
Percentage of
50
Assignments
40
Completed
30
20
10

Baseline

1

2

3

4

Intervention

5 6
Day

7

8

9 10

Collect and graph baseline data. Before any intervention is begun, baseline data are collected
under the natural conditions of the classroom. Baseline data are generally gathered for at least 5 days
to ensure that the extremes of the behavior have been established. These data, recorded on a graph, are
used to determine the rate or magnitude of the problem, to suggest possible interventions, and later
to set the standard for evaluating the effectiveness of instruction. Baseline data may indicate that the
behavior believed inappropriate is not as frequent or intense as hypothesized; if so, a behavior change
program is not necessary. When the teacher is sure that the desired behavior is not part of the student’s
repertoire or when a behavior is injurious to the student or others, baseline data need not be collected.
Graphing of data allows the teacher and student to easily see the behavior and its rate of occurrence. Graphs can present baseline data, progress during intervention, and later the maintenance of
behavior after intervention has been discontinued. Graphs are an excellent way to communicate progress to parents and other educators. Figure 6-4 presents an example of a graph that could be used in the
classroom.
Collect data during interventions. Data collected during the intervention phase help the
teacher determine whether the intervention is having the desired effect on behavior. It is then possible to decide whether the intervention should continue as originally developed or be modified to
improve its effectiveness.
Intervention data should be gathered for a minimum of 5 days. Longer data collection periods permit a more careful evaluation of the program’s effectiveness. Figure 6-4 shows information collected by the teacher about Elsie’s completion of assignments. During the intervention
phase, Elsie was rewarded with 3 minutes in the game center for each assignment she finished on
time; this was the only way Elsie could earn time in the game center—an activity she enjoyed very
much. After 1 week, Elsie’s teacher decided that the intervention was working and that it should be
continued.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Positive Strategies for Promoting
Positive Behavior
The most effective interventions for at-risk and high-risk behaviors are based on student performance data; these programs help students learn new behaviors, increase or maintain appropriate
behaviors, and decrease inappropriate behaviors. Because classroom and study skills are learned
behaviors, many of the principles of instruction presented earlier remain applicable.
The goal in positive behavior support and management is to establish a learning environment
in which students are accepted as individuals but in which there are definite guidelines for acceptable classroom conduct. Students understand the need for behavioral guidelines and accept them if
they are applied fairly, equally, and consistently.
Managing and improving classroom behavior is a systematic process of identifying expected
student behaviors, analyzing student performance to see whether it meets expectations, and implementing interventions when necessary. Figure 6-5 presents the step-by-step process for teachers to
plan, develop, implement, evaluate, and revise behavioral interventions. This model for classroom
behavioral support is based on the same principles as those underlying the SWPBS model.
The need for intervention can be reduced through preventive planning. Expectations for behavior should be communicated to students; students who meet expectations should receive positive
reinforcement. If intervention is needed, the least intrusive approach should be attempted first; often
a change in seating, a careful explanation of class rules, a demonstration of the expected behavior,
or a mild reprimand in private can eliminate the problem. Intensive behavior support programs
should be used only when less dramatic methods have been found to be unsuccessful.

n

Inclusio
Tips

Click here to consider
how students can be
helped with managing
their own behavior.

Establish Behavioral Expectations, and Communicate Them to Students
Students do not always know or understand the expectations of the teacher in a specific classroom
situation. Although more able students may be capable of interpreting expectations from environmental cues (e.g., teacher signals, behavior of other students), students with behavioral problems
often do not interpret these cues. They need specific direction and instruction to know how they are
expected to act. Effective classroom managers have been found to be skilled in establishing classroom rules and procedures that communicate behavioral expectations to students (Gable, Hester,
Rock, & Hughes, 2009). Research results suggest that effective teachers take the following steps:

FIGURE 6-5

Systematic Process for Managing Classroom Behaviors

1. State the behavioral expectations for all students.
2. Determine whether students meeting expectations are receiving reinforcement to encourage maintenance of these
behaviors.
3. Determine whether some students do not meet expectations. If so, do they know and understand the expectations?
Do they have the prerequisite skills for the behaviors?
4. For students with inappropriate behaviors, identify target behaviors to be achieved.
5. Select an observation system, and collect baseline data on each behavior.
.
6. Analyze data to determine the need for an intervention program.
7. If data indicate the need for an intervention, determine whether the target behavior needs to be learned, increased, or
decreased.
8. Select (or design) the intervention that uses the most positive approach.
9. Implement the intervention.
10. Collect data on student performance.
11. Analyze the data to determine the need to continue, modify, or terminate the intervention. Take required action.
12. When the behavior is at the desired level and is no longer dependent on the intervention, continue to collect
maintenance data and return to step 4.
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1. Establish classroom rules and procedures at the start of the year. Effective managers do not
wait until problems occur, they anticipate potential problems before the beginning of school.
2. Introduce rules and procedures on the first day of the class. When rules and procedures are
communicated to students immediately (from the beginning of the first day of school), they
need not guess what the expectations are. Information overload is avoided by introducing the
most essential rules and procedures first and presenting others as they are needed. The rules
are posted or given to students as a handout, and new students are immediately oriented to the
classroom expectations when they arrive in class.
3. Explain rules and procedures clearly and teach them deliberately to students as part of a system
for classroom operation. A rationale is provided and instruction continues until the s tudents
have the rules and procedures mastered.
4. Make rules and procedures concrete, functional, and explicit so that they contribute to the
accomplishment of work and the order of the classroom. The statements should be few, clear,
and plainly stated. They should indicate the desired behavior (e.g., “Work quietly at your desk,”
“Respect other people’s property”) rather than all the undesired behaviors (e.g., “Don’t talk
when you are working at your desk,” “Don’t write on the desks”).
5. Associate rules and procedures with clear signals that indicate when students should carry
out or stop specific behaviors or activities. For instance, the teacher may use a specific phrase
(e.g., “Please close your books and straighten your materials”) to indicate that it is time to stop
the current activity and quietly prepare to move to the next class or activity. In addition, the
teacher may need to remind students about acceptable conduct before activities that are likely
to elicit inappropriate behaviors (e.g., “You may sharpen your pencil but remember not to talk
to others”).
6. Demonstrate or model rules and procedures and then allow students to rehearse them. The
teacher demonstrates both the correct and incorrect forms of the behavior (e.g., sitting at a
desk, getting to the pencil sharpener). The demonstration enables the students to discriminate
the dimensions of the behavior. Students are then given an opportunity to practice the required
behavior. Mastering rules and procedures is similar to learning academics; it requires teacher
instruction and feedback combined with student practice.
7. Design rules and procedures to anticipate possible classroom interruptions or problems and
to manage these situations. For example, students may be expected to continue working when
classroom visitors enter the room or to stop all activities immediately and line up quickly and
quietly when there is a fire drill. Although these events may occur infrequently, expectations
should be established and practiced.
8. Monitor closely how well students follow rules and procedures. Appropriate behavior is reinforced, and inappropriate behavior is stopped promptly. The teacher must be able to enforce the
rules and procedures that are specified; failure to do so diminishes or eliminates their effectiveness. Rules should be modified or eliminated if they prove to be ineffective, unenforceable, or
no longer needed.

Prevent Inappropriate Conduct by Monitoring Behavior and
Providing Feedback
To prevent behavior problems from occurring, teachers must be aware of the behavior of their
students at all times and provide them with feedback regarding their performance. This process is
as important in developing and maintaining appropriate classroom conduct and study skills as it is
in providing academic instruction.
The combination of providing positive attention for appropriate behavior and ignoring inappropriate behavior is frequently advocated for decreasing behavior problems. However, it is more
effective to use positive attention for appropriate behavior together with the careful use of negative
attention (i.e., a verbal or nonverbal response indicating disapproval) for inappropriate behavior
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(Wheeler & Richey, 2013). This combination can be implemented without interfering with the
activities of the classroom if teachers follow certain guidelines.
1. Identify potentially disruptive behaviors at an early stage. The teacher anticipates the need to
act by observing student actions that are likely to lead to inappropriate behaviors.
2. Develop a repertoire of quick, low-intensity gestures and verbalizations that signify that a
student is not following the accepted guidelines. For example, the teacher may say “John”
(student’s name) or “That’s all” to get the student’s attention and identify the current activity as
inappropriate.
3. Establish physical proximity to the disruptive student, and orient yourself toward the student.
This strategy may involve the teacher’s moving closer to the student and facing him or her to
signal that the teacher is aware of, and does not approve of, the student’s behavior. At the same
time, the teacher maintains direction of an instructional group. Teacher movement around the
room and a tight horseshoe arrangement of desks facilitate the use of this procedure.
4. Promptly respond to inappropriate student behavior. The teacher uses negative attention to
interrupt the student’s disruptiveness before it can produce approval or attention from peers.
5. With negative attention, use a facial expression and tone of voice that is consistent with disapproval. It is important to communicate to the offending student that the teacher is registering
disapproval.
6. After negative attention, provide immediate reinforcement and attention when the student displays the appropriate behavior. This identifies the accepted behavior and reaffirms that appropriate behaviors are reinforced and inappropriate behaviors are punished.
7. If necessary, use prompting to elicit the desired behavior, and then reinforce the student immediately. Effective teachers actually require misbehaving students to practice the appropriate
behavior until they have exhibited it at the established criterion level; these teachers often drill
students until they perform the behavior automatically.

Reinforce Appropriate Behavior
It would be wonderful if all students behaved appropriately in school because their teachers
expected them to or because it was intrinsically rewarding. However, this expectation is simply not
realistic for many students. Teachers need to help students learn that accomplishments themselves
can be rewarding. To do this, a powerful tool—reinforcement—is available.
When appropriate behaviors occur, they should be rewarded. To be effective, the reinforcer
should follow the desired behavior. Rewards should not be provided when students promise
to exhibit the behavior at some time in the future. Only performance is rewarded. If the student
behaves appropriately, then the reward will occur. Appropriate behaviors should also be reinforced
immediately. Reinforcers are most effective when delivered immediately after the occurrence of the
behavior. For example, if the target behavior is completion of assignments, the student should be
reinforced when handing in his or her paper. The reinforcer would lose its effect if it were delivered
several hours later, after the teacher had corrected the paper.
When students are learning new behaviors, each occurrence should be reinforced. Continuous
reinforcement rewards an appropriate behavior every time it happens. This is the most effective
schedule for establishing a new behavior or for increasing the occurrence of an infrequent behavior. As soon as the behavior has become established, the reinforcers can be delivered according to
an intermittent reinforcement schedule. Intermittent reinforcement schedules require less attention
than continuous schedules because they rely on delivering reinforcement only after a specified time
interval has elapsed or after a specified number ratio of behaviors to reinforcement. If reduction
in reinforcement is gradual, the student will eventually maintain the desired behavior with little
reinforcement. Schedules of reinforcement should move from continuous to fixed interval/ratio
and then to variable interval/ratio. With variable schedules, students are less able to predict when
reinforcement will occur because reinforcers are given after an average period of time (interval)
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or after an average number of responses (ratio). For example, a variable ratio of 1:10 may deliver
the reinforcer after 8 responses, then 7, then 13, as long as the average is 1 reinforcer for every 10
responses.

Provide Reinforcers that Are Valued by Students
Reinforcers of little value to students soon lose their effect. The simplest method of finding out
what students perceive as rewarding is to ask them. The teacher might interview students or provide
them with a set of questions to answer (e.g., “What is your favorite school activity? Book? Movie?).
Another method of gaining this information is to observe how students use their free time. Table 6-3
provides some examples of potential reinforcers.
It is also important to use a variety of reinforcers. The variety of reinforcers available in the
classroom is limited only by the teacher’s imagination. Of the many types available, those that have
strong effects on behavior are preferred. Following are several types of reinforcers found to be
useful in the classroom.
1. Social reinforcement. Social attention or interaction with teachers and peers is a strong reinforcer for most students. It is easy to deliver and is naturally available in the school environment. It can be provided immediately after the occurrence of the desired behavior, and the
effects can be generalized to other settings. When social reinforcement is provided, the teacher
should tell the student the reason for the reward. The teacher can say (or write on the student’s
paper), “Good reading,” “Nice job on the assignment,” “I like the way you lined up for recess,”
or “Your handwriting is very easy to read.” The teacher can also try smiles and, for younger
students, a pat on the back; these and other forms of positive attention are easy to give, free,
and the supply is unlimited.
2. Activity reinforcers. Activities are also strong reinforcers. Any activity that the student enjoys
can serve as a reward for the performance of a less-desired task. This approach is known as
the Premack principle. If Joe finishes his math, then he can feed the gerbil. If the class works
quietly all morning, then they will get to see a movie after lunch. Other examples of activity
reinforcers are spending time in the listening center, watching television, reading comics or
magazines, and helping the teacher. These reinforcers are readily available in the school and
involve minimal cost.

Table 6-3

Examples of Different Types of Potential Reinforcers
Social

Activity

Tangible

Edible

Elementary-aged
students

Smile
Pat on back
Positive comments: “Good job,” “I like the
way you raised your hand,” “You really
pay attention”

Helping teacher
Popcorn party
Being team leader
Reading with a friend
Time in the computer
center
Choosing game for PE
Extra minutes of recess
X minutes of free time
Eating lunch with teacher

Toys
Crayons
Pencils
Erasers
Paper
Art materials
Books
Stars
Good note to parents

Fruit/Vegetables
Cereal
Cake
Nuts
Popcorn
Ice cream
Sandwich
Milk

Adolescents

Signal or gesture of approval
Handshake
Positive comment on appearance
Positive comments: “Great job,” “Best
work I've seen,” “Great to see you
working so well.”

Field trip
Free time
Early lunch
Choosing class activity
Listening to music for
x minutes
Attending a concert

Pens
Paper
Rental of CDs/DVDs
School supplies
Magazines
Posters
Positive note home

Teacher buys lunch
Popcorn
Chips
Juice
Candy
Fruit/Vegetables
Soft drinks
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3. Tangible reinforcers. Objects such as certificates, notes to parents, toys, and school supplies
can also serve as reinforcers for students. However, tangible reinforcers should be used only
after social and activity reinforcers have proved too weak to support the occurrence of the
behavior. When tangible reinforcers are delivered, they should always be accompanied by
a social reinforcer; over time, the tangible reinforcer can be gradually faded so that it is
replaced by just the use of the social reward. Disadvantages of tangible reinforcers include
their cost (in terms of money or time to prepare) and a possible loss of effectiveness if they
are provided too frequently. In addition, many parents and educators disagree with their use.
Because they are not universally available, their effects may not generalize to other school
settings.
4. Edible reinforcers. The use of edibles should be considered only if social, activity, and tangible
reinforcers have been found ineffective. Edibles have disadvantages similar to those of tangible
reinforcers. If edibles are used, their presentation should always be paired with the delivery of
a social reinforcer.
5. Negative reinforcers. Unlike other forms of reinforcement, negative reinforcers are removed
when the desired behavior occurs. For example, the teacher can eliminate 2 math problems
for each 10 that are completed correctly. Or the teacher’s frown can disappear when students
begin working. Like the more positive reinforcers, these have a place in the classroom. When
negative reinforcers produce the desired behavior, the student should be rewarded. For example, when the student begins to work, the teacher can stop frowning and praise the student for
working.

Use Token Economies to Deliver Reinforcers
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Token systems have been shown to be effective with general education students and students
with special needs (Doll, McLaughlin, & Barretto, 2013), and they are easily understood by teachers and students. The menu allows students to select their own rewards. Also, token systems accommodate students who have difficulty waiting for their reinforcers; they can cash in when they want
to. When the token economy is first set up, students tend to cash in frequently; however, as they
grow accustomed to this system, they are able to wait for longer periods.
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• Specify the behaviors that earn tokens.
• Use tokens that are appropriate for the students.
• Develop and post a menu that includes a variety of reinforcers and a wide range of costs—students should be able to “cash in” for either high- or low-cost reinforcers.
• Allow students to help in developing the menu.
• Revise the menu regularly to ensure variety.
• Use a record system that is clear and cannot be sabotaged by students (who might add points or
take the tokens of others).
• Give students frequent opportunities to cash in (daily or at least several times per week).
• Set up a cash-in system that takes a minimal amount of time and does not disrupt the operation
of the class.
• Provide clear rules to staff for distribution of tokens.
• Gradually reduce the value of the tokens to increase reliance on more natural reinforcers.

ASSE

In a token economy, students are presented with tokens rather than reinforcers after the occurrence
of a desired behavior. Such a system can be used with one student, small groups, or the entire
class. Students collect the tokens—such as poker chips, gold stars, or points—and later trade them
for backup reinforcers listed on a reinforcement menu. Tokens should be delivered as soon as the
desired behavior has occurred and should always be paired with a social reinforcer. In setting up a
token economy, the teacher should do the following.

Prepare for the needs of
the classroom, and assess
your own understanding,
with the interactive
module, “Positive Learning
Environments.”
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With Older Students, Use Contingency Contracts
Contingency contracts are written agreements between the student and teacher that indicate what
the student must do to earn a specific reward. These agreements, like most contracts, are negotiated;
both parties must accept the terms. Because they involve negotiation and require students to assume
responsibility for fulfilling their part of the bargain, contracts are probably best for older students.
A sample contract form, providing space for recording the agreement that has been negotiated
between the student and the teacher, is shown in Figure 6-6. A good contract identifies the responsibilities of both parties and the consequences if the terms are not fulfilled. A student might contract
to complete 20 mathematics problems to earn 10 minutes of computer time.

Teach Behaviors by Shaping
Shaping is the reinforcement of successive approximations or small, progressive steps toward the
desired behavior. The technique of shaping is used to teach new behaviors or increase the occurrence of behaviors exhibited infrequently. For example, shaping can be used with a student who
completes only one or two assignments per week, when the desired behavior is eight assignments
per day. First, a target of one completed assignment per day is established. This is reinforced until
the student regularly finishes the daily work. Then the target is raised to two, then three assignments, and so on, as the student progresses toward the ultimate goal of eight assignments per day.
For the student who completes no assignments, the beginning target might be a few problems or
items of each assignment; this goal would be gradually increased toward the classroom goal of
eight completed assignments per day.

Use Modeling to Improve Student Behavior
Modeling involves the reinforcement of another individual, the model, for exhibiting the desired
behavior in the presence of the target student. The target student is then reinforced when he or
she imitates the modeled behavior. For example, the model seated near the target student might be

FIGURE 6-6

Sample Behavior Contract
Official Contract

Effective Dates: From _______________________ to _______________________
This contract involves an agreement between _________________________ and
(Teacher/Parent)
________________________ . This agreement will be reviewed on the following
(Student)
date(s) _________________________ and can be renegotiated at any time by
agreement of both parties.
When ___________________________ (Student) does the following: __________
then __________________________ (Teacher/Parent) will: ___________________

According to this agreement the teacher/parent will provide the agreed-upon
reinforcers to the student only if he or she fulfills his or her part of the
contract. If the student does not fulfill his or her part of the agreement, the
reinforcers will be withheld.
Teacher/Parent Signature ________________________
Student Signature ______________________________

Date ________________
Date ________________
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r einforced for studying; the teacher clearly identifies the reason for the reinforcement by saying, “I
like the way you are working quietly in your seat.” When the target student imitates this behavior,
he or she is also rewarded.

Consider Involving Peers in Behavioral Programs
Involving class members in implementing programs designed to improve student behavior can be
effective. Students can often provide strong reinforcers for the behavior of their peers, and in many
cases they can monitor and respond to behaviors that the teacher might miss. The use of peers can
involve either individual or group programs.
Group contingencies involve establishing a criterion level for the entire group, and the distribution of reinforcement to individual class members is based on the performance of the entire group.
For example, a teacher concerned with the high number of talk-outs (average of 45 per day) could
establish a system in which the entire class earns 5 minutes of extra recess if there were no more
than 20 talk-outs the previous day. As the students improve, the teacher can gradually reduce the
number of talk-outs accepted (e.g., they might be reduced by 1 each week).
Team-based contingencies involve grouping students into teams that compete against each
other. As with group contingencies, individual students can help or hurt their team. A teacher wishing to increase the amount of homework completed might establish a prize based on the percentage
of assignments completed for the week. The prize (i.e., consequence) could be awarded in one of
several different ways: (1) only the team with the highest percentage wins; (2) each team wins that
reaches a percentage higher than a preset criterion (e.g., 95%); or (3) the prize earned by each team
is based on the percentage of assignments completed by that team (e.g., a team completing 50%
of the assignments earns 30 minutes in the computer area, whereas the team that completes 100%
earns 1 hour). Greater changes are usually achieved by dividing groups into teams than by concentrating on whole groups.
Another way of involving peers is to have group members share in the consequences earned
by a particular student. A withdrawn student in a general education class might earn points for each
social interaction with a peer. Peers might seek to increase their interactions with that student if the
entire class receives an extra minute of recess for every 10 points earned by the student. Similarly, a
student who is easily distracted might experience fewer interruptions from classmates if they are all
earning reinforcers for increases in the student’s on-task behavior.
Peers can be trained to reinforce students such as the withdrawn or distractible students
described earlier. They might provide the reinforcement for such students, especially if they
earn reinforcers for the other student’s performance. They might also be used to record the other
student’s performance (e.g., actual interactions or the amount of on-task behavior); these data may
be more accurate than teacher-collected data.
Although such programs can be effective, teachers must consider several factors before involving peers in interventions. First, all the students involved must be able to perform the desired behavior. Otherwise, students may be subjected to potential physical or verbal abuse. Second, individual
students should not be able to subvert the efforts of the group. Third, students should not be able to
do the work required of others in order to improve the performance of their group. The interactions
resulting from these programs can be very reinforcing to the students involved, and they often lead
to improved transfer of behaviors and to positive interactions outside the typical classroom setting.
As with other interventions, careful planning increases the likelihood of success.

Involve Students in Managing Their Own Behavior
Students can be directly involved in managing their own behavior by: (1) participating in setting
goals, (2) self-monitoring, or (3) assisting in the intervention itself by evaluating their own performance and rewarding themselves for appropriate behavior (Southall, & Gast, 2011; Terenzi,
Ervin, & Hoff, 2010). If they learn techniques that help improve their behavior in one setting, they
can often transfer those skills to other settings.
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Teachers can identify several areas in which students need to improve their behavior. The
students themselves, especially those at the secondary level, can help to set goals for improvement in these areas, or they can choose other areas of need. Assisting in identifying goals increases
students’ active involvement in improving their own behavior.
Self-monitoring can take a number of forms. Students may simply be required to judge
whether they are “working” at the end of each 5- to 10-minute segment of the class period
or at the time a teacher-set buzzer rings. They might also record and graph their daily spelling performance, the number of times they leave their desk, or the length of time they are
away from their desk each day. In addition, the students can record the number of talk-outs
or the number of social interactions they initiate. Self-monitoring needs to be supervised by
the teacher, with reinforcement provided for accuracy; the teacher should supply reinstruction if the data are not consistent with teacher-collected data. Self-monitoring decreases the
demands on the teacher for collecting data, and it also makes students acutely aware of their
own behavior.
A variety of interventions can be self-administered by students. They can learn to evaluate
and self-reinforce their own performance in class. For example, they might give themselves points
or check marks for improving their spelling performance or for reducing the amount of time they
are out of their seats during a day. Self-punishment might involve deducting points for talking out
in class or failing to complete a homework assignment. Other approaches might involve teaching
students a strategy to use in resolving various kinds of problems they encounter. Students might
be taught to ask specific questions or to make specific self-statements (i.e., self-instruction)
to help themselves develop problem-solving skills (e.g., “What am I supposed to do? What is
my plan? How do I do it?”). A combination of these various approaches (e.g., self-instruction
followed by self-reinforcement) can actively involve students in improving their own behavior.
It also increases the chance of the intervention’s success and the generalization of newly learned
skills to other situations.

Involve Parents in Behavior Management Programs
Parents are often willing and helpful participants in behavior management programs. They can
provide continuation of the intervention program at home; for instance, parents can reinforce
students for time spent doing homework. They can also assist by providing reinforcers for the
school behavior of their children. For example, if students earn a certain number of points in
school, parents can provide a special activity, such as a camping trip, or a gift, like a baseball glove
or doll.
Positive notes to parents from teachers can be reinforcing both for students and for parents.
Many parents of special students have received few good reports from school. A note from a teacher
praising the accomplishments of a student can increase the level of praise that the student receives
at home.
Before involving parents in intervention programs, teachers should be sure that the parents are
willing and able to implement procedures consistently. If home and school programs are not well
coordinated, the effectiveness of both may decrease. Consistency can be improved by providing
some parent training or by frequent communication between parents and teachers.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

•

Describe the types of challenging behaviors that teachers frequently encounter in inclusive
classrooms.
❍❍
Teachers encounter challenging behaviors in the classroom that are a result of excessively
high or low rates of behavior or the absence of basic skills in students’ repertoires. To be
successful members of an inclusive classroom, students may need to increase some behaviors, decrease others, and learn new ways of acting. Socialization problems involve difficulties with peer relationships and interactions with others. Academic performance issues
can prevent a student from learning skills in the classroom.
Discuss the different aspects of the behavior support process and how these can promote inclusive education.
❍❍
In the SWPBS model, the first level at which students experience support is sometimes
called the primary tier. This tier is implemented for all students and in all settings in the
school and is aimed at prevention of at-risk and challenging behaviors and is focused
on the supports needed for student success. The second and third tiers of SWPBS are
designed not for all students, but rather for those few unable to succeed with only the supports available in the first tier. The second tier provides support to small groups of students
and is largely classroom-based, while the third tier supports individuals with more serious
behavioral concerns that are typically of a long-term nature.
Identify the basic principles that underlie the techniques used when developing behavior supports.
❍❍
Behavior is learned and can be taught; it is increased by reinforcement and decreased by
the removal of reinforcers or the introduction of aversive events. Behaviors do not occur in
isolation; their antecedents and consequences must be considered.
Describe and utilize some of the different methods for gathering data.
❍❍
Direct observation of student behavior provides the most useful data for classroom teachers. There are several ways of collecting data that teachers should be aware of such as
event recording, permanent product recording, duration recording, and interval recording.
Outline several strategies for managing and improving behaviors.
❍❍
Class rules and procedures make students aware of the expectations for behavior. Methods
of using reinforcers to change behavior include token economies, contingency contracts,
and group contingencies. Preventing behavior problems involves careful monitoring of
students, reinforcement of appropriate behaviors, and use of negative teacher attention for
potentially disruptive behavior. Students can participate in self-management of behavior
by setting goals, monitoring their own performance, or implementing interventions such as
self-reinforcement or self-instruction. Effective reinforcers are those valued by the students.

Activities
1. Collect observation data on an individual (friend, student, teacher) during five separate observation periods. Be sure you have identified a specific behavior to observe (e.g., being on task).
Record and graph the data using a format similar to the one presented in this chapter. When
you are finished, show your graph to another individual. Can that person interpret your data?
Can you speculate about what antecedents and consequences contribute to the observed occurrence of the behavior? Describe an intervention you might use if you wished to change the
behavior.
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2. Interview both a special educator and a general education teacher. Obtain information about
the approaches they advocate for managing students in the general education classroom. What
do they consider to be problem behaviors? According to the teachers, are special techniques
needed for students with special needs, or are the behavior problems of all students managed
in generally the same way? Ask the teachers to describe how they use student performance
data in behavior change programs. Do they collect data before beginning a program? During
the program? How do they decide when a program is working? When it needs to be changed?
3. Develop a set of rules for a classroom you have recently observed. Describe the class, and
establish five to eight rules using the guidelines stated in the chapter. Explain specifically how
you would implement these rules at the beginning of a school year. Identify potential problems
you might experience in implementing your rules, and describe how you would deal with these
problems.
4. Read and summarize two articles that discuss token economies, contracting, or one of the
other techniques described in this chapter. Journals such as Remedial and Special Education,
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, Education and Treatment of Children, and Journal of
Positive Behavior Interventions often feature articles on these topics.
5. Consider different viewpoints on classroom discipline. Contact local school districts to learn
about their policies. Also, get in touch with a national teachers’ organization, such as the American Federation of Teachers or the National Education Association. Compare the policies of
local districts with those of the professional organization you contacted. What changes would
you make in these policies? Why would you make these changes?
6. Develop a reinforcement menu for a school-aged student. Begin by interviewing the student, or
observe the student in different situations. Then develop a menu that includes at least 10 items,
ranging in cost (points) from cheap to expensive. Describe how a general education teacher
could use this menu when implementing a behavior change program.
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Students’ Stories
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Juan has been included in a general education class for over a month, but he still eats lunch
alone.
Amber, who travels by wheelchair, is the only girl in her fifth-grade class who hasn’t been
invited to a birthday party yet this year.
Britney dislikes talking in class because the other students make fun of her speech.
Even though Peter’s classroom behavior has improved, his teacher is reluctant to have him
join the class for assemblies and field trips.
Mariah’s American history teacher wants her to read the text like everyone else rather than
listen to special tapes.
The school janitor is irritated because Kyle’s crutches leave marks on the floors of the
classroom, halls, and bathroom.
Sean attends a class for students with severe disabilities at his neighborhood school.
Although members of his class eat in the lunchroom, attend assemblies, and use the playing
fields and the gym for physical education, students in the general education program avoid
social and verbal interactions with Sean and his classmates.
Several of the parents of Robert’s classmates are concerned about his mild seizures; they
wonder whether his condition is contagious.

Looking Ahead
Consider the questions that follow as you read this chapter about helping students with special
needs become socially included in the general education classroom.

•
•
•
•

S

Sometimes students need help to make friends with their classmates. What suggestions
could you offer to the teachers of Juan, Amber, and Sean?
Sometimes students are not accepted because their peers, teachers, or other adults have limited understanding of their special needs. How would you go about rectifying that situation
for Mariah, Kyle, and Robert?
How could you help Britney feel more comfortable about speaking in class? Would your
plan include working with Britney’s classmates?
What ideas could you share with Peter and his teacher so that Peter could participate with
his class in school assemblies and field trips?

tudents with special needs participating in general education programs often suffer rejection during their school years. They may be rejected by their general education peers, their
teachers, or the parents of their classmates and or even become victims of bullying (Rose,
Monde-Amaya, & Espelage, 2010). This lack of acceptance has a negative effect on both their
self-concept and their school performance, as many students with special needs report that they
experience loneliness due to lack of meaningful social relationships (Locke, Ishijima, Kasari, &
London, 2010). To be truly effective, a general education program that includes students with
special needs must make provisions for improving the social skills of these students and enhancing their social integration (Hughes, Golas, Cosgriff, Brigham, Edwards, & Cashen, 2011). This
holds true not only for students with disabilities who enter the general education class from a
special program, but also for those who have never left the general classroom setting.
This chapter will explore the social difficulties that many students with disabilities encounter within general education settings and describe strategies that you as a teacher can employ to
support these students and enhance their skills in these areas.
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Learning Outcomes
After you’ve completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Describe how many students with disabilities experience social rejection in the general education setting and the impact this can have on the overall well-being and development of the
child.
• Understand how social acceptance in the general education setting can be addressed using
strategies developed for promoting social harmony and success within the classroom through
awareness.
• Describe methods for teachers to use in gathering data on relevant social skills.
• Design specific strategies for increasing the social competence of students with disabilities
through essential skills building.

Many students with special needs encounter difficulty when interacting socially with general
education peers and teachers. Many students with disabilities may have social skill limitations that
can cause difficulties for them when trying to secure friendships, not to mention the anxiety of
being placed in a new classroom or school setting. Conversely, when general education teachers
and students are unfamiliar with individuals with disabilities and others with special needs, this lack
of knowledge can create fear and prejudice. A good teacher who can create a sense of community
within his or her classroom is the most effective agent of change to foster acceptance and sense of
belonging for all students.
Students with special needs may fail to conform to the expectations of school and society. They
may not look or act the same as other students. For teachers and peers with little knowledge about and
experience with students with special needs, these differences can create apprehension, distrust, and even
hostility. The abilities, talents, and needs of the student with special needs are frequently overlooked.
Some students with special needs can be easily identified; their appearance or their actions are
visibly different. One example is the student who travels by wheelchair. Others have no observable
signs, but stand out when their performance falls below expectations. For instance, students with
learning disabilities may be indistinguishable from their peers until they are asked to read or write
or do math. As teachers it is important to be sensitive to the effects of labeling and stereotyping
because these can impact not only on the self-esteem of individual students but also serve as barriers to social acceptance.
Throughout their school careers, students with special needs encounter failure. When placed in
the general education classroom, they may be apprehensive about attempting activities. This fear of
failure and feeling of incompetence may cause them to withdraw. This withdrawal can contribute
to their rejection and make it difficult for even the most effective
and creative teacher to provide an appropriate learning situation
(Lindsay & McPherson, 2012; Koster, Pijil, Nakken, & Van
Houten, 2010).
Students with special needs can be as delayed in their social
development as they are in other areas; underdeveloped social
skills can be another factor in their rejection (Bossaert, Colpin,
Pijl, & Petry, 2013). Many students with special needs are not as
capable as their general education peers of initiating and sustaining appropriate social relationships. This is especially true for
students with some specific disabilities, such as autism (Wheeler,
Mayton, & Carter, 2014). The foundation for social skills is
language, and for those students who experience difficulties and
or delays with language—such as children with autism or severe
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Watch two elementary
students discuss how other
children treat them in the
general education classroom in this short video.

learning disabilities—the formation and development of social skills will be more difficult and will
need attention. Students with disabilities may fail to develop appropriate social skills because they
have fewer friends and thus fewer opportunities to practice relevant social skills with same-aged
peers (de Boer, Pijl, Post, & Minnaert, 2013). Or they may have difficulty responding to social cues
and responding to things such as teasing and other contextual social situations (Sullivan, Sutherland, Lotze, Helms, Wright, & Ulmer, 2014). Many students with disabilities have reported feeling lonely and having few friends (Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, & Fuller, 2011). Additionally, many
students with disabilities may have limited opportunities to develop social networks and friendships with nondisabled peers. Sadly this is too often the case. So the opportunities provided these
students in school are critical in helping to develop social skills and friendships.
These social skill difficulties may increase at the secondary level. In adolescence, social
interaction with peers becomes extremely important. For students with disabilities who have
received special educational programming throughout the elementary grades, the transition to the
secondary-level general education environment can be difficult. Students with disabilities may not
only lack a common experiential background with general education students but also be delayed in
the acquisition of important social skills. These obstacles, combined with the barriers to acceptance
in the general education class, magnify the difficulty of promoting the social acceptance of secondary students with special needs (Gillies, 2013).
Research indicates that general education students and teachers do not consistently accept
the student with disabilities, though younger children are generally more accepting (e.g., Litvack,
Ritchie, & Shore, 2011; Pijl & Frostad, 2010). Teachers and peers are more likely to ignore social
interactions initiated by students with disabilities. And recent research indicates that teachers are
more likely to hold neutral or negative attitudes toward the inclusion of students in general education settings (de Boer, Piji, & Minnaert, 2011).
One factor that influences teacher attitudes is labeling. When students are identified by a
negatively perceived label (e.g., learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities), teachers are less
able to objectively observe, rate, and plan appropriate interventions for their behavior (Campbell,
Dodson, & Bost, 1985). Labels serve to distance us from people; in some ways they can become
self-fulfilling. An example would be if a teacher were to focus on the implications of a label attached
to a student, rather than the student. Imagine how a label such as intellectual disabilities might be
viewed by some as implying that the student will have more limitations rather than abilities. This
kind of thinking could influence how the teacher interacts with the student and result in a bias
that could negatively influence the quality of instruction provided to that student. Teacher-bias has
been investigated in research. Shiffer (2013) studied over 11,000 students identified with specific
learning disabilities to examine the role of labeling on performance expectations for students with
disabilities. The study revealed that the stigma associated with a disability did play a role in lowering performance, and thus expectations, in some of the teachers and parents who participated in the
study, resulting in poorer student performance outcomes. Labels can be misleading and can have
a negative effect, at least on the initial acceptance of students with special needs by their teachers.
Cameron and Cook (2013) examined general education teachers’ goals and performance
expectations for students with mild and severe disabilities. The findings revealed that for students
with mild disabilities, teachers held expectations in the areas of academic performance and the
development of appropriate classroom behaviors. For students with more severe disabilities, teachers’ goals were aimed more at the development of social skills, leading the authors to conclude that
such perceptions could limit the opportunities for learning academic skills for these students. The
demands placed on teachers often can dictate their response relative to time utilization for instruction, and teachers may not knowingly make such distinctions based on a student’s disability.
What can be done to minimize the effects of such attitudes? Professional development at the
pre- and in-service levels can assist beginning teacher candidates and experienced teachers in gaining a better understanding of how to remain open to the learning potential of all students, provided
it is matched with effective teaching. Some teachers fear that they do not have the skills necessary for teaching students with special needs. Others may feel that working with these students

is not as gratifying as working with typical individuals. These
attitudes can be improved through active professional development. Such a program of professional development should include
instruction in the use of effective teaching strategies for teaching
students with special needs and methods for teaching students
self-determination in their learning (Boyle, Scriven, Durning, &
Downes, 2011). It is also important to give attention to promoting
a better understanding of how such negative attitudes are developed and how increasing one’s knowledge and skills can replace
these and result in becoming a more effective teacher.
Some of the challenges related to teacher and peer attitudes
toward students with special needs can be attributed to former
special education practices. For some time, special classes were
virtually the only special education service available for students
with disabilities. Special educators advocated that these students be removed from general educationand entrusted to the care of a specialist in a separate class setting. As a result, general education teachers were not encouraged to attempt to meet the needs of students with disabilities within the general
education setting. Inclusion is now common practice, and training programs for general education
teachers require some level of preparation in dealing with the needs of students with disabilities.
Allday, Gatti, and Hudson (2015), in a review of the literature on preparing general educators
for inclusion, have identified four focal areas for professional development of general education
teachers. These areas include: (1) a greater understanding by general education teachers of disabilities and their characteristics, (2) skills in how to differentiate instruction across learners of varying
abilities, (3) training in classroom and behavior management aimed at promoting learner engagement, and also (4) skills and strategies for collaborating with special educators, perhaps the most
overlooked tool within many teacher preparation programs.
Developing social competence in youngsters is something that needs to be valued by all adults
who interact with these students. This includes parents and families and members of the student’s
team as well as educators and adult role models in general. It is important that schools value
the social development of their students and that this is reflected through sound mentoring and
support, whether in the context of the greater school at-large or within the inclusive general education classroom. Social-emotional development and developing competencies in these areas are
part of a developmental process shared by all children and adolescents—both typically developing
students and students with disabilities. Just like learning academic skills, developing social skills
may require planning, time, and attention from a teacher skilled in creating opportunities for social
development. Social competence also represents a set of skills that can be taught individually, in a
discrete manner, such as working on individual skills (e.g., responding to greetings), or in group
contexts (e.g., teaching students to work as team members). These skills also can be reinforced
through incidental teaching methods such as modeling. It is essential that teachers understand the
significant role they play in modeling and reinforcing social competencies in their students.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Principles for Enhancing Social
Acceptance
If students experience rejection by general education teachers and peers, they may display performance problems that can be reflected in their social interactions and academic performance in
the classroom. If students fail to feel accepted or sense a connection either with their classroom
teacher, or within their respective classroom or school, their self-concept will be adversely affected.
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Watch how these young
students are learning to use
appropriate social skills to
ask for what they want.
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Drift and lack of engagement often result because they are not encouraged to participate in classroom activities, adversely affecting performance even further. Attendance may become an issue for
some students as they perceive the classroom as a “punisher.” Often some children will become
quite ill, either the night before or morning of school, and school refusal behavior can ensue, with
the child refusing to attend. These behaviors are all indicative of escape; if someone perceives an
unwanted consequence, they will attempt to escape that situation. This is quite typical, and in the
absence of other coping mechanisms, behaving in such a manner is often viewed as the student’s
only option.
Simply including students with disabilities in general education classes does not guarantee
their social acceptance or their acquisition of improved social skills (Kasari et al., 2011; Nepi,
Facondini, Nucci, & Peru, 2013). In most cases, the general education teacher must participate in
developing and implementing a systematic program to improve the students’ social skills and to
increase their social integration. Effective inclusion programs require that educators pay attention
to the social needs as well as to the academic, behavioral, and physical needs of their students
(Obiakor, Harris, Mutua, Rotatori, & Algozzine, 2012). The principles described in the following
paragraphs assist in planning and implementing a successful program for social acceptance.

Change Attitudes with Information
Attitudes are extremely important. The attitudes of the teacher have a significant effect on both the
attitudes and conduct of students and can also influence the acceptance of students with disabilities
within the classroom (Beachem & Rouse, 2011; Brackett, Reyes, Rivers, Elbertson, & Salovey,
2011). Teachers should realize that their words and actions provide a model for students; they
should attempt to convey a positive attitude that encourages acceptance of the student with special
needs. Attitudes are affected by information. When students and adults increase their knowledge
about students with special needs, their attitudes improve (MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013). Information dispels misconceptions and clarifies misunderstandings; prejudice and fear decrease. Teachers and peers in the general education class become more accepting as they learn more about the
abilities and problems of students with special needs (Male, 2011).
Knowledge about students with disabilities can be gained in many ways. Students and teachers
can read or view films, DVDs, and television programs about students with special needs. Also, simulations of disabilities can be used to increase understanding; however, one research study of adults
participating in disability simulations found only small effects (Flower, Burns, & Bottsford-Miller,
2007). Even higher levels of exposure can be gained if teachers volunteer to accept students with
special needs in their classes or if general education students are encouraged to work as peer tutors
with students with special needs. As more is learned about individuals with disabilities, they appear
less different, more familiar, and more acceptable. See Table 7-1 for some suggestions on how to
promote greater understanding among teachers and students concerning students with disabilities.

Recognize the Similarities Between Special and General
Education Students
Teachers and students may form opinions about the abilities of a student with special needs solely
on the basis of physical appearance, labels, or occasional behaviors that the student may exhibit.
Assumptions made by teachers are extremely important because they may influence instructional
expectations for the student. A student’s looks or assigned label is an insufficient database for
programming decisions or for predicting the characteristics of his or her personality. Although it
is easy to jump to conclusions, more information is necessary before educational plans and predictions can be made. Since all students are unique regardless of any label or diagnosis, what is needed
is specific assessment information about the individual student’s skills and abilities and an opportunity to observe the student in the classroom. Knowledge that a student has a visual impairment,
for example, can raise the anxiety level of the teacher. More pertinent is information that, although
the student reads Braille materials, she is able to participate in class discussions, benefit from
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Promoting Greater Understanding Concerning Persons with Disabilities

lectures, and interact socially with her classmates. When the
team determines that students are able to benefit from placement in the general education classroom, those students do not
need to be protected by the teacher. They should be included in
as many activities as feasible and treated like any other student
in the classroom—that is, as individuals.
Teachers often talk about the behaviors and characteristics
of the students with disabilities in their classrooms. However, in
most cases the academic problems and inappropriate behaviors
of students with special needs are also evident in many of their
“normal” peers. If teachers were to list the typical behaviors,
traits, and concerns of general education students, they would
find that these are also typical of students with special needs.

Prepare Students in the General Education Class for
the Inclusion of Students with Disabilities
Sometimes students in the general education program are isolated from interactions with students
with disabilities. These general education students may never have met a person with a disability
unless an individual with special needs is among their family, friends, or neighbors. This limited
knowledge and experience can lead to the development of prejudice and nonaccepting attitudes and
a natural discrimination against individuals who are different.
The attitudes of students in the general education class can be improved and their acceptance
of students with disabilities increased (de Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2012; de Boer, Pijl, Minnaert, &
Post, 2013). Before students with disabilities are placed in the general education class, activities
should be conducted to provide information and skills to general education students. For example,
students can learn about disabilities and gain skills in assisting students with special needs in the
classroom. Such experiences also benefit students with disabilities who never leave the general
education classroom. This training can be provided by general educators or general and special
educators working together.

Prepare Students with Disabilities for Inclusion
One of the reasons for rejection of some students with disabilities is their lack of social skills. In
many cases, students with disabilities should be provided with specific training in the social skills
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1. Emphasize “person-first” in promoting acceptance of all people as individuals rather than being limited by labels or the stigma associated
with a disability. For example, instead of saying “an autistic child” say “a child who is autistic.”
2. Get to know the person and who they are, their likes, their dreams, their strengths.
3. Learn specific strategies on how and when to help people with disabilities.
4. Recognize and stress the importance of acceptance and respect for all within a community.
5. Raise awareness concerning various disabilities as a means for promoting greater understanding about specific conditions.
6. Teach students about the importance of accessibility for persons with disabilities by drawing emphasis not only on physical barriers in
their environment but social barriers as well.
7. Have students organize a disability-awareness campaign within the school.
8. Learn how persons with disabilities engage in an adapted sport or physical activity.
9. Have students visit programs serving persons with disabilities in their respective communities to gain a better understanding of the
services and supports available in their community.
10. Engage students in a search of elementary and or adolescent literature that addresses issues of disability within the main story line, and
discuss the portrayal of such characters in these stories.

148

part II • Skills for the General Education Teacher

Listen to a student with
behavioral needs discuss
how he learned to use quiet
cards in the classroom.

needed to function successfully in school and the community (Ju, Zhang, & Pacha, 2011; Kasari
et al., 2011). Students with special needs are able to acquire appropriate social behaviors; however,
this is not likely to occur if students are only provided with opportunities to interact with peers and
adults. Specific instruction, including modeling, imitating, coaching, and practice, is usually necessary (Blood, Johnson, Ridenour, Simmons, & Crouch, 2011; Miller, Fenty, Scott, & Park, 2011)
and can be provided in either the special or the general education classroom. In fact, the most
successful social skills interventions are those that are structured for individuals or small groups
and designed to be conducted over long-term periods (Cappadocia, & Weiss, 2011).

Prepare Parents for the Inclusion of Students with Disabilities
Parents of both typical students and those with disabilities can make important contributions to
the social acceptance program. The attitudes they convey to their children influence their children’s viewpoints, the teacher’s efforts, and the school program. Parents often have concerns about
students with disabilities being involved in the general education program because they are uncertain about the effects on their children. Informing parents about the needs of students with disabilities, the purpose of the program, and the impact on their children will help gain their support. It
is important for parents to realize that after students leave school, they will all be members of the
community. The school program helps prepare them for this involvement.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Methods for Gathering Data
Data collection is important in promoting social acceptance just as it is in instruction and support of
classroom behavior. Assessment information can determine the current attitudes and social behaviors of students and teachers. If the effectiveness of a social acceptance program is to be evaluated,
data should be collected both before and after the program is implemented. In addition, continuous
monitoring of progress allows program modifications to be made.
Information about social skills and acceptance can be gathered from many sources: general
education students and those with special needs, general and special education teachers, other
professionals, and parents. Various methods can be used in assessment.
In addition, the observational techniques described in a previous chapter assist in identifying
the types of social behaviors exhibited by students with special needs in their interactions with
teachers and peers. McLoughlin and Lewis (2008) described a variety of assessment devices useful
in a social acceptance program. These include measures of self-concept, attitudes toward school,
interactions with teachers, and peer relationships.
Direct observation techniques are helpful in assessing and monitoring the specific social skills
exhibited by students with special needs and the behaviors of teachers and peers toward these
students. Direct observation can take place in analogue settings (i.e., simulated situations, e.g., role
playing or a contrived play setting) or a natural environment. This functional behavioral assessment technique attempts to identify factors that predict, trigger, or maintain particular behaviors by
examining what is occurring in the setting and the antecedent and consequent factors that contribute to the occurrence of the behavior. This information is essential in developing appropriate interventions (Wheeler & Richey, 2014). Frequent data collection is important to ensure that the initial
assessment is valid and to evaluate interventions to provide a measure of the timeliness of program
modifications. Data can be recorded on a graph to allow analysis of behavioral changes over time.
Examples of appropriate targets for direct observation include the frequency of positive statements
made by the teacher to the student with special needs or the number of social interactions between
the student with disabilities and a peer in general education.
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Rating scales and checklists are also useful in collecting information about a student’s
p erformance. Typically, these measures list specific behaviors that are likely to occur in a particular
setting. The teacher completes the checklist or rating scale following an observation of the student.
For example, a student may be observed participating in an instructional group and then rated on a
number of classroom behaviors (e.g., “The student attends to the teacher’s instructions. The student
raises his or her hand before responding. The student maintains eye contact when talking with the
teacher.”). The teacher can simply check the items that describe the student’s behavior or rate the
quality of the behaviors observed (i.e., from “inappropriate” to “appropriate” on a five-point scale).
Behavioral rating scales may also offer a broader set of items that provide more general
descriptions of behaviors (e.g., “The student participates appropriately in an instructional group”).
A person who knows the student well (a teacher, parent, or the student) reads each description
and then rates the student on a numerical scale (e.g., from 1 to 7). Checklists and rating scales
permit the collection of consistent information from several different observers to assess the skill
level of the student, identify problem behaviors, or assess the student’s progress. Behavior rating
scales have been somewhat popular over the years because they can provide a quick tool for teachers to gain a better understanding of a student’s behavior; however, a word of caution: scales are not
setting- or student-specific. If at all possible it is better to ascertain the relationship between contextual variables (e.g., the events occurring within the classroom or school settings) that may or may
not be influencing desired and/or challenging behaviors exhibited by a student.
Parents can also assist in gathering data by reporting on their child’s social interactions in
the home, neighborhood, and community. They can also keep a record or a mental note of the
comments their child makes about school or self. This information can reflect changes in the
student’s self-concept or attitudes toward school.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Strategies for Promoting Acceptance
of Students with Special Needs
Teachers can use several methods to increase the likelihood that students with disabilities will be
socially accepted. These methods are directed toward all students, including students with disabilities, teachers in general education, and parents. Although general educators are typically responsible for implementing these strategies, special educators are available to provide the necessary
assistance through teaming and consultation.

Inform General Education Students About Disabilities
Increasing their knowledge about individuals with disabilities improves the attitudes of general
education students and teachers (Lindsay & Edwards, 2013). Students should be informed about
disabilities, preferably before students with special needs enter the general education classroom.
Instruction can take many forms. Teachers can present information directly to younger students;
more advanced classes can conduct some of their own research. Some teachers may use commercially developed materials. Special educators such as the resource teacher can direct general education teachers and students to other sources of information about disabilities. For example, many
books, films, instructional materials, Web sites, and even television programs discuss various types
of disabilities.
The goal of instruction is to increase awareness of both the abilities and the potential limitations
of students with disabilities. The teacher can introduce the concept of individual differences and
point out that each person is unique, with a distinct array of strengths and weaknesses. At the same
time, the similarities between general education students and students with special needs should
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be emphasized (Schulz & Turnbull, 1983). Typical disabilities should be identified and discussed;
students should learn why some individuals require special assistance. It is also possible to describe
typical special education services and compare these with the general education program. The lives
of famous people with disabilities, such as Helen Keller and Franklin D. Roosevelt, can be studied. Class discussions provide the opportunity for students to exchange information, experiences,
and feelings about people with disabilities. Teachers should direct these discussions and clarify or
correct any misperceptions or misinformation.

Provide General Education Students with Experiences
with Individuals with Disabilities
Meeting and interacting with students with disabilities can have a significant impact on influencing the attitudes of general education students. One way to provide this experience is to invite
adults with special needs to the classroom; students can listen to the viewpoint of the person with a
disability and then ask questions. Another method is to visit special education programs such as the
resource room or special class located within the school. Older students can also be given assignments to interview an adult with a disability. The teacher should guide all of these experiences by
ensuring that students prepare appropriate questions before visits, interviews, and discussions. For
many, interfacing with persons with disabilities is simply a matter of desensitization or unlearning
any fears and anxieties that they may have had. Increasing one’s exposure and interactions with
students with disabilities helps to reinforce to general education students the need to see the person
first, not the disability. This, paired with other educational activities, not only helps to build sensitivity and awareness among nondisabled peers, but also expands their knowledge base concerning
the abilities of persons with disabilities rather than their limitations.
Simulation is another way of experiencing disabilities. Simulations assist general education
students in understanding the problems experienced by individuals with special needs and thereby
may improve the general education students’ level of acceptance and empathy. Some possible simulation activities are traveling around the school in a wheelchair, wearing a blindfold during lunch or
art, using earplugs to limit hearing, and attempting to communicate without speaking. All simulations should be carried out in a businesslike manner. Following the activities, students should write
or talk about their experiences to ensure that they have no misconceptions.
Literature and film can also be used to provide experience with people with special needs
(Black & Pretes, 2007; Stewart, 2014). A wealth of fiction, biography, and autobiography about
individuals with special needs is available; much is appropriate for students to read, listen to, and/or
view. Refer to Figure 7-1 for some suggested titles.

Structure Interactions Between Typical Students and Students
with Disabilities
Classroom and other interactions between general education students and students with disabilities
have a greater chance for success if teachers provide guidelines. If the general education student’s
initial contact with a peer with disabilities is purposeful and occurs in a well-structured situation,
positive attitudes are more likely to develop. Four techniques that may be helpful in structuring
interactions are cooperative learning experiences, group rewards, special friendship programs, and
peer or cross-age tutoring programs.
In cooperative learning, general education students and students with special needs work
together as a team to complete activities or assignments (Maag & Webber, 1995). These teams,
which operate in general education settings, are small groups of students with a range of abilities
(i.e., low-, moderate-, and high-achieving individuals). According to several research reviews (e.g.,
Gottlieb & Leyser, 1981; D. W. Johnson & Johnson, 1980; D. W. Johnson, Johnson, & Stanne,
2000), cooperative learning is superior to both competitive learning and individualistic learning. In competitive situations, students attempt to outdo each other; in individualistic situations,
the achievement of each student is unrelated to that of any other student. Cooperative learning
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FIGURE 7-1
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Literature for Understanding Disabilities

Several articles address strategies for using literature to help general education students gain a better understanding of
disabilities and other types of diversity. Citations for some of these articles are listed below, along with a sampling of the
books recommended in each. The disability, difference, or diversity highlighted in the books is also noted.
“More Bang for the Book: Using Children’s Literature to Promote Self-Determination and Literacy Skills,” by M. Konrad,
S. Helf, and M. Itoi (2007). Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(1), 64–71.
• Egg-Drop Blues, by J. T. Banks (2003). Dyslexia.
• Matthew Pinkowski’s Special Summer, by P. Quinn (1991). Deafness, learning problems.
• Tru Confessions, by J. Tashjian (2007). Developmental delay.
“Books That Portray Characters with Disabilities: A Top 25 List for Children and Young Adults,” by M. A. Prater and T. T.
Dyches (2008). Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(4), 32–38.
• AI Capone Does My Shirts, by G. Chodenko (2004). Autism.
• Hank Zipzer Series, by H. Winkler (2006). Learning disabilities.
• The View from Saturday, by E. L. Konisburg (1996). Orthopedic impairment.
“Teaching Students About Learning Disabilities Through Children’s Literature,” by M. A. Prater, T. T. Dyches, and
M. Johnstun (2006). Intervention in School and Clinic, 42, 14–24.
• My Name Is Brain, by J. Betancourt (1993). Dyslexia.
• It’s George, by M. Cohen (1988). Difficulty writing.
• Dicey’s Song, by C. Voight (1982). Learning disability, mental illness.
“Fictional Characters with Dyslexia: What Are We Seeing in Books? by J. L. Altieri (2008). Teaching Exceptional Children,
41(1), 48–54.
• Thank You, Mr. Falker, by P. Polacco (1998). Dyslexia.
• Sarey by Lantern Light, by S. Beckhorn (2003). Dyslexia.
• The Worst Speller in Jr. High, by C. Janover (2000). Dyslexia.
“Religious Diversity in Schools: Addressing the Issues” by C. R. Whittaker, S. Salend, and H. Elhoweris (2009). Intervention
in School and Clinic, 44, 314–319.
• Sam I Am, by I. Cooper (2006). Judaism and Christianity.
• Holidays Around the World: Celebrate Ramadan and Eid AI-Fitr, by D. Heiligman (2006). Islam.
• Las Posadas: An Hispanic Christmas Celebration, by D. Hoyt-Goldsmith (1999). Christianity.

increases the opportunity to experience success for the student with special needs (Slavin, 1995;
Snell & Brown, 2011), it provides practice in school skills (Foyle & Lyman, 1990), and the social
interactions involved promote the development of the social skills of the student with a disability
(Andersen, Nelson, Fox, & Gruber, 1988; Fad, Ross, & Boston, 1995; Goodwin, 1999) and their
acceptance by peers in general education (Slavin, 1987).
When using cooperative learning, the teacher must coordinate the activity and be explicit when
delivering instructions. Students are placed in small heterogeneous groups; the teacher makes sure
to assign roles for each team member within the group, and provides the targeted goal for the
exercise. Teachers should also provide some pre-instructions with modeling for working as team
members.
It is important to consider that learners with disabilities may require some additional special
preparation or support to allow them to participate effectively in cooperative learning activities
(D. W. Johnson & Johnson, 1989). The student with special needs may require preparatory coaching or instruction in the social or academic skills required to participate in a group. Other students
may need instruction on how to best teach or encourage their group member with disabilities.
A second method of structuring interactions is to use group rewards. The teacher sets up a
system in which students can earn classroom reinforcers when (1) general education students interact positively with students with disabilities, (2) a student with special needs performs a desired
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behavior, (3) class members reinforce a student with behavior problems for an appropriate behavior,
or (4) class members ignore a student’s inappropriate behaviors. Class members pool their earnings,
and the entire class is rewarded. These approaches lead to an increase in the number of positive
interactions with students with special needs and thereby help to improve the attitudes of general
education students (Heron & Harris, 2001).
A third technique is to encourage the development of friendships through communication,
social interactions, and recreational activities involving typical students and students with disabilities (Searcy, 1996). As friends, students are encouraged to provide support and assistance to others.
For example, this support may involve assisting students with physical or visual impairments in
their travels around school or providing a student with severe disabilities the opportunity to learn
and practice age-appropriate skills while participating in games or verbal interactions with others
(Falvey, Grenot-Scheyer, & Bishop, 1989).
Programs designed to promote friendships vary greatly in their structure. Teachers may reinforce
natural interactions, provide students with information or skills related to their interactions, or establish
more structured programs that actually provide training for general education students in how to assist
and develop interactions with students with disabilities (Campbell, 1989; Perske & Perske, 1988).
These programs may build peer support by (1) fostering proximity of students with disabilities with
their general education peers, (2) encouraging the development of support and friendship, (3) teaching support and friendship skills, (4) fostering respect for individual differences, and (5) providing a
positive model for appropriate interactions (Searcy, 1996; Stainback, Stainback, & Wilkinson, 1992).
The implementation of programs that encourage friendships becomes especially important as more
students with disabilities spend increasing amounts of time in general education programs.
The use of students as tutors is a fourth approach. General education students can help
students with disabilities as peer tutors (working with age-mates or classmates) or cross-age tutors
(working with younger tutees). General education students gain in experience and information by
working with students with special needs, and students with disabilities benefit from the instruction
and the modeling provided by the general education tutor (Heward, 2013). Students have been found
to be effective teachers with individuals who are withdrawn, students with acting-out behaviors,
and those with academic needs. Tutors should receive specific training before their service, receive
structured and carefully prescribed lessons, meet frequently with their tutee, and receive continual
teacher monitoring with reinforcement and reinstruction as needed.
Students with disabilities can also serve as peer or cross-age tutors. These experiences can
provide the student with special needs with new status, increased acceptance by other students
in the school, opportunities to develop social skills, and practice and improved performance in
academic skill areas (Cochran, Feng, Cartledge, & Hamilton, 1993; Tournaki & Criscitiello, 2003).
For instance, a student with special needs may help a classmate practice spelling words, or a sixthgrade student with a learning disability may enjoy practicing third-grade math if this occurs during
the tutoring of a third-grade student. Students with disabilities serving as tutors should be provided
the same type of training and assistance suggested for other tutors. These students often benefit
more than their tutees from this educational experience (Osguthorpe & Scruggs, 1986). See the
“Inclusion Tips for the Teacher” box for more ideas about how teachers can help general education
students accept their peers with special needs.

Increasing the Social Competence of Students with Disabilities
For many students with special needs, the development of appropriate social skills improves their
chances of gaining social acceptance and succeeding when they are included in the general education program (Bossaert et al., 2013; Heron & Harris, 2001; Leffert & Siperstein, 2003). Social skills
represent discrete skills within specific areas such as requesting teacher assistance, responding to
greetings, and working cooperatively with others. Increasing the overall social competence of every
student should be the goal so that students can utilize these isolated skills within integrated and
functional settings such as the classroom, the cafeteria, and the community.
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When providing instruction on social skills, the teacher provides a rationale describing why the
skill is needed, then models how the skill is performed, when it is to be used, and what its specific
components are. Appropriate social behaviors are modeled for the student with special needs by the
teacher and peers or by videotapes and films. The student is then questioned about the skill and is
provided with the opportunity to practice the new behaviors. It is important that the teacher make use
of prompts, praise, and corrective feedback during each step of the instruction. One method of teaching
social skills that has been successful is the use of video modeling. Video modeling consists of a student
watching a videotape of a person performing the target behavior, followed by the child imitating the
performance. Video self-monitoring (VSM) allows the learner to imitate and perform a behavior and
then review the videotape as a form of feedback. Students can use hand-held technology to record their
performance. The use of technology and video feedback is a powerful tool for impressing upon the
student his or her performance and provides them a means by which to see documented improvement.
Instructional materials are available to assist in the teaching of social skills. Two examples of
programs designed for elementary-grade and older students are listed here:
• Skillstreaming the Elementary School Child: A Guide for Teaching Prosocial Skills (3rd ed.),
by McGinnis, Sprafkin, Gershaw, & Klein (2011)
• Skillstreaming the Adolescent: A Guide for Teaching Prosocial Skills (3rd ed.), by McGinnis
and Sprafkin (2012)
Programs such as these typically cover several social skills areas. The Skillstreaming programs
are flexible, provide less-structured guidelines for lessons, behavioral steps for each skill, a general
lesson format, and suggested learning and homework activities. These can serve as tools for helping
to develop structure for teaching social skills as well as in generating other ideas for the teacher to
incorporate.
Another method for developing social skills is the use of cognitive behavioral training
approaches. These methods focus on improving behavior by changing the thinking strategies of
the student in order to develop skills that can be used in a variety of settings with a minimum of
external support. Students are involved as active participants in the program; they are aware of the
behaviors targeted for change, receive training in how the change program will operate, and are
actively involved in the intervention (Laugeson, Ellingsen, Sanderson, Tucci, & Bates, 2014).
Cognitive training programs teach students strategies such as how to (1) use a sequence of
steps to deal with a problem (self-instruction), (2) consider several solutions to a situation (problem
solving), (3) collect and record data on their performance and evaluate the consequences of each
alternative used (self-monitoring/self-evaluation), or (4) reinforce themselves for acceptable performance (self-reinforcement). It is important for students to be provided with adequate instruction
and practice in the use of cognitive training approaches; implementation of this type of program
requires that teachers reward students for accurate evaluation of their own behaviors (Zirpoli, 2013).
Cognitive training is an efficient approach because it allows teachers to train students to
become responsible for portions of their instructional program; the teacher then assumes a monitoring role. A typical cognitive training program to teach social problem solving includes the following components.
•
•
•
•
•

Problem definition: Specifically define the problem.
Goal statement: Identify what you want to accomplish.
Response delay: Determine ways to stop and think before you act.
Determine alternatives: Identify as many solutions to the problem as possible.
Consideration of consequences: Evaluate the different consequences that may follow each
alternative solution.
• Decision making/implementation: Implement the alternative selected as most appropriate.
• Review of results: Provide a self-evaluation and correct errors in strategies used in order to
improve results in the future.
• Provision reinforcement: Provide yourself a “pat on the back” for improving.
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Introduce Students with Disabilities to the General Education
Program According to Their Individual Needs
Adjustment can be made easier for the student with special needs who is entering the mainstream
(and for the teacher and students in the general education class) if inclusion is carefully planned
and occurs gradually. For instance, the first step can be an informal meeting between the student
with disabilities and the general education teacher. Then the student can visit the classroom when
general education students are not present. The next approximation can be participation in a nonacademic activity, such as music or art. These first steps are important because they allow the student
to become acquainted with the new teacher, students, and classroom before academic demands are
made. They also help the teacher learn about the new student and begin to plan effective instructional and social acceptance programs. It is important to note that not all students with disabilities require a gradual introduction into the general education program; this must be determined on
an individual basis as part of the planning for the implementation of the student’s individualized
education program (IEP).

Upgrade the Teacher’s Information and Skills

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for pre-service
and practicing teachers.
This module demonstrates
how to teach students self-
regulating behaviors so that
they remain focused and
on task. http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/module/sr/

At present, some but not all states require teachers to complete course work related to the inclusion
of students with disabilities before they receive a teaching certificate or credential. Because of this,
some teachers have limited knowledge of and experience with students with special needs. Their
teacher preparation program may have provided only a minimal amount of training in working
with these students, and they may not have had the opportunity to learn about students with special
needs through in-service training.
Because of the strong relationship between attitudes and information, teachers should be sure
they have adequate knowledge about students with disabilities and the appropriateness of different
educational interventions (Heflin & Bullock, 1999). The strategies recommended for informing
general education students about disabilities (e.g., visitations, simulations, readings, films, Web
sites, discussions) are also appropriate for teachers. For example, several films have featured characters with disabilities: Scent of a Woman, My Left Foot, Forrest Gump, Lorenzo’s Oil, Philadelphia, and Rain Man (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2008). Educators can direct their own
study or request assistance in getting this information and training from resources available in their
district or region.
It is important that teachers strive to upgrade their own skill levels through ongoing professional development. In turn, it is critical that we continue to strive to develop the best teachers
possible through careful selection of candidates, exemplary pre-service and in-service training, and
ongoing professional development. The challenges that teachers are facing in the wake of increased
accountability standards for all students necessitates they have a firm grounding and understanding
of research-based teaching methods and their application across all learners including students with
special needs.

Partnering and Communicating with Parents
Parents should be well-informed through open communication concerning the purpose of implementing inclusion programs and the effects these programs will have on their child’s education.
Some parents of students with disabilities may have concerns that students and teachers in the
general classroom will reject their child. They also may regret the loss of the special attention and
services provided in the special education program. In addition, they may fear that their child will
experience failure when included in the general education classroom. On the other hand, parents of
typical students in the general education class often believe that students with disabilities require a
great deal of the teacher’s attention and that the amount of instruction their children receive will be
reduced. They may also be concerned that the behavior of a student with special needs will have a
negative effect on the behavior of their children.
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Many of the apprehensions of parents can be eliminated if they are provided with accurate
information concerning the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education program.
For example, the parent–teacher organization can feature programs on the needs of special learners, pamphlets explaining inclusion can be sent to all parents, and the acceptance of students with
special needs can be a topic of discussion at parent–teacher conferences. Parents of students with
disabilities will receive specific information at the meeting of the IEP team. Students in the general
education class can assist by communicating accurate information about students with special
needs to their parents.
Teachers should communicate regularly with parents to ensure that they remain informed.
Parents of students with disabilities often hear from the school only when their children behave
inappropriately; they receive limited information about accomplishments and successes. In addition, students with special needs may convey distorted reports of classroom occurrences to their
parents; for example, they may say that “all” the students in the general education class pick on
them. Parents of general education students also need direct communication from the teacher; they
may have misconceptions about inclusion because their children talk about only the negative acts
of students with special needs. Fostering partnerships with parents and families will only serve to
enhance the educational experience for all. Parents and families understand their children far better
than anyone else, and when we as educators fully recognize this and enlist parents as partners, we
engage a valuable ally in our efforts to educate our students.
Communications with parents should provide updated information about specific events and
activities. Professional terms such as inclusion, mainstreaming, and least restrictive environment
should be avoided; educators should use words everyone understands. Communication should take
place regularly so that parents keep in touch with the program, are informed of current events, and
begin to accept and support the inclusion of students with disabilities.
In this chapter, several techniques for promoting the social acceptance of students with disabilities in the general education classroom have been described. The following “Things to Remember”
feature reviews ways to enhance social acceptance of students with disabilities.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Rememberber
•

•

Describe how many students with disabilities experience social rejection in the general
education setting and the impact this can have on the overall well-being and development of
the child.
❍❍
Because rejection can damage both self-concept and academic performance, programs
designed to include students with disabilities in general education should emphasize the
social acceptance of these students.
❍❍
Students with special needs may be rejected if they do not look or act like their peers;
another contributing factor is that some students with disabilities have poor social skills.
❍❍
Students with disabilities may be avoided or left out of activities because their behaviors
are not always acceptable to others.
❍❍
Some students and teachers may be fearful of students with certain disabilities because
they do not have a good understanding of how to interact with the student or feel uncomfortable when they are around a student with a disability.
Understand how social acceptance in the general education setting can be addressed using
strategies developed for promoting social harmony and success within the classroom through
awareness.
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Attitudes are very important; the attitudes of teachers influence the attitudes of their
students.
❍❍
Attitudes are affected by information; the more teachers and peers know about students
with disabilities, the more likely they are to accept them.
Describe methods for teachers to use in gathering data on relevant social skills.
❍❍
Functional behavioral assessment and behavioral rating scales and checklists are used as
data collection methods to help assess a student’s social skill performance, identify problem areas that may require instruction, or assess the student’s progress.
Design specific strategies for increasing the social competence of students with disabilities
through essential skills building.
❍❍
Instruction about disabilities, experiences with people with special needs, and structured
interactions with students with disabilities can be provided to help general education students (and teachers) gain information.
❍❍
Students with special needs can learn appropriate social skills; however, it is usually necessary to provide specific instruction in this area.
❍❍
Parental support for the inclusion program can be increased by explaining the purpose of
the program, letting parents know how it will affect their children, encouraging parents to
participate, and keeping parents informed through frequent communication.
❍❍

•

•

Activities
1. Visit a general education classroom that includes students with disabilities. Observe the teacher
and how he or she reinforces the use of appropriate social skills throughout the activity. Take
note of how the teacher provides students with cues and instructional prompts regarding social
behaviors, either individually or when students are engaged in cooperative learning activities.
2. Interview a general education teacher, and ask how he or she feels about the inclusion experience. Does he or she feel comfortable teaching students with special needs in the general education class setting? Does the teacher feel adequately prepared to address the instructional and
behavior support needs of students with disabilities? Does the teacher feel adequate measures
of support are available?
3. Read all (or a portion of) one of the books about disabilities, differences, and diversity recommended in the articles featured in Figure 7-1. In your view, does this book accurately portray
the characters it presents? Is social acceptance an issue for any of the characters in this book?
How might you use this book with general education students to heighten their knowledge and
acceptance of individual differences?
4. Talk with special and general education teachers from two different schools about ways to
improve the social acceptance of students with disabilities. What suggestions can they offer?
What have they tried in the past that has worked? Ask about activities for teachers, students,
parents, and staff members such as secretaries, custodians, and bus drivers.
5. Design a classroom activity that you could use to help general education students be more
accepting of students with special needs. First, decide on a specific goal, and then describe the
methods you would use to reach this goal. Include ideas about how you would go about implementing this program in your classroom and how you would evaluate its effectiveness.
6. Locate one of the social skills training programs mentioned in the chapter (e.g., Skillstreaming
the Adolescent), and use the program to teach a lesson on a specific skill to one or more of your
friends, colleagues, or students. Write a short report on your experience, and describe specifically how you would use the lesson (or its techniques) with a student with a disability included
in a general education classroom.

Brainsil/Shutterstock
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Students’ Stories
Shawna
Shawna has some trouble reading as quickly as some of her second grade peers, and she
feels like she doesn’t know as many of the words as them. Three days a week in the morning when she gets to school, she sits in the hallway with her third grade reading partner,
and they read together. In addition, two days a week in the morning, she reads with her
first grade reading partner. Her entire school is involved in this reading time. She enjoys
reading with both of these partners, because her third grade partner can help her read new
words, and she can help her first grade reading partner learn new words. Shawna has an
opportunity to both teach and learn from her peers, and she is gradually becoming a stronger reader.

Fernando
Fernando is in the fifth grade and struggles with mathematics. His teacher is aware that he has difficulty with mathematics because he frequently makes mistakes in basic calculations. To address
his difficulties, Fernando has begun participating in a basic mathematics fluency-training group.
This group was organized for certain students who seemed to be falling behind in mathematics
and appeared to need extra time becoming fluent with mathematics fundamentals. By becoming
more fluent in mathematics fundamentals, these students should perform better when acquiring
new mathematics skills.

Looking Ahead
•
•
•
•

Both students described here appear to be having some academic difficulties. Do the students appear to be receiving the instruction they need to succeed?
How do educators determine the appropriate instruction for a particular student? For a
group of students?
Would some of the interventions provided for struggling students also be beneficial for
almost any student?
Do almost all students struggle with academics at some point, and if so, how do they
overcome these struggles?

A

cademic problems such as those described in the “Students’ Stories” are not rare occurrences. They are a sampling of the behavioral issues that teachers face daily in the g eneral
education classroom.
Academic and behavioral difficulties often go hand-in-hand, and the roles of both
general education teachers and special education teachers are not exclusive in responding
to these difficulties. The need for a collaborative process among all educators is essential
to design b eneficial methods for students with academic and behavioral difficulties.
Response to intervention (RTI) provides an outline of where both general and special educators can be most effective in preventing academic and behavioral difficulties
from becoming increasingly problematic, and also for intervening when problems are
severe.
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Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
• Provide an overview of RTI, and detail how RTI can be utilized to assess for the presence of a
learning disability.
• Outline how RTI paired with positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) can be effective
for preventing and intervening with both academic difficulties and challenging behaviors.
• Describe some specific instructional strategies and how these may be implemented across the
three tiers of RTI.

Overview of Response to Intervention
RTI, in general, is a systematic method for providing each student with the specific instruction he
or she needs to succeed. RTI was written into law with the reauthorization of IDEA 2004 and has
a heavy emphasis on restructuring the way that students with learning disabilities were identified.
While the focus on finding a new method for identifying students with learning disabilities was at
the forefront of the RTI movement, other issues helped get RTI written into legislation. Hall (2008)
described how the overall low reading performance of students throughout the United States served
as a driving force behind RTI, as well as the development of new reading assessments. Each of these
issues helped in the initial development of RTI, but the usefulness of RTI quickly became relevant in
several other areas beyond diagnosis and reading issues. Several researchers began to expand RTI to
include other a cademic issues such as mathematics and also social issues such as challenging behavior
(Applebaum, 2009; Bender & Shores, 2007; Brown-Chidsey, Bronaugh, & McGraw, 2009; Shores,
2009; Shores & Chester, 2009). RTI has five important features that include (a) the use of universal
screening to identify all students at risk, (b) ongoing progress monitoring to identify those students in
need of additional help, (c) the use of evidence-based intervention practices applied across individuals
based on student need, (d) the use of a data-based decision framework, and (e) attention given to the
fidelity of how interventions are implemented (Crosland & Dunlap, 2012).

Universal Screening to Identify Students at Risk
The use of universal screening is the first phase of the RTI process. It is the schoolwide administration of
academic assessments in reading and math, with the end goal being to determine student performance
outcomes broken down by school, grade, and class. Universal screening is generally conducted at least
three times per year and determines whether the core curriculum is working for the majority of students.
Universal screening also identifies those students who are having difficulty and those who are at risk
(Knestrick, 2012). Data from universal screening is also used to determine if there are schoolwide, gradewide, or classwide problems relative to student performance (VanDerHeyden, 2013). As VanDerHeyden
(2013) indicates, it’s important first to look from the broader perspective when evaluating universal screening data—beginning at the school district level, then proceeding to the school, grade, and class levels.
This process can inform school leaders, if there is a problem at any of these levels, with how students are
responding to the core curriculum across levels. The author also is quick to point out that only after these
systemwide problems are ruled out should individual students be targeted for interventions.

Ongoing Progress Monitoring
Progress monitoring is a process that is used to assess the academic performance of students and
also as a way of evaluating whether instruction is effective. This is an ongoing process of data
collection that begins with evaluating the student’s present level of performance, then establishing
goals for the student’s learning over a period of time to evaluate if the interventions are working.
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Through this process teachers are equipped with performance data that can be used to inform their
practice and make data-based decisions for the betterment of their students. These data are important for determining student progress and for also determining if students are eligible to receive
special education services (Knestrick, 2012).
Progress monitoring used within the RTI model is an example of formative assessment used
to gauge student progress. This may vary across schools such as bi-weekly or weekly. One method
widely used in progress monitoring is called Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills
(DIBELS) and is designed for students in grades K–6 (Good, Kaminski, Smith, Laimon, & Dill,
2003). It is a screening instrument that is designed to identify early literacy problems. It collects
information on the following areas: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension.
So how does a program like DIBELS assist with progress monitoring? Stecker, Lembke, and
Foegen (2008) remind us that the purpose of progress monitoring is to determine the progress of
students in the curriculum across the entire school year. These measures should be quick and easy
to administer so as to not take undue time away from instruction. Progress monitoring not only
informs teachers about student performance but also provides teachers with feedback to help them
in evaluating their teaching, and these data are useful for making adjustments to instruction.
This is how progress monitoring works: The classroom teacher determines the current performance level in core academic content areas in which the student will receive instruction. Once these
are determined, the teacher then identifies achievement goals that the student needs to reach by the end
of the year and projects the rate of progress the student must make to meet those goals. This is accomplished from a graph that contains a trajectory line between the student’s current performance level and
the targeted goals at year’s end. Progress monitoring then ensues, with the teacher taking data or probes
on student performance. The teacher then plots each probe on the graph, providing feedback so that the
teacher can make any necessary instructional adjustments to enhance student progress (Appel, 2007).

RTI’s Three Tiers of Intervention and Support
RTI is usually divided into three tiers for the delivery of instruction and for specialized interventions. Figure 8-1 provides an example of a three-tiered framework for RTI within a triangle,
a symbol frequently used to represent the three tiers. These tiers refer to the number of students

FIGURE 8-1

RTI Tiered Levels of Support

Tier Three
Smallest Number of Students
Specialized Instruction
Tier Two
Medium Number
of Students
Supplemental Instruction

Tier One
Largest Number of Students
General Instruction
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who can succeed, given certain types of instruction and intervention. A student can move up or
down the stacked tiers within the pyramid in order to obtain the specific type of instruction that
he or she may need at any given time. A student at the bottom of the pyramid may move up the
pyramid when it’s determined that a lower tier of instruction is not producing successful results for
them. A student in a higher level of the pyramid may move down the pyramid when it’s determined
that they no longer need specialized interventions to succeed. The pyramid structure of RTI is just
a recommendation for understanding how students may receive services within such a framework.
The specific service, instruction, and interventions offered within each of the tiers can vary but
should always be based on evidence-based practices.

RTI Tier 1: Basic Instruction and Supports Level. Approximately 80% of students can
achieve success by receiving evidence-based instructional approaches without any specialized interventions. This type of instruction focuses on the core curriculum at the grade level for the student
and can include both academics and social behavior expectations. Given this type of instruction, the
majority of students will succeed. During Tier 1, screening occurs to identify students who are not
succeeding. Screening to identify students who are not achieving as expected is done for all students and should occur at least three times per year (Brown-Chidsey et al., 2009). Frequent screening is needed so that students do not get far behind before they are given opportunities to improve.
This prevents students from becoming overly frustrated before they are offered additional instruction to help get back on pace with the expected grade-level requirements. When students are not
responding to Tier 1 instruction, they can receive additional instructional assistance as described in
the Tier 2 instructional supports.
RTI Tier 2: Supplemental Instruction and Supports Level. Students in Tier 2 are
those students who aren’t responding to the basic instruction provided within Tier 1. These students need some additional instruction or support in a specific area such as reading or mathematics, or with a specific social behavior. This instruction can occur in a separate classroom or
in the general education classroom (Ardoin, Witt, Connell, & Koenig, 2005). The instruction
that occurs in Tier 2 is supplemental to the instruction that the majority of students receive, and
their performance needs to be monitored as frequently as one to two times per week. The results
of these performance assessments should be used to determine the next steps for the students.
Some students may respond well to the supplemental instruction, and others may need even more
intensive instruction to succeed. A student who responds well to the supplemental instruction
might acquire sufficient skills enough that the student no longer needs the supplemental instruction and may be moved back to Tier 1 supports. A student who doesn’t respond well to the supplemental instruction may be moved to Tier 3 where they can obtain more rigorous specialized
instructional supports.
RTI Tier 3: Specialized Instruction and Supports Level. Tier 3 supports are the most
rigorous and intensive type of supports. This is the smallest tier, and few students will need these
types of supports. The instruction in this tier should be both evidence-based and specialized to
ensure students’ progress. It is important before initiating Tier 3 supports to evaluate each student’s individual learning difficulties. Important to this is providing an operational definition of
the difficulties being experienced by the student in observable and measurable terms. Define the
performance targets and the student performance related to these targets. Determine the discrepancy between these and the potential problem. After defining the problem, then examine what
interventions have been used in the past, and ascertain if they’ve been at all effective; if not,
then consider targeted interventions to address the discrepancy (Ervin, 2015). For example, two
students in Tier 3 may receive the same evidence-based instructional approach, but one student
may need more time practicing and working directly with an instructor, while another student
may require less direct instruction. Regardless, Tier 3 should continue; and the teacher should
continue to monitor student progress multiple times per week and make necessary adjustments
to ensure that the students receive appropriate instruction.
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watch?v=nkK1bT8ls0M

SS

part II • Skills for the General Education Teacher

An Illustration of RTI in Actual Classroom Practice
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Learn more about grouping
students for intervention
with the interactive module,
“Multi-Tier Systems of
Support.”

So what does RTI look like in a typical classroom from a teacher’s perspective? No two scenarios are the same, but let’s consider Ms. Caitlyn’s third-grade classroom. Most days it feels
like Ms. Caitlyn is teaching three classes simultaneously to her 20 third grade students. When
implementing RTI in her classroom, she addresses the needs of the Tier 1 students, which make
up the majority of students in the 26th to 91st percentile. Ms. Caitlyn’s goals with these students are to increase their skills. She provides these students with many enrichment activities that
are learner-directed. Ms. Caitlyn uses a specialized intervention program called WonderWorks to
build foundation skills in her Tier 2 students. She must be very precise in teaching this material
in order to implement it with fidelity while tracking data on student performance. The students in
Ms. Caitlyn’s class who are Tier 3 learners comprise two groups: (a) students who are either
in gifted enrichment one day a week with an itinerant teacher of students who are gifted and
talented or (b) students who are getting specialized supports from the special education resource
teacher. From this brief glimpse we see several elements that are relevant in your professional
development. First, Ms. Caitlyn must be very well organized and efficient in her use of time and
resources to plan, coordinate, and address the learning needs of each student. Second, Ms. Caitlyn
must be conscious in her tracking of data for her students, and finally she must consult and collaborate with her colleagues in special education to meet the learning needs of her students in Tier 3.
In addition, Ms. Caitlyn has to evaluate the data that she obtains from her students so that she can
determine if her students are succeeding with the provided instruction. All of the activities must be
adhered to in order for the students to receive the appropriate level of instruction and for RTI to be
implemented properly.

Utilizing RTI to Assess for the Presence of a Learning Disability

The IRIS Center at
Vanderbilt University
develops training
enhancement materials for
pre-service and practicing
teachers. This module
outlines the differences
between the discrepancy
model and the RTI model.
http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/module/
rti01-overview/

As mentioned previously, one of the primary reasons that RTI began to receive recognition was
that it offered an alternative method for assessing students for the presence of a learning disability. The most prevalent method of identifying students with learning disabilities has been through
the use of a discrepancy model, even though it has been known that there were several limitations
to such a model (Scanlon, 2013; Tannock, 2013). The discrepancy model involves comparing
scores on intelligence tests and scores in academic achievement. Ideally, intelligence and academic achievement should coincide such that when intelligence is average, academic achievement should be average. If a student is found to have average intelligence, but their academic
achievement is considered below average, then this can represent a discrepancy. If the discrepancy is large enough, then the student may be identified with a learning disability. For example, a
student who achieves a standardized IQ score of 100 should ideally achieve a standardized score
of close to 100 on a test of academic achievement. If the student achieves an IQ score of 100
and an academic score of 77, then a discrepancy of 23 points exists between IQ and academic
achievement (100 − 77 = 23 point discrepancy). Generally, a discrepancy of 15 points or more is
considered to be significant, and a student with such a discrepancy might be considered to have a
learning disability.
Several problems have been identified with using a discrepancy model to assess for potential learning disabilities. One of the main problems is that with a discrepancy model, a student
has to fall significantly behind in academics before being identified. Most students with learning disabilities are identified after they move to higher grade levels and their academic issues
become more obvious; here the discrepancy between IQ and academic achievement is more
prominent. This has often been referred to as the “wait-to-fail” method for determining learning
disabilities.
When RTI is used as a method for assessing learning disabilities, students are evaluated frequently, and modifications to instruction are changed regularly in order to provide students with the
instruction they need. Kavaleski and Prasse (2004) recommend that when assessing for a learning
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FIGURE 8-2

Adam Haglund/Maskot/Getty Images

disability, a student should demonstrate both (a) low
academic performance in comparison to a norm that
is locally developed or otherwise d eveloped and (b) a
lack of adequate improvement when presented with
specialized instruction. These types of assessments
are brief in duration, but are conducted as frequently
as two or three times per week.
For example a student might be given a reading
assessment and his or her performance compared to
locally developed norms or to reading achievement of
other students in the same age and grade level. If the
student is determined to be below the norm in reading, the student should be provided with some special instruction in reading. Brief assessments should
continue during the special instruction, and if the
student fails to improve in reading performance with
the special instruction, he or she could be considered
failing to respond to the intervention. Given that the
student was below the expected normative performance and failed to respond to instruction, the student could then be considered for a possible learning
disability in reading. These procedures are described
in a very general way here to offer an introduction
to the process. For more specific details about using
RTI as a means for identifying learning disabilities,
refer to Fletcher (2011).
See Figure 8-2 for an example of Karina, a s econd grade student who was performing below
expected norms for oral reading and failed to respond to instruction in reading. The specific types
of assessments used in this example involve measuring the number of words Karina could read
correctly per minute. This is a commonly used method for determining how a student is performing
in reading, and norms can be developed that allow for comparison of words correct per minute
(WCPM) for students at a specific grade level. Figure 8-3 provides a method for calculating
WCPM. This is one method for calculating WCPM, but variations in these types of calculations
may exist.

Karina’s Oral Reading Performance

WCPM

Cut-Off Score

Average WCPM
for Reading
Level

Phonics—60 Minutes Daily—
Tier 1

23

26

46 (2nd grade)

2nd Grade Paragraph

Phonics—60 Minutes Daily—
Tier 1

25

26

46 (2nd grade)

Week 3

2nd Grade Paragraph

Phonics—60 Minutes Daily—
Tier 1

22

26

46 (2nd grade)

Week 4

2nd Grade Paragraph

Phonics—60 Minutes Daily—
Tier 1

24

26

46 (2nd grade)

Week

Reading Level

Week 1

2nd Grade Paragraph

Week 2

Note: WCPM = words correct per minute.

Instructional
Approach
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Steps for Calculating Words Correct per Minute (WCPM)

1.
2.
3.
4.

Provide a student with a grade-level reading paragraph that should take him or her more than 1 minute to read.
Have a copy of the paragraph, a timer, and a pencil.
Tell the student to read the paragraph out loud, and begin the timer when the student starts reading.
Mark any errors in reading such as word omissions, incorrectly read words, word substitutions, etc. on your copy of the
paragraph. If the student makes an error but then corrects the error, do not mark this as an error.
5. Once the timer reaches 1 minute, tell the student to stop reading, and mark the last word read by the student.
6. Count the number of words read correctly, and this will give you the WCPM.
7. You can also divide the WCPM by the total words read to obtain the percentage of reading accuracy.
88 WCPM
 95 Total words read
92.6 or 93% reading accuracy

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Preventing and Intervening With Academic
Difficulties and Challenging Behaviors

iofoto/Shutterstock

Watch this video to
learn more about the
expectations of the PBIS
system. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=
mY81ARHC-XU

Though RTI was developed as a method to address academic and instructional practices, some believe
that RTI can also be used to teach students with emotional and behavior disorders (Crosland &
Dunlap, 2012). There is a strong relationship between RTI and the schoolwide positive behavior supports, which is also a three-tiered model that provides prevention for all students, secondary interventions at the classroom level, and tertiary interventions for those students needing long-term behavior
supports (Wheeler & Richey, 2014). This relationship is important to consider because of the relationship between students with academic difficulties and the occurrence of challenging behavior.
Though challenging behavior is not present in all students with academic difficulties, for some it can
create additional barriers to learning. Table 8-1 provides a comparison of some of the characteristics
that are similar between RTI and positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS).
PBIS was initiated through the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of
1997. PBIS was founded on the tenets of applied behavior analysis and represented a new way of thinking as to how we could provide behavior supports to students within school settings (Wheeler & Richey,
2014). Like RTI, the PBIS model is also a three-tiered model. In fact these models are quite similar in
design, making them compatible for addressing academic and behavioral support needs of all students.
The PBIS model has three tiers; the first, Tier 1, is aimed at Universal/Primary Prevention and targets
roughly 80% of the general school population of all students. The target is of course all students within
the school setting, with prevention and or reduction of challenging behavior being the goal and resulting
in an increase in instructional time and enhanced student performance and learning outcomes. Tier 2 of
the PBIS model is designed for Secondary Interventions and Supports
and generally focuses on approximately 15% of students within the
total school student population. Tier 2 is aimed at the students deemed
at risk for challenging behaviors, and it also focuses on preventing the
escalation of problem behaviors. Much of the efforts here are aimed at
the classroom level, whereas Tier 1’s focus is schoolwide.
One example of a Tier 2 strategy is the Check In Check Out program, sometimes referred to as the Behavior Education Program (BEP)
(Hawken, MacLeod, & Rawlings, 2007). The BEP presents students
with daily and weekly goals, then the students receive feedback on their
progress toward meeting these goals throughout the day. The goal of
the program is to manage and remove high-risk behavior and prevent
discipline referrals. The program is portable and rapid in identifying

chapter 8 • Monitoring Student Performance Using Response to Intervention

165

Table 8-1 
Comparison of Response to Intervention and Positive Behavioral Interventions
and Supports
Response to Intervention

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports

Tier 1
• All students targeted
• Schoolwide instruction
• Approximately 80% of students succeed at this level
• Large-group interventions
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• Progress monitored multiple times per school year

Tier 1
• All students targeted
• Universal/Primary Prevention
• Approximately 80% of students succeed at this level
• Large-group interventions
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• Progress monitored as needed

Tier 2
• Supplemental instruction
• Approximately 15% of students succeed at this level
• Small-group or individual instruction
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• Progress monitored multiple times weekly

Tier 2
• Secondary interventions and supports
• Approximately 15% of students succeed at this level
• Small-group or individual interventions
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• At least weekly monitoring of progress

Tier 3
• Specialized instruction
• Approximately 5% of students require these level supports
• Intensive interventions
• Individualized instruction
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• At least daily monitoring of progress

Tier 3
• Tertiary interventions and supports
• Approximately 5% of students require these level supports
• Intensive interventions
• Individualized interventions
• Evidence-based practices
• Data-based decision making
• At least daily monitoring of progress

students. Students must check in and check out with an adult daily at school. This serves to
increase accountability on the part of students but connects students with school personnel who
can provide them with feedback and reinforcement on a daily basis. Student progress is monitored, and there is a family component to facilitate home/school collaboration.
The final tier of the PBIS model, Tier 3, is directed toward Tertiary Interventions and Supports, and generally 5% of students within the total school student population. The focus of
interventions at this level is geared toward individuals with high-risk or chronic forms of challenging behavior. The goal of interventions at this level is to reduce the rates of these behaviors
and teach socially acceptable forms of replacement behaviors. RTI and PBIS both (a) utilize
a team-based model and employ universal screening; (b) gather data on student performance
allowing for data-based decision making; (c) monitor the ongoing progress of students; (d) aim
to increase student performance, whether academics or behavior; and (e) utilize a rich array of
evidence-based practices aimed at enhancing student performance outcomes and implement
those practices with fidelity. Finally, it is important to integrate these approaches because
they ultimately serve the aim of enhancing the quality of the school experience for youngsters
through building their competencies, academically and behaviorally.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Specific Instructional Strategies
So what are some specific instructional strategies that can be used across the three tiers of RTI?
We will examine these in this section.
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Tier 1
A number of effective teaching practices keep students engaged within the general curriculum.
These include evidence-based teaching strategies differentiated across students based on their individual needs; for example, stating the objective of each lesson and using advance organizers in the
form of visuals like a diagram to pre-cue students and to help organize the lesson and communicate
it to students before initiating instruction. The use of direct and explicit instruction—breaking down
teachable points, identifying and labeling these within lessons, and using questioning techniques to
reinforce students’ learning—is helpful for building skills and reinforcing learning. Also critical is
the use of feedback. Provide students with verbal cues throughout the lesson, provide verbal praise
for attempts at responding, and use specific feedback when helping to improve the performance of
learners (Kirkpatrick, 2015).

Tier 2
As previously mentioned in this chapter, Tier 2 in the RTI model is for those students who are
not making progress within the core curriculum using the generalized strategies found in Tier 1.
These students must receive additional instruction in the form of small-group format aside
from the general curriculum. Kirkpatrick (2015) states that Tier 2 strategies comprise more
direct instruction in problem areas with increased opportunities for practicing these skills. As
Kirkpatrick mentions, this allows for teachers to teach a concept, assess it, reteach it if necessary
until mastery, and monitor student progress. This is an area where progress monitoring and delivery of instructional practices must be done with the highest degree of implementation fidelity.
Implementation fidelity means that interventions, once designed, are implemented the same way
each session, so there is no difference; implementations are consistently applied every time. In
turn, the collection of data required for progress monitoring must be done with the same degree
of rigor and fidelity each time. This level of rigor allows us to determine the relationship of our
instruction to the performance of the student. Hopefully these data will reflect increased student
performance. Generally this type of targeted group instruction
should be done daily for 30 minutes each week.

Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock

Tier 3
Tier 3 is for students who need individualized instruction.
Instruction is geared to the needs of each student, specifically
designed to address their learning needs. This translates generally to e nrichment activities for those students identified as
gifted and talented and additional instruction in core s ubject
areas from an RTI teacher. This format allows the student and
teacher more time to address specialized needs. Students who
continue to have difficulty may be recommended for screening
to receive special education services.

Implementation of Specific Instructional Strategies
Across the Three Tiers of RTI
Reading instruction. The specific instructional strategies that are utilized within an RTI framework need to have an evidence base, meaning that the strategies need to have been demonstrated
by multiple high-quality research studies to produce meaningful results. Reading skills are one of
the most common difficulties for children, and if those difficulties are not adequately addressed,
they may lead to ongoing academic problems and potential social problems. The National Reading
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Panel (2000) reviewed the literature on reading and provided several recommendations regarding
evidence-based practices for teaching reading to children. In general, they determined that phonics
instruction and a combination of reading strategies were beneficial.

Mathematics instruction. Baker, Gersten, and Lee (2002) conducted a meta-analysis of interventions designed to improve mathematics. The strategies determined to be most effective involved
evaluating performance data, involving peer groupings for learning activities, and explicit instructional approaches. In addition, close communication with parents about student performance was
considered an effective approach toward improving mathematics. Additional research is needed in
mathematics instruction, but providing students with several strategies and offering feedback on
their performance can be beneficial.
Writing skills instruction. Graham and Perin (2007), conducted a meta-analysis of approaches
used to improve writing skills. The most beneficial practices involved planning activities such as
brainstorming and goal setting. In addition, activities such as summarizing and collaborating with
peers were effective at improving writing skills.
Denton (2012) emphasized the importance of not only using evidence-based practices, but
also reteaching and closely monitoring student performance while providing explicit instructions,
offering performance feedback, and offering students numerous opportunities to respond. Similarly, behavioral skills training includes explicit instructions, prompting, numerous opportunities
to respond, and performance feedback (Miller, Crosland, & Clark, 2014; Nuernberger, Ringdahl,
Vargo, Crumpecker, & Gunnarsson, 2013).
Archer and Hughes (2011) described 16 elements of explicit instruction, which included
organizing content logically, making the learner aware of instructional goals, providing demonstrations, offering guided practice, and providing several examples. Codding, Feinberg, Dunn,
and Pace (2005) described performance feedback as involving examination of data that are available, responding to any concerns or questions, and providing praise for appropriate performance
and corrections for incorrect or inappropriate performance. Providing opportunities to respond
could involve embedding specific questions for students while instruction is taking place, requiring students to repeatedly perform components of a task or complete demonstrations of a task,
having students teach skills to other students, and asking follow-up questions after instruction is
offered, among others.
Each of the practices mentioned by Denton and included in behavioral skills training—
explicit instruction, performance feedback, and opportunities to respond—can be utilized
with both academics and social behavior instruction. They can also be incorporated into all
tiers of RTI. Students in Tier 1 need all of these instructional practices but may not require
them at the same level of intensity as students in Tier 2 or Tier 3. Anderson and Borgmeier
(2010) describe how Tier 2 interventions should focus on explicitly teaching students appropriate social behaviors when Tier 1 interventions are not successful at preventing challenging
behaviors. When Tier 2 interventions are not successful, students may need even more intense
instruction within Tier 3.
In this chapter, you have learned about how RTI can be a useful method for ensuring that
students receive the types of services that they need to succeed. The three tiers of RTI have been
described along with the type of instruction required within each of the tiers. A general process
for using RTI to assist with the diagnosis of a learning disability was also discussed. In addition, an overall comparison was made between RTI and PBIS that considered the two approaches
complementary and supportive of each other. Check “Things to Remember” to review the primary components of RTI, assessment strategies of RTI, and interventions across the different tiers
of RTI.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Things to Remember
•

•

•

Provide an overview of RTI, and detail how RTI can be utilized to assess for the presence of a
learning disability.
❍❍
RTI usually consists of three tiers. Tier 1 is the largest and provides generalized instruction to all students. Tier 2 involves fewer students than Tier 1 and provides supplemental
instruction to students who are not succeeding in Tier 1. Tier 3 involves the smallest number of students and provides specialized instruction to students who do not respond to
instruction in Tier 2.
❍❍
RTI can be used as an alternative method for diagnosing the presence of a learning
disability.
❍❍
RTI assessments are usually conducted frequently, and the results are compared to norms
developed from same grade-level peers.
❍❍
Assessments are also used to determine if a student’s performance is improving once an
intervention is put in place.
Outline how RTI paired with PBIS can be effective for preventing and intervening with both
academic difficulties and challenging behaviors.
❍❍
There is a strong relationship between RTI and the schoolwide positive behavior supports,
which is also a three-tiered model that provides prevention for all students, secondary
interventions at the classroom level, and tertiary interventions for those students needing
long-term behavior supports.
❍❍
RTI and PBIS both involve universal screening of students to determine the needs of all
students.
❍❍
RTI and PBIS both involve rigorous data collection, data monitoring, and evaluation of
data in order to make adjustments based on students’ progress.
Describe some specific instructional strategies and how these may be implemented across the
three tiers of RTI.
❍❍
Instructional strategies used in RTI must have an evidence base that shows that the instructional approaches have been determined to be effective in several high-quality research
studies.
❍❍
The instruction in RTI should include explicit instructions and adequate prompts, allow
for feedback on student performance, and provide several opportunities for the student to
demonstrate proficiency of a skill.
❍❍
The intensity of instruction in RTI must match the needs of the students. Some students
will improve with typical amounts of instruction, some students will need the instruction supplemented, and other students will require very rigorous specialized instruction in
order to succeed.

Activities
1. Conduct an internet search on RTI, and review some of the different descriptions of how RTI
is implemented in different states. Note similarities and differences in the programs. Do some
programs use more than three tiers? Do some programs recommend different frequencies for
conducting progress monitoring? Are there differences in the types of norms being used?
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2. Use the instructions described in Figure 8-3 to conduct an assessment of WCPM by a young
child. Review some other methods for measuring WCPM, and compare similarities and differences in the procedures.
3. Conduct a search of journal articles and the Internet to find some instructional approaches
that are frequently used during Tier 2 of RTI. Describe the characteristics of these instructional approaches. What are the similarities and differences among these Tier 2 instructional
approaches? How are these approaches implemented?
4. Conduct a search of journal articles and the Internet to find some characteristics of the three
tiers of RTI and the three tiers of PBIS. Make a list of similarities and differences between the
two approaches. Discuss how the two approaches might be complementary and how simultaneous implementation might occur.
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Students’ Stories
Susanna
Susanna is a seventh-grader with a learning disability in the area of written language. She struggled for several years to learn how to read, and spelling has always been very difficult for her.
She frequently struggles with remembering some of the fundamental requirements of reading
and remembering how to sound out words. Susanna can now read fourth-grade material with
adequate word recognition and good comprehension, and in spelling she performs at the thirdgrade level. Susanna attends general education classes for all subjects except English; during
that period, she visits the special education resource teacher for reading and spelling instruction.
With the help of her seventh-grade teacher, Mr. Henry, Susanna is earning passing grades in
math, science, and social studies. Classroom adaptations for Susanna include digital textbooks,
extra time on exams, and modified assignments.

Demetrius
Demetrius is an 8-year-old boy who is in second grade and was recently diagnosed with a learning disability. Although Demetrius can read and spell quite well for his age, he has difficulty with
handwriting and math. His printing is large and uncoordinated, and he has trouble staying within
the lines. Several of his letters and numbers are frequently written incorrectly; for example, he
confuses b and d, n and u, and 6 and 9. In math, Demetrius has learned some of the basic addition facts but has not yet begun subtraction. His math papers are messy and difficult to read; the
margins are irregular, and the columns of numbers poorly aligned. Demetrius visits the resource
teacher for an hour each day for special help in math and handwriting. During the rest of the day,
Demetrius participates in the activities of his second-grade class. Mrs. Rose, his second-grade
teacher, provides him with extra practice in math facts to help him progress more quickly. She
also modifies his handwriting assignments so that he can complete them successfully.

Looking Ahead
We will learn more about assessments for Susanna and Demetrius later in this chapter, and we’ll
have a look at Susanna’s individualized education program (IEP). The majority of the chapter, however, provides suggestions for adapting and improving academic instruction for students
such as these. As you read, keep these questions in mind.

•
•
•
•

From what you know right now, what are Susanna’s areas of strength? Areas of need?
Although Susanna is in seventh grade, she reads at the fourth-grade level. What types of
adaptations might be needed for her to take part in seventh-grade science and social studies
instruction?
If you were Demetrius’s second-grade teacher, what types of modifications might you use
for his handwriting assignments?
Does Demetrius’s poor handwriting interfere with his ability to do math? How could you
separate out those two skill areas?

A

learning disability is a perplexing condition. Students with learning disabilities are of average intelligence and learn some things quickly and easily. However, because of deficits in
attention, perception, and memory, they acquire other skills only with extreme difficulty. Students with learning disabilities may read well yet spell poorly. Or they may fail a written test but
be able to answer every question correctly on an oral exam. These students with special needs
are often members of general education classes; they can participate successfully if instructional
modifications are made.
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Students with learning disabilities have special needs in academic, classroom behavioral,
physical, and social performance. However, the most common area requiring adaptation of classroom procedures is academic instruction. Students like Demetrius need extra help in acquiring
basic skills; reading, handwriting, spelling, written expression, or math can be trouble areas.
Older students, such as Susanna, benefit from assistance in content-area subjects. Class requirements may need to be modified in science, social studies, and English courses to help students
compensate for poor basic skills.
This chapter explores the characteristics of students with learning disabilities and provides
methods for the general education teacher to use in gathering data, teaching basic skills, and
modifying content-area instruction.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
• Recognize some of the general indicators displayed by students who may have a learning
disability.
• Outline how a student is identified as having a learning disability.
• Describe some of the special services that students with learning disabilities may receive.
• Utilize methods for adapting instruction in the classroom for a student with a learning d isability.
• Detail some techniques for teaching basic skills to students with learning disabilities.
• Explain some of the ways content-area instruction can be modified when teaching students
with learning disabilities.

Recognizing Potential Learning Disabilities

Learn about how Bridgett’s
family discovered her dyslexia and how she handles
her learning disability in
reading by watching this
video.

For students with learning disabilities, the general education teacher is a vital member of the inclusion team. Classroom teachers are usually the first to notice signs of learning disabilities and refer
students for special education assessment. In addition, general educators assist in gathering assessment information and in coordinating special services.
The legal definitions of learning disabilities and other disabilities were discussed earlier in this
book. However, a learning disability is one of the most difficult disabilities to define, and debate
over definitional issues has been ongoing. In the more recent definitions by the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (2004) and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
5th edition (DSM-5®, American Psychiatric Association, 2013), there is recognition that the use
of a discrepancy model between intelligence and achievement is no longer appropriate (Scanlon,
2013; Tannock, 2013). Another commonality among most definitions of learning disabilities
is the p resence of an extreme difficulty in the acquisition of basic school skills despite adequate
intellectual ability.
Students may be identified as having a learning disability at any age, but most are noticed
during the early elementary grades. There are two major indicators of learning disabilities. First,
a group of similar-age students are provided with instruction that is adequate for most of the students to achieve, but a student with a learning disability may experience extreme difficulty in some
area(s) of learning. This is an unexpected outcome in the student’s level of performance because the
student appears to be just as capable as the other students in the group. For example, a young child
might be provided instruction in reading, writing, and mathematics that proves effective for the
majority of similar-age students in a classroom but one student may be very slow to learn the alphabet, write his or her name, and count to 20. The second indicator is variation in performance; that
is, the student shows inconsistency among different areas of achievement. A fourth-grader might
perform well in math, but read and spell poorly. Or a 10th-grader might be a good science student,
except when required to express ideas in writing. These inconsistencies in academic performance
may be indicative of a learning disability specific to a certain academic task.

Ineffective learning strategies may also be a sign of learning
disabilities (Gillespie & Graham, 2014; Hughes, 2011; Lerner &
Johns, 2009). Learning strategies are the methods students use to
plan, begin, and complete learning tasks; students with learning
disabilities tend to use less-effective strategies than average achievers. For example, with memory tasks, average achievers rehearse
the information they are trying to commit to memory, whereas students with learning disabilities do not. The more time that students
with learning disabilities rely on ineffective learning strategies,
the more difficulties they will experience and the further behind
they will become in comparison to their peers who utilize effective
learning strategies. This difference in performance led Torgesen
(1977) to call students with learning disabilities inactive learners
because they fail to become actively involved in the learning task.
The more current view is that students with learning disabilities possess the required cognitive
skills for learning, but may not utilize these skills efficiently or in the most effective manner, or in
the correct situation (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001). Many school districts have developed checklists to help general education teachers identify students with learning disabilities, and
several commercial measures such as the Dyscalculia Screener (Butterworth, 2003) and the Learning Disability Evaluation Scale-Renormed 2nd Edition (LDES-R2: McCarney & Arthaud 2007) are
also available. A teacher can use these rating scales to screen students for learning disabilities in
academic areas (e.g., listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, spelling, mathematical calculations) and in areas such as attention, auditory discrimination, visual perception, fine-motor skills,
and memory. These are only screeners and do not represent a diagnosis or replace a more thorough
assessment using more comprehensive techniques.
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Assessment Procedures
If prereferral interventions have not been successful in solving classroom learning problems, students are referred for special education assessment. Parents are notified of the reasons for referral
and are presented with an assessment plan prepared by the multidisciplinary team. If consent is
given for special education evaluation, the team begins to collect information about the student.
Assessment is an information-gathering process that includes both formal testing and informal procedures such as observation, inventories, and work sample analyses. In the assessment of
learning disabilities, information is frequently collected about the student’s current intellectual
functioning, academic achievement, and performance in areas related to the disability: information
processing and strategies for learning. Most states require students to achieve an IQ score in the
low-average range or above to qualify for special education services for learning disabilities. This
criterion is based on the assumption that students with learning disabilities show a discrepancy
between average intellectual performance and poor academic skills.
This discrepancy notion has been challenged in the past few years (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).
Recommended instead is the use of failure to learn as the defining characteristic of learning disabilities. In the response to intervention (RTI) model, learning disabilities are indicated if students fail
to progress when provided with instructional programs judged effective (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan,
& Young, 2003; McNamara & Hollinger, 2003; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003; Vaughn, Linan-Thompson,
& Hickman, 2003).
It is important to note that the current federal law, IDEA 2004, specifically states that schools
are not required to document a discrepancy. Instead, schools “may use a process that determines

Learn more about how specific learning disabilities are
defined and identified by
watching this video.
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if the child responds to a scientific, research-based intervention” (P.L. 108–446, Section 614 (b)
(6) (B)). O’Donnell and Miller (2011) conducted a survey and found that school psychologists were
more accepting of using RTI to diagnose learning disabilities than the IQ–achievement discrepancy
model. Regardless, the discrepancy model is still frequently utilized as part of a comprehensive
assessment of learning disabilities and will be described.
Intellectual functioning is assessed by intelligence tests such as the Wechsler Intelligence Scale
for Children–Fourth Edition (WISC–IV) (Wechsler, 2003). This is an individual test, appropriate
for students age 6 to 17, that is administered by the school psychologist. Several intelligence quotient (or IQ) scores are obtained. The test average (or mean) is 100; scores between IQ 85 and 115
are considered to be within the average range of performance, and those between IQ 70 and 85 are
considered low average (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2008). In this interpretation system, approximately
68% of the population falls within the average range of performance, 14% show low-average performance, and 2% show below-average performance. WISC–IV results include a total test score
called the Full Scale IQ, and four composite scores. These are Verbal Comprehension, Perceptual
Reasoning, Working Memory, and Processing Speed. As the report in Figure 9-1 indicates, Susanna
scored within the average range in most areas, although her performance fell in the low-average
range in Working Memory.

FIGURE 9-1

Special Education Assessment Results

Student: Susanna

Age: 13 years, 2 months

Grade: 7

Intellectual Performance
The Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-IV (WISC-IV) was administered to Susanna by the school psychologist. Susanna
performed within average range on all scales of the WISC-IV except the Working Memory scale where her score was in the
low average range of performance. These results indicate that, overall, Susanna shows average capabilities for academic
learning. However, activities involving short-term memory may be a weak area for Susanna.
Verbal Comprehension
108
Perceptual Reasoning
98
Working Memory
75
Processing Speed
95
Full Scale
94
Academic Performance
Mr. Ross, the resource teacher, administered the Peabody Individual Achievement Test-Revised/Normative Update
(PIAT–R/NU). On that measure, Susanna demonstrated average performance in Mathematics, Reading Comprehension,
and General Information (a measure of content-area knowledge). However, her performance fell within the low average
range in Reading recognition and Spelling. She achieved these standard scores:
General Information
98
Reading Recognition
82
Reading Comprehension
88
Mathematics
101
Spelling
72
TOTAL TEST
84
Susanna scored at the fourth-grade level in decoding, as measured by the Reading Recognition subtest. Spelling was
scored at the third-grade level and was her weakest area. These results are consistent with the observations of Mr. Henry,
Susanna’s seventh-grade teacher. Despite average intellectual performance, Susanna continues to experience difficulty in
some academic tasks.
Learning Abilities and Strategies
To find out more about Susanna’s memory skills, Ms. Ducharme administered portions of the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of
Cognitive Abilities. Susanna’s performance was within the low average range on tests of Long-Term Retrieval and tests of
Short-Term Memory. Mr. Henry noted that Susanna appears to comprehend seventh-grade material but has great difficulty
committing facts to memory. Mr. Ross, Susanna’s resource teacher, reports that Susanna is beginning to learn strategies for
memorizing information but is not yet able to use these strategies consistently. These teacher observations and test results
point to a learning disability in the area of memory and the need for continued instruction in strategies for learning and
recalling academic information.

After general ability level has been determined, academic
achievement is assessed. One commonly used measure is the Peabody Individual Achievement Test–Revised/Normative Update
(PIAT–R/NU) (Markwardt, 1998). It is administered individually by the school psychologist or the special education resource
teacher and is appropriate for students in kindergarten through
grade 12. The PIAT–R/NU assesses several areas of school
achievement, and results include grade scores, age scores, percentile ranks, and standard scores. PIAT–R/NU standard scores,
like the IQ scores on the WISC–IV, have a mean of 100; the range
of average performance extends from standard score 85 to 115.
Susanna’s PIAT–R/NU results also appear in Figure 9-1, and
variation is seen among the different academic areas: Susanna’s
achievement is average in math, reading comprehension, and general information, but low average in reading recognition and spelling.
The third area of assessment is information processing. Several measures are available such
as the Developmental Test of Visual Perception (2nd ed.) (Hammill, Pearson, & Voress, 1993);
Motor-Free Visual Perception Test (3rd ed.) (Colarusso & Hammill, 2003); Developmental Test of
Visual-Motor Integration (5th ed.) (Beery & Beery, 2004, 2006); and Test of Memory and Learning (Reynolds & Bigler, 1994). More comprehensive measures such as the Woodcock-Johnson III
(Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) and the Detroit Tests of Learning Aptitude (4th ed.) (Hammill, 1998) provide information about students’ functioning in areas such as memory, processing
speed, auditory and visual processing, and attention. Tests are often supplemented with results of
informal assessments such as observations of the student’s strategies for learning. In Susanna’s
case, a memory problem is indicated by test results and her teachers’ observations.
After the team establishes that a student is eligible for special education services, the team begins to
gather information about educational needs. The general education teacher can provide valuable assistance at this point in the assessment process. For example, for Demetrius (the second-grader described
at the beginning of this chapter), specific data about math and handwriting performance must be collected. Formal tests are available, but more specific information is obtained from informal measures.
The general education teacher might decide to devise an informal procedure for a particular
student. As shown in Figure 9-2, Demetrius’s teacher prepared a criterion-referenced test of addition facts to assess current math skills. Results indicate that Demetrius has not yet mastered the
basic facts of addition. The teacher might also wish to obtain a sample of Demetrius’s handwriting
and analyze it to locate typical error patterns.
Other assessment procedures available to the classroom teacher are informal inventories,
curriculum-based measurement, direct observation, and classroom tests. Also useful are the results
from recently administered group achievement measures and placement tests for educational
materials and programs. All of these types of assessments can provide some insight into a student’s
overall performance.

Determining Reading Levels
To ensure effective instruction, the teacher must attempt to match reading materials to the skills of
students with special needs. There are several ways to accomplish this, discussed in the following
paragraphs.

Oral Reading Sample
To check oral reading skills, the teacher can simply have the student read a portion of a textbook
or other reading material aloud. If the student can read at least 95% of the words and successfully
answer at least 75% of the comprehension questions the teacher asks, it is likely that the text is
appropriate for the student (Kirk, Kliebhan, & Lerner, 1978). Oral reading samples should be
collected in a private setting so that students are not embarrassed by the errors they make.
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FIGURE 9-2

Student:

Informal Assessment

Age:

Demetrius

Grade:

8 years, 4 months

2

Criterion-Referenced Test of Basic Addition Facts
Objective: When presented with any 20 one-digit plus one-digit basic addition facts problems (e.g., 1 + 1, 4 + 3,
8 + 5), the student will write the correct answer to at least 18 problems within 2 minutes.

Test and Student’s Responses:
1
+4

5
+2

3
+3

9
+4

0
+7

2
+7

4
+5

8
+1

5
+6

3
+5

7
+0

3
+8

4
+2

9
+7

6
+3

8
+9

1
+1

6
+8

2
+8

7
+9

Criterion for Acceptance Performance:
Student’s Score:

18 correct responses in 2 minutes

13 correct responses in 2 minutes

Cloze Procedure
With the cloze procedure, students can read silently or orally. This procedure is a valuable (and
quick) way to determine whether class textbooks in subjects such as science, history, or shop are
written at an appropriate level for students. The student reads a short passage in which every fifth
(or seventh or nth word) has been replaced with a blank. The student must insert appropriate words
in the blanks. If at least 44% to 57% of the missing words are correctly supplied, the passage is at
the student’s instructional level (Bormuth, 1968; Burron & Claybaugh, 1977).

Informal Reading Inventories
Another approach is to first determine the instructional reading level of the student and then select
materials written at this level. Informal reading inventories (IRIs) are useful for this purpose. These
measures contain several reading passages and comprehension questions for each passage. The student reads (usually aloud) and answers the questions; results are used to determine three reading
level scores: independent, instructional, and frustration.
According to McLoughlin and Lewis (2008), materials at the student’s independent level can
be read easily without assistance from the teacher, those at the instructional level are more difficult
but appropriate for classroom reading instruction, and those at the frustration level are too difficult
for the student. Students are expected to show 90% to 100% accuracy in comprehension at the independent level, 75% to 90% accuracy at the instructional level, and less than 75% accuracy at the
frustration level (Kirk et al., 1978).
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Three popular IRIs that are available commercially are the Analytical Reading Inventory (8th
ed.) (Woods & Moe, 2007); the Classroom Reading Inventory (10th ed.) (Silvaroli & Wheelock,
2004); and the Ekwall/Shanker Reading Inventory (4th ed.) (Shanker & Ekwall, 2000). All are
appropriate for students reading between the primer and grade eight or nine reading levels. It is
important to remember that published IRIs may focus on a different set of reading skills than those
emphasized by the classroom reading series or other instructional materials.
If a student achieves an instructional reading level of grade six on an IRI, then books at
that reading level will generally be appropriate for instruction. However, that student may not
be able to read a sixth-grade science text. Grade levels of content-area texts refer to subject
matter, not reading level, and such texts often require above-grade-level reading ability. For
example, a fourth-grade social studies book can have a reading level of fifth, sixth, or even
seventh grade.

Readability Measures
To select instructional materials that are appropriate for students with special needs, the teacher must
attempt to match students’ reading levels with texts and other materials. Many different readability
formulas and graphs are available to discover the reading level of the books in a classroom. Figures 9-3
and 9-4 provide directions and a graphical display of the Fry Readability Graph (Fry, 1977) that can
be used to calculate readability by hand. Several other readability measures can be accessed freely
on the Internet and allow text to be pasted or typed into the measure for evaluation, including the
Dale-Chall measure (Dale & Chall, 1948). Begeny and Greene (2014) examined several different
readability measures and found that only the Dale-Chall measure provided consistent measurement
across grade levels. In addition to examining the readability of materials, teachers should also consider
how the material can motivate a particular student and the types of learning opportunities that can be
offered by the material to increase student engagement (Moley, Bandre, & George, 2011). Once potentially appropriate materials have been identified by readability analyses, their suitability for particular
students can be determined by oral reading samples or the cloze procedure.

FIGURE 9-3

Directions for Calculating Fry Readability Measure

Directions: Randomly select 3 one-hundred-word passages from a book or an article. Plot average number of syllables and
average number of sentences per 100 words on graph to determine the grade level of the material. Choose more passages
per book if great variability is observed and conclude that the book has uneven readability. Few books will fall in the blue
area but when they do, grade level scores are invalid.
Count proper nouns, numerals and initializations as words. Count a syllable for each symbol. For example, “1945” is 1 word
and 4 syllables and “IRA” is 1 word and 3 syllables.
Example
Syllables
124
1st Hundred Words
141
2nd Hundred Words
158
3rd Hundred Words
141
AVERAGE
READABILITY 7th GRADE (see dot plotted on graph)

Sentences
6.6
5.5
6.8
6.3

Expanded Directions for Working Readability Graph
1. Randomly select three (3) sample passages and count out exactly 100 words beginning with the beginning of a sentence.
Do count proper nouns, initializations, and numerals.
2. Count the number of sentences in the hundred words, estimating length of the fraction of the last sentence to the
nearest 1/10th.
3. Count the total number of syllables in the 100-word passage. If you don’t have a hand counter available, an easy way is
to simply put a mark above every syllable over one in each word; then, when you get to the end of the passage, count
the number of marks and add 100. Small calculators can also be used as counters by pushing numeral “1,” then pushing
the “+” sign for each word or syllable when counting.
4. Enter graph with average sentence length and average number of syllables; plot dot where the two lines intersect. Area
where dot is plotted will give you the approximate grade level.
5. If a great deal of variability is found in syllable count or sentence count, putting more samples in the average is desirable.
6. A word is defined as a group of symbols with a space on either side; thus, “Joe,” “IRA,” “1945,” and “&” are each one
word.
7. A syllable is defined as a phonetic syllable. Generally, there are as many syllables as vowel sounds. For example,
“stopped” is one syllable and “wanted” is two syllables. When counting syllables for numerals and initializations, count
one syllable for each symbol. For example, “1945” is 4 syllables and “IRA” is 3 syllables, and “&” is 1 syllable.
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FIGURE 9-4

Display of Fry Readability Graph

108 112 116 120 124 128 132 136 140 144 148 152 156 160 164 168 172 176 180 182
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11.1
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2
9.1
9.1
8.3
8.3
3
7.7
7.7
7.1
7.1
4
6.7
6.7
5
6.3
6.3
5.9
5.9
6
5.6
5.6
5.2
5.2
5.0
5.0
7
4.8
4.8
4.5
4.5
4.3
4.3
8
4.2
4.2
4.0
4.0
IM
9
3.8
3.8
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10
E
3.7
3.7
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3.6
3.6
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14
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+
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3.3
3.0
3.0
2.5
2.5
2.0
2.0
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X
O
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Average number of sentences per 100 words

Average number of syllables per 100 words

Source: From “Fry’s Readability Graph: Clarifications, Validity, and Extension to Level 17” by E. Fry, 1977, Journal of Reading, 21, 242–252.
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Special Services
When assessment is complete, the team meets to plan the student’s IEP. Figure 9-5 presents
portions of the IEP for Susanna. Like most students with learning disabilities, she is a general
education student who leaves her classroom for only a short time each day for special education
services.
Although the resource room is the most typical placement for students with learning disabilities, some districts provide self-contained special classes for those with comprehensive learning
needs. In addition to part- or full-day special education, many students with learning disabilities receive assistance in oral language development from speech-language clinicians. Some
receive counseling from the school psychologist, social worker, or counselor; those with motor
problems may attend special physical education classes. For the general education teacher, consultant services are available to assist in including students with learning disabilities. Figure 9-6
provides some information about the prevalence and characteristics of students with learning
disabilities.

chapter 9 • Teaching Students with Learning Disabilities

FIGURE 9-5
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Sample IEP Sections

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Susanna will read sixth-grade material with adequate word-recognition skills and
comprehension.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
2. By the end of the school year, Susanna will correctly spell all the words on a high-frequency word list such as the Dolch list.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
3. By the end of the school year, Susanna will correct her spelling errors by using the dictionary or word-processing
program with a spell checker.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
4. Susanna will successfully complete all requirements for seventh-grade math, science, and social studies.
Person responsible: Seventh-grade teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
Susanna will attend seventh-grade classes in general education with the exception of English.
Special Education and Related Services
1. Susanna will receive special education services from the resource teacher (annual goals 1, 2, and 3) for one period daily.
2. The resource teacher will provide consultation to Susanna’s seventh-grade teacher as needed (annual goal 4).

FIGURE 9-6

Prevalence and Characteristics of Students with Learning Disabilities

• Learning disability is the largest special education category with 42% of students in special education encompassing this
category (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).
• American Indian, African American, and Hispanic students are more likely to have a diagnosis of learning disability than
White or Asian students (Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts, 2012).
• The majority (66%) of students diagnosed with a learning disability are male (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).
• Students diagnosed with a learning disability are more likely to be retained than students without a learning disability
diagnosis (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).
• During high school, students diagnosed with a learning disability are more likely to earn lower grades and fail courses in
comparison to students without a diagnosis of a learning disability (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).
• The majority of students diagnosed with a learning disability (66%) are spending 80% or more of their school day in
general education classrooms (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Adaptations
Academic instruction is the primary area in which adaptations are made for students with learning
disabilities in the general education classroom; the next sections of this chapter focus on methods
for meeting their academic needs. Some students with learning disabilities also require assistance
in classroom behavior; methods for teaching study skills and controlling disruptive behavior can be
found in earlier chapters. Ways to increase social acceptance for students who have difficulty relating to classmates were also discussed earlier.

Learn more about adaptations and accommodations to help students with
disabilities be successful
in the general education
classroom.
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Two approaches are available for the instruction of students with learning disabilities. In the
remediation approach (sometimes called the remedial approach), the teacher instructs the student
in skills that are areas of need. For example, extra assistance in spelling might be provided to a
fourth-grader who spells at the second-grade level. Compensation, on the other hand, attempts to
bypass the student’s weaknesses. For instance, to compensate for the reading and writing problems
of a high school student, the teacher might administer class tests orally. Remediation techniques
are used to teach basic skills and are most appropriate for elementary-aged students. Compensation
techniques bypass deficiencies in basic skills in order to teach content-area subjects; they are used
most commonly in the late elementary grades, middle school, and high school.
The following sections of this chapter present several remediation techniques and compensatory strategies. Methods of teaching basic skills to younger students and methods for adapting
content-area instruction are included. In the latter section, secondary teachers can find ideas for
modifying assignments and exams, using taped texts, and compensating in other ways for the academic difficulties of students with special needs.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Teaching Basic Skills
Reading, handwriting, spelling, written expression, and math are often called basic skills; these
“tool” subjects, once acquired, are used in the acquisition of new information and concepts.
Although most students learn the rudiments of basic skills in the early elementary grades, students
with special needs may not. They may require additional instruction in order to progress. In general, basic skills instruction is provided to students with special needs by the general education
teacher if it is a part of the classroom curriculum. Some students may receive tutoring in some
skills as part of their special education program, but most will take part in at least some of the basic
skills instruction in the regular classroom. The general education teacher can enhance the learning of students with special needs by modifying the techniques used to teach basic skills. Three
adaptations are recommended: providing prompts, giving additional instruction, and allowing extra
guided practice.
Prompts are features added to learning tasks; they are particularly helpful for students with
learning disabilities and others who have difficulty focusing attention on relevant instructional cues.
Prompts also structure the task and help the student know exactly what to do. Figure 9-7 provides
examples of some visual prompts for printing letters and numbers.
Providing additional direct instruction and allowing extra guided practice are adaptations that
aid students with poor recall. To ensure successful learning, the teacher should break down the subject matter into small steps and present it as slowly as necessary.
Several practice opportunities should be available; the teacher can
monitor performance during practice, enlist the aid of a peer tutor
or adult volunteer, or use self-correcting materials. The basic math
self-instructional materials in Figure 9-8 may be useful for learning
addition facts.

Reading
Word recognition and comprehension are two very important subskills of reading. Word recognition is the ability to decode printed
symbols; decoding is accomplished by sight if the word is familiar or by analysis of the word’s phonetic components or its structure (roots, prefixes, suffixes, etc.). Reading comprehension—the
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FIGURE 9-7

Prompts for Basic Skills Instruction

Fading prompts for letter-writing acquisition

BBBBBBB

Directional arrows for letter and number writing acquisition

C

7

Fading/Removal of components of figures

FIGURE 9-8

Basic Math Instructional Materials

Do these problems
2
6
+3
+2
4
+3
Front

5

8

7

10

9
+1

Back

Flashcards with answers on
one side.

Answers

Programmed worksheet with answers
on the side of the page.

Self-correcting puzzles: only the
correct answer will fit the problem.

a bility to understand what is read—involves knowing the meanings of individual words, following
the sequence of events in a passage, detecting the main ideas, drawing conclusions, and making
inferences.
Two major approaches are used to teach reading skills: the code-emphasis approach and
the meaning-emphasis approach. Code-emphasis programs teach decoding first, then comprehension; instruction in decoding stresses the regular relationships between letters and sounds
(Cohen & Brady, 2011; Mercer & Mercer, 2005). In contrast, meaning-based programs emphasize
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c omprehension from the start; students practice decoding by reading common words (Cohen &
Brady, 2011; Lyle, 2014).
The whole-language approach to reading instruction is an example of a meaning-emphasis program. In this approach, reading is not broken down into separate skill areas; skills such as decoding
are not taught separately. Instead, reading is integrated with the other language arts of listening,
speaking, and writing (Lapp & Flood, 1992; Lyle, 2014). According to McLoughlin and Lewis
(2008), in whole-language classrooms, students read whole texts (not fragments) from authentic
literature, and instruction emphasizes meaningful interaction with those texts, not development of
isolated skills.
An extensive body of research now exists to guide how teachers go about delivering instruction in reading. First of all, research results clearly suggest that explicit code-emphasis programs
are more effective than implicit meaning-emphasis programs, particularly for students with special needs and those at risk for learning problems (Chall, 1967, 1977, 1983, 1989, 2000; Rickenbrode, & Walsh, 2013; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Spear-Swerling & Sternberg, 2001; Stahl &
Miller, 1989; Stuebing, Barth, Cirino, Francis, & Fletcher, 2008; Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 2000).
Two additional evidence-based recommendations for reading instruction concern the development
of phonological awareness and reading fluency. Phonological awareness, a readiness skill for
younger children, has been defined as the ability to hear and recognize the individual components
of words (Lerner, 2003). Reading fluency, a skill area more pertinent to older readers, is the ability
to read text both quickly and accurately.
In the general education classroom, code-emphasis programs provide beginning readers with
a systematic method of decoding unfamiliar words. Students learn decoding strategies and then
practice with words that can be read using these strategies. Code-based reading materials feature a
controlled vocabulary, that is, one limited to words that can be read by students who have mastered
the strategies taught in the program.
Materials based on the phonics method represent the code-based approach to reading. Students
first learn the sound for each letter (phoneme–grapheme combinations) and practice reading phonetically regular words; later, other types of words are introduced. Linguistic methods are an adaptation of the phonics approach; reading instruction begins with phonetically regular word families
such as at, bat, cat, rat, and sat.
Reading programs that begin with a controlled vocabulary help students acquire skills quickly
and gain confidence in their ability to decode print; however, students eventually must make the
transition to a more conventional vocabulary selection. One way to accomplish this is to teach
students to read common words that appear with high frequency in the English language. Because
many of these words are irregular and therefore not readily decodable with phonics strategies, they
are often taught as sight vocabulary. The Dolch Basic Sight Word List (Dolch, 1953) is a classic
example of a high-frequency word list. Reading is a problem area for many students with special
needs, not only those with learning disabilities. Some have difficulty learning (or applying) word
recognition skills; others fail to understand what they have read despite adequate decoding skills.
Still others require assistance in both word recognition and comprehension. The following suggestions for modifying reading instruction for students with special needs include examples of prompts
and ways to enhance the practice of reading skills.
• Add cues to help students decode troublesome words; for example, mark long vowels (sēēd),
cross out silent letters (māke/), and divide words into syllables (dis-crim-i-nāte/).
• Provide markers for students who lose their place while reading. They can move their finger
along under the line of print or use an index card with an arrow for a guideline; cards with windows can be placed on the page to expose only a few words at a time. Figure 9-9 provides an
example of this type of marker for guiding a student’s reading.
• To enhance reading comprehension, tell students the purposes for reading and what to look
for in the passage. For example, they might read a story to discover the main characters
and the sequence of events, or a textbook chapter to learn important facts and main ideas.
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FIGURE 9-9
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•

•
•

•

•

•

Reading Guidance Materials

Advance organizers are materials that are provided to students in order to facilitate understanding of what they will be reading. Some examples of these include introductory questions,
key terms to look for in the reading passage, outlines of material to be read, or brief summaries
of content or characters (Ukrainetz, 2015).
Use peer tutors and volunteers for sight word drill.
Provide high-interest–low-vocabulary reading materials to aid in the practice of silent reading.
These materials appeal to students who read at a lower grade level than expected for their age.
Librarians can usually offer good suggestions of these types of high-interest–low-vocabulary
reading materials that are specific to the interests of particular children.
Make audio recordings of texts or stories; students can read the passage while listening to correct word pronunciation and phrasing of sentences.
Use computer software to help teach basic reading skills. Many multimedia programs talk,
allowing students to develop sight vocabulary as they read and listen to stories, poems, and
other texts.
To increase reading fluency, have students reread a passage several times. Repeated readings
increase both speed and accuracy, which helps students master a selection before attempting
more difficult selections. In addition to improving fluency, repeated readings also increase
comprehension (O’Connor, White, & Swanson, 2007; Paige, Rasinski, & Magpuri-Lavell,
2012; Rasinski, 2012).
Another strategy, the SQ3R method (Robinson, 1961), can help students improve their comprehension of expository reading materials such as content-area textbooks. SQ3R stands for
Survey, Question, Read, Recite, and Review. Expository text is usually more difficult to understand than narrative text (i.e., stories). In the SQ3R method, students begin by surveying the
passage to get a general idea of its contents. Students ask questions about the text, then read to
find the answers. The answers are recited without reference to the text, and then the entire passage is reviewed. Rouse, Alber-Morgan, Cullen, and Sawyer (2014) recently demonstrated how
self-questioning could improve the reading comprehension for two fifth-graders diagnosed with
learning disabilities. In addition, Joseph, Alber-Morgan, Cullen, and Rouse (2015) conducted
a review of experimental research on self-questioning techniques and found that overall the
techniques were effective for increasing reading comprehension among school-age students.
Reciprocal teaching is an instructional approach developed by Palincsar and Brown (1988)
that involves four interrelated strategies. Teachers help students develop comprehension skills
and the ability to monitor their own comprehension by involving students in dialogues about
texts. Lerner and Johns (2009) describe the four strategies as involving summarizing, asking
questions, clarifying, and making predictions about a reading passage.

Handwriting, Spelling, and Written Expression
The goal in handwriting instruction is for students to write legibly and with sufficient speed. Usually students learn manuscript writing (printing) first, and then they are introduced to cursive writing in the middle elementary grades. For students who experience difficulty with forming and
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spacing letters, cursive writing may be less demanding. For example, in printing, the letters b and d
require a similar motor pattern and are easily confused; in cursive, they are written quite differently.
Students who fail to make a complete transition from printing to cursive writing often continue forming capital letters in manuscript while writing the rest of the word in cursive. If legibility
and speed are not affected, this style is acceptable. In fact, many of the special cursive alphabets
developed for students with handwriting problems contain print-style capitals; in addition, letters
and words are written almost vertically with little slant. One example is the D’Nealian handwriting
system (Thurber, 2008).
Spelling is the arrangement of letters to form words. Because English is not a completely phonetic language, many words cannot be spelled the way they sound. Although consonants have fairly
reliable phoneme–grapheme correspondence, vowel letters take on several different sounds; for
example, the letter a produces distinct sounds in at, ate, all, and father. For this reason, teaching
spelling solely by phonics is probably not the best practice, particularly for students who learn
words slowly. Combining basic instruction in phonics (with emphasis on consonant sounds) and
instruction in spelling common words as well as words selected by the student is a practice that
produces an excellent individualized spelling program.
When a formal classroom spelling program is used, lessons can be modified for students with
special needs as necessary; for instance, reducing the number of words to be learned each week is
a common practice (Graham et al., 2008). Teachers should carefully monitor the words included
in each lesson. For example, if lists include similar words, such as receive and piece, students may
become confused and, as a result, acquire few new spelling words.
Written expression is the process of putting one’s thoughts down on paper. Several skills are
needed: the mechanics of writing, such as handwriting, spelling, punctuation, and capitalization;
language skills such as knowledge of word meanings and syntax (grammar); and thinking skills
such as organization, sequence, and logic. For many students with special needs, written language
skills—like their counterparts in reading—must be taught directly.
Several ideas for teaching spelling, handwriting, and composition in the general education
classroom are listed here, along with examples of prompts and suggestions for practice activities.
• Help students who are poor spellers begin to use the dictionary as an aid; provide them with a
minidictionary or “My Words” booklet that contains high-frequency words and words that they
often misspell.
• Use the test–study–test method for spelling instruction (Graham & Miller, 1979). Begin with
a pretest to identify words students have already mastered, then focus study activities on the
words they need to learn. Students also should correct their own spelling tests under the teacher’s direction.
• Provide handwriting prompts such as those shown earlier in this chapter in Figure 9-7. Fade the
prompts as quickly as possible.
• Review rules for capitalization and punctuation before students begin writing; post rules on the
bulletin board.
• Use instructional tapes for the practice of high-frequency and phonetically irregular spelling
words. Students listen to the word, attempt to write it, and listen again to hear the correct
spelling.
• For students who form letters slowly and laboriously, use newsprint and felt-tip pens for handwriting practice. When students write slowly on newsprint, the ink spreads, making individual
letters indecipherable. Students must increase speed in order for their handwriting to be legible.
• Provide many different opportunities to practice written expression. Have students keep a daily
journal, write three-sentence stories, compose a note to a friend each day, or describe an event
or person. At first, keep writing activities brief; encourage clarity and accuracy.
• Teach writing as a multistage process. The self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) process
has been shown to be an effective multistage strategy for helping elementary- and s econdary-age
students with writing difficulties (Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011). SRSD involves several
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steps such as planning, drafting, and revising and encourages students to independently m
 onitor
their writing behaviors (Hacker et al., 2015; Harris, Graham, & Adkins, 2015).
• Give students a format for writing compositions or essays. For example, have them list the
main ideas they wish to present and formulate a title. The students then convert the main ideas
to topic sentences for paragraphs and add supporting sentences.
• Mapping is another strategy to help students organize their ideas for writing. Students
list the key words and ideas they have identified for the topic they will write about, then
draw a map showing the relationship between the main topic and key words (Narkon &
Wells, 2013.
• Teach students specific strategies for planning the content of their writing. For narratives,
Graham and Harris (1989) suggested the C-SPACE strategy:
C

character

S

setting

P

problem or purpose

A

action

C

conclusion

E

emotion

The TREE strategy (Graham & Harris, 1989) is used when planning opinion essays and
POW+TREE for quick writing (Hoover, Kubina, & Mason, 2012; Mason Harris, & Graham, 2011
Mason, Kubina, Valasa, & Cramer, 2010):
P

pick idea

O

organize notes

W

write

T

topic sentence

R

reasons

E

examples/examination

E

ending

• Include structured activities for the revising stage of writing. One possibility is the formation
of writing groups in the classroom. Each student reads his or her composition aloud to the
group, and peers comment on specific strengths in the writing; the writer then asks for help
(e.g., “Did the ending make sense?”) (Tompkins & Friend, 1986).
• Also teach strategies for locating and correcting writing errors. Schumaker, Nolan, and Deshler
(1985) recommend the COPS strategy:
C

capitalization

O

overall appearance

P

punctuation

S

spelling

Math
Many students with special needs require extra assistance in math Within the area of math are two
important subskills: computation and reasoning. Computation is based on the prerequisite skills
of number concepts, reading and writing numerals, and counting. It includes mastery of number
facts in the basic operations (addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division) and knowledge of
algorithms, the procedures for performing operations. For example, in the algorithm for adding 2
two-digit numbers such as 25 and 48, it is necessary to begin with the right-hand, or ones, column
(5 + 8 = 13); if the sum of the ones column is more than 9 (in this case 13), then the ones portion (3)
is written in the ones column, and the tens portion (1) is carried over to the tens column.
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In math reasoning, computation skills are used to solve problems. A typical classroom example
is the word or story problem in which students are presented with a situation and asked to find a
solution. Some students find these difficult because poor reading skills interfere with their understanding of the problem; others have trouble separating essential from superfluous information,
determining the appropriate algorithm, and computing the answer.
Problem solving has become a more important part of the math curriculum, and recommendations that students be actively engaged in authentic problem-solving tasks beginning in the early
grades have been provided by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the National Math
Advisory Panel, the Common Core State Standards in Mathematics, and the National Research
Council (Anderson, 2013). Students who perform poorly in math reasoning tasks should receive
extra instruction and practice in this area.
Ways of modifying math instruction in the general education classroom are presented here.
Prompts to aid students in computation and reasoning and suggestions for classroom practice activities are included.
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module/math/

• Add visual prompts to help students solve computation problems.
• For students who have trouble spacing math problems and writing numbers, use paper that has
been marked off in squares, or add guidelines so that students write within boundaries.
• Include only a few problems per page if students appear confused by several problems or if
they have difficulty finishing their work.
• Work toward automatic recall of number facts. Facts are automatic when students no longer
need to rely on counting strategies; their responses are quick, accurate, and consistent. To
develop automaticity (also called fluency), students need to practice frequently even if for
short periods of time. Daily drills and the use of flash cards are a good strategy for promoting
automaticity.
• Manipulative objects help some students learn basic number concepts and relationships; for
example, use beans, blocks, or poker chips to teach counting, the relationship of multiplication
to addition, and so on.
• Use real situations for word problems. For example, the students’ own performance data or the
number of points earned for appropriate behavior provide material for practice problems.
• Help students begin to analyze story problems by identifying the key words that often (but not
always) signal the different operations.
• Set up a class store, bank, or stock exchange, and devise different activities for practice in math
reasoning.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Modifying Content-Area Instruction
In the late elementary grades, the curriculum shifts in emphasis from the acquisition of basic skills
to the use of these basic subjects to gain other types of information. Content areas such as English,
science, health, history, and social studies begin to dominate the curriculum. In high school, most
courses are content subjects, and great variety is seen—foreign language, art, music, business, automotive technology, home economics, physical education and sports, agriculture, driver education,
and so on.
Content-area instruction assumes that students have mastered the basic skills of reading, writing, and math. For many students with special needs, this is simply not the case. For these students
to benefit from instruction, modifications must be made. Two types of changes are recommended:
changing the criteria for task performance and altering the characteristics of content-area tasks. Task
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criteria include speed and accuracy demands and the amount of work required. Task c haracteristics,
in contrast, refer to the basic skills necessary for performance.
Compensatory strategies are used with older students to enhance their chances of success. The
most common strategy is the replacement of written language requirements with oral language
requirements. Instead of reading and writing, students listen and speak; they use areas of strength to
compensate for poor basic skills.
The following paragraphs describe several of the task demands that cause difficulty for students
with special needs in content-area instruction; suggestions for modifications are also presented.

Reading Assignments
Students whose reading level is less than expected for their grades often find content subjects
unmanageable. They may be unable to read textbook assignments, or they may be able to read only
slowly and with great effort. To help such students acquire the information presented in assigned
readings, teachers can try the following modifications:
• Reduce the amount of reading required. Permit students to read only part of the assignment or
to concentrate on the most important elements, such as headings, italicized words, and chapter
previews and summaries.
• Substitute materials written on a lower reading level. For example, use a sixth-grade history
text for tenth-graders. Many remedial reading versions of content-subject texts are available
from commercial publishers.
• Present the information through another medium. Possible methods are lecture; class discussion; visual aids such as photos, maps, and slides; audiovisual aids such as movies, videotapes,
and television; resource people who can be interviewed; peer tutors and volunteers who act as
readers; and audiotapes of reading material.

Written Assignments and Exams
Because they may be unable to read directions and questions, students with reading problems find
written assignments and exams troublesome. For these students, the adaptations previously suggested can be used. For students who perform poorly in writing despite adequate reading skills, try
the following modifications:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

For students who work slowly, reduce the length of the written task or extend the time limits.
Allow students with poor handwriting to print or write with a word processor.
Provide poor spellers with a dictionary or a list of commonly misspelled words.
Consider a dictionary designed for poor spellers, available in most bookstores. In this dictionary, students look up words by their phonetic spellings to find the correct version. The Franklin Spelling Ace® is an electronic version of a poor speller’s dictionary. It is a small, portable
device; the student types in a phonetic spelling (e.g., reseve for receive), and a list of possible
options is generated: resolve, receive, reserve, and so on. Of course many smart phones also
have these capabilities thus allowing for even greater portability for many students.
Permit students to write using a word processor with a spelling checker program to help identify and correct spelling errors.
Design assignments and exams so that writing requirements are minimized. For example, use
multiple-choice and completion formats rather than essays.
Have students who are unable to compose and write at the same time compose using an audio
recorder and then transcribe what they have dictated.
Have students respond through a medium other than writing. Two possible methods are telling
answers to peer tutors or volunteers who write them for the student, and giving oral responses
to the teacher.
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Math Skills
Content-area subjects often require that students have rudimentary math skills. Basic facts and
algorithms are necessary for success in algebra, geometry, trigonometry, home economics, and
automotive technology. In some areas, such as higher math and vocational classes, computation
skills are essential. Classes like English, history, and social studies can demand quantitative reasoning; for instance, graphs and charts are often used to convey important information.
The most common adaptation for students with poor math skills is the use of aids. Students can
rely on facts tables for basic computation or use calculators for problems requiring more complex
operations. This compensatory strategy is a useful one, and many adults also rely on electronic aids.
However, simply providing students with calculators probably will not result in successful performance. Students need to learn how to operate calculators, estimate what the answer should be, and
check their results.
By allowing students with special needs to use compensatory strategies for reading assignments, written work and exams, and math skills, the general education teacher helps bypass basic
skills deficits in order to facilitate content-area instruction. Many students with special needs rely
on compensatory procedures their entire lives.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

•

•

Recognize some of the general indicators displayed by students who may have a learning
disability.
❍❍
Students with learning disabilities often display difficulty acquiring and utilizing basic
skills even though they appear to be of average intelligence. In some cases the academic
difficulty may appear in a specific area such as reading, while they may demonstrate
adequate skills in other areas such as mathematics.
Outline how a student is identified as having a learning disability.
❍❍
Major indicators of learning disabilities are a discrepancy between expected and actual
achievement, variation in academic performance, and difficulty learning despite adequate
instruction. While a discrepancy model and an RTI model are frequently used to identify a
student with a learning disability, neither method is considered solely satisfactory. Instead,
a combination of assessment techniques is considered to be best practice for assessing for
a learning disability.
❍❍
In assessment of learning disabilities, information is gathered about intellectual
performance, academic achievement, information processing abilities, and strategies for
learning; the general education teacher assists by collecting classroom performance data.
General education teachers may also provide insight into how a student responds to certain
teaching strategies, how the student performs in comparison to peers, and how a student
prefers to complete assignments.
Describe some of the special services that students with learning disabilities may receive.
❍❍
Students with learning disabilities frequently receive consultation services from a special
education teacher in their general education classroom and they may also receive services
in resource classrooms for portions of the school day.
❍❍
In addition to academic services, some students with learning disabilities may also receive
special services from counselors, social workers, or speech-language clinicians.

chapter 9 • Teaching Students with Learning Disabilities

•

•

•

Utilize methods for adapting instruction in the classroom for a student with a learning
disability.
❍❍
The most common area in which adaptations are made for general education students
with learning disabilities is academic instruction; these students may require assistance in
acquiring basic skills and/or learning content-area information.
❍❍
Two approaches to the instruction of students with learning disabilities are remediation
and compensation. The goal of remediation is the improvement of weaknesses; compensatory strategies, on the other hand, bypass or make up for weaknesses by using the strengths
of the student.
Detail some techniques for teaching basic skills to students with learning disabilities.
❍❍
Remediation is used to teach younger students the basic skills of reading, handwriting,
spelling, written expression, and math.
❍❍
In basic skills instruction, three adaptations are recommended: prompts, extra instruction,
and additional guided practice.
Explain some of the ways content-area instruction can be modified when teaching students
with learning disabilities.
❍❍
With older students, compensatory strategies are used to bypass basic skill deficiencies in
order to teach content-area subjects.
❍❍

❍❍

In content-area instruction, reading assignments, written work and exams, and math
demands are modified by changing task criteria and characteristics.
The most common compensatory strategy is the substitution of oral language tasks for
reading and writing tasks.

Activities
1. Visit a special education resource room that serves students with learning disabilities. Observe
the students, and talk with the teacher. In what school subjects do students experience the most
difficulty? What subjects are taught by the special education teacher? In what instructional
activities do these students participate in the general education classroom?
2. Select one of the special education journals that focuses on learning disabilities. Choose from
the Journal of Learning Disabilities, Learning Disabilities Research & Practice, and Learning
Disabilities: A Multidisciplinary Journal. Look through recent issues of these journals for articles that present inclusion suggestions. Collect ideas for making instructional adaptations in
the general education classroom.
3. Visit the Learning Disabilities Association (LDA) Web site and the Council for Exceptional
Children Division for Learning Disabilities (DLD) Web site. Which sites have information for
parents? Teachers? Both?
4. Pretend that you are a student with learning disabilities enrolled in a college course. You are
doing quite well but anticipate that you will have trouble on the final exam. You fear that you
won’t be able to finish in the allotted 2 hours. How would you explain this to your instructor?
What alternatives or instructional modifications could you suggest?
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Students’ Stories
Taylor, Josh, and Lyle
There are three children with communication problems in Ms. Richardson’s first-grade class.
Despite their speech and language difficulties, these students participate in all general education
class activities. Each also receives individual help twice each week from the speech-language
pathologist. We will look more closely at the special education needs of two of these children—
Taylor and Lyle—later in the chapter.
Taylor speaks clearly and distinctly but has difficulty producing sounds, most notable the /r/
sound. Because of this articulation problem, she calls her teacher, “Ms. Wichardson.”
Josh’s speech is like that of a much younger child. He mispronounces some sounds, omits
others, and speaks hurriedly and indistinctly. Josh’s teacher and classmates often find it difficult
to understand what he is saying.
Lyle speaks intelligibly but makes many grammatical errors. He uses incomplete sentences
and may mix plural nouns with singular verbs (“boys runs”). In addition, his speaking vocabulary is limited, and his knowledge of word meanings is poor for his age.

Andrew
Andrew is in the 10th grade and is an excellent student, but he has difficulty with stuttering.
On written reports, assignments, and exams, Andrew excels. However, because of his dysfluency in speech, he is reluctant to answer questions in class, participate in discussions, or give
oral reports. Andrew has several close friends around whom he is comfortable speaking, but
he is hesitant to talk with people he does not know well. Although he attends general education classes for all his academic work, Andrew does receive special education services from the
speech-language pathologist. This specialist is working with Andrew to reduce his dysfluency
and to overcome his embarrassment in speaking. She also consults with Andrew’s general education teachers to help them provide a nonthreatening classroom environment in which Andrew
will feel comfortable and will practice speaking in front of others.

Looking Ahead
There are many different types of communication disorders, and the adaptations required in general education classrooms vary from student to student. As you will learn in this chapter, the
two major strategies involve encouraging oral communication and teaching new language skills.
Think about these questions as you read.

•
•
•

Compare the communication problems of the three first-graders, Taylor, Josh, and Lyle.
Which are speech problems? Language problems? What dimensions of language are
involved?
From what you know about Andrew, the 10th grader, what are his strengths? Also, what
challenges does he face because of his communication problems?
What strategies could you use to create a classroom environment where students like Taylor,
Josh, Lyle, and Andrew would feel comfortable practicing their communication skills?

W

hen children enter school, they are expected to be able to communicate. This expectation
may not be realized in students with speech and language impairments. Communication
disorders, one of the most common of all disabilities, affect a student’s ability to interact with
teachers and classmates. Students with speech problems may mispronounce words or sounds,
speak with dysfluency, or have an unusual voice quality; as a result, their speech is difficult for
the listener to understand. Students with language problems may fail to understand the speech of
others and may have trouble expressing their own thoughts in words. Although communication
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Table 10-1

Simulations of Speech and Language Impairments

Communication Situation

Type of Disorder

Suggested Simulation

You are speaking to a group of teachers and parents.
Delayed speech
Describe the instructional program in your classroom.

Deliver your speech without talking. You may gesture.

You have just met your new principal. Introduce
yourself, and welcome him or her to your school.

Articulation

Introduce yourself after you have placed one or two saltine
crackers in your mouth.
Don’t chew.

You are reporting to the school board about the new
parent-involvement program at your school.

Poor voice quality

Tape record your speech, and then play it back at the wrong
speed.

You are chatting with the parents of several of your
students about the upcoming school play.

Dysfluency or
stuttering

S-say th-the f-first s-sound o-of e-each w-word, th-then th-the
w-word i-it s-self. Repeat the pronunciation of each syllable
and word.

Children with traumatic
brain injuries often need
assistance with oral language and communicating
with others. Watch this
video to learn more about
the special accommodations
teachers make for a student
with a traumatic brain injury.

disorders can accompany other disabilities such as learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities,
and hearing impairment, most students with speech and language impairments remain in the
general education classroom. They receive special services on a part-time basis from professionals such as speech-language pathologists.
The special needs of students with communication problems fall in the areas of academic
and social performance. In instruction, the general education teacher may need to make minor
adaptations in order to stress language, listening, and speaking skills for such students. Creating
an accepting classroom environment is also important. Students with communication impairments are more likely to practice verbal interactions with others if their classmates and teachers
are tolerant, accepting, and supportive.
This chapter describes the characteristics of students with communication disorders and
suggests methods for the general education teacher to use in gathering data, teaching listening
and speaking skills, and creating an accepting classroom environment. To become more familiar
with speech and language impairments and their impact on communication, try one of the simulations described in Table 10-1.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should be able to:
•
•
•
•

Recognize indicators of communication disorders.
Describe the assessment procedures typically used to identify communication disorders.
List and discuss the special services provided to students with communication disorders.
Describe classroom modifications that can be made to better accommodate the learning needs
of students with communication disorders.
• Detail how to encourage oral communication among students with communication disorders.
• Recognize how as a general education teacher you can teach language skills to students with
communication disorders.

Indicators of Communication Disorders
Because students with communication disorders typically remain members of general education
classrooms for their entire educational careers, the general education teacher is an important member
of the inclusion team. It is the general education teacher who notes signs of communication difficulties, refers individual students for special education assessment, helps gather assessment information, and later coordinates students’ classroom instruction with special speech and language services.
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Communication disorders are of two types: those that affect language and those that affect
speech. Language is the ability to communicate using symbols; it includes both oral and written
communication and requires both expression and reception of ideas. Speech is one aspect of oral
language; it is the vehicle by which thoughts are expressed in oral communication.
The National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities (2011) identified
the four major areas of speech and language impairments. These include (1) articulation—a
difficulty with producing sounds correctly; (2) f luency—one’s difficulty with the f low of
speech; (3) voice—these concern the pitch, resonance and volume of one’s speech; and lastly (4)
language—language disorders encompass difficulties with expressing one’s needs and ideas and
also in understanding what others are saying. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) defines the term “speech or language impairment” as a communication disorder including stuttering, articulation, language, and voice impairments that adversely affects a child’s
educational performance (IDEA, 2006).
Most speech problems are detected at an early age; articulation disorders are most commonly
found among children in the first few grades of school. Language disorders are also identified in
young children, but can persist throughout the elementary and secondary years. Speech disorders
are usually obvious to the listener. In fact, Van Riper (1978) maintained that one criterion for identifying a communication disorder is speech that is unusual enough to bring attention to it. Unusual,
however, is not a very precise description of a possible problem.
One professional colleague who will be invaluable to you as a classroom teacher in addressing the learning needs of students with communicator disorders is a speech-language pathologist.
They are professionals trained in the assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of communication disorders and are members of a professional association called the American Speech-Language-Hearing
Association (ASHA). This organization serves speech-language pathologists, audiologists, and
others interested in speech, language, and hearing development and disorders in children and in
adults, and its Web site offers information about careers, certification, publications, events, advocacy efforts, and research.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Assessment Procedures
When communication disorders are suspected, the assessment team meets to prepare an assessment
plan. One important consideration is the student’s hearing; the school nurse is consulted to determine whether a hearing loss is contributing to poor speech or language performance. If the problem
appears to be a minor speech disorder, the speech-language pathologist takes primary responsibility
for assessment. If more serious difficulties are suspected, several specialists participate in gathering
assessment information. Formal assessment begins when the parents of the referred student have
given written consent.
In evaluating a student’s speech, the speech-language pathologist can administer a standardized measure such as the Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation–2 (Goldman & Fristoe, 2000). The
specialist also talks with the student in an informal setting in order to evaluate speech fluency and
voice quality. The classroom teacher may be asked to contribute observations concerning the usual
speech patterns of the student.
Figure 10-1 presents a checklist that the teacher can use to evaluate the speech of young
elementary children. Voice quality, speech fluency, and sound production are included. The checklist also indicates the ages at which students are expected to produce various speech sounds; these
are general guidelines and should be used with caution when evaluating the performance of an
individual child.

Gathering language samples is an important part
of the assessment process.
This video shows an activity that teachers can use
to observe their students’
language.
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FIGURE 10-1

Checklist for Speech Evaluation

Student ____________________________ Age _________________________ Grade _____________
Teacher ____________________________ Date of Evaluation ________________________________
1. Voice Quality (check all that are appropriate)
The student’s usual voice quality is
____ pleasant to listen to
____ monotone
____ unpleasant to listen to
____ very high-pitched
____ hoarse or husky
____ very low-pitched
____ like a whisper
____ very loud
____ nasal
____ very soft
2. Speech Fluency (check one)
The student’s usual speech is
____ very fluent
____ generally fluent with occasional hesitations, repetitions, and/or prolongations of
sounds and syllables
____ frequently dysfluent and characterized by hesitations, repetitions, and/or
prolongations of sounds and syllables
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3. Sound Production (check each sound that the student usually produces clearly and correctly)
Sounds expected by age 5
___ /p/ as in pal
___ /g/ as in goat
___ /n/ as in not
___ /t/ as in tap
___ /m/ as in map
___ /d/ as in dog
___ /b/ as in ball
___ /ng/ as in ring
___ /f/ as in fat
___ /h/ as in hit
___ /k/ as in kill
___ /y/ as in year
Sounds expected by age 6
___ /r/ as in rag
___ /l/ as in lad
Sounds expected by age 7
___ /ch/ as in church
___ /sh/ as in ship
___ /j/ as in junk
___ /th/ (voiceless) as in thank
Sounds expected by age 8
___ /s/ as in son
___ /z/ as in zoo
___ /th/ (voiced) as in this
Sounds expected after age 8
___ /zh/ as in azure or pleasure

Most children have mastered the sounds of the English language by the age of eight. Some,
however, progress more slowly. Consider Taylor, the first-grader introduced at the beginning of this
chapter, who has yet to master the /r/ sound. In part for some children this can be commonly associated
with development given her age. Her articulation error is one of substitution; she replaces the /r/ sound
with the /w/ sound. Other types of articulation errors are omissions, distortions, and additions of sounds.
The assessment of language disorders requires the expertise of
several disciplines. In addition to the general education teacher and
the speech-language pathologist, the assessment team may include
the school nurse, an audiologist or other specialist in the detection
of hearing losses, the school psychologist, and the special education
teacher. The student is evaluated in many areas: hearing, intellectual
performance, academic achievement, and language skills.
Language assessment typically focuses on both reception
and expression. The student’s ability to receive and understand
information from language is evaluated; likewise, the student’s
skill in using the symbols of language to express thoughts is
assessed. One standardized measure that looks at both of these
dimensions is the Test of Language Development—Primary
(4th ed.) (Newcomer & Hammill, 2008), an individual test
appropriate for students age 4 to 9. This test assesses three
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important features of language: semantics, the meaningful aspects of language; syntax, the grammatical aspects of language; and phonology, the sound system of language.
Figure 10-2 presents a portion of the assessment report for Lyle, the first-grader with grammar
and vocabulary problems who was described at the beginning of this chapter. The results of the Test
of Language Development—Primary show that Lyle understands language well but has difficulty in
expression, particularly in semantics and syntax.
Many other measures are available to the speech-language pathologist or special education
teacher responsible for language assessment. Examples include the Test of Language Development—
Intermediate (4th ed.) (Hammill & Newcomer, 2008), for students age 8 to 17; the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals–4 (Semel, Wiig, & Secord, 2003), for students age 5 to 21; and the
Test of Adolescent and Adult Language (4th ed.) (Hammill, Brown, Larsen, & Wiederholt, 2007),
for individuals age 12 to 25. These measures concentrate on semantics, syntax, and phonology.
To assess the fourth dimension of language, pragmatics, professionals often rely on informal
procedures. Pragmatics is the use of language, that is, how language functions in the various situations in which communication occurs. Clearly, language use varies according to the purpose of
communication, audience, and setting. For example, when the message to be communicated is
that today’s homework has not been completed, the language a student uses to communicate that
message to the teacher is likely to differ from that used with a classmate.
A student’s parents and general education teacher are valuable sources of information about
language performance. These team members have observed the student over long time periods and

FIGURE 10-2
Student: Lyle

Results of Test of Language Development—Primary for Lyle
Age: 6 years, 2 months

Grade: 1

Classroom Performance
Ms. Richardson, Lyle's first-grade teacher, reported that Lyle is experiencing difficulty in classroom language tasks. According to Ms. Richardson's observations, Lyle appears to be a bright child but one who has not yet learned the grammatical
rules and vocabulary expected of a first-grade student. Lyle's progress in math is adequate, but he makes mistakes in oral
reading that reflect his problems with grammar. Also, he has difficulty expressing his thoughts when speaking in class and
in play situations with the other children.
Hearing
Results of a routine hearing screening at the beginning of the school year indicated that Lyle's hearing is adequate.
Intellectual Performance
Mr. Scott, the school psychologist, administered the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children—Fourth Edition to Lyle. All
subtest and IQ scores were within the average range, which indicates adequate intellectual performance.
Oral Language Skills
To learn more about Lyle's oral language skills, Mrs. Putnam, the speech-language pathologist, administered the Test of
Language Development—Primary to Lyle. This test includes measures of both receptive and expressive language. On the
receptive language tests, Lyle scored within the average range; he shows adequate skills in understanding the semantic,
syntactical, and phonological aspects of language.
Expressive language tasks were more difficult for Lyle, as the following results indicate. (Average performance is
indicated by standard scores of 85 to 115.)
Language Area
Expressive Semantics
Expressive Syntax
Expressive Syntax
Expressive Phonology

Subtest
Oral Vocabulary
Sentence Imitation
Grammatic Completion
Word Articulation

Standard Score
78
80
76
95

Expressive phonology, assessed by the Word Articulation subtest, was within the average range. However, other expressive
skills fell within the low-average range of performance. Lyle's major areas of need are expressive semantics and syntax.
Lyle's oral vocabulary is more typical of a 4- or 5-year-old child than a first-grader, and his command of grammatical
structures is limited for his age.
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can comment on the student’s usual facility with language tasks. By observing typical classroom
activities, the teacher can gather data about the student’s performance of language skills such as:
•
•
•
•

understanding oral directions,
speaking in complete sentences,
using age-appropriate vocabulary in oral communication, and
using correct grammar in speech.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Special Services

Students with communication disorders may need
to learn not only language
skills but also social skills
when communicating with
others. Watch this video
to see how a teacher can
help students with speech
problems integrate into
the social environment of
a classroom.

FIGURE 10-3

As with all individuals with disabilities, the special services provided to students with communication disorders depend on the severity and extent of the students’ educational needs. For many
students with speech problems, only minor educational adaptations are necessary. Such students are
members of general education classrooms and fully capable of participation in instructional activities. They leave the classroom only for short periods of time to receive special services from the
speech-language pathologist on a daily or weekly basis. Taylor, the first-grader introduced earlier,
is an example of a student with a speech disorder who is successfully included in general education.
Taylor’s problem was identified early in her school career, and she is receiving the special help she
needs to overcome her problem.
Other types of communication disorders may require more extensive special programming.
Lyle, the first-grader with difficulty in expressive language, requires special help to learn better
language skills. Figure 10-3 illustrates that his individualized education program (IEP) goals focus
on improvement of expressive vocabulary and grammar. However, Lyle remains with his first-grade
class for instruction in all academic subjects.
Some students with communication disorders also have social needs. Because of their speech
or language problems, they have difficulty interacting with others and may feel isolated or disliked.
Andrew, the 10th-grade student described at the beginning of this chapter, is keenly aware of his
dysfluent speech and, as a result, remains silent throughout most of the school day. The IEP for
Andrew stresses not only more fluent speech but also an increased number of interactions with
teachers and classmates.

Annual Goals and Services for Lyle

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Lyle will speak in grammatically correct sentences with agreement in number between
subjects and verbs.
Person responsible: Speech–language pathologist
2. By the end of the school year , Lyle will increase his speaking vocabulary by at least 100 words.
Person responsible: Speech–language pathologist
3. Lyle will successfully complete all requirements for first-grade reading, language arts, math, and other academic subjects.
Person responsible: First-grade teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
Lyle will attend the general education first-grade class for all academic instruction.
Special Education and Related Services
1. Lyle will receive special education services from the speech-language pathologist (annual goals 1 and 2) for 30 minutes
daily.
2. The speech-language pathologist will provide consultation to Lyle’s first-grade teacher as necessary.
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Table 10-2

Facts About Students with Communication Disorders

• Students with communication disorders are estimated to make up almost 2% of the school-aged population. Communication disorders are the
second-most prevalent disability, accounting for 19% of the students served by special education (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).
• The most typical types of communication disorders in school-aged children are articulation problems and language impairments (American
Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2008).
• Speech and language problems are most often found in young children. The prime time for identification of communication disorders is the
first and second grades.
• Expectations for communication skills are related to the age of the child. For example, young preschool children are expected to pass through
a developmental stage in which dysfluencies are common (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 1997; Swift, 1988).
• The great majority of school-aged children with communication disorders remain in general education, and only a very few receive special
services in a special class or school (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).
• Every child and adult who speaks makes articulation errors, and everyone’s speech at one time or another is marked by dysfluencies.
Deviations in speech are considered communication disorders only when they become frequent and severe enough to interfere with the ability
to communicate.
• Speech characterized by an accent or dialect is different, but it is not considered disordered.

The general education classroom is the most typical placement for students with speech and
language impairments. If communication problems are related to other disabilities such as learning
disabilities, resource services may be provided. If more severe disabilities such as intellectual
disabilities or a hearing impairment are present, the intensive services available in a special class
setting may be needed. Most students, however, remain in the general education classroom and
receive special services only on a part-time basis. The general education teacher provides all
academic instruction and receives consultant help from the speech-language pathologist as necessary. (See Table 10-2.)
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Modifications
The general education teacher usually does not have to make major classroom modifications in order
to meet the special needs of students with communication disorders. Even though characterized by
speech or language problems, these students are generally able to participate in all aspects of the
general education curriculum. Special attention is needed in only two areas: speech and language
skills and social acceptance.
Students with speech impairments may need to improve articulation, voice quality, or fluency.
To meet these needs, the speech-language pathologist provides an individualized special education
program. The major goal in the general education classroom becomes practice of oral communication. Students require a nonthreatening environment in which to try out the new speech skills they
are learning in their special education program. By collaborating with the speech-language pathologist, the general education teacher can target these skills for reinforcement in the general education
classroom. The classroom teacher assists by encouraging the students’ participation and ensuring
that their attempts at oral communication are accepted with tolerance and support by classmates.
Students with language impairments experience difficulty in the reception and expression of
oral communication. Again, although the speech-language pathologist takes primary responsibility for instruction in the areas of educational need, students should have opportunities within the
general education classroom to practice the new language skills they are learning. The general
education teacher also assists by modeling appropriate grammar, stressing vocabulary development in all curriculum areas, and modifying the language aspects of classroom activities and
assignments.

n
Inclusio
Tips
For Teachers
Click here to learn more
about how teachers
can help support
students with speech
and language disorders
within the general
education classroom.
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The following sections include methods for teaching students with communication disorders,
ways to encourage practice of oral communication by students with speech disorders, and suggestions for teaching language skills to students with grammar and vocabulary needs.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Encouraging Oral Communication
For students with speech impairments, the general education classroom should be a place where
they can hear correct speech and feel comfortable enough to practice their newly learned communication skills. To accomplish this, the general education teacher must provide good speech models,
an accepting environment, and opportunities for practicing oral communication skills.
Students with speech or language disorders require good models of oral communication.
The teacher is the primary model and should be careful to speak clearly, f luently, and with
appropriate articulation. Sunderland (2004) also suggested that teachers monitor the rate of their
speech, the length and complexity of their sentences, and the number of directions given at any
one time. Classmates are also able to help. By demonstrating appropriate speech, they, too, serve
as important models for students with communication disorders and those with other special
needs.
The reaction of the teacher and classroom peers to speech errors made by students with
communication disorders is a major factor in encouraging oral communication. It is crucial that the
communication attempts of students with speech disorders be treated with respect and tolerance.
If the teacher and peers are accepting listeners, then students with special communication-related
needs will feel comfortable enough to practice oral communication. Guidelines for establishing
a tolerant classroom climate are identified here.
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• When students with speech problems speak, the teacher should listen with full attention and
ensure that other students listen.
• Speech errors should not be criticized by the teacher or classmates. However, the teacher may
wish to demonstrate correct speech for the student by repeating what was said. For example,
if the student says, “The story was about a wittle wabbit,” the teacher might say, “Right! The
story was about a little rabbit.”
• The teacher should not call attention to speech errors. If the teacher accepts misarticulations
and dysfluencies and attends to the content of what the student is saying, peers are more likely
to do the same. This approach is particularly important with dysfluency problems that may
become much more serious if attention is called to them.
• P
 eers should not be allowed to ridicule or make fun of speech
errors. The teacher should make it clear that this is not appropriate behavior. One way to help peers understand the problems of students with special needs is by using simulations.
Table 10-1, earlier in this chapter, presented ways to experience
simulated oral communication problems.
• The teacher should take care when placing students with speech
problems in situations in which their communication difficulties might interfere. For example, if class members are reading
tongue twisters aloud, “six silly snakes” should be reserved for
the student who can articulate the /s/ sound. In other words, the
teacher should carefully consider which oral classroom activities are appropriate to assign to students who are unsure of
their communication abilities or embarrassed by speaking.

• Changing the nature of the communication situation can
sometimes improve stuttering problems such as when students sing, read aloud in unison with another person, whisper,
speak in a monotone, speak in a higher or lower pitch than
usual, or speak in time to a metronome (Kumari, Spain, &
Mandel, & Sataloff, 2014).
• For some students with communication problems, speech
is slow and labored. A stutterer may take a long time to
produce a single sentence, a student with cerebral palsy
may make facial grimaces as he or she struggles to articulate each word, and a person who communicates by means
of a communication board or an electronic communication
aid may require several seconds to select the message he or
she wants to convey to the listener. Such students require
patient listeners. Attempts to hurry them will likely result in slower, not faster, communication; finishing their sentences for them will discourage and frustrate them further.
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The teacher should model appropriate listening skills for the class and also attempt to sensitize
students to the need to wait quietly and listen while others speak. In some situations, the teacher may
want to speed communication by phrasing questions to students with speech problems so that only
short responses are required. In other situations, these students should be encouraged to express their
thoughts and opinions more fully. The following section provides additional information on alternative
methods of communication such as communication boards and electronic communication devices.

Augmentative Communication
When students do not talk or their speech is not intelligible, an augmentative communication
system may be used to increase their ability to communicate. There are many types of augmentative
communication systems. For example, if you have a cold and find it difficult to talk, you might
augment your usual means of communication by using more gestures or even writing notes rather
than speaking. In classrooms, two types of systems are used most often with students with communication disorders: communication boards and electronic communication devices.

Communication boards were once considered a “low” technology that basically contained pictures
that can be used for communication purposes. Given the emergent technology that continues to
be refined and developed, these have become almost obsolete with preference given to tablet
devices such as iPads® as an example. Tablet devices can now be used for portable assistance with
communication.
To use a communication board, the student simply points to
one of the choices. For some students, all choices are depicted
by photos or drawings. Other students are able to use communication boards with letters, words, and phrases. Individual student
needs should be taken into account to tailor the application of
these portable devices and the choice of pictures, words, and/
or phrases as deemed appropriate. The student, student’s parents
and IEP team members including the classroom teacher and
speech language pathologist can consult and collaborate on
communication options to arrive at what is best. This method
of augmentative communication should allow for ease in use
for the student across environments and foster portability and
independence.
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Communication Boards
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Electronic Communication Devices
Electronic communication devices “talk.” Because of this capability, they are sometimes called
voice output communication aids (VOCAs). Some electronic devices use prerecorded speech,
others contain speech synthesizers, and still others use both technologies.
The Go Talk 9+ from Attainment Company (attainmentcompany.com) is an example of a
relatively inexpensive communication device. On the surface of the Go Talk are touch-sensitive
“keys”; when the student presses a key, a prerecorded message plays. At the top is a row of three
keys designed to contain messages that stay the same in all communication settings. Those keys
on the example Go Talk contain messages of greeting, thanks, and “I don’t know.” The nine keys
below are designed to communicate information in one communication setting. Five levels can
be recorded for each key, for a total of 45 messages. The key area is covered by an overlay with
photos, drawings, words, or phrases that illustrate the messages. The Go Talk unit can store up to
9 minutes of prerecorded speech. Thus, this device can be set up so that, as students move from
one activity to another during the school day, messages are available for each class or school
activity.
Devices such as the Go Talk, although inexpensive, may not be appropriate for a more advanced
student because they can store only a limited number of messages. More sophisticated (and more
expensive) devices may be required. Examples are the VMax and the V from DynaVox Technologies (dynavoxtech.com). These augmentative communication devices offer two types of high-
quality speech: digitized (recorded) and synthesized (both adult and child voices). Screen displays
are in color, and users touch the screen to make selections; the choices shown can be customized to
fit individual needs. The display is dynamic; once one choice is made, the screen changes and other
choices appear. They are, in effect, computers that can store thousands of messages, which makes
them very versatile communication devices.
In addition to providing good speech models and an accepting environment, the classroom
teacher should ensure that students with speech impairments have frequent opportunities to practice
their communication skills. Students should have multiple opportunities to engage in communication in a variety of contexts throughout the school day, providing the student with practice in
refining these skills (Witkowski & Baker, 2012). Oral communication can be incorporated into
most areas of the curriculum. Whether the subject is reading, math, or social studies, students can
practice speaking with the teacher, in small work groups, and during class discussions. Lunchtime,
work breaks, and recess create natural opportunities for socialization and talking with others, as
do many free-time activities in the classroom. As a teacher, you can prearrange opportunities for
students to communicate through setting the stage and facilitating an interaction during the course
of the natural routine of the day. Examples include teaming students as partners during class learning activities, or during lunch or play time. These interactions can serve to promote spontaneous
communication among peers.
An important goal of any inclusion program is the participation of students with special needs
in as many classroom activities as possible. For students with speech problems, both social and
academic activities should be considered. One way to promote acceptance while maximizing
communication opportunities is to seat the student with special needs in the midst of several typical
peers. In traditional classrooms, students with special needs are usually seated near the teacher in
an arrangement that does not encourage student interaction. Instead, the classroom environment
should be modified so that the student is surrounded by good speech models and has natural opportunities for communication.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Teaching Language Skills
Students with language impairments receive individualized help from the speech-language pathologist. They may require assistance in the development of receptive language skills and/or expressive language skills; instruction focuses on the area of need, whether it is grammatical construction
(syntax) or vocabulary development (semantics). The general education teacher can help students with
language problems by modeling appropriate grammar, by helping expand their listening and speaking
vocabularies, and by modifying classroom activities and assignments that require language skills.
For students with difficulty in the area of syntax, the classroom teacher must provide a consistent
model of grammatically correct speech. The teacher should correct students’ grammatical errors by
demonstrating the proper construction. If, for instance, a student comments, “It’s funner to swim than
to water ski,” the teacher can respond, “It’s more fun to swim? Why?” With this approach, the student
hears the grammatically correct version of the statement without being criticized for poor language.
Some students with language disorders need help in vocabulary development. They may not be
familiar with the words their classmates and teachers use; they may fail to express themselves in the
vocabulary expected of their age level. The classroom teacher can help these students with special
needs increase their receptive and expressive vocabularies by following these suggestions.
• Encourage students to ask about the meanings of words they do not understand.
• Use demonstration to teach the meanings of some words. Because prepositions and action
verbs are often hard to explain in words, show students their meanings.
• Use definitions, explanations, and examples to teach other words. For example, define container as something that holds something else; then give examples of objects that are containers and objects that are not.
• Provide multiple examples of word meanings. Be sure to reference all possibilities of how a
word can have multiple meanings. One such example is the word leaves; this of course could
refer to leaves that are on trees or when someone leaves to go somewhere.
• Include vocabulary instruction in all curriculum areas. Teach the meanings of new reading
words, math terms, and new vocabulary in science, social studies, and art.
• Teach students to use regular or picture dictionaries to discover the meanings of unfamiliar words.
• Give students opportunities throughout the school day to practice the new vocabulary they are
learning.
• As a teacher, reinforce students’ use of communication; be encouraging, supportive, and genuinely attentive to students’ attempts at communication.
In addition to helping students with language impairments acquire correct grammar and new
word meanings, the general education teacher may need to make adaptations in classroom activities
and assignments. With students who have difficulty listening with understanding, directions for
school tasks should be brief, to the point, and in simple language. With students who find it hard
to express themselves, questions that require a yes or no response are easier to answer than openended questions. For example, “Is the platypus a mammal?” may be an easier question for a student
with a language disorder than “What type of animal is the platypus?”
Some students may require direct instruction in listening skills. The teacher models this
strategy, and students practice it to mastery. The goal is for students to internalize the strategy
so that they follow each step automatically whenever the teacher says, “Listen.” Older students
may benefit from instruction in the skills needed for listening to lectures in content-area classes.
This can be taught through the use of visual organizers that serve to preinstruct students on the
important aspects of a lecture. The teacher can then reinforce these points with targeted questioning
techniques aimed at helping students recall the key points concerning content from the lecture.
The general education teacher plays an important role in the education of students with
communication disorders. When these students are provided with a classroom environment that
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encourages the learning and practice of speech and language skills, their chances for successful
performance in school (and in life) increase. Many speech and language problems are developmental in nature; they appear in young children and, with maturation and appropriate treatment, may
disappear. The special education program is only part of the appropriate treatment for students with
communication disorders. Another important component is the instruction and support received
from the teacher in the general education classroom.
Students who leave the classroom to visit the speech-language pathologist or resource teacher
may return to discover that the class has moved on to a different activity. When students return,
they may feel lost, confused, and unsure of what they should be doing. To help students reenter the
classroom and regain their bearings quickly and easily, try these suggestions:
1. Work with the special education teacher to arrange the best time for each student to leave the
classroom. Usually, it is better for students to receive special education services when their
class is working on
• independent practice rather than direct instruction,
• the student’s best rather than worst subject, or
• the student’s least liked rather than favorite activity.
2. Maintain a regular daily schedule so that you and the student know what will be missed each day.
3. Help the student take responsibility for leaving the classroom for special education services at
the appropriate time. One method is to provide the student with a drawing of a clock showing
the time to leave.
4. Arrange a communication system so that when the student returns, he or she knows how to find
out what to do. The student might
• go directly to the teacher for directions,
• look for a note on the board,
• check in the work folder on his or her desk, or
• consult a classmate who has been assigned as a buddy.
5. Do not penalize the student for leaving the class for special education help. Avoid scheduling
treats and special activities during the time the student is out of the room. Do not double the
workload by requiring the student to keep up with the current class activity as well as make up
what was missed during his or her absence.
In this chapter, you have learned ways to teach language skills to students with communication disorders. You have also learned methods for creating a classroom climate that encourages the
practice of speaking skills. Before going on, check “Things to Remember” to review ways to help
students with speech and language disorders succeed in general education.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

Recognize indicators of communication disorders.
❍❍
The primary areas of need for students with communication disorders are speech and
language. Because of their communication difficulties, these students may also require
assistance in social interactions.
❍❍
Major indicators of speech impairments are misarticulations of speech sounds, dysfluent
speech, and unusual voice quality.
❍❍
Major indicators of language impairments are problems in reception or expression of
grammatical constructions and vocabulary.
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•

•

•

•

•

Describe the assessment procedures typically used to identify communication disorders.
❍❍
In assessment of communication disorders, information is gathered about a possible hearing loss, current performance in speech and language, and, for serious problems, general
intellectual performance.
List and discuss the special services provided to students with communication disorders.
❍❍
Students with communication disorders receive individualized special education from the
speech-language pathologist. These students remain in the general education class and
take part in special services for only short periods each day or several times each week.
Describe classroom modifications that can be made to better accommodate the learning needs
of students with communication disorders.
❍❍
Major instructional modifications are usually not necessary to accommodate the needs of
students with communication disorders in the general education classroom.
❍❍
For students with speech impairments, the general education teacher provides an accepting
classroom environment in which students can feel comfortable practicing newly acquired
communication skills.
Detail how to encourage oral communication among students with communication disorders.
❍❍
For students with speech impairments, the general education teacher provides good speech
models, an accepting environment, and opportunities for practicing oral communication
skills.
Recognize how as a general education teacher you can teach language skills to students with
communication disorders.
❍❍
For students with language impairments, the general education teacher assists their acquisition of language skills by modeling appropriate grammar and helping them expand their
listening and speaking vocabularies. Classroom activities and assignments that require
language skills may need to be modified.

Activities
1. Interview a speech-language pathologist to find out more about students with communication
disorders. Ask this professional to describe his or her caseload. How many students does he or
she serve? What are their ages and typical problems? Do most students participate in general
education classes for the majority of the day? If so, what affects do their speech and language
disorders have on their performance in the general education classroom?
2. Locate one of the journals that deal primarily with communication disorders. You might select
the American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology; Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research; or Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in the Schools. Look through recent
issues for articles that present suggestions for encouraging oral communication and teaching
language skills. Do you find any ideas that could be used by general education teachers?
3. The major professional organization in the field of communication disorders is the ASHA. Visit
its Web site at asha.org to find out more about this organization. Or visit with a s peech-language
pathologist or audiologist who is an ASHA member.
4. Communication disorders can be found in people of any age. Survey your community to locate agencies that provide services to adults with speech and language problems. What services are available?
How do these differ from the services offered by the public schools to children and adolescents?
5. In a group, try one or more of the communication disorder simulations described in Table 10-1.
Afterward, respond to the following questions: What were the feelings of the person with
the simulated speech or language disorder? Did he or she feel frustrated? Anxious? Angry?
How did the listeners feel? Were they sympathetic? Impatient? Embarrassed? What recommendations can the group make to teachers of students with communication disorders?
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Students’ Stories
Jeremy
Jeremy is 16 years old, in the ninth grade, and identified as a student with an emotional disturbance. He is often late for classes and, as soon as he does arrive, he draws attention to himself by
his restlessness and constant activity. He frequently argues with teachers, other students, and even
the few friends he has in his neighborhood. At present, Jeremy attends general education classes
for social studies, English, physical education, and shop; he also spends two periods a day in the
resource room. The special education teacher works with Jeremy to improve his math and reading
performance, study skills, and classroom behavior. Jeremy’s academic progress is adequate when
he completes his work; however, Jeremy often argues with the teacher over the assignment and
begins to work only when the class period is almost over. These conduct problems are evident in
all classes except shop. Jeremy is never late to his shop class; he enjoys working on small motors
and reading books that will help him build the go-cart that is his project for the year.

Shelly
Seven-year-old Shelly is a second-grade student who is somewhat small for her age. At school, she
seldom talks to other children and withdraws when others try to talk to her. She speaks with the
teacher, but only in a very soft voice. When given time to read at her desk, she stacks books on her
desk and hides her face in them. Shelly plays alone during recess; her favorite classroom activity is
art, and she enjoys painting. Much of her artwork involves dark themes such as tombstones or people putting flowers on graves. Shelly’s full-day placement is in the general education classroom; in
addition, she visits the speech-language clinician twice a week, and once a week she spends a half
hour with the school social worker. Shelly’s parents are concerned about her lack of social relationships. At home, she spends her time drawing and watching television rather than playing with the
neighborhood children. Shelly’s teacher is also concerned. Although Shelly’s written class work is
of average quality, she does not participate in class discussions and refuses to respond orally in class.

Aaden
Aaden is a 9-year-old fourth-grader who displays serious behavioral problems with his teachers,
other school personnel, and the students at his school. He always appears to be agitated and is
described by adults at the school as aggressive and a bully. Aaden gets into at least one fight on
the playground each week, he has temper tantrums when he doesn’t get his way, and in class he is
extremely uncooperative; he repeatedly interrupts classroom instruction and refuses to complete
assigned schoolwork. He has displayed similar behaviors since he came to the school in the first
grade. While Aaden is considered to be quite capable academically, he continues to fall farther and
farther behind in academic areas because of his pattern of conflict with adults and other children.

Looking Ahead
Later in this chapter you will have an opportunity to review observational data on Jeremy’s classroom performance and see portions of the individualized education program (IEP) written for
him. This chapter focuses on strategies for controlling disruptive behaviors in the classroom and
teaching students better study skills. As you read about these options for helping students with
behavioral disorders, consider these questions:

•

Jeremy shows a number of problem behaviors in the classroom. If you were Jeremy’s
teacher, with which behaviors would you be most concerned? How might you go about
gathering more information about these behaviors?
(Continued)
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•
•

T

Contrast the classroom behavior of Shelly with that of Jeremy. What do you see as
Shelly’s most important challenge? How could you go about helping her to meet that
challenge?
Aaden’s behavior is quite different from that of Jeremy, although both might be considered
disruptive in the classroom. What techniques would you use to learn more about Aaden’s
school conduct problems?

he behavior problems of the three students described in the “Students’ Stories” section—
Jeremy, Shelly, and Aaden—are equally perplexing to their classroom teachers, even
though the problems of each are quite different. Jeremy, Shelly, and Aaden are all capable
of meeting the academic demands of the general education classroom, yet their behaviors
interfere. Jeremy’s difficulty is his conduct in the classroom; his tardiness, poor work habits,
and argumentativeness prevent successful performance. Shelly, however, is withdrawn; she
attends to her work but refuses to engage in social interaction. Aaden’s conduct leads him
to encounter problems throughout the school; his aggression and defiance interfere with his
academic progress and his acceptance by adults and his peers. These students present three
examples of the many types of behavioral disorders that can be found in the general education
classroom.
Many attempts have been made to define the term behavioral disorders; however, there is
no common agreement on a definition, in part because no single pattern of behavior identifies a
student as having a behavioral disorder. Instead, many student behaviors can be indicative of a
behavioral disorder, ranging from high levels of aggression to extreme withdrawal. In schools,
the prereferral team studies the needs of each student, explores possible adjustments in the general education program, and then decides whether to assess the student to determine eligibility
for special education services. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 2004
utilizes the term emotional disturbance as a category to identify and provide services to students who display substantial difficulties with their behavior or emotions. Outside of school
settings, clinicians typically use the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-5®; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) in order to determine the
existence of emotional or behavioral disorders. The DSM-5 allows emotional or behavioral disorders to be categorized under such classifications as conduct disorder, anxiety disorder, schizophrenia, and so on. A child who is given a DSM-5 diagnosis may also qualify for services under
IDEA, but this is not automatically the case and requires additional evaluation by education
professionals.
Students with emotional or behavioral disorders can have special needs in several areas,
such as classroom behavior, social skills, and academic instruction. In classroom behavior,
the student’s problem can lie in school conduct or the application of appropriate study skills.
For example, students with poor conduct may disregard class rules or disrupt instructional
activities; those with poor study skills may not pay attention to classroom instruction, may
fail to complete assignments, or may work hastily and carelessly. Students with social skill
problems may have difficulty getting along with their peers or the teacher and other adults.
Like students with learning disabilities and those with mild intellectual disabilities, students
with behavioral disorders may require extra assistance in academic instruction in order to
learn and apply basic school skills (Pierce, Reid, & Epstein, 2004). Other students can have
more serious problems, such as involvement in drug abuse or severe depression that could
lead to suicide.
This chapter focuses on the needs of students with behavioral disorders. It includes ways to
identify such students in the general education program, techniques for collecting useful assessment data, and methods for improving both classroom conduct and study skills.
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Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
• Recognize the indicators of emotional or behavioral disorders.
• Understand how educators can participate in assessments to determine the presence of an
emotional or behavioral disorder.
• Discuss how to design individual services for students with emotional or behavioral disorders.
• Identify classroom adaptations that can benefit students with emotional or behavior disorders.
• Describe strategies for preventing disruptive behaviors.
• Explain how to teach study skills to students with emotional and behavioral disorders.

Recognizing Potential Behavioral
Disorders
Teachers in general education classrooms are typically the first professionals to bring students with
behavioral disorders to the attention of the prereferral team. These students can be identified at
any age, but they are most likely to be noticed at the middle or upper levels of elementary school.
Male students are more often identified as having behavioral disorders than are female students
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Although both males and females can exhibit acting-out or
withdrawn behaviors, boys are typically referred for aggressive behaviors and girls for withdrawal.
Stoutjesdijk, Scholte, and Swaab (2012) found three predictors that influenced whether students
with emotional and behavioral disorders were included in regular education. They reported that these
students were less likely to be in an inclusive classroom setting if they had a history of relationship
problems with their primary caregivers, if they had early contact with the juvenile justice system,
and if they had academic performance problems. Teachers are only with these students during school
hours and may mostly impact the student’s academic performance, but they can also develop appropriate relationships with these students and recommend additional support services when necessary.
Teachers may first notice a potential emotional or behavioral disorder when a student’s behavior is
very different from the behavior of their peers, when they have poor-quality relationships with peers
or adults, or when a student displays severe or intense emotions such as anger or sadness over a long
period of time. Indicators such as these should be reported by the classroom teacher and used by the
school’s planning team to study a student’s need for special education services.
Another important sign usually first observed by teachers is academic underachievement.
Many students with behavioral disorders experience difficulty coping with the academic demands
of the classroom. They may read poorly and have trouble in math and other basic school subjects.
In many cases, there is overlap between this group of students and those with learning disabilities;
inappropriate classroom behaviors can be either the cause or result of poor academic performance.
Figure 11-1 provides some resources that focus on characteristics of emotional and behavioral disorders and some associated interventions.
Other frequently mentioned characteristics of students with behavioral disorders are hyperactivity, distractibility, and impulsivity. When these behaviors occur together (or in some combination), the label attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is often used to describe the
student’s difficulty in maintaining attention to task. These characteristics are highly interrelated; the
child who is hyperactive is likely also to be distractible and impulsive. These attributes are associated not only with students with behavioral disorders but also with other groups of special students,
such as individuals with learning disabilities and those with mild intellectual disabilities.
As with most educational problems, speculation about the medical etiology does not contribute useful information to educators for planning instructional programs. However, many
students with ADHD can benefit when they receive an appropriate type and dosage of psychostimulant medication such as Ritalin (methylphenidate), Dexedrine (dextroamphetamine), or

While watching this video,
think about the challenges
that behavior disorders
present in the classroom.
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Resources for Understanding Characteristics of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

• Council for Children with Behavioral Disorders (CCBD) is one of the divisions within the Council for Exceptional Children.
The CCBD’s Web site features information about the organization’s professional journal (Behavioral Disorders), its journal
for practitioners (Beyond Behavior), and online versions of recent newsletters. Also available are updates on CCBD’s
advocacy efforts, teacher resources on a variety of topics (e.g., reading instruction, social skills training), and links to other
Web sites related to behavioral disorders.
• The Behavior Homepage is a useful site for teachers featuring information about school safety, behavioral interventions,
and strategies for teaching academics.
• Discipline Help is a site describing itself as “a reference for handling over 117 misbehaviors at school and home.”
• Special Education Resources on the Internet (SERI) presents a collection of Web-based resources on a variety of topics
including behavioral disorders.

The IRIS Center at
Vanderbilt University
develops training
enhancement materials for
pre-service and practicing
teachers. In this module,
you'll learn about the causes
of disruptive behaviors
as well as how to address
situations where students
act out in the classroom.
http://iris.peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/module/bi1/

Cylert (pemoline). Although these medications do not remediate academic problems or teach new
behaviors, it has been demonstrated that they can help improve behavior and facilitate learning
by making the student more teachable. When students are receiving medication, it is important
that teachers provide the physician with information about how the medication is influencing
behavior and whether any side effects are apparent in the school setting; an inappropriate dosage
may actually impair learning. Because the medications used with students with ADHD or other
behavioral disorders are constantly changing, it is important for the parents and teachers of these
students to review information on potential effects (Ryan, Reid, & Ellis, 2008). Articles such as
those by Forness, Walker, and Kavale (2003) and Kollins and coworkers (2001) provide important
information on the use of these medications and their potential effects on the behaviors of the
students.
The many indicators of behavioral disorders cannot be distilled into one hard-and-fast rule that
tells teachers when to refer a student for consideration for special services. Thus, guidelines for
identification may be useful. First, all students exhibit inappropriate behavior at some time during
their school careers. Such behavior should be considered a possible problem only when it interferes with a student’s academic performance, relationships with teachers or peers, or the operation
of the instructional program. Second, the behaviors of concern should occur consistently over an
extended period of time. In most cases, one instance of an unacceptable behavior is not sufficient
to warrant the attention of the teacher. However, if the behavior in question is extreme (e.g., one
that could lead to the injury of another student), then just one occurrence may be justification for a
referral.
Another guideline suggests that the nature of the inappropriate behavior be considered. The
actions of students with behavioral disorders will differ from what teachers expect of typical students. The difference can lie in the frequency of the inappropriate behavior; such students may talk
out in class not once or twice a period but once or twice a minute. They may have more intense
reactions; a student may become extremely upset over an incident that most students would treat
lightly. Or behaviors may be of longer duration; instead of quickly calming down after a disagreement, a student may remain upset throughout the school day.
Several other indicators of behavioral disorders appear regularly in the professional literature. These include descriptors such as disobedient, defiant, attention seeking, irritable, anxious,
timid, preoccupied, and passive. Although these terms suggest student behaviors that may concern
teachers, they have limited value because they are subjective and can be interpreted differently.
Before clear communication can occur, a careful definition of terms is needed; what one teacher
considers “hyper” or attention seeking may be perfectly acceptable to another. It is also important to look at the reasons for student behaviors that suggest such labels: a student who is passive
may be tired, and one who is anxious and irritable may be concerned about the illness of a family
member. Figure 11-2 provides some additional facts about students with emotional or behavioral
disorders.
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Facts About Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

Different professionals hold varying views on what constitutes typical and disordered behavior. Such behavioral expectations influence teachers’ decisions about which students should be
referred for consideration for special services. If a teacher prefers
a quiet and orderly classroom in which students remain seated
at their desks, an active student may be perceived as a problem.
However, this student may fit quite well in a classroom where the
teacher encourages student activity, movement, and interaction.
Before initiating a referral, the teacher should attempt all possible
interventions in the general education class. Often this is accomplished with the assistance of a special education consultant.
The problems of substance abuse and suicide are gaining
increasing attention from educators. Substance abuse is the voluntary intake of chemicals with adverse social and physical consequences. Alcohol and various other drugs (e.g., narcotics, depressants, marijuana, cocaine) can
cause side effects that have a detrimental impact on the student’s ability to perform appropriately
in the school environment. For example, teachers may observe changes in the student’s ability to
attend to instruction; temperament; work quality; attitudes toward school, parents, or peers; or
self-concept (Coleman, 1986; Kerr & Nelson, 2002). Suicide is one of the leading causes of death
in adolescents, and no child is immune regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status,
or other factors (Lazarus, 2009). Suicide is often associated with feelings of depression and hopelessness and is more likely to occur among active drug and alcohol abusers. Educators should not
attempt to deal with such students without outside assistance. However, teachers should be alert to
the problem and aware of resources within the school and community for suicide prevention and
crisis intervention. The Youth Suicide Prevention—School-Based Guide provides a comprehensive
resource of information on suicide prevention efforts that can be utilized within school settings
(Lazear, Roggenbaum, & Blasé, 2012). Figure 11-3 offers some warning signs related to suicide
that teachers should be aware of and should know how to report appropriately.
Students with severe behavioral disorders are less likely to be found in general education classroom programs. Disabilities such as autism spectrum disorder and psychiatric disorders such as
bipolar disorder are typically identified in the preschool years or early grades. School districts generally provide special programs in which these students spend the majority of their time in special
classes or special schools. If students with severe behavioral disorders are returned to the general
education program, they and their teachers receive a great deal of support from special educators.

Business plus/Shutterstock

• Research suggests that 3% to 6% of school-aged students have behavioral disorders, although current programs for
students with behavioral disorders serve slightly under 1% of the school-age population (Kauffman, 2001).
• Students identiﬁed as having behavioral disorders make up about 8% of the total of all students receiving special
education services (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).
• Students with behavioral disorders are found in both elementary and secondary schools; at least 50% of the public school
programs for students with behavioral disorders are at the secondary level (Grosenick & Huntze, 1980).
• The majority of students with behavioral disorders spend most of their school day in the general education classroom.
• Many children in need of mental health services do not receive appropriate care until their problems have become so
extreme that they require residential treatment (Knitzer, 1989).
• Most students with behavioral disorders encounter problems in the general education classroom because they lack
appropriate social and study skills. Instruction in these areas will lead to skill improvement that will enhance their chances
for success when they are included in the general education program (Sugai & Lewis, 1996).
• The intelligence level of students with behavioral disorders does not vary signiﬁcantly from that of the general school
population. However, these students fall behind their peers in academic achievement, and the gap seems to widen as the
students progress through school, unless they receive high-quality academic instruction.

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for pre-service
and practicing teachers. In
part 2 of this module, you'll
learn what teachers can do
to decrease the incidence
of disruptive behaviors and
increase student compliance
in the classroom. http://iris.
peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
module/bi2/#content
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Warning Signs of Suicide

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Actually talking about suicide or a plan*
Seeking out ways to harm or kill oneself*
Saying other things like: “I’m going to kill myself,” “I wish I were dead,” or “I shouldn’t have been born”*
Withdrawal from friends and family
Change in eating and sleeping habits
Loss of interest in pleasurable activities
Frequent complaints about physical symptoms, often related to emotions, such as stomachaches, headaches, fatigue, etc.
Loss of interest in things one cares about
Preoccupation with death
Exhibiting impulsivity such as violent actions, rebellious behavior, or running away
Complaining of being a bad person or feeling “rotten inside”
Making statements about hopelessness, helplessness, worthlessness, or being “beyond help”
Marked personality change and serious mood changes
Giving verbal hints with statements such as: “I won’t be a problem for you much longer,” “Nothing matters,” “It’s no use,”
and “I won’t see you again”
• Becoming suddenly cheerful after a period of depression—this may mean that the student has already made the decision
to escape all problems by ending his/her life
• Giving away favorite possessions
• Difﬁculty concentrating and a decline in quality of school work
*Note: These signs and behaviors indicate an individual needs immediate professional attention or 9-1-1 should be called.
Source: From Doan, J., LeBlanc, A., Roggenbaum, S., & Lazear, K. J. (2012). Youth suicide prevention school-based guide: Issue brief 3a: Risk Factors: Risk and protective
factors, and warning signs. Tampa, FL: University of South Florida, College of Behavioral and Community Sciences, Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute,
Department of Child & Family Studies (FMHI Series Publication #218–3a-Rev 2012), p. 5. Available http://theguide.fmhi.usf.edu/pdf/2012PDFs/IB-3a.pdf. Funded by
the Institute for Child Health Policy at Nova Southeastern University through a Florida Drug Free Communities Program Award. This figure may be reproduced in whole
or part without restriction as long as this citation is used to properly attribute the work.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Assessment Procedures
When behavioral disorders are suspected, and the behavior problems exhibited by a student do not
respond to the interventions available in the general education classroom, the student is referred to
the assessment team to determine eligibility and need for special education services. Parents are
notified of the referral and the team’s plans for special education assessment. When parents grant
permission, the team can begin to collect formal assessment information.
As with students with learning disabilities and mild intellectual abilities, several major areas are
addressed in the special education assessment of students with behavioral disorders. Academic performance is one; measures such as the Peabody Individual Achievement Test–Revised/Normative
Update (Markwardt, 1998) and the Woodcock Johnson IV (Schrank, Mather, & McGrew, 2014)
help determine whether reading, spelling, and math are areas of need. Intellectual ability is another
area of concern; tests such as the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children–Fifth Edition (Wechsler,
2014) provide information about intellectual functioning. In many states, students must perform
within an average IQ range to be considered for programs for individuals with behavioral disorders.
A third major concern is classroom behavior. Information about the student’s typical patterns
of behavior is gathered from teachers and parents. Interviews can be conducted, or the team can
consider results from behavior checklists and rating scales. The Behavior Rating Profile (2nd ed.)
(Brown & Hammill, 1990) uses the input of teachers, parents, peers, and students themselves to
determine whether students have significant difficulty in home behavior, school conduct, or relationships with peers. With the Behavior Evaluation Scale–Third Edition (McCarney & Arthaud,
2005), teachers rate the frequency of five types of behaviors: Learning Problems, Interpersonal
Difficulties, Inappropriate Behavior, Unhappiness/Depression, and Physical Symptoms/Fears.

Direct observation is the best source of data for planning behavioral change programs. Observation gives the teacher specific information about the current behavior of
the student and later serves as a basis for evaluation of student progress. Because a variety
of measurement systems are available, the teacher can select or design one to generate the
type of data needed to plan appropriate interventions for any particular student.
Assessment of student behavior is most effective when specific behaviors are pinpointed and accurate information is collected about the occurrence of these behaviors. In the case of Jeremy, the eighth-grader described at the beginning of this chapter,
Mr. Johnson, Jeremy’s English teacher, was particularly concerned about two of Jeremy’s
problem behaviors: tardiness and failure to complete assignments on time. To gather more
data about these behaviors, Mr. Johnson set up the observation system shown in Figure 11-4.
Each day Mr. Johnson noted the number of minutes that Jeremy was late to class (duration
recording), the number of assignments that were due, and the number of assignments that
Jeremy completed on time (event recording). The results of this observation were then used
as a basis for developing and evaluating the intervention plan for Jeremy.
If Jeremy’s behavior were more severe (e.g., aggressive behaviors), it would also be important
to conduct a functional behavior assessment to collect information on (1) the elements in the setting
that influence the behavior (e.g., the presence of particular students; recess vs. classroom; individual vs. group interactions) and (2) specific events that occur before and after the behavior (i.e.,
antecedents and consequences). This information on factors that contribute to the occurrence of the
behavior would be essential in designing an appropriate intervention.
In some cases, it is not necessary to collect new assessment information. For example, Shelly’s
first-grade teacher was also concerned about specific behaviors. The teacher considered gathering
data on the frequency of Shelly’s interactions with other students and her participation in class

FIGURE 11-4
Student:

Teacher-Developed Behavior Observation System
Jeremy

Behaviors Observed: Number of minutes late to class
Number of assignments completed on time/number of assignments due
Setting:

English 8, Period 3
Assignments
Completed/
Assignments Due

Percentage of
Assignments
Completed

Day

Number of Minutes
Late

1

10

0/5

0

2

5

1/4

25

3

2

1/2

50

4

7

0/3

0

5

11

0/4

0

6

4

2/6

33

7

4

1/4

25

8

6

0/2

0

9

3

0/2

0

10

8

0/3

0
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discussions. However, an observation period was not really necessary, because Shelly never exhibited these behaviors. Instead, the teacher decided to begin the intervention program at once.
The prereferral team reviewed Aaden’s case, and the team carefully examined his i nteractions
at home, in the classroom, and on the playground to determine the factors that were influencing his
behavioral problems. Observations by the school psychologist and the special education teacher
determined that interactions between Aaden and adults, both in school and at home, tended to be
quite negative. Moreover, as Aaden’s resistance to adult direction and the level of his acting-out
behavior increased, the adults interacting with him tended to become even more coercive.
The initial interventions with Aaden involved improving the ways in which the adults in Aaden’s
life interacted with him: increasing the precision of the directions given to Aaden, avoiding angry
exchanges with him, and increasing positive feedback to Aaden for those appropriate behaviors that
he did exhibit. In addition, the prereferral team worked with his teacher to implement social skills
instruction that focused on improving Aaden’s skills in (1) avoiding situations in which he typically
became angry and (2) learning adaptive strategies for coping with these situations.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Special Services
If assessment results indicate that an individual is eligible for services for students with behavioral
disorders, the team meets to design the IEP. Most students identified as having behavioral disorders
remain in the general education classroom for at least a portion of the school day. As shown in
Figure 11-5, Jeremy will participate in four general education classes and receive special education
services from the resource teacher for two periods each day. In addition, consultation services are
available to Jeremy’s general education teachers.

FIGURE 11-5

IEP Annual Goals—Goals and Services for Jeremy

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Jeremy will complete and return to the teacher all assignments at the time they are due.
Persons responsible: Resource teacher, eighth-grade teachers
2. By the end of the school year, Jeremy will arrive on time to classes at least 4 out of 5 days per week.
Persons responsible: Resource teacher, eighth-grade teachers
3. By the end of the school year, Jeremy will remain in his seat during class time unless he is given permission to leave.
Persons responsible: Resource teacher, eighth-grade teachers
4. By the end of the school year, Jeremy will reduce the number of his arguments with teachers and other students to
less than two per week.
Persons responsible: Resource teacher, eighth-grade teachers
5. Jeremy will continue to perform at the eighth-grade level or above in reading and math.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
Jeremy will attend the general education eighth-grade social studies, English, physical education, and shop classes.
Special Education and Related Services
1. Jeremy will receive special education services from the resource teacher (annual goals 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) for two
periods daily.
2. The resource teacher will provide consultation to Jeremy’s eighth-grade teachers as needed to accomplish annual
goals 1, 2, 3, and 4.
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Other professionals can also provide support to students with behavioral disorders. In addition
to the special instruction provided for the student by the resource teacher, the resource teacher or
another consultant may be available to assist the student’s general education classroom teacher.
Students can also visit the school psychologist, school counselor, or school social worker for regular counseling sessions. Some students and their families can be referred to community agencies
that offer family counseling or other appropriate services.
Although most students with behavioral disorders are educated in the general education class,
those with severe disabilities may attend special classes or special schools. In extreme cases, residential or hospital settings may be the most appropriate placement.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Adaptations
When students with emotional or behavioral disorders are included in the general education program, the classroom teacher may find it necessary to make program adaptations in three areas:
classroom behavior, social skills, and academic instruction. The techniques and strategies described
for students with learning disabilities and mild intellectual disabilities are also applicable to students with behavioral disorders.
This chapter offers suggestions for improving students’ social skills as well as methods for
helping them develop appropriate classroom conduct and study skills. Although these strategies are
suggested for students with emotional or behavioral disorders, they can be used with equal success
with any student, special or typical, who disrupts classroom activities or has not yet acquired effective study skills.
Several approaches have been advocated for use with students with emotional or behavioral
disorders. Some of these strategies assume that it is necessary to determine what is wrong with the
student and study the student’s past for possible causes; for example, the history of the student’s
family and his or her early childhood experiences might be investigated. This approach offers little
aid to the classroom teacher in dealing with problem behaviors encountered daily in the classroom. The teacher is most effective in controlling behavior problems if the emphasis is on the current status of the student and if information is gathered about the status of the student’s observable
behaviors and the factors that influence these behaviors. This chapter adopts the same viewpoint.
In systematic management of behavior, the teacher first identifies the behavior(s) of interest,
collects data on their current status, examines the factors that may contribute to the occurrence of
the behaviors, designs and institutes an intervention program, and then collects additional data to
evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention and determine whether it should be continued, modified, or abandoned. There are three possible instructional goals:
• Increase the occurrence of an appropriate behavior.
• Decrease the occurrence of an inappropriate behavior.
• Teach a new behavior that is presently absent from a student’s repertoire.
Examples of these goals are:
• Increase the number of times Johnny comes to class on time.
• Decrease the number of times Jess leaves his seat during class.
• Teach Elena a new study strategy, such as skimming a chapter for major ideas before reading it.
Teachers must assume that students with emotional or behavioral disorders can learn the
appropriate behaviors expected of all students in the general education classroom. The teachers
who work directly with students with special needs hold the primary responsibility for planning and
carrying out interventions to change problem behaviors. Although others, such as the psychologist
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or counselor, can provide some assistance, the general education teacher spends the majority of the
school day with the student and is therefore responsible for bringing about improvement in classroom behavior.
Many students who exhibit emotional or behavioral disorders at school may also display
some of these behaviors at home. It can be very helpful to involve parents by informing them of
the interventions that are being implemented at school and to consider providing them with suggestions regarding activities they may use at home. Concerned parents are generally open to suggestions regarding dealing with difficult behaviors. These recommendations can be communicated
at conferences, through written suggestions, at specific training meetings, or through suggested
readings.
The remainder of this chapter presents several ways to handle disruptive behavior in the
classroom and help students acquire effective study skills. Before selecting one of these interventions (or designing an alternative), the teacher should carefully consider each of the following
questions.
1. Can the intervention be carried out in the classroom? That is, is it feasible? Consider
the type of problem (e.g., tardiness vs. drug abuse); the age of the students involved; the
resources within the classroom (e.g., availability of an aide, the experience and training of
the teacher); the factors that contribute to the occurrence or maintenance of the behavior
(e.g., attention of the teacher or peers, instructional situation vs. recess); and the structure
of the classroom.
2. Can the intervention be implemented consistently? If it cannot, another strategy should be
selected.
3. How will data be collected to assess student progress? Can this be done consistently?
4. Do students have the prerequisite skills necessary to learn the appropriate behavior? If not,
what skills must be taught?
5. Are dangerous behaviors involved that require immediate elimination or remediation? If not,
which intervention being considered is the most positive and the least intrusive?
6. How can students be involved in the intervention? Can they record their own performance
data? Help to develop contingency contracts? Serve as models or recorders for other students?
7. What reinforcers are meaningful to the student(s) for whom the program is designed? Is it possible to use these reinforcers with the program?
8. What resources are needed? Does the intervention require teacher time? Aide time? Reinforcers? Are these available?
9. What other factors must be considered? For example, must the physical arrangement of the
classroom be changed? Must peer tutors be recruited and trained?
10. What criteria and evidence will be used to determine the success or failure of the program?
What alternative interventions can be used if the original program fails?
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Preventing Disruptive Behaviors
One of the most common concerns of classroom teachers is the student who disrupts the instructional process. Whether identified as in need of special education or not, students with conduct
problems call attention to themselves by arriving late, talking out in class, moving about the classroom, and interacting poorly with others. These inappropriate behaviors indicate poor social skills
or poor general work habits. The following sections cover some frequent topics of concern among
teachers and concentrate on what to do with students who have acquired inappropriate work habits
or social skills that interrupt classroom activities.

chapter 11 • Teaching Students with Emotional or Behavioral Disorders

Tardiness
Students who arrive late begin the school day or class period at a disadvantage. Tardiness affects
the performance of these students and interrupts and distracts the teacher and other students. Most
students are late occasionally; however, frequent tardiness is an inappropriate behavior that must be
resolved so that the student can become an active classroom participant. Suggestions for decreasing
tardiness are presented next. Before implementing one of these plans, though, the teacher must be
sure to collect data on current performance.
• Reward students for arriving on time. For example, students who arrive before the late bell
rings can be given tickets for a raffle or have the opportunity to copy answers from the board
for a couple of quiz questions. More structured programs may provide points or tokens redeemable for reinforcers. Criteria can be set up to encourage improvement in arrival time. For example, students can earn five points if they arrive on time and two points if they arrive less than
5 minutes late. Gradually reduce the number of minutes students are allowed to arrive late until
it is possible to earn points only by being on time.
• Help students analyze the skills or steps required to arrive on time. For example, determine
the times they should leave home, arrive at school, and be in the area of the classroom. Use
this task analysis to establish a program to help students gradually master the skills needed for
punctuality.
• Schedule activities that students enjoy at the start of the class period. Allow only those students
who are on time to participate.
• Set up contracts with students to specify the consequences of tardiness and punctuality. Be sure
to identify clearly the criteria for success, who will keep the records, and the reinforcers that
the students can earn. Students can record their own data if teachers periodically verify their
accuracy.
• Discuss student tardiness with parents. Alert them to the extent of the problem, and encourage
them to support the school’s rules and to require—and reinforce—punctuality at home.
• Encourage parents to teach their children to use their phones to monitor the time. If this is not
possible, help students locate public clocks that they can consult.
• Arrange with parents to provide rewards at home. When students meet the punctuality criteria,
they receive the rewards.
• Set up a system in which tardy students lose minutes in a favorite activity.
• Group students into teams, and provide special reinforcers each week for the team with the
best punctuality record.
• Assign peer tutors to help students get from class to class or from playground to classroom on
time. As students develop appropriate skills, reduce the amount of assistance.
• Provide additional grade points for on-time arrival. For example, a student might earn five
bonus points on an assignment if the assignment is started at the beginning of class.
• When students arrive on time, allow them to choose where they will sit. Use classroom seating
preferences as reinforcers.
When any one of these interventions is implemented in the classroom, the teacher must continue
to collect data on student performance to ensure that the program is effective. An alternative should
be selected only after the intervention has been consistently implemented over a period of time,
modifications have been made, and collected data have proved that the intervention is not working.

Verbal Outbursts
When students talk out in class, they disrupt the orderly flow of classroom activities. The teacher is
distracted, and the work of other students is interrupted. Examples of verbal outbursts considered
inappropriate by most teachers are answering out of turn, making irrelevant comments, arguing
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with the teacher or peers, and chatting with classmates during instruction. The following strategies
are used to decrease the occurrence of this problem behavior.
• Establish clearly stated classroom rules regarding student verbal interactions. State the specific
circumstances under which students are permitted to talk (e.g., when asked a question by the
teacher, when asking the teacher a question after being called on, during assigned group work),
and model the acceptable and unacceptable voice levels for each occasion. Teach these rules, and
provide students with opportunities to practice with teacher supervision and to obtain feedback
that provides recognition for appropriate interactions and correction of inappropriate behaviors.
• Reinforce students who are good behavioral models for others, for example, those who speak
out in class only at appropriate times or when teacher permission has been granted. Make the
reinforcers strong enough so that students with problem behaviors will consider changing their
ways. Teachers might try reinforcers such as early departure for recess or lunch, first place in
line, or a certain number of minutes in a special activity.
• Recognize and reinforce problem students when they exhibit an appropriate behavior that is
incompatible with the inappropriate verbal behavior, such as raising their hands and gaining
recognition before answering questions in class. Clearly identify why the reinforcer is provided. For example, the teacher might say, “I like the way you raised your hand before you
talked. You may take this book to the office for me.” A statement such as this identifies the
appropriate behavior and provides both a social reward and an activity reinforcer. Often these
students are used to gaining recognition only when they exhibit inappropriate behaviors.
• Set up a system in which a loss of points results if students talk out. List the cost of talking out
on the reinforcement menu or the student contract.
• Have students record the number of times they talk out in class each day. They can graph the
data each day for a week and then compute the weekly total. Their goal for the next week is to
decrease the number of times they talk out. Provide reinforcers if they meet their targets.
• Set up time periods in which students receive reinforcers for not talking out. Start with short
time segments, and gradually increase these to longer periods. You might begin with 5-minute
periods, then 10-minute periods, and so on until students are able to refrain from making verbal
outbursts for an entire class period or activity.
• If classroom noise (caused by several loud students) becomes a problem, use an obvious verbal
signal such as “Stop talking!” or flick the classroom lights on and off to alert students to be quiet.

Excess Activity: Moving About the Classroom
A familiar conduct problem is the active student who moves about the classroom at inappropriate
times. Such students leave their seats during instruction and interrupt the teacher’s attempt to present information. They also move about when they have been assigned independent work tasks at
their desks, interfering with their own academic progress and also disturbing the work of others.
Some students remain at their desks but are constantly in motion; they wiggle and squirm in their
seats, bounce up and down, tap their desks with their fingers, and kneel on their chairs.
Active behaviors such as these are described by some as hyperactivity. However, this label does
not specify an observable behavior that can be counted or measured in any way. “Hyper” behaviors
can be improved, but first they must be pinpointed and described in appropriate, observable terms.
Consult the suggestions here for ways to decrease the occurrence of inappropriate activity in the
classroom:
• Find out whether students fully understand the class rules about when they should remain in
their seats and when they can move about the room. Demonstrate appropriate in-seat and transition behaviors, and clarify any misinterpretations the students may have. Reteach and provide
practice for any rules the students do not remember. Briefly remind students of the rules before
a transition time. As needed, provide reinforcement and correction.
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• Provide frequent reinforcers for appropriate behavior; for example, students might receive
rewards for remaining in their seats during instruction. If students are permitted to share reinforcers with other students seated nearby, these peers will often encourage the target students
to behave appropriately.
• Record the amount of time the student is out of his or her seat; reduce time in a favorite activity
by an equal amount or provide for a loss of points for each minute away from the desk.
• Allow opportunities for movement. Set up a system in which students can earn the chance to
move about the room or travel to other parts of the school. For example, running errands to the
office can serve as a reinforcer.
• Use extinction to reduce the occurrence of inappropriate movement: Provide no attention or
reinforcement for inappropriate behaviors, but reward appropriate ones.
• Anticipate student movement, and arrange to be near students when they are most likely to
leave their seats. Often the proximity of the teacher, or a reminder provided by the teacher, will
prevent inappropriate movement.
• Have students record their own in-seat behavior. They can begin with 5- or 10-minute intervals and note whether they remain seated during this time; if they leave their seats during the
interval, they do not receive a check mark for that time period. At first, students can be reinforced for each successful interval. Then requirements are gradually increased so that students
must perform successfully in 8 out of 10 intervals to earn reinforcers. The requirements are
increased until expectations are consistent with those for all students in the class.
• Use a timing device to check student behavior. This can be a timer or a tape recording with
preset random signals. When the signal is heard, reinforce students only if they are exhibiting
appropriate behavior. Be sure to vary the number of minutes between signals so that students
are not aware of when their behavior will be observed.

Social Relationships
Many students have difficulty getting along with others. This type of classroom conduct problem can be characterized by either aggressive behaviors or withdrawal; in either case, students do
not establish and maintain satisfactory social relationships with teachers and peers. Examples of
aggressive behaviors are fighting, swearing, arguing, refusing to follow directions, and antagonizing others. Students who are withdrawn, in contrast, may have limited interactions with teachers
and peers and may avoid both physical proximity and verbal communication.
The following suggestions can help improve the social behaviors of students in the classroom:
• Provide students with examples of nonaggressive behaviors that can be used in situations that
might lead to aggression. One way to do this is with good models; these can be adults, peers
such as classmates or peer tutors, or films and videotapes.
• Use role-playing to help students practice nonaggressive responses. Simulations provide students with an opportunity to learn appropriate behaviors before encountering difficult situations in daily life.
• Teach students acceptable responses to verbal or physical attacks. Options include calling for
assistance, leaving the area, or saying something nonaggressive, such as “You played well in
the softball game yesterday” or “I like the car I saw you driving after school.” If students have
not learned options such as these, they may react by fighting back or verbally attacking the
aggressor. They need to learn a range of alternative responses and know which are appropriate
for use in which situation.
• Incorporate strategies for reducing bullying in the classroom and other parts of the school
environment. Every school should have well-developed bullying prevention plans, and
Figure 11-6 provides some basic strategies that teachers can use to prevent bullying in their
classrooms.
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Basic Strategies to Prevent Bullying in the Classroom

• Be a role model for your students and don’t be a bully.
• Provide students with a supportive environment with high expectations for all students.
• Discuss bullying with students so that they are clearly aware of what bullying looks like and so they know exactly how to
report bullying when it occurs.
• Involve parents and other teachers as needed.
• Frequently reinforce appropriate social behaviors in the classroom such as sharing.
• Provide all students with opportunities to be involved in classroom activities.
• Make certain that students can identify and feel comfortable going to an adult to discuss issues about bullying.
• Accept any reports of bullying from a student as genuine and also follow-up thoroughly to avoid similar occurrences in
the future
• Develop clear rules against any type of bullying.
• Develop rigorous non-physical punishments for occurrences of bullying.

• Reinforce students who substitute appropriate, nonaggressive responses for the a ggressive
behaviors they previously exhibited. For example, provide a special reinforcer when
students spend the lunch period or recess playing a game rather than arguing, fighting, or
name-calling.
• Use extinction for inappropriate verbal behaviors such as swearing, arguing, and teasing.
Supply reinforcers for other students in the classroom to encourage them to ignore this type of
problem behavior.
• Provide a penalty or punisher when a student exhibits an inappropriate behavior. This
action might be removing the student to a setting without reinforcement (time-out), taking
away activity time or other reinforcers earned (response cost), or introducing an aversive
such as scolding or notification of parents. This type of intervention should be used sparingly, but it is sometimes necessary to stop a problem behavior quickly. Punishment, when
used, should be administered immediately each time the inappropriate behavior occurs.
Punishment is most effective when used in conjunction with positive reinforcement of
appropriate behaviors.
• Carefully review the social skills of students who are withdrawn, and determine their specific
strengths and weaknesses. Provide instruction in important areas of need, such as how to greet
others or what to do to start and participate in a conversation with others.
• Encourage the social interaction of students who are withdrawn with reinforcement techniques. Reinforcers can be used with the student who is withdrawn to encourage interaction,
but especially at first, it may be better to reinforce the student’s peers. Focusing a great deal of
attention on the target student at the start of the intervention may cause further withdrawal and
avoidance of interactions.
• Include the student who is withdrawn in a classroom group assigned to complete a project
or activity. Furnish specific activities that lead to interactions. For example, in completing
worksheets, each student can be given a different portion of the materials needed to answer
the questions. Provide reinforcers to the entire group when the target student is an active
participant.
• Pair a student who is withdrawn with a peer tutor, cross-age tutor, or adult volunteer. The tutor
or volunteer should model appropriate social interactions and reinforce the target student for
like behaviors.
It is important to note that students with more severe antisocial, violent, or acting-out behavioral problems (e.g., hostility or aggression toward others, a willingness to commit rule infractions
or to violate social norms, defiance of adult authority) may require more intensive interventions
to deal with their problem behaviors. Typically, special education programs have specialists or
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consultants available to assist general education teachers in designing and implementing these
interventions.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Teaching Study Skills
Students with poor study habits are at risk for experiencing academic failure (Casillas et al., 2012).
They may have difficulty maintaining attention in class, staying on task, organizing their work, or
producing accurate responses. These problems have grave effects on academic performance and
hinder a teacher’s instructional effort. With students who fail to complete assignments, assessing
current skill levels and progress is difficult because few work samples are available. As these students fall farther and farther behind their classmates, teachers become frustrated, and the probability increases that classroom conduct problems will occur.
Teachers have not typically taught study skills in a systematic fashion. Skills such as organizing,
taking notes, planning for assignments, and so on should be included as part of the school curriculum; they should be taught directly with opportunities for guided and independent practice. The
sections that follow discuss strategies to promote several important study skills; included are ideas to
help students increase their ability to maintain attention, organize their work, and respond accurately.

Watch this video to see how
a teacher helps organize
his notes from class into
guided note form to use for
students’ research reports.

Maintaining Attention

• Before presenting important verbal information to students, use a cue to alert them, such as
“Listen,” “Ready?” or “It’s time to begin the lesson!” Establish a standard way of beginning lessons, and use the signal word or phrase only at times when you wish to obtain everyone’s attention.
• Make teacher attention or other reinforcers contingent on attending behavior. Students with
severe attention problems will need strong reinforcers provided immediately. This approach is
much more effective than scolding students for not attending.
• When presenting information to students, seat them in a
semicircle or U-shaped formation to ensure that all students
can maintain visual contact with the teacher.
• Provide clear directions. Students with attention problems may
be unable to follow long sets of directions with several steps.
Simplify the directions, and provide reinforcement when students complete each step. Avoid directions such as, “Everyone
return to your seat, get out your science book, turn to page 28,
and answer the first five questions.” Instead, start with the first
step (“Everyone return to your seat”) and provide reinforcement when students comply.
• Present lessons at a brisk pace. Time spent on unimportant
points or skills already mastered by the group can contribute to student inattention.

Syda Productions/Fotolia

Students with classroom behavior problems often spend a great deal of instructional time engaging
in off-task behavior; their attention is not directed toward the appropriate classroom activity. They
may stare into space, watch other students, doodle on their papers, or attend to stimuli that are
irrelevant to the instructional task. Such students do not make effective use of independent study
time. Instead of maintaining attention on the specific task, they attend to other features of the environment. Or their attention span is brief, and they shift attention from the instructional task to some
other aspect of the classroom. Some engage in disruptive behaviors and interrupt the concentration
of others. One of the following strategies might help students improve their on-task behavior.
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• Continually monitor whether students are attending to the lesson. Be prepared to modify your
instructional approach if students seem confused or inattentive or if the material is too difficult.
• Use physical proximity to encourage attention. When students start to shift attention from the
task, move closer to them.
• Reduce the predictability of your actions by varying the presentation of lessons. Ask different
kinds of questions, vary the intonation of your voice, and let students know that they may be
asked questions at any time.
• Provide students with individual work areas with few distractions. These can be cubicles, carrels, or study booths. Be sure to consider both visual and auditory distractions when selecting
an appropriate place for student offices.
• Hold students accountable for attending to the lesson and learning the material presented.
Periodic teacher checks of students’ understanding with techniques such as random questioning can increase student involvement.
• Simplify instructional materials so that only relevant information remains. For example, pictures or drawings can be distracting in reading materials.
• For students who have poor reading skills or difficulty understanding what they read, consider
using computer software that assists with study skills as well as reading comprehension.

Organizational Skills
Some students lack the ability to plan ahead. They are unorganized and use class time poorly. Such
students can miss the important parts of task directions, fail to ask appropriate questions about
assignments, and neglect to bring pens, pencils, and other necessary equipment to class. At test
time, they are not prepared and have difficulty using the time allotted for the test effectively. The
following suggestions may help students learn to plan ahead and become more organized.
• To help students budget their time, develop a schedule that divides the class period into short
segments, each a few minutes in length. Make a list of activities to be finished during each time
segment, and reinforce students when these tasks are completed. Gradually allow students to
help in devising the daily schedule until this is an independent activity. As students learn to
complete their work, make reinforcers more difficult to earn. For example, reinforcement might
be delivered only after the satisfactory completion of work for two intervals rather than one.
• State directions for assignments and classroom work clearly and concisely; include only essential information. Alert students well ahead of time to work that is due, and provide older pupils
with a weekly schedule of assignments.
• Assist students in organizing their materials. This may involve teaching them how to organize
their desks or how to set up a notebook. Student notebooks should contain a calendar, a place for
recording assignments due, and sections for notes and assignments for each subject or class; they
can also hold materials such as paper, pencils, pens, and rulers. The teacher should check notebooks periodically and reinforce or reinstruct students as necessary. Parents should be informed
of the notebook requirements and encouraged to compliment students for organizing their work.
• Present directions for assignments and class work both verbally and in writing. Students can
practice by first listening to directions and taking notes and later checking their accuracy with
written directions.
• Begin with work directions that have only a few steps. Reinforce students for following each
step. Gradually increase the standards for success; the time period allowed for task completion
can be shortened, or the accuracy criterion raised. When students are able to follow simple
directions, introduce ones that are more complex.
• Teach students to ask appropriate questions about directions and assignments by providing a
model. The model can be a demonstration by the teacher or a written set of questions to ask when
a task is unclear. Allow students to practice asking questions about hypothetical assignments.
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FIGURE 11-7

Guidelines for Surveying Textbooks and Chapters

Surveying Your Textbook
1. Name of textbook
2. Author(s)
3. List two things you can tell about the book by its title.
4. List three points that the author makes in the introduction.
5. Look at the table of contents. List three things you know about the textbook by reading the chapter titles.
6. Does the textbook contain an index, glossary, and appendix? If so, how will you use each of them?
Surveying a Textbook Chapter
1. Title of chapter
2. List two things that the chapter title suggests.
3. Read the first and last paragraphs and the boldface headings in the chapter. What do you think the author
wants you to learn?
4. What graphic aids does the chapter contain?
_____ maps
_____ graphs
_____ charts
_____ illustrations
_____ diagrams

_____ italics
_____ questions
_____ definitions
_____ bold print
_____ other

5. What other clues does the chapter have that might help you understand it?
Source: OLSON, JUDY L.; PLATT, JENNIFER C.; DIEKER, LISA A., TEACHING CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS, 5th Ed., © 2008,
p. 311. Reprinted and Electronically reproduced by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., New York, NY.

• Prepare students for reading assignments by teaching strategies to help them approach tasks
in an organized manner. For example, provide students with guidelines such as those in
Figure 11-7 for surveying textbooks and textbook chapters.
• Group students together for completing individual assignments. Reinforce the group if all
members finish their work and meet the criterion for accuracy.
• Make a list of materials needed to complete an assignment, and have students assemble these
before beginning work. Later, require students to prepare such a list before they start an assignment. Grade both the list and the assignment itself.
• Encourage parents to set aside quiet time—with no television, phone or digital devices—each
evening for their children to study and complete assignments.
• Work with parents in setting up a home program to reinforce studying. Parents can talk with
the teacher each week or sign a check sheet to report whether the student has spent the appropriate time studying at home.
Other sources of information about teaching organizational skills to students with special
needs, particularly those in middle school and high school, are Teaching Children and Adolescents
with Special Needs, by Olson, Platt, and Dieker (2008), and Adolescents and Adults with Learning
Disabilities and ADHD: Assessment and Accommodation, by N. Gregg (2009).

Increasing Accuracy
Inaccurate responses occur for many reasons. For students with behavioral disorders, a rapid
response rate is one common cause. In this instance, students work quickly, without taking time
to think about their answers or check them for accuracy. In class discussions, these students may
blurt out a response before carefully considering the question. Such students are characterized by
the speed with which they work and the resulting high number of incorrect responses; a term used
to describe this behavior is impulsivity. To help hasty students increase the accuracy of their work,
teachers can try one of the strategies described here:
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• When giving assignments, remind students that part of the task is checking for accuracy, and reinforce students for completing this step. Teachers can observe students to see whether they are checking their work, or reinforcement can be contingent on a continual decrease in the number of errors.
• Provide reinforcement for accurate responses. For example, students might earn tokens for
each correct response.
• Model appropriate proofreading procedures. Show the class examples of work containing
errors, and review how to make corrections. Students may be taught to use a proofreading strategy such as COPS, in which students check Capitalization, Overall Appearance, Punctuation,
and Spelling (Schumaker, Nolan, & Deshler, 1985).
• Carefully design instructional materials to achieve high rates of student success, which is associated with higher levels of student learning. Poorly designed instruction leads to student frustration and poor levels of performance.
• Teach students strategies for taking tests and examinations.
• Encourage students to think before they speak. For example, after asking a question, require
students to observe a short 5- to 10-second “thinking time” before responding. As students
learn to deliberate before answering, gradually reduce the structure of this requirement.
• Use peer tutors to help students correct work or practice correct responses. For instance, the teacher
might provide tutors with questions likely to be asked in class, and the tutor and student can then practice those questions. Tutors should be reminded to encourage students to think before they respond.
In this chapter you have learned ways to handle disruptive behavior in the general education
classroom and improve the study skills of students with behavioral disorders and others with similar needs. Check “Things to Remember” to review strategies used to meet the needs of students
identified as having emotional or behavioral disorders.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

Recognize the indicators of emotional or behavioral disorders.
The major indicators of behavioral disorders are actions that deviate significantly in frequency, intensity, and duration from those expected of the student’s typical peers of the
same age and gender.
Understand how educators can participate in assessments to determine the presence of an
emotional or behavioral disorder.
❍❍
Assessment of behavioral disorders is most useful when data are gathered about the current status of students’ problem behaviors. Regular education and special education teachers can complete reports that focus on specific characteristics associated with emotional
and behavioral disorders.
Discuss how to design individual services for students with emotional or behavioral disorders.
❍❍
Many students with behavioral disorders have academic needs that closely resemble those
of students with learning disabilities and require the use of similar instructional interventions.
Identify classroom adaptations that can benefit students with emotional or behavioral
disorders.
❍❍
The most common areas in which adaptations must be made for students with behavioral
disorders are social skills and classroom behavior. Although these students usually require
assistance in academic instruction, the most urgent needs are generally control of disruptive behaviors and acquisition of appropriate social and study skills.
❍❍

•

•

•
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•

•

Describe strategies for preventing disruptive behaviors.
❍❍
Typical disruptive behaviors of students include tardiness, verbal outbursts and other acting-out behaviors, inappropriate physical activity, and poor social relationships. Students
with behavioral disorders are capable of learning to act appropriately; their school conduct
and work habits can be improved with proper instructional and behavioral management
techniques.
Explain how to teach study skills to students with emotional and behavioral disorders.
❍❍
In the area of study skills, students with behavioral disorders experience difficulty maintaining attention, organizing work, and responding with accuracy. Teachers need to offer
students direct instruction and opportunities to practice strategies for organizing their
materials, planning ahead for turning in assignments, note taking, and teaching self-
management skills such as planning and scheduling time to attend to assignments.

Activities
1. Observe a student who has been identified as having a behavioral disorder in a general education classroom. Describe how this student’s behavior differs from that of typical class peers.
How does the teacher treat this student? How do classmates react? For this student and one
or two typically developing students, try to get a count of the number of positive and negative
interactions with the teacher and with other students; compare your data. Look back through
this chapter for intervention ideas that might be appropriate for the student. Select one and
defend your choice.
2. Interview a special educator who works with students with emotional or behavioral disorders.
Ask that teacher for recommendations of appropriate techniques to use in the general education
classroom. In the teacher’s view, what are the important differences between students with
behavioral disorders who succeed in the general education program and those who require a
special class? Write a summary of your interview, and discuss any of the teacher’s points with
which you disagree.
3. Read two articles that discuss techniques for working with students with emotional or behavioral disorders. Behavioral Disorders, Beyond Behavior, Teaching Exceptional Children, and
Education and Treatment of Children are journals in which such articles often appear. Carefully consider the articles you have read, and describe how these techniques could be used in a
general education class.
4. Survey your local community for agencies that provide services to students with behavioral
disorders. These agencies may deal with students who act out or are withdrawn, and may focus
on drug abuse or suicide prevention. Local school districts or mental health organizations may
be able to provide the names of some appropriate agencies. Contact two agencies, and find out
what types of services they offer. How do these programs differ from school programs? Are
services offered to parents and family members? In your view, how useful are these programs?
5. Assume that you have been selected to explain behavioral disorders to another teacher. Prepare
an outline of your presentation, including the benefits of these students being included in the
general education program. Formulate four questions that you anticipate the teacher is likely to
ask, and prepare answers for these questions.
6. Watch a film about individuals who have unusual or disordered behavior. If you can’t think of
any recent examples, do a Google search to locate older films such as To Sir with Love, Rain
Man, or Blackboard Jungle. Describe the behaviors portrayed in terms that would be meaningful in planning for the individual’s educational needs. Explain how a general education teacher
could accommodate a school-aged individual with similar needs in his or her classroom. What
type(s) of special support or services might the student need? What might the teacher need?
Discuss any questions you have about the feasibility and appropriateness of the placement.
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Students’ Stories
Dan
Dan is currently included in a K–1 class where he excels in his reading abilities. He has a large
receptive vocabulary and will speak readily and specifically about Spiderman, particularly with
adults. He recalls and imitates the role of Spiderman from the movies and will be found reciting
lines to himself during play activities. He enjoys drawing and has difficulty with transitions,
especially when he is leaving preferred activities such as art.

Andy
Andy is in a middle school classroom. An aide assists him with academic skills during literacy
periods. Although he can complete most academic tasks, he is easily frustrated and tantrums if
he makes errors. Math is an area of strength. Andy speaks in full sentences, but his voice prosody is atypical, and he rarely initiates conversations unless he can talk about weather and his
fascination with the formation of storms. Andy lives on a farm, so weather has been important to
him and his family since he was very young, given how it influences the growth of the crops. He
would like to be a meteorologist one day.

Peter
Peter is 18 and a senior in high school. He attends all general education classes and has been in
advanced placement courses in math and the sciences. Peter is an example of a student sometimes referred to as “twice-exceptional” in that he has autism but is also gifted and talented for
his abilities in math and science. Peter does well in school, however he needs assistance with
staying organized and the completion of assignments. He has two close friends who are also
interested in math and science, but he could use more opportunities for socialization. Peter lives
at home with his parents and plans on attending the local university next year to major in engineering.

Looking Ahead
Throughout this chapter you will see examples of strategies used in the general education classroom to more fully include students like Dan and Andy. As you learn more about teaching students with autism spectrum disorder, keep these questions in mind:

•
•
•
•

What are the learning strengths of Dan and Andy? How could their teachers make use of
those strengths in the instructional program?
Would you expect Dan to have special needs in the area of classroom behavior? Social
acceptance?
What about Andy? In what areas do you think he will need the most support in the general
education classroom?
What could be done to assist Peter with increasing his social opportunities and in the transition to college?

A

utism became a distinct category within special education in 1990 with the passage of PL
101–476, part of the amendments to the original Education for All Handicapped Children
Act. Autism is a neurodevelopmental disability that significantly affects verbal communication,
nonverbal communication, and social interaction, thereby influencing the child’s educational
performance. The prevalence of autism has substantially increased globally, and in the United
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States the current prevalence rate is 1 in every 68 children (Centers for Disease Control, 2014).
Students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can exhibit a range of characteristics, from severe delays to giftedness as we see in the example of Peter. In fact, the same student
may have some skills that are delayed, such as social or language skills, and others, such as math,
that are well advanced for his or her age. Even in those areas that are, by definition, impaired
for students with this disorder (communication, social interaction, behavior), the severity of this
impairment varies by individual, as does the broad range of academic, social, and behavioral
support needs. Because of the range and variation in the skills and support needs presented,
autism is referred to as a spectrum disorder.
Although this variation of skills presents an added challenge for the classroom teacher, some
strategies work well for most individuals on the spectrum. These strategies are featured in this
chapter. Collaboration and consultation with specialists are frequently recommended, depending
on the area and severity of delay. Partnering with parents is always recommended because it
strengthens the partnership between home and school and results in greater gains for the student.
Although the characteristics of one child with ASD may be different from the characteristics of
another, some preferences and behaviors occur frequently for these students, and the students
described in “Students’ Stories” represent some common profiles.
This chapter describes the characteristics of students with ASD who are included in the general education program and presents methods for the general education teacher to use in gathering assessment data and modifying classroom procedures and activities to meet special needs.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
• List and identify the characteristics of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) and the criteria used
for diagnosis.
• Describe how consultation and collaboration with special educators can benefit general educators in addressing the educational needs of students with ASD.
• Identify and describe classroom modifications that can be made to enhance the learning experience of students with ASD.
• Examine why it is important to teach core skills such as communication and language skills
early on in the development of students with ASD.
• Discuss the importance of teaching social skills in relevant environments such as the general
education classroom for students with ASD as a method of building social competence.

Characteristics of Autism Spectrum
Disorder

Watch this video to learn
more about detecting
the early signs of autism
in young. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=YtvP5A50HpU

The diagnostic criteria for ASD were revised by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-5®) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), in an effort to make the diagnosis of ASD more reliable. With these recent changes, ASD is now one singular diagnostic category, whereas previously there were four other disorders that were grouped under the category of
Pervasive Developmental Disorders, these included: Autism, Asperger’s disorder, childhood disintegrative disorder, Rett’s disorder and pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified
(PDD-NOS) (Wheeler, Mayton, & Carter, 2015). The new definition of ASD recognizes that there
is a continuum on which the degree of symptoms will vary by individual; and these symptoms, such
as communication delays and perseverative behavior, must also be present in childhood to meet the
new and revised diagnostic criteria. Autism represents a lifelong disability for which there is currently no cure; however, with early diagnosis, effective treatment, and education, we can positively
impact the lives of persons with autism and their families. Figure 12-1 provides a point of reference
to learn more about autism.
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Facts about Autism Spectrum Disorder

• The current prevalence rate for autism in the United States is estimated to be 1 in 68 children (Centers for Disease
Control, 2014).
• Boys are four times more likely to have autism than girls (National Autism Association, 2015).
• Characteristics of autism include delays in language including the lack of speech, lack of initiation of conversations,
repetitive use of language or echolalia, and lack of reciprocal social interactions.
• Individuals diagnosed with autism will most often experience delays in social skills that may include a failure to develop
peer relationships, lack of social or emotional reciprocity, and lack of eye-to-eye gaze, facial expressions, and
body postures.

As previously mentioned, autism is a spectrum disorder, which means symptoms are individually determined because persons with autism represent a heterogeneous population. Persons
on the autism spectrum can have mild or severe symptoms, and many will experience intellectual disabilities. As of the most recent prevalence study conducted by the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC), which studied records from 2008, 38% of children with ASD had intellectual
disability.

As mentioned, the recent diagnostic changes in DSM-5 resulted in a singular diagnostic category
of ASD. For individuals to receive the diagnosis of ASD, they must demonstrate deficits in social
communication and social interaction and restrictive and repetitive patterns of behavior that have
been present during early childhood development; in some cases these deficits may not fully be
manifested until later, when social demands exceed capacity (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Some examples of these deficits in social communication include an inability to
have reciprocal social interaction, lack of joint attention and sharing, and an inability to effectively
use nonverbal communication such as eye contact and purposeful gestures. Restricted and repetitive behaviors and interests include things like self-stimulatory behavior such as hand flapping,
perseverative and narrow range of interests such as a fixation on a particular topic, and inflexibility
with changes in routines and subsequent transitions.
Children can be identified with ASD as early as the age of 2 years. This typically results from
developmental screenings that take place at 9 months, 18 months, 24 months, and 30 months as part
of every child’s well-baby visit to their pediatrician. If something unusual is noted, such as delays
in communication and/or behavioral concerns, a more comprehensive evaluation ensues. Diagnosis
is typically made by a physician or other professional experienced in the use of diagnostic instruments or by those trained to use diagnostic tools created specifically for ASD such as the Autism
Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS) (Lord, Rutter,
DiLavore, & Risi, 2001) and Autism Diagnostic Interview Revised
(Rutter, LeCouteur, & Lord, 2003).
Consistent with good assessment practices, multiple measures for determining a diagnosis are recommended and may
include one or more instruments. Several rating scales are available that are frequently used as one of the diagnostic tools, and
teachers who suspect that a student may have ASD may be
asked to complete one of these scales. The Childhood Autism
Rating Scale (CARS-2) (Schopler & Van Bourgondien, 2010) is
a 15-item behavior scale that was one of the first developed to
screen for ASD.
The Gilliam Autism Rating Scale (GARS–3) (Gilliam,
2013) includes 56 items that closely match the DSM-5 diagnostic

Oksana Kuzmina/123RF
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category and is organized into six subscales: Restrictive/Repetitive Behaviors, Social Interaction,
Social Communication, Emotional Responses, Cognitive Style, and Maladaptive Speech.
Teachers should also be aware of The Psychoeducational Profile, currently in the 3rd edition
(PEP–3), which was designed to identify the strengths and weaknesses in skills of individuals with
ASD, ages 6 months through 7 years, for the purpose of educational planning (Schopler, Lansing,
Reichler, & Marcus, 2005). This is an exceptionally helpful assessment tool that also assists with
the development of educational programming for children with ASD. The assessment is conducted
in two parts. The first, the Caregiver Report, is a new component in PEP–3 (Schopler et al., 2004.
Caregivers are asked to identify their child’s diagnostic categories and the degree to which each
interferes with the child’s development. The second component, the Performance Profile, comprises 10 subtests, 6 that measure developmental abilities and 4 focused on maladaptive behaviors
(Schopler et al., 2006). An educator can purchase a test kit with all of the materials needed to
administer the performance measures. Through a series of test items and activities, the test administrator scores a possible 172 items as 0 (failing), 1 (emerging), or 2 (passing).
Figure 12-2 presents a portion of the assessment results for Dan, one of the students in
“Students’ Stories,” earlier, including a report of the results from the PEP–3.

FIGURE 12-2 Assessment Results for Dan
Student: Dan

Age: 5 years, 8 months

Grade: K-1

Classroom Performance
Dan participates well in those activities that he enjoys such as art and reading readiness. He has a very long attention span
for these tasks. He is able to communicate well about topics of interest, although his speech can be difficult to understand
at times, due to its speed and lack of articulation for some sounds. It is clear that Dan does not prefer large-group activities
such as circle time, especially during music activities. He is able to transition from activities and stay with circle time with the
use of an individualized token system. Skills in math and social interaction with peers are priority areas for Dan.
Measures of Characteristics Related to Autism
Several measures were used to determine if there was a match between Dan’s performance and the characteristics typically
found in students with autism spectrum disorder.
Childhood Autism Rating Scale (CARS)
Total score = 36, mild to moderately autistic
Psychoeducational Profile–Third Version (PEP-3)
Developmental Area
Percentile Rank
Cognitive Verbal/Preverbal (CVP)
58
Expressive Language (EL)
75
Receptive Language (RL)
81
Fine Motor (FM)
90
Gross Motor (GM)
90
Visual Motor Imitation (VMI)
86
Affective Expression (AE)
38
Social Reciprocity (SR)
59
Characteristic Motor Behavior (CMB)
80
Characteristic Verbal Behavior (CVB)
65
Results indicate a high probability of mild-to-moderate autism. Results of the PEP-3 indicate that fine- and gross-motor
skills are areas of strength for Dan. He enjoys drawing and putting items together and can engage in these activities for
long periods of time. He prefers to be left alone during these activities, and when asked to imitate the drawings of
others or build a structure like a model, he frequently walks away from the task. Sorting and matching tasks were areas
of weakness, and he was not able to give two, then six, blocks to the examiner. It was observed that he did not
consistently use pronouns correctly and did not have age-appropriate speech articulation. His facial displays were not
always relevant to the context. When he was engaged in choice activities (e.g., drawing Spiderman), he rarely smiled and
did not attempt to share the process or finished product with the examiner.
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Incorporating student strengths and developing a system that supports student motivation are key to creating a successful educational experience for a student with ASD (Wheeler et al., 2015).
Student preferences for activities, topics, academic subjects, and
form and intensity of sensory stimulation may be obtained by asking parents, caregivers, and previous teachers. For some students,
a more formal preference assessment may need to be conducted.
It is important to build in access to preferred activities as
much as possible to sustain student engagement and as a naturally occurring reinforcer. The use of these of course will vary
across students and by age and grade level, but allowing access
to engage in preferred activities or a snack is most certainly
encouraged. These activities, when occurring within a group of
students or when paired with selected peers, can also serve as opportunities to promote social
engagement and structure within the leisure activity, something most students with ASD find
difficult. To learn more about incorporating reinforcers into the instructional program for students with ASD, consult Figure 12-3.
Once a student’s strengths, preferences, and targeted educational objectives have been
identified, it is the educator’s responsibility to monitor progress and make the necessary adjustments to the curriculum and instruction in order to maximize the opportunities for success.
Curriculum-based assessment is a methodology where educational success is evaluated by students’ progress across key indicators in the curriculum with the primary purpose of determining students’ instructional needs (Shapiro & Elliott, 1999). Ongoing data collection (daily,
weekly, biweekly) on specific goals and objectives to evaluate intervention strategies and monitor progress is integral to curriculum-based assessment (Wolery, 2004).
A four-step model describing an integrated curriculum-based approach was outlined by Shapiro
and Elliott (1999). Step 1 involves assessing the academic environment to determine its effect on
successes or failures (e.g., Is the room crowded?). The next step is to assess the curriculum placement or determine if the curriculum materials are a good match for the learner with ASD or if they
are too difficult or too easy. In step 3, the teacher makes any needed modifications to instructional
information, such as including visual supports. The final step is progress monitoring of both shortand long-term outcomes (Shapiro & Elliott, 1999). Designing forms for data collection and implementing ongoing progress monitoring are often challenges for general educators, and consultation
with special educators with knowledge and skills in progress-monitoring systems may be helpful.

FIGURE 12-3

Jules Selmes/Pearson Education

Capitalizing on Student Strengths

Listen to this video to learn
more about the strengths
and positive contributions
that this student with ASD
has made to his school.

Enhancing Student Motivation

• Identify preferred activities/items through formal or informal assessments.
• Ensure that culturally relevant and meaningful activities/items are included in preference assessments.
• Arrange the student’s schedule so that preferred activities/items follow less-preferred activities (Sulzer-Azaroff &
Mayer, 1991).
• Clearly state these contingencies with the student: “First X, then Y” (Mesibov & Howley, 2003).
• Use identiﬁed preferred activities as part of a formal behavior support plan.
• Have students who can read sign a written contract that describes the rewards to be given, contingent on appropriate
behavior for a select period of time.
• Embed preferred topics, items, and materials into educational activities.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Suzanne Clouzeau/Pearson Education

Consultation and Collaboration
It is highly likely that the general education teacher will be consulting and collaborating with a
special educator who can help modify curriculum to meet the learning needs of students with ASD.
Special education teachers can also help design a motivational system for the included student if
one is necessary and assist in setting up the physical arrangement of the classroom environment to
help facilitate social interaction, maximize student participation in activities, and decrease the likelihood of problem behavior.
Special educators assist in adapting curriculum. For example, Andy, one of the students introduced at the start of this chapter, is motivated to read text on the topics of agriculture and weather.
He is also motivated to acquire those vocational skills that are helpful in preparing him for positions
working within the meteorological and atmospheric science field. Spiderman is a winning context
for Dan. It is important not to overuse this topic so it does not lose the power to facilitate engagement. It is also important to aim to expand his areas of interest. During the early years of education,
educators should begin to build skills that will be used for future employment. If educators wait
until high school, it will be too late and students will be challenged to obtain gainful employment
(Harvey, 2008).
One method that has been demonstrated to be most effective when working with students
with autism has been applied behavior analysis (Wheeler et al., 2015). To provide additional
assistance to general education teachers, school districts may employ an autism specialist who
knows how to use effective teaching strategies based on the principles of applied behavior
analysis.
A common 504 accommodation used in general education settings is the hiring of a paraprofessional, also called a paraeducator, to assist the student with ASD in completing more challenging tasks or through periods in the day when behavioral issues arise. Because paraprofessionals do
not receive any formal training before being hired, it is the responsibility of the classroom teacher
to provide information about student strengths, targeted objectives, and the forms of curriculum and
instruction that are most effective. An effective aide can be an asset to the classroom, and an ineffective paraprofessional can demand the teacher’s time and deter the student’s progress with academic and social goals.
Given that many students with ASD have some form of communication impairment, the
services of specialists in speech and language are commonly sought. Speech-language pathologists may provide educators with strategies to assist with the articulation of words or the
formation of complete sentences. These specialists also are familiar with activities that can
strengthen the oral-motor muscles that support spoken language. Speech-language pathologists, along with assistive technology specialists, can design augmentative or alternative communication systems and provide training for staff in the use
of such systems. Collaboration with the speech-language
pathologist is vital because any communication system works
only if it is used consistently throughout the day.
It is not uncommon for an occupational therapist to be part
of the individualized education program (IEP) team with a focus
on the sensory challenges that individuals with autism may
face. Sensory-stimulating activities such as spinning objects
and playing with light by flicking fingers in front of the eyes
can be part of the behaviors seen in individuals diagnosed with
ASD. Sensory-avoidance activities such as toe walking, tantrums at bath time, or covering the ears during music activities
also may be qualities of the student with ASD. The sensory systems are considered the domain of the occupational therapist,
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IEP Goals and Services for Dan

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Dan will demonstrate the math skills of one-to-one correspondence for 10 small objects by
counting each object out loud correctly for four out of five math sessions.
Person responsible: Special education teacher, grade K-1 teacher
2. By the end of the school year, with the inclusion of a token system, Dan will participate in circle time activities for 10
minutes by staying in his chair and attending to the teacher for four out of five circle time activities.
Person responsible: Special education teacher, grade K-1 teacher
3. By the end of the school year, Dan will initiate a conversation with at least one peer per day for 8 out of 10 school days by
looking at the peer and saying the peer’s name plus question/comment so that he can be understood by others.
Person responsible: Speech–language pathologist
Amount of Participation in General Education
Dan will attend the general education K–1 grade class for all instruction.
Special Education and Related Services
1. The special education teacher will consult with the classroom teacher on a weekly basis to address curriculum design,
evaluate the effectiveness of the token system, and assist with classroom adaptations to increase social interaction with
peers.
2. Twice a week the speech–language pathologist will work in Dan’s classroom to model how to effectively arrange the
environment to address his language and social skills and prompt for conversation with Dan.

and following consultation with this specialist, activities or a “sensory diet” may be recommended.
Although occupational therapists are well established in school systems and their suggested activities are widely used, it is important to note that there is a lack of empirical research to support the
use of these approaches (Case-Smith, Weaver, & Fristad, 2014).
Working with students with ASD in the general curriculum is not unlike working with any
other student. Learn all you can about your student, his or her learning strengths and preferences, and modify instruction as needed based on the individual. It is important to utilize the
input of the student’s parents, your colleagues, the special education teacher, paraprofessional
or teaching assistant, and other members of the team, including the speech-language pathologist, as needed.
Figure 12-4 identifies some of the goals selected for Dan by the IEP team, which includes his
parents, special education consultant, speech-language pathologist, occupational therapist, and the
general education classroom teacher.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Modifications
Several forms of classroom adaptations are likely to be needed to make the educational experience
for the student with ASD successful. Almost all students with ASD benefit from a schedule of
daily activities (Schopler, Mesibov, & Hearsey, 1995). The schedule may take the form of a visual
sequence of photographs or picture symbols placed on the student’s desk, a written list of activities,
or the commonly used daily planner for those students who can read. Knowing what will come next
and when transitions are likely to occur increases the student’s understanding of the environment
and decreases the likelihood of stress and challenging behavior during uncertain transition periods.
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Generally speaking, students with ASD like to follow a routine and like to know what is happening next. For this reason, it is often a good idea to prepare students with ASD for transitions by
informing them before their occurrence. Some teachers have found that using a visual timer such as
a kitchen timer or setting the timer on a watch or handheld device to indicate when an activity will
end has been helpful.
Organizing schedules is a key component of the structured teaching approach that has been
used with students with ASD and other communication disorders for more than 20 years (Schopler
et al., 1995). To facilitate increased flexibility for students, teachers could add a question mark or a
choice of activities in the schedule. Figure 12-5 provides a list of suggestions that can serve to help
teachers and students with ASD during transitions,
If the student with ASD likes videos and movies, like Dan, then the use of video priming may
be a strategy that can be helpful for those activities that are particularly difficult for the student.
Let’s take going to the mall as an example. The process includes taking a 1- to 4-minute video of
someone walking from the car into the mall entrance, walking to one or two stores, and then returning to the car. The student with ASD would watch this tape before going to the mall. Video priming has been demonstrated as helpful for some students with ASD (Hume, Sreckovic, Snyder, &
Carnahan, 2014).
Both Dan and Andy have classroom adaptations to facilitate smooth transitions. Andy carries
a daily planner on a handheld device that he programs himself and he selects leisure activities for
earned breaks. The teacher reviews his daily schedule each morning. When he was younger, he had
a posted schedule with photographs depicting his daily routine. Eventually these were reduced in
size and then replaced by drawings. He now can follow a written schedule with small drawings or
pictures placed for activities with new vocabulary words.
Dan would often tantrum when it was time to finish preferred activities such as drawing or
time in the book corner. A token system (Alberto & Troutman, 2012) was developed and reviewed
with Dan. Each time he moved from one activity to another appropriately, he received a token,
or one part of a puzzle, that when complete was the face of Spiderman. When he had a complete
Spiderman face, he could trade the puzzle in for 10 minutes of watching his favorite part of the
Spiderman movie. This system has been working very well, and the IEP team has been discussing the benefits of changing the token system to pennies so that Dan can learn about the value of
money.
A time and a place to work independently is something that is preferred by students with autism
(Schopler et al., 1995). In fact, group work where interactions with peers are required will be more
of a challenge for these students. It is a good idea to include both forms of activities throughout the
day so that students are not overwhelmed by group work, but at the same time are challenged to
work on the areas that are most difficult for them, such as social interaction skills. A strategy that
can be used to help Andy during group work activities is to provide a clearly defined role for him

FIGURE 12-5 Facilitating Transitions
• Incorporate a transition warning system such as a reminder, timer, or cleanup or transition song.
• Use visual strategies, such as items from the next activity or photos of the area for the next activity, to give to the student
just before the transition (Hodgdon, 1998).
• Identify an area where transitional objects or photographs should be placed. Possibilities are an envelope or a box
(Schopler et al., 1995).
• Promote independence by asking students to “Check your schedule” to determine the next activity.
• Review the schedule for the day at a speciﬁed period each day.
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so that he does not have to negotiate with his peers. For example, Andy could be the person who
looks up facts on the Internet or measures and calculates components for a project. Before working
with groups of peers, Andy’s teachers can review with him the rules of social engagement and the
importance of being friendly with others. This should take place somewhere away from his peers so
they do not hear this special instruction.
Many students with ASD can become overly attentive to details and perseverate on one
aspect of something and completely lose perspective and context. For example, during a calendar
activity, Andy may be focusing on the shape of a cloud used on the weather board instead of on
the day of the week or the current weather conditions. During a lesson about the main characters
in a story, Dan may be focusing on a small but irrelevant detail in the background of an illustration. It is important for general educators to be aware that the items hanging on the walls and
bulletin boards of the classroom can distract students with ASD. Students also may attend to the
irrelevant details of the educational materials presented for instruction. Educational materials
may need to be adapted so that they are clear of distracting information when a concept is first
introduced.
It is important to give consideration to both task design and task delivery when working with
any learner. How instruction is designed refers to things like what is the objective of the lesson,
what is expected from the learner, what constitutes mastery. In turn, task delivery is how will the
lesson be presented and what is considered acceptable in terms of student response. A prerequisite
of any instructional process is being aware of instructional antecedents, or those elements that are
tied to the presentation of the lesson, such as instructions.
In the case of students with ASD, some do not respond well to oral instructions by teachers.
Some students with ASD do not attend to the words spoken or have difficulty determining the
meaning of the instruction. Importantly, some students develop a dependency on prompts from
adults. Students may learn that they do not have to attend to and comprehend what the teacher is
saying because someone will repeat the instruction for them or provide some other cue.
An effective strategy used to avoid such prompt dependency (MacDuff, Krantz, &
McClannahan, 2001) is the incorporation of photographic activity schedules (McClannahan &
Krantz, 1999). The researcher-practitioners who developed this strategy have found that even
young children can be taught to independently follow picture cues in a book format. Schedules
can be made for older students to facilitate completion of vocational activities. McClannahan
and Krantz (1999) described how they teach students with ASD to first obtain picture/object
correspondence and then to follow photographic cues. They teach the students to turn the pages
of a book, point to the photograph, and then complete the activity represented in the photograph. Students need to be able to complete all the activities depicted before those activities are
included in the schedule. An important aspect of the activity schedules is the method used to
teach the students. Most-to-least prompts (e.g., hand-over-hand) are administered from behind
the student so that the student does not learn to wait for an adult cue, but rather follows what is
in the photographic schedule independently. Text is added to the activity schedules, and eventually the photographs are faded, resulting in the student’s following a schedule in text, as would a
typical student.
A strength for many individuals with ASD is that they follow rules well. They like rules
because rules provide structure and guide action. However, they can have difficulty if rules are broken or changed and if they are required to adapt to situations where the rules may be different from
the norm. For classroom teachers it is important to recognize this trait as a learning strength found
among students with ASD.
Instructional modifications for students with ASD should focus on their visual processing abilities. Students with ASD do well with visual cues as part of instruction and are quite proficient
at processing them (Wheeler et al., 2015). Additional visual strategies include providing a visual
representation of a chapter’s organization with a graphic organizer, providing a visual timeline
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Listen to this teacher discuss
the behavior of one of his
former students with ASD
and how this student was
able to succeed in the high
school classroom.
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for events that occur in sequence over time, and providing boxes to depict cause and effect, with
boxes in the left column describing causes, followed by an arrow to a box in the right-hand column
describing the effect (Hubbard, 2005).
Deciding whether or not to assign homework and how to adapt assignments for individuals
with ASD can be a challenge for general educators. Hubbard (2005) provided a checklist of
considerations for the educator regarding homework. Included in this checklist are considerations about whether students write down their own assignments (e.g., teacher will fill in
details omitted), aspects of a home routine for homework completion (e.g., a time is designated for homework completion), and a plan to monitor the completion and submission of
assignments.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Teaching Communication and Language
A communication system is only valuable if the student can use it frequently and easily. If a student
uses an augmentative or alternative system, it is imperative to adapt the system for use throughout
daily activities (Ganz, Earles-Vollrath, Heath, Parker, Rispoli, & Duran, 2012). If the student uses a
voice-output device, it must be portable. No system should be designed to be used during only one
or two activities.

Using Pictures in an Augmentative Communication System
Students with ASD may need to be taught the value of a communication system in order to meet
their wants and needs. Students may have a history of crying or screaming to get what they want, or
they may be accustomed to taking the hand of an adult and moving that person toward the object or
activity they prefer. Frost and Bondy (2002) devised a method to teach children with developmental disabilities to begin the communicative act through the exchange of a picture or photograph of
the preferred item. This system is known as the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS)
(Frost & Bondy, 2002).
The PECS (Frost & Bondy, 2002) has been widely adopted for students without oral communication skills. In the early phases of this program, students learn about the communication act
of approaching an adult and exchanging a picture/photograph for what they want. Later phases
include teaching discrimination of items to select preferred ones, requesting in sentence form, and
then commenting on what the student observes in the environment. Research supports PECS as an
evidence-based practice for learners with ASD (C. Wong et al., 2015).
The teacher will also need to include extra time for the student to initiate and respond to others.
Because oral communication may be difficult, students might need more time than their typical
peers to answer any questions or to formulate their own comment or question. Allowing time for
delayed responses has been a successful strategy to promote independence in student initiations
(Paul, Campbell, Gilbert, & Tsiouri, 2013). One form of the time-delay procedure involves using
a prompt to help students respond to a social cue. Initially, the prompt is paired with the cue, but
gradually the time intervening between the cue and the prompt is increased. The goal is to reduce
prompt dependence and promote spontaneous responding. For example, if someone asks Dan,
“What is your name?” the teacher may model, “My name is Dan” immediately, and fade the time
before this prompt is given until Dan responds on his own.
Students with ASD also may need to learn the nonverbal aspects of communication. They may
need to learn to raise their hand if they have a question or in response to the teacher’s comment.
They are less likely to learn by imitating others. Therefore, if these skills are lacking, they need to
be directly taught. For example, students with attention-deficit disorder (ADD) do not interpret
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nonverbal cues well in others, so it is important when teaching communication and social skills to
teach these relevant points, such as making eye contact and evaluating facial expressions and body
posture when interacting with another. One method that has been deemed quite effective for teaching social communication skills is video modeling, which can be done in a variety of ways. For
example a student with autism can be videotaped practicing a specific social skill and then use the
video to self-evaluate relevant components of his or her performance such as making eye contact,
appropriate posture, volume and intonation of voice, and so on. Another option is to have students
with ASD watch and evaluate videos of others engaged in social skills. Video modeling using peers
is also another common variation for teaching social skills to students with ASD. Portable technology devices make this a portable and evidence-based method for teaching relevant skills to students
with ASD (Kashinath, 2012).
Another common issue for individuals on the autism spectrum is that they understand what
is said to them literally. They may have difficulty understanding what is implied when someone
says, “I’ve got to hit the road,” or “I have so much work I am drowning.” When someone says,
“I have got to run,” the student with ASD may respond, “But you are not wearing the right shoes!”
Consequently, it is important for teachers to be aware that there are certain types of comprehension
questions that will be easier for students with ASD to respond to than others. They are better with
facts. If a story about a group of tourists traveling around the United States was read and a question
is addressed to the entire class regarding the number of people that were on the bus, or the size of
Texas, the student with ASD might be the first with the answer. If, however, the question involves
perspective taking, such as “How did the people from Colorado react when they first saw the ocean
in California?” the student is likely to answer, “I don’t know anyone from Colorado.” Questions
about how others feel or why characters behave the way they do in a story are more challenging for
these students.
Even if the student with ASD can speak clearly and has a good vocabulary, it is likely that he
or she will need practice initiating conversations, speaking in sentences, staying on topic, and ending social interactions appropriately. One of the defining characteristics of ASD is that individuals
with ASD have difficulty with reciprocal social interactions with peers and others. Improving social
interaction skills is a key objective to be addressed by most of the students on the autism spectrum,
including those with Asperger’s syndrome.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Promoting Social Skills
Socioemotional skill development is a core deficit area for students with ASD. One of the early
diagnostic indicators of ASD is a lack of joint attention at an early age. In other words, there is
no interest in sharing an experience or object with another person. Development of joint attention
typically occurs by 6 to 18 months (Wheeler et al., 2015). However, lack of this behavior begins
the pattern of not relating to others that leaves the child with autism without many of the benefits
gained from social interaction. This results in impairments in the ability to learn new skills through
modeling or imitation and in the ability to interact socially with siblings, peers, and adults. Social
skills are important for successful functioning across relevant environments such as home, school,
and the community.
One of the advantages of including students with ASD in a class with typical peers is that many
opportunities are available for addressing the development of social skills. It is important to understand that peer models can be of great help in developing these skills, but training on both discrete
social behaviors and overall social competence is needed. Discrete social skills refer to isolated
behaviors such as greeting others, responding to other’s greetings, and asking for help. Social competence is the ability to utilize these relevant skills in meaningful environments.

n

Inclusio
Tips

For Teachers
Click here to learn
more about how
high-functioning
students who are on
the autism spectrum
interact with their peers
and teachers in the
classroom.

238

part III • Strategies for Teaching Students with Disabilities

One challenge when teaching social skills to students with ASD is to promote generalization of
these skills to natural settings in hopes of contributing to the student’s social competence. Radley
and colleagues (2014) used the Superheroes Social Skills program with four children with ASD
between the ages of 8 and 10 years. The program was used once per week for 30 minutes within
the generalized recess setting, and results from the 8-week program indicated positive results with
increased social engagement across participants.
Inclusion of students with ASD in general education settings is more than simply placing a
child in an inclusive educational setting and hoping that being exposed to same-aged peers will
make a difference in that student’s development. Social skills represent one of the core deficits
that students with autism are challenged by, and therefore active teaching of these skills is most
essential. If no structures or strategies are put into place to promote peer interaction, it is likely that
the student will choose either to stay alone or interact only with adults (Gena & Kymissis, 2001).
Sometimes adults such as teachers or aides are surprised when they become aware that a student
with ASD who has good conversational skills when interacting with them does not interact with
peers unless necessary.
As with any student, one size does not fit all. Be mindful to explore the best fit for every
student—including students with ASD—with regard to things like classroom seating. For instance,
consider where is the best location for this student to sit that allows for peer interaction but still
provides the presence of structure needed by the student to promote task engagement.
One strategy that has resulted in increased peer interactions is the use of peers in facilitating the practice of skills such as greetings, play initiation, and following directions. Taylor
and Jasper (2001) outlined programs that teachers can use to increase social interaction with
peers that include beginning skills (eye contact, greetings, requests items); intermediate skills
(follows directions, pretends, offers information); and advanced skills (comments about play,
expresses empathy, responds to changes in conversational topic). Peer-mediated strategies
have been deemed to be most effective in promoting social communication skills among students with ASD (Crosland & Dunlap, 2012). Examples of these strategies include the use of
peer tutors for academic content areas that serve as natural opportunities for socialization and
communication, thus providing students with ASD with peer interaction and ample learning
opportunities.
An earlier example of this strategy, by Laushey and Heflin (2000), evaluated a peer-mediated
strategy of a buddy system in which peers in a kindergarten class were taught to stay, play, and talk
to their buddy. Compared with proximity to peers alone, this strategy increased the social skills
of the students with autism in areas such as asking for an object, getting the attention of a peer,
waiting for a turn, and looking in the direction of the speaker. The use of peers who volunteer to be
part of a Friends Club or peers selected by the student with autism to be part of the Lunch Bunch
also has been effective in increasing the social skills of students with ASD in elementary classes
(Wagner, 1999). Wagner (2002) also provided suggestions for middle school students regarding
ways to build friendships between the student with ASD and his or her peers. Topics relevant for
this age group, such as issues around the formal and informal dress code and transition to employment, are included. Sample data sheets for monitoring homework and progress with activities are
found at the end of the book (Wagner, 2002). Identifying the preferred peer of the student with
ASD and including that peer in social activities may increase the generalization of social interaction
across settings (Hall & Smith, 1996).
The use of scripts has helped students with autism increase the quantity and quality of interactions with peers (Hall, 2009). Typically developing students learn social “scripts” by watching
others in a social context. They learn when to say hello and good-bye and when and how to conduct, enter, and exit conversations. Students with ASD can capitalize on any visual strengths by
looking at a written script and practicing the social situation until it becomes fluent (Krantz &
McClannahan, 1993). Once students memorize the basic script of a social interaction for a given
context, they often add and change the script to make it more individualized and more like their
own voice. Like adults learning the steps of a line dance, looking stiff and robotic until comfortable
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with the steps and able to relax and dance fluently, students with ASD learning a new social script
may appear stiff until they are comfortable with what to say, given the social context. Students with
ASD can capitalize on any visual strength by looking at a written or pictorial script and practicing the social situation until it becomes fluent (McClannahan & Krantz, 2005; Stichter & Conroy,
2006). Wolfberg (2003) recommended the use of scripts to facilitate play when designing integrated
play groups. Mesibov, Shea, and Schopler (2004) also used scripts as one form of visual support of
learners with ASD who participated in groups using the TEACCH approach. Atwood (1998) recommended the use of scripts for adolescents with Asperger’s syndrome who want to talk with peers
on the phone.
Carol Gray found the use of Social Stories to be an effective method of facilitating appropriate
peer interaction (Gray, 2000). Individualized stories are written to describe the situation and ideal
behavior of the main character (the student with ASD) in the story. Gray found that stories written
for students with autism need to have flexibility written into the descriptive statements and into any
directive comments. Dan’s teacher might write a Social Story titled, “Who Does Spiderman Play
With?” This story might describe the usual time of day when children play together and the kinds
of activities that Spiderman likes to do with other children. The story may include a line such as,
“I will try to ask someone to play tag with me on the playground.” Social Stories are read to the
students before the setting or activity described in the story.
Once a student has obtained a social skill, or any skill, it is important to facilitate the
generalization of that skill with multiple social partners. Students with ASD have difficulty generalizing new skills to new contexts (Cooper et al., 2007). It is not unusual for a student with ASD
to learn to respond to a question or to follow the oral instructions of one adult very well, but not
answer when asked the same exact question by a peer or a stranger. Consequently, it is important to
plan for generalization at the beginning of developing any curriculum objectives (Sulzer-Azaroff &
Mayer, 1991). For social situations, this means including multiple social partners while the student
is learning a new skill. It is especially important for a student with ASD not to interact exclusively
with an assigned classroom aide because it is likely that any skills will be demonstrated for that
person alone.
It is likely that the development of self-identity, self-confidence, and assertiveness will affect
social relationships. Focusing on these attributes will assist students with ASD to interact with
peers, colleagues, and employers effectively. Howlin (2004) suggested that providing clear guidance on what is right and wrong in given situations and identifying when to say “No” are ways in
which educators can focus on teaching assertiveness skills. Strategies educators can use to promote
self-esteem include encouraging positive self-talk (e.g., “I can do. . . .”) and strategies to facilitate
self-determination include offering choices, modeling how to turn mistakes into learning opportunities, and encouraging participation in the student’s own IEP (Schelvan, Swanson, & Smith, 2005).
These skills are essential for all students, but consider Peter whom we introduced earlier in the
chapter. Peter is a young man with great potential for learning because he has a strong aptitude for
the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Math) disciplines and will need social competence to be successful in his transition to college. The move from high school to college will require
a great deal of skills on his part to navigate the physical and social landscape of a new setting,
not to mention the rigors of his coursework. It is precisely for these reasons that we must initiate
the teaching of these essential core social communication skills as early as possible. These early
foundations will contribute to building the social competence needed for successful postschool outcomes such as postsecondary education, competitive employment, and independent living.
In this chapter, you have learned about the educational needs of students with ASD. Methods
such as classroom and instructional modifications, teaching communication and language development, and promoting social skills have been presented. To review what you have learned, check
“Things to Remember.”
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

•

List and identify the characteristics of ASD and the criteria used for diagnosis.
❍❍
ASD is individually manifest, affecting each person differently in the degree that the characteristics are present. Autism is a neurobiological disorder that affects development and is
characterized by delays in social communication.
❍❍
The criteria used for the diagnosis of ASD include but are not limited to delays in verbal
and nonverbal communication, such as the absence of eye contact, the inability to have
joint attention, paired with a narrow range of interests and the presence of stereotypical
behavior such as rocking, and an insistence on routines without any flexibility.
❍❍
It’s important to try to capitalize on the strengths of students with ASD when delivering
instruction and to incorporate student strengths and develop a system that supports student motivation. Student preferences for activities, topics, academic subjects, and form
and intensity of sensory stimulation may be obtained by asking parents, caregivers, and
previous teachers, and are important tools to engage the student with ASD and promote
learning.
Describe how consultation and collaboration with special educators can benefit general educators in addressing the educational needs of students with ASD.
❍❍
Collaboration and consultation with special education teachers and other colleagues
such as speech-language pathologists provide ways to better understand how to address
the learning and behavioral support needs of students with ASD. Shared expertise is the
best method for doing the best for every student every day, and this can be accomplished
through collaboration.
Identify and describe classroom modifications that can be made to enhance the learning experience of students with ASD.
❍❍
Classroom modifications such as providing visual clarity through the use of individualized
activity schedules are important for promoting task engagement in learners with ASD and
in assisting them through transitions.
Examine why it is important to teach core skills such as communication and language skills
early on in the development of students with ASD.
❍❍
Teaching communication and language skills are essential core skills for students with
ASD, and important individual and augmentative communication systems need to be individually determined around the strengths and needs of students.
Discuss the importance of teaching social skills in relevant environments, such as the general
education classroom for students with ASD, as a method of building social competence.
❍❍
It’s important to teach social skills to students with ASD in meaningful environments such
as the general education classroom through multiple means including the use of peers as
a way of increasing socialization and friendship. The ultimate goal is to develop the social
competence of students with ASD so that they may become more independent and realize
enhanced lifestyle outcomes such as attending college, securing employment, and living
independently.

Activities
1. Arrange to observe at least one student with ASD during two educational sessions. What form
of communication is the student using? Does the student have any of the typical behaviors
associated with this disorder? What strategies does the educator use to increase the communication or social skills of this student?
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2. Interview a teacher who has been including a student with ASD in the general education classroom for at least 6 months. What surprises did he or she discover? What are the student’s
strengths?
3. Find a journal in the library that has a focus on ASD such as the Journal of Autism and Developmental Disabilities or Focus on Autism. Read two or three articles from a recent issue to find
out about some of the key issues in the field.
4. Identify the services for individuals with ASD in your community by contacting educational
and recreational agencies. Is there a local parent support group or a local chapter of the Autism
Society of America? Are there private agencies that can be hired by parents to provide in-home
educational programs?
5. Visit the Web site of the Autism Society, and peruse the various tabs by topics to get a better
understanding of some of the most pressing issues in the field and the ways by which professionals and families are attempting to address them.

241

Syda Productions/Fotolia

chapter

13 Teaching

Students
with
Intellectual
Disabilities

chapter 13 • Teaching Students with Intellectual Disabilities

Students’ Stories
Zoe
Zoe is a fourth-grade student with a mild intellectual disability. In most areas of academic and
social development, 10-year-old Zoe performs like a student who is 2 or 3 years younger than
her actual age. At home, most of Zoe’s playmates are younger than she is; she enjoys interacting
with these younger peers and seems to have difficulty playing and interacting with peers her
age. At school, Zoe spends most of her day in a regular fourth-grade classroom, and she has
made friends with several of her classmates. Her reading and math computation skills are at the
second-grade level, and her spelling skills are at the first-grade level. In the morning, the special
education resource teacher comes to Zoe’s classroom to teach reading to Zoe and three other
students. In the afternoon, Zoe visits the resource room for instruction in spelling, handwriting,
and written expression. Zoe receives instruction from Mrs. Thomas, her fourth-grade teacher,
in math, art, music, and physical education. To help Zoe succeed in fourth-grade math, Mrs.
Thomas modifies assignments and exams and provides Zoe with extra practice in computational
skills. Also, Zoe’s math program includes practice in the application of basic skills to daily life
problems. For instance, she is learning to add and subtract money and to make change.

Matthew
Matthew is a 15-year-old, ninth-grade high school student with a mild intellectual disability.
Matthew is highly interested in sports cars and likes to help his father clean and do maintenance
on the family car. Matthew wants to learn a marketable skill in high school that involves working
on cars so that he can get a job and pay for his own apartment when he graduates. Because his
basic academic skills are at approximately the sixth-grade level, Matthew attends special education classes in basic English and basic Math. He is also enrolled in Career Exploration, a special
education course that surveys several job options and provides instruction in general vocational
skills, such as punctuality, job-related social skills, work completion, and filling out job applications. Matthew attends two general education classes—Automotive Technology I and Physical
Education. With the assistance of his general and special education teachers, Matthew is earning
passing grades in auto tech. Ms. Frye, Matthew’s reading teacher, provides tapes of textbooks
so that Matthew can keep up with reading assignments. Mr. Nash, the auto tech teacher, adapts
the written assignments for Matthew and allows him to take quizzes and exams orally. In addition, Matthew’s Career Exploration teacher works closely with Mr. Nash to ensure that Matthew
acquires the basic work skills important in auto shops. If Matthew continues to succeed in his
vocational education class, next year he will advance to Automotive Technology II.

Looking Ahead
Later in this chapter you will see portions of Zoe’s special education assessment results as well as her
individualized education program (IEP). You will also learn strategies for helping students like Zoe
and Matthew to learn important academic skills and work habits—and to apply those skills and habits to real-life problems. As you read this chapter, think about how you might answer these questions.

•
•
•

What are Zoe’s areas of strengths at school and at home? How would you describe her
social development in relation to other 10-year-olds?
Zoe will be entering middle school quite soon. In what areas would you anticipate she
would need the most support in making the transition?
Matthew wants to get a job when he graduates from high school. What academic skills will
he need to successfully pursue his vocational plans? What general work habits will be the
most important for him to learn?
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I

ntellectual disabilities are comprehensive disabilities. They affect not only school learning,
but also the development of language, social, and vocational skills. Students with intellectual disabilities are able to learn, but their learning proceeds more slowly than that of students with average ability. Consequently, students with intellectual disabilities often perform
at a level expected of younger students. At age 6, pupils with mild intellectual disabilities
may act like average 4-year-olds; at age 10, their school achievement may resemble that of
second- or third-graders. Because it is difficult for these students to learn quickly, it is crucial that instruction focuses on important areas that will help them become self-supporting
adults. For most students with mild intellectual disabilities, much of this instruction occurs
in the general education classroom. With the aid and assistance of general and special educators, students with mild intellectual disabilities can successfully participate in many classroom activities.
Students with mild intellectual disabilities have special needs in academic, classroom
behavioral, physical, and social performance and may require individualized assistance from
special educators in several of these areas. In addition, when students with mild intellectual
disabilities are included in regular classes, the general education teacher must often modify
classroom procedures for academic instruction. Younger students like Zoe, who is described
in the “Students’ Stories” section, may need extra help in basic skills such as reading, math,
and spelling; such students may also require help in learning to generalize skills from one
situation to another. In middle school and high school, students like Matthew often continue
their study of basic skills and begin to acquire important career skills; when included in
general education, they may participate in regular vocational education classes. Throughout
the school years, instruction for youngsters with mild intellectual disabilities focuses on the
development of basic academic skills and the application of these and other skills to career
preparation.
This chapter describes the characteristics of students with mild intellectual disabilities. It
also presents methods for the general education teacher to use in gathering data, teaching functional academic skills, and improving students’ general work habits. Most students with intellectual disabilities have mild disabilities. Students are considered to have a severe intellectual
disability when their limitations are moderate or severe, rather than mild. Students with severe
intellectual disabilities are often members of special classes located in neighborhood schools;
some are included in general education classrooms. The final section of this chapter addresses
this group of learners and suggests ways to promote the inclusion of students with severe intellectual disabilities as members of the school community and to adapt classroom instruction to
meet severe learning needs.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
• Recognize potential indicators of intellectual disabilities.
• Understand how educators can be involved in the assessment process for determining intellectual disabilities.
• Design individualized services for students with intellectual disabilities.
• Adapt classroom procedures to meet the needs of students with intellectual disabilities.
• Develop strategies to teach functional academics to students with intellectual disabilities.
• Improve the general work habits of students with intellectual disabilities.
• Implement strategies for working with students with severe intellectual disabilities.
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The general educator is an important member of the inclusion
team for students with mild i ntellectual disabilities. These students
usually begin their education in the general education classroom
and are referred for special education assessment when they are
slow to acquire basic academic skills. The classroom teacher plays
a role not only in instruction, but also in identification and referral; in addition, general education services are coordinated with
the services of special educators such as the resource teacher.
Students are generally identified as having mild intellectual
disabilities during the first few years of school. There are two
main indicators of mild intellectual disabilities. First, although
such students are able to learn, their rate of learning is slow. Because of this, their level of development resembles that of younger children. For example, a second-grade student may be just beginning to learn to say the alphabet, count, and write his or her name. The second indicator is that
most areas of development are delayed. Unlike students with learning disabilities, individuals with
intellectual disabilities perform poorly on most tasks when compared to peers. Their disability is
comprehensive; it impinges on performance at school, at home, in the neighborhood, and in the
community. These students fail to meet age expectations in intellectual and language development,
academic achievement, social competence, and prevocational skills.
Students with mild intellectual disabilities, although characterized by slower learning rates, are
able to profit from many of the instructional activities in the general education classroom. These
individuals make up the great majority of all persons with intellectual disabilities.
Students with mild intellectual disabilities learn in the same ways that most students do.
However, some types of learning cause them particular difficulty. For example, reading comprehension skills appear more difficult for students with mild intellectual disabilities than reading
recognition skills. Similarly, such students are less successful with math problem solving than
math computation (Van der Ven, Kroesbergen, Boom, & Leseman, 2011). Evidence also suggests
that students with mild intellectual disabilities have memory and attention problems and difficulty
applying learned skills to new situations (Alloway, 2010; Schuchardt, Gebhardt, & Maehler, 2010;
Van der Molen, Henry, & Van Luit, 2014).
These and other indicators of mild intellectual disabilities can be noticed by the general education teacher. Students who learn slowly, perform at a level appropriate for younger individuals,
and show consistent delays in several areas are prime candidates for referral for special education
assessment. Figure 13-1 provides some facts about individuals with intellectual disabilities.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Understanding and Participating in
Assessment Procedures
When intellectual disabilities are suspected, the multidisciplinary team meets and prepares
an assessment plan. According to Schalock and Luckasson (2013), the most frequently used
definition of intellectual disability considers significant limitations in intellectual functioning,
substantial limitations in adaptive behaviors, and onset before age 18. Given the criteria in this
definition, it is important to conduct an assessment that measures both intellectual ability and
adaptive behavior, and in educational settings, academic achievement is assessed to determine
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Facts About Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities

• Intellectual disabilities are common disabilities. In Fall 2012, 7.3% of the students served in special education programs
were identiﬁed as having intellectual disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
• Hundreds of causes of intellectual disabilities have been discovered, but the speciﬁc cause is unknown in approximately
one-third of those diagnosed with an intellectual disability (Arc, 2014).
• There is still concern today about the overrepresentation of students from some racial/ethnic groups in special education
programs. In Fall 2012, Black or African Americans represented 10.5% of school-age children identiﬁed with intellectual
disabilities, followed by Asians at 7.6%, American Indian or Alaska Native at 6.8%, Hispanic/Latino at 6.8%, White at 6.4%,
Two or More Races at 6.0%, and Native Hawaiian or Other Paciﬁc Islander at 5.9% (U. S. Department of Education, 2014).
• Students with intellectual disabilities in general spend less time in inclusive environments than does any other disability
category. In Fall 2012, 48.7% of students with intellectual disabilities spent less than 40% of their school day in a regular
education classroom (U. S. Department of Education, 2014).
• Individuals with intellectual disabilities are 4 to 10 times as likely as those without intellectual disabilities to become victims
of abuse and other crimes (ARC & AAIDD, 2014).
• During the 2011–2012 school year, students diagnosed with an intellectual disability represented the lowest disability
category among those students graduating with a regular high school diploma, at 40.3% compared to an average of
63.9% among all disability categories (U. S. Department of Education, 2014).

educational need. Measures of intelligence are used frequently, although different states may
use different cutoff scores for determining intellectual limitation. Adaptive behavior scales can
be used to measure limitations in adaptive behavior. The skills that compose adaptive behavior
may be divided into the three areas that include practical skills, social skills, and conceptual
skills (Schalock, 2010). Practical skills include daily living activities, and occupational abilities. Social skills include the ability to interact with others, personal responsibility, and self-
esteem. Conceptual skills include proficiency with receptive and expressive communication, and
academic tasks.
When individuals are referred for consideration for special education services for students
with intellectual disabilities, academic achievement is measured to determine whether the student
has an educational performance problem. The Peabody Individual Achievement Test–Revised/
Normative Update (PIAT-R/NU) (Markwardt, 1998) can be administered, or the team can select
another individual measure, such as the achievement portion of the Woodcock-Johnson III (WJ III)
(Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) or the newer Woodcock–Johnson IV (Schrank, Mather, &
McGrew, 2014).
The WJ III, or newer WJ IV, is generally administered by the school psychologist or special
educator and is appropriate for students from age 2 through adulthood. Its standard battery assesses
reading, oral language, mathematics, written language, and academic knowledge. Grade and age
scores, standard scores, and percentile rank scores are available for each subtest and each academic
skill area. The mean (or average) standard score on the WJ is 100, and scores between 85 and 115
are considered to be within the average range of performance. The assessment results in Figure 13-2
show that Zoe, introduced at the beginning of this chapter, is performing below grade-level expectations in all academic subjects assessed by the WJ III.
Another major step in assessment is the determination of the student’s general a bility
level. This is particularly important if mild intellectual disabilities are suspected because
below-average intellectual performance is one of the criteria for this disability. The Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children–Fourth Edition (WISC-IV) (Wechsler, 2003) is usually used to
assess global ability in school-aged children. Zoe’s assessment results in Figure 13-2 include
WISC-IV scores; all IQs fall below 70, which indicates current functioning in the below-
average range.
Adaptive behavior is a third consideration in assessment when intellectual disabilities are
suspected. According to the most recent definition by the American Association on Intellectual and
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Developmental Disabilities (Schalock, 2010), it is important to document not only below-average
intellectual performance but also impaired adaptive behavior. Measures such as the Vineland-II
Adaptive Behavior Scales (Sparrow, Cicchetti, & Balla, 2005) and the Scales of Independent
Behavior–Revised (SIB–R) (Bruininks, Woodcock, Weatherman, & Hill, 1996) or the Diagnostic
Adaptive Behavior Scale (DABS; Balboni et al., 2014) can be used to gather information about the
student’s social competence.

FIGURE 13-2
Student: Zoe

Assessment Results for Zoe
Age:10 years, 5 months

Grade: 4

Academic Performance
Zoe was administered the standard achievement battery of the Woodcock-Johnson III by Mrs. Simeon, the resource teacher.
These results were obtained:
Area
Broad Reading
Broad Mathematics
Broad Written Language

Grade
Score
1.8
2.8
1.6

Standard
Score
68
73
62

Percentile
Rank
2
3
1

Zoe’s skills fall in the low-average to below-average range of performance in all areas, a result confirmed by her fourthgrade teacher, Mrs. Thomas. Zoe’s grade scores indicate performance at the grade 1 to grade 2 level. In Broad Reading,
she earned a percentile rank of 2, which indicates that her performance was equal to or better than that of only 2% of
her age peers in the test’s norm group. In Broad Written Language, she achieved a percentile rank of 1. Her performance
was somewhat better in Math, where she earned a percentile rank of 3. These results indicate serious achievement problems
in three basic skill areas, with the most severe problems occurring in reading and written language skills.
Intellectual Performance
The Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children IV was administered to Zoe by Mr. Henry, the school psychologist. Zoe’s
intelligence quotient (IQ) scores were as follows:
Verbal Comprehension
Perceptual Reasoning
Working Memory
Processing Speed
Full Scale

64
61
58
60
59

All IQ scores fall within the below-average range. These results point to the possibility of mild intellectual disabilities.
Adaptive Behavior
Mrs. Simeon interviewed Zoe’s parents to learn more about Zoe’s performance at home and in community situations. The
Scales of Independent Behavior—Revised were used for this purpose, with the following results:
Area
Motor Skills
Social Interaction and Communication Skills
Personal Living Skills
Community Living Skills

Standard Score
82
65
68
72

Zoe’s adaptive behavior, as reported by her parents, fell in the below-average range of performance in two areas, Social
Interaction and Communication Skills and Personal Living Skills. This finding, along with the results of other measures and the
information provided by Zoe’s classroom teacher, supports the conclusion of mild intellectual disabilities. Intellectual
performance is below-average, adaptive behavior appears to be impaired, and academic achievement falls within the lowaverage and below-average ranges.

248

part III • Strategies for Teaching Students with Disabilities

On the Vineland-II parents, teachers, or others rate the student’s performance across five
domains that cover communication, daily living skills, socialization, motor skills, and maladaptive
behaviors. The SIB–R, designed for preschool through adulthood, uses interviews with parents,
teachers, or others to gather information about current functioning levels. This measure assesses
several different aspects of adaptive behavior: Motor Skills, Social Interaction and Communication
Skills, Personal Living Skills, and Community Living Skills. Several types of scores are available,
including standard scores and percentile ranks. The case of Zoe in Figure 13-2 illustrates a student
with low performance in two areas of adaptive behavior.
If a student is found to perform below age expectations in academic achievement, general
intellectual ability, and adaptive behavior, the team may decide that the student is eligible for
special education services for students with intellectual disabilities. The next step is to determine the precise educational needs of the student. All members of the team, including the
student’s parent(s), have valuable information to contribute; however, the general education
teacher is probably the person most knowledgeable about the student’s current academic skill
levels. Before an educational program for a student with mild intellectual disabilities can be
planned, information is needed about current school performance and the student’s ability to use
basic academic skills to solve daily life problems. Also, the prevocational and career skills of
the student must be considered. Teachers can develop informal assessments for this purpose, or
they can choose from commercially available measures, such as the criterion-referenced tests by
Brigance.
Brigance® inventories are available for a wide range of age levels:
• Diagnostic Inventory of Early Development–II (Brigance, 2004) for children from birth to
developmental age 7
• Diagnostic Comprehensive Inventory of Basic Skills–Revised (Brigance, 1999) for grades
pre-kindergarten through 9
• Employability Skills Inventory (Brigance, 1995a) for grades 3 through high school
• Life Skills Inventory (Brigance, 1995b) for secondary students and adults
A special feature of the two Brigance® inventories for older students is their coverage of basic
academic skills not only in isolation but also as applied to daily life and vocational areas.
The Brigance® inventories allow teachers to determine which skills have been mastered by the
student and which must still be taught. Each criterion-referenced test includes simple directions for
administration and scoring, plus a recommended instructional objective for the skill. These objectives, if appropriate for the student, can aid the team in preparation of the IEP.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Planning Individualized
Services
Individualized education programs for students with mild
intellectual disabilities usually contain several annual goals.
Typical areas of instruction are reading, math, oral language,
written language, and vocational preparation and other types
of transition services. Special education services can be
provided by the resource teacher or, for students with severe
delays, the teacher of a special class. Others such as the
speech-language clinician and the adapted physical education teacher often provide support services for children and
adolescents with mild intellectual disabilities.
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Portion of IEP for Zoe

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Zoe will read grade 2 material with adequate word recognition and comprehension.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
2. By the end of the school year, Zoe will correctly spell a minimum of 100 high-frequency words.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
3. By the end of the school year, Zoe will legibly print all lower- and uppercase manuscript letters.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
4. By the end of the school year, Zoe will write simple sentences and personal information, such as her name, address, and
telephone number.
Person responsible: Resource teacher
5. By the end of the school year, Zoe will perform math computation problems at grade 3.5 level.
Person responsible: Fourth-grade teacher
6. By the end of the school year, Zoe will achieve minimum competencies in math application skills such as time, money, and
measurement.
Person responsible: Fourth grade teacher
7. Zoe will successfully complete minimum requirements for fourth-grade art, music, and physical education.
Person responsible: Fourth grade teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
Zoe will receive instruction in the regular fourth-grade class for the entire day except for 1 hour in the afternoon.
Special Education and Related Services
1. The resource teacher will provide special education services to Zoe for 1 hour each morning in the fourth-grade classroom
(goal1) and for 1 hour each afternoon in the resource room (goals 2, 3, and 4).
2. The resource teacher will provide consultation for Zoe’s fourth grade teacher as needed.

These students with special needs are included in general education programs to the
 aximum extent appropriate. Some may participate in only nonacademic classroom activim
ties such as art, music, and physical education; others, like Zoe and Matthew, are included in
academic programming. A portion of Zoe’s IEP in Figure 13-3 shows that, although Zoe visits
the resource room for 1 hour each afternoon, the majority of her instruction takes place in the
fourth-grade classroom.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Adaptations
Classroom instruction is the primary area in which adaptations are made for students with mild
intellectual disabilities in general education programs; this section focuses on methods for meeting
the special academic needs of these students. Some individuals with mild intellectual disabilities
also require assistance in the area of classroom conduct. As you have read in previous chapters
there are strategies for addressing challenging behaviors and suggestions for increasing the social
acceptance of students with special needs who have difficulty relating to classmates.
Habilitation is the major approach to the education of mainstreamed students with
mild intellectual disabilities. The goal is not to remediate or compensate for skill deficiencies; instead, instruction is directed toward the development of the crucial skills necessary for
successful adulthood. Habilitation is the process of becoming capable or qualified; for students
with mild intellectual disabilities, this means the acquisition of skills that are i mportant for
daily life, citizenship, and a future career. Because these students learn more slowly than their
age peers, their educational program must concentrate on the most crucial and functional skills.
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FIGURE 13-4

Evidence-Based Predictors of Successful Post-School Employment
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transition: What we know and what we still need to know. Charlotte, NC, NSTTAC.
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Transition education services are one way of conceptualizing the habilitation process for
students with mild intellectual disabilities. Transition programs for students with intellectual disabilities need to focus on a number of areas of potential concern in order to properly prepare students to
succeed in settings beyond high school. These areas may focus on housing, community interaction,
recreational activities, continuing education, managing finances, obtaining and maintaining employment and other considerations. Without proper support in these areas, students with intellectual
disabilities may be at an increased risk of difficulties obtaining a level of independence within society.
Test and coworkers (2009) and the National Secondary Transition Technical Assistance Center
(NSTTAC) (2010) reviewed the literature on transition education and determined 16 evidencebased factors that increased the employability of individuals with disabilities. Figure 13-4 lists these
predictors of successful post-school employment. These factors focus on providing students with
a curriculum that makes them aware of various occupational opportunities and offers them experiences that are directly related to potential employment opportunities. In addition, these factors
encourage the development of support networks from family, teachers, community agencies, and
potential employers. Students with intellectual disabilities need to be involved in well-developed
transition programs that offer a network of supports and provide actual job skills training.
Transition programs should offer students opportunities to participate in supervised job placements on the school campus and in the community. Community-based training is an important
component of career preparation for students with mild intellectual disabilities because it promotes
the generalization of work skills to actual work environments.
Transition training can be infused into the general education classroom curriculum in several
ways. First, by providing academic skill instruction, the general education teacher emphasizes one
important component of career preparation: literacy. Being able to
read and write at functional levels is essential for most work and
many life tasks. Second, the classroom teacher can help students
by providing instruction and practice in the application of basic
school and work skills to life problems. Such assistance is particularly important for students with mild intellectual disabilities,
who often have difficulty generalizing skills and information from
one situation to another. Third, a portion of the general education
curriculum can be devoted to career awareness and exploration.
At the secondary level, much of the curriculum is already career
oriented; students learn specific job skills in vocational classes,
and in college preparatory courses, students acquire skills and
information necessary for further training.
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The following sections present methods for teaching students with mild intellectual disabilities
in the general education classroom. Included are ways to teach functional academic skills and techniques to improve students’ general work habits.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Teaching Functional Academics
Students with mild intellectual disabilities need special help to acquire the basic skills of reading, handwriting, spelling, written expression, and math. Typically, they receive instruction in these
areas from the special education teacher; many students also participate in instructional activities in the general education classroom. In teaching basic skills to persons with mild intellectual
disabilities, the classroom teacher will find the techniques recommended for students with learning
disabilities useful. Academic instruction can be adapted by providing prompts, giving additional
instruction, and allowing extra guided practice. For students who learn slowly and require much
repetition and practice, there are applications for portable devices and computers that can be useful
for learning academic skills. These applications can be used to address skills building and in developing fluency in specific areas.
The need to provide instruction and practice in skill generalization is a major consideration
when teaching students with mild intellectual disabilities. These students have difficulty applying
skills and information learned in one situation to a new but similar problem or situation. For example, a student might add and subtract whole numbers easily when given a worksheet of computation problems, but be unable to apply this skill to adding and subtracting coins. For this reason,
educational programs for students with intellectual disabilities focus on functional skills—skills
required for the satisfactory performance of everyday life tasks. Basic skills instruction must go
beyond textbooks and workbook pages; it must extend into the real world if students with intellectual disabilities and other special needs are to use tools to solve the problems of everyday life.
Two major strategies are used for teaching functional academic skills. In one, the
unit approach, instruction in several basic skill areas is integrated around a central theme of interest and value to the students; this approach is probably best used with younger students. In the other
approach, reading, writing, and math are taught as separate subjects, but functional practice activities are designed to promote generalization of skills to life problems.

The Unit Approach
Instructional units allow the teacher to present functional academics in a meaningful context. First,
an important life theme is selected; then, basic skills are presented, and practice opportunities
related to the theme are provided. Meyen (1981) provided two examples. The first unit, “Time,” is
intended for intermediate-grade students. Basic skills instruction and practice are included within
subtopics such as recreation, seasons, measurement, money, and holidays. The second unit, “Home
Safety and Maintenance,” is also for intermediate-grade students. It features subtopics such as basic
first aid, emergencies, and drugs and poisonous substances.
Many unit themes would be appropriate for students with special needs and other members of
general education classes. For example, “Becoming a Consumer” is a topic that could be adapted
to varying skill, age, and interest levels. For younger students, this unit could be used to teach basic
money skills, such as identifying coins and bills, adding and subtracting amounts of money, and
making change. For older (or more capable) students, appropriate consumer skills are reading advertisements, comparison shopping, and installment buying. Other flexible unit themes are transportation (e.g., riding the school bus, using public transportation, driving a car), getting a job (e.g., chores
at home, the want ads, job applications and interviews), and money management (e.g., budgeting
your allowance, using the automatic teller machine and bank, handling paychecks and taxes).

Watch this video of students
as they work on a recipe
with their teacher.
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Functional Practice Activities
The classroom teacher can design practice activities in any basic skill area so that they relate to
daily life problems. A key factor that should be kept in mind when developing practice tasks is
the relevance of the tasks to life and work activities. Of course, the teacher must also consider the
students’ skill levels and the amount of supervision required during student practice.
Reading is an excellent skill to practice with everyday materials. Activities can focus on reading for information or reading as a leisure activity. Some examples of reading materials appropriate
for functional activities are listed here:
• Signs commonly found in buildings and in the community (e.g., Women, Men, Stop, Do Not
Enter)
• Community and student newspapers and magazines
• Menus for quick-service and regular restaurants
• Schedules for classes, television, movies, buses, and trains
• The telephone book
• Advertisements for consumer goods and jobs
• Directions for building models, assembling toys, or completing forms
• Labels on foods, medicines, and clothing
Many daily life activities can be used to practice handwriting, spelling, and written expression.
The tasks that follow emphasize writing as a means of practical communication:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Making a shopping list or a things-to-do list
Leaving a note for a friend or family member
Writing a text or an e-mail message
Writing a postcard, invitation, or friendly letter
Completing a job application form
Ordering something online by completing an order form
Writing a business e-mail or letter
Applying for a Social Security number or a driver’s permit
Writing down a telephone message for someone

The skill area of math also offers numerous opportunities for functional practice. Computation
ability is often required in everyday life, particularly in tasks involving time, money, and measurement. Examples follow:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Making a purchase
Budgeting an allowance or paycheck
Comparison shopping
Using a checking or savings account
Using a credit card
Applying for a loan
Selecting and preparing food
Using measurement, as in reading a thermometer, determining a person’s weight and height,
and measuring the length and width of a room
• Using time, as in telling time, using a calendar, and computing time (e.g., “If it takes 20 minutes
to walk to school, at what time must you leave home to arrive at school at 8:00 a.m.?”)
Watch this video of students
with intellectual disabilities
learning about gardening to
support their community.

Functional tasks often require more than one basic skill. For instance, in planning and cooking
a meal, several skills are needed: reading (ads, labels, cooking and preparation directions), writing
(shopping list), and math (buying foods, measuring ingredients, computing cooking times). When
tasks such as these are used with students with special needs, the teacher should be sure that the
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students are proficient in all necessary skills; that is, a math practice activity should be designed so
that low reading skills are not an obstacle.

Differential Grading
Report cards are a major way for teachers to inform parents of their children’s progress in
school. However, with students with special needs, grading performance in general education
classes is often difficult. How should the teacher grade Zoe, who is included in the fourth-grade
class but is successfully completing math assignments at the third-grade level? Here are some
alternatives.
1. State the student’s current grade level in the academic subject, and grade the student’s performance at that grade level.
		 Zoe, Grade 4
		
		

Math grade level: 3
Math performance at grade 3 level: B

2. State the student’s current grade level in the academic subject, and grade the student’s work
behaviors rather than skill performance.
		 Zoe, Grade 4
		
		

Math grade level: 3
Works independently: B

		 Completes assignments: B+
		 Neatness: B
3. State the student’s IEP goals and objectives in the academic subject, and indicate which have
been met and which still require work.
		 Zoe, Grade 4
		Goal: By the end of the school year, Zoe will perform math computation problems at the
3.5 grade level. in progress
		 Objectives:
a. Zoe will add and subtract two-digit numbers with regrouping with 90% accuracy.
achieved
b. Zoe will write multiplication facts with 90% accuracy. achieved
c. Zoe will multiply two-digit numbers with regrouping with 90% accuracy. in progress
d. Zoe will write division facts with 90% accuracy. in progress
Other options include replacing traditional letter grades with simplified grading systems such
as pass/fail or satisfactory/needs improvement (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2008). Teachers also can
assign multiple grades in a subject area; for example, the student might earn one grade for reading
achievement and another for effort in reading activities (Banbury, 1987).
When students with mild intellectual disabilities are included in general education for basic
skills instruction, the assignment of grades is often difficult. Students can be working hard and
making progress, but their performance may remain at a lower level than that expected for their
grade placement, so alternative grading options may be more representative of how a student is
performing.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Improving General Work Habits

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for pre-service and
practicing teachers. Learn
more about how to help
students make the transition
from high school to the
workplace with this module.
http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/tran/

Work habits can be viewed as the behaviors a person exhibits when presented with a task to perform.
Many work behaviors apply to all types of tasks. For example, no matter what type of work is
involved, it is necessary to begin work promptly, stay on task, and complete the task. Important not
only on the job but also in school and daily life, work habits are a necessary part of the curriculum
for children and youth with mild intellectual disabilities.
General education teachers can help students develop and improve their general work habits in three
ways. First, the acquisition of work habits must be accepted as a valuable educational goal. Second,
students must receive instruction and practice in specific work behaviors. Third, good work performance
must be reinforced. The following paragraphs suggest ways to promote three general work habits.

Attendance and Punctuality
These work habits are key ingredients in successful school and job performance. Students with poor
attendance and those who are frequently tardy may fall behind their classmates in important school
skills. Adults whose work records show frequent absences and late arrivals may find themselves
unemployed. Attendance and punctuality are typically expected by teachers but are not addressed
directly in instruction. For many students with special needs, these work habits must become part
of the curriculum so that students are taught the behaviors, provided with practice opportunities,
and rewarded for successful performance. To teach these work habits, the teacher first communicates to students that attendance and punctuality are important. One way to do this is to incorporate
these behaviors into the class rules. For example, the rule for punctuality might be “When the bell
rings, be in your seat.” It is also necessary to explain why attendance and punctuality are important
for students (and for employees). To do this, the teacher might lead the class in a discussion of the
disadvantages of being tardy for school (or work).
When students are aware of the teacher’s expectations, appropriate work behaviors can be
rewarded. There are several ways to reinforce students for attending class and arriving on time.
• Keep a record of attendance and punctuality. At the end of each week, allow students with good
records to participate in a special free-time activity.
• Have students keep a log of their own attendance and punctuality. This can be done in the form
of a journal or graph or even with a time clock.
• Present a certificate or award to students with good attendance. Begin gradually by rewarding
students who come to school each day for 1 week.
• Encourage punctuality by scheduling a favorite activity at the beginning of the class period.
• Use individual contracts for students who are chronically absent or habitually late. Negotiate
the terms of the contract so that acceptable performance is followed by a privilege, activity, or
reward that the student values.

Work Completion
A second important work behavior critical for school and job success is task completion. Students
and employees are expected to complete their work assignments. In school, the teacher must be
sure that learning tasks are appropriate for the skill levels of the student. Students should receive
clear instructions and the necessary amount of assistance for tasks. In addition, the tasks should not
be overly complicated or excessively lengthy, so that students can succeed quickly in order to establish confidence and increase motivation for completing future tasks.
When tasks are at an appropriate level for the learner, the teacher can concentrate on building
work-completion skills. First the teacher should tell students that they are expected to finish their
work. Then, the teacher should reinforce task completion. Ways to encourage and reward work
completion are identified here:
• Make free-time activities contingent on work completion. For example, tell students, “If you
finish your work, then you may listen to music or read a magazine.”
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• Have students record the number of tasks they complete each day. They can then graph the data
and see how they progress from day to day.
• For students who are overwhelmed by lengthy assignments, break the work into several short
tasks. Reward these students after the completion of each short task.
• Begin gradually with students who rarely complete tasks. First, expect and reward one task per
day, then two tasks, and so on.

Working with Others
In many situations at school and on the job, people must work closely with one another. This
interaction necessitates communication, cooperation, and civility. Job-related social skills are
particularly important for youngsters with mild intellectual disabilities. Interpersonal skills are an
important factor that employers consider when attempting to hire an individual with intellectual
disabilities (Dodevska, & Vassos, 2013). Additionally, communication and support from coworkers
and supervisors can be a key factor toward determining the quality of work life for individuals with
disabilities (Flores, Jenaro, Orgaz, & Martin, 2010).
Practice in working with others can begin at any age. In most general education classrooms,
students have many opportunities to work with peers. Besides the most typical examples of group
instruction and class discussions, the teacher can design special projects to be completed by teams
of students: for example, preparing group science reports, writing a class newspaper, putting up a
bulletin board, or planning a class field trip.
When students work in groups, the teacher must often provide instruction and guidance in
important interpersonal skills. Students need to learn to share work materials, work quietly with
others, be polite to coworkers, and complete tasks by working cooperatively. These skills can be
practiced in any classroom and, once acquired, are among the most valuable of all general work
habits for student and adult workers alike.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Working with Students with Severe
Intellectual Disabilities
The educational needs of students with severe intellectual disabilities are more complex than
those of students with mild intellectual disabilities. There is a greater degree of intellectual
limitation, and poor intellectual performance may be accompanied by physical impairments,
sensory impairments, or even emotional disturbance. These limitations can make the development of appropriate instructional practices more difficult and achievement of desired outcomes
more challenging.
Up until the late 1980s and early 90s, students with severe intellectual disabilities were
educated almost exclusively in special schools and residential facilities; before the passage of
PL 94–142, many were denied the opportunity to participate in public education in any form.
However, from the 1990s until presently advances in research and changes in educational philosophy have led to increased participation of students with severe intellectual disabilities in public
school life as opposed to specialized schools. Although many students with severe intellectual
disabilities now attend regular schools, physical proximity is not sufficient to guarantee their
successful integration into the school community. In an optimal program, students with severe
intellectual disabilities would attend neighborhood schools with age peers; however, no school
would enroll a disproportionate number of students with severe intellectual (or other) disabilities. Special educators and support staff would be available to provide students with an appropriate instructional program. And the school would be both physically and socially accessible to
students with severe intellectual disabilities.

Watch this video to see how
an intellectually disabled
woman has been able
to successfully enter the
work place and live as an
independent adult.
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Social accessibility refers to the availability of opportunities for interaction between students
with and without disabilities. When students with severe intellectual disabilities are members of
a special class within a regular school, they should have the same access to school functions and
activities as others within the school community. For example, they should arrive at and depart
from school at the same times and places as other students, they should attend school assemblies
and social events, they should eat lunch at one of the regular lunchtimes, and their recess or physical education activities should be scheduled similarly to those of other classes.
The Arc’s position statement maintains that children should:
• Live in a family home;
• Grow up enjoying nurturing adult relationships both inside and outside a family home;
• Learn in their neighborhood school in a regular classroom that contains children of the same
age without disabilities;
• Participate in the same activities as children without disabilities;
• Play and participate with all children in community recreation; and
• Have the opportunity to participate in an inclusive spiritual life. (Arc, 2009)
Research supports the benefits of inclusion, not only for students with severe intellectual
disabilities, but also for their peers without disabilities. Limited social skills can decrease the amount
and quality of interactions that students with disabilities experience. In addition, limited social skills
can lead to students being isolated from peers who are nearby and readily accessible (Carter, Sisco,
Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-Chapman, 2010).
Positive interactions occur between these groups of students, and typical students begin to
develop more positive attitudes toward individuals with disabilities (Brinker, 1985). Parents of
students with severe intellectual disabilities also report satisfaction (McDonnell, 1987). Few
reported that their children were mistreated or isolated; most said that their children had made or
will make friends at school with peers without disabilities.
In addition to providing opportunities for interaction, it is also possible to set up structured
programs that facilitate the building of relationships between students with and without disabilities. One approach is a peer-mentoring program in which general education students are trained
to mentor students with severe intellectual disabilities (Nijs, & Maes, 2014). Students with severe
intellectual disabilities benefit from positive peer models and the additional instructional resources,
while typical peers develop an understanding of and appreciation for individual differences.

Full Inclusion
Advocates for students with severe intellectual disabilities have taken the position that all students
should be members of general education classrooms (Kennedy & Horn, 2004; Stainback & Stainback, 1988, 1990, 1992; Stainback, Stainback, & Forest, 1989; Thousand & Villa, 1990). Called
full inclusion, this movement encourages full-time general education placement for students with
severe intellectual disabilities and others with identified special education needs. The general
education teacher becomes responsible for the education of all students, although special educators
and other staff are available to support students and teachers as needed.
One of the major goals of full inclusion is the development of friendships between students
with and without disabilities. Opportunities for social interactions increase when students with
severe intellectual disabilities are full-time members of general education classrooms. Also, students
without disabilities can be directly involved in the full-inclusion effort. For example, Forest and
Lusthaus (1989) recommended two strategies: circles of friends and Making Action Plans (MAPS).
A circle of friends is a network of students who volunteer to offer friendship to a student with
disabilities; see the “Inclusion Tips for the Teacher” box to see how a circle works.
MAPS (York, Doyle, & Kronberg, 1992) was originally called the McGill Action Planning
System (Lusthaus & Forest, 1987; Vandercook, York, & Forest, 1989). It is a team approach to
planning the inclusion process. Members of the team include the student, parents (and perhaps
other family members), professionals, and the student’s circle of friends. In the MAPS process, the
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team addresses questions related to a student’s strengths and limitations, what a student wants to
accomplish, and what is needed to help the student achieve his or her goals.
When students with severe intellectual disabilities are included in general education classrooms, it is often necessary to adapt instructional procedures. One concern is the curriculum
(Wolfe & Hall, 2003). Giangreco, Cloninger, and Iverson (1990) present four alternatives. First, the
student with severe intellectual disabilities can participate in the same learning activities with the
same goals as other students in the class. Second, in a multilevel curriculum, the student can work
in the same curriculum area as classmates, but at a different level. For example, while peers work
on algebraic problems, a student with severe intellectual disabilities might practice addition and
subtraction skills (York et al., 1992). Or, while classmates read a book and write a book report, a
student with severe intellectual disabilities might listen to a story on tape, tape-record reactions to
the story, and draw a picture illustrating the story (Wehman, 1997).
Third, in curriculum overlapping, all students participate in the same learning activities but
pursue goals in different subject areas. For example a student in a science lab may participate in
all the activities but may not be required to conduct the advanced calculations that are part of the
assignment for other students. Instead the student may be graded according to his or her ability to
follow instructions, work well with others, wear protective equipment properly, and so on.
The fourth option is an alternative curriculum. This is recommended for use only when it is
impossible to address a student’s educational goals within the general education classroom setting. An
alternative curriculum would involve highly specialized educational goals developed specifically for a
student and would most likely require implementation of instructional activities in a special classroom.
In this chapter you have learned ways to adapt classroom instruction to help students with
mild intellectual disabilities learn functional academic skills and basic work habits. You have also
learned more about students with severe intellectual disabilities and strategies for increasing their
participation as members of the school community. Consult “Things to Remember” to review
ways to help students with intellectual disabilities succeed in the general education classroom.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

•

•

Recognize potential indicators of intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
Major indicators of mild intellectual disabilities are a slow rate of learning and consistent
delays in most areas of development. Students with intellectual disabilities may perform
socially and academically well below that of their same-age peers.
Understand how educators can be involved in the assessment process for determining intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
In assessment of mild intellectual disabilities, information is gathered about academic
achievement, intellectual performance, and adaptive behavior. The general education
teacher assists by collecting classroom performance data.
Design individualized services for students with intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
The major approach to the education of students with mild intellectual disabilities is
habilitation; instruction is directed toward development of the critical skills necessary for
successful adulthood. Transition and career education services are one way to view habilitation of students with mild intellectual disabilities; in this approach, students are prepared for adult life by instruction in functional academic, daily living, personal–social, and
vocational skills.
When students with mild intellectual disabilities participate in general education
classes for basic skills instruction or vocational education, the teacher assists by teaching
functional academic skills and improving the general work habits of the students.
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•

•

•

•

Adapt classroom procedures to meet the needs of students with intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
Academic instruction is the most common area in which adaptations must be made in the
general education classroom for students with mild intellectual disabilities. They require
assistance in acquisition of basic skills and work habits and in the application of these
skills to daily life and career situations.
Develop strategies to teach functional academics to students with intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
Two approaches to teaching functional academics are instructional units and functional
practice activities; both help students generalize learned skills to daily life and vocational
situations.
Improve the general work habits of students with intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
General work habits important for school and later employment include attendance and
punctuality, work completion, and working with others. The general education teacher
promotes the development of these skills in students with mild intellectual disabilities with
instruction, guided practice, and reinforcement of appropriate performance.
Implement strategies for working with students with severe intellectual disabilities.
❍❍
Students with severe intellectual disabilities may attend special classes within regular
schools or be fully included in general education classrooms. Both options offer opportunities for interactions between peers with and without disabilities and participation in
age-appropriate school activities.

Activities
1. Visit a special education classroom, either a resource room or a special class, that serves students with mild intellectual disabilities. Observe the students, and talk with the teacher. In what
school subjects do students experience the most difficulty? What subjects are taught by the
special education teacher? Are transition and career education services part of the curriculum?
Find out how many of the students are included in general education for at least part of the
school day. Do they participate in academic instruction in the general education classroom? In
nonacademic subjects such as music and art? In social activities?
2. Select a special education journal that focuses on intellectual disabilities. Choose from the
American Journal on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, Education and Training in
Developmental Disabilities, and Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. Look through
recent issues for articles containing suggestions that classroom teachers can use. Collect ideas
for teaching functional academics and for incorporating transition and career education skills
into the general education curriculum.
3. Make a list of the questions you have about intellectual disabilities and the inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities in general education classrooms. Visit at least five Web sites
to find answers to your questions. In your opinion, which sites are most valuable for teachers?
4. Imagine that you are a general education teacher with several students with mild intellectual disabilities in your class. Design an instructional program to improve the general work habits of all your
students. What work habits will you include in your program? How will you explain the program
to the class? How will you implement the program? Outline a method for evaluating your program.
5. Contact local school districts to find out how students with severe intellectual disabilities are
served. Do students attend special classes located in regular neighborhood schools? Are students fully included in general education classes? Visit an integrated site, and observe how
students with severe intellectual disabilities participate in school life.
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Students’ Stories
Clayton
Clayton is a 15-year-old freshman in high school who is really enthralled by sports cars.
 layton and his father are restoring a muscle car that Clayton hopes one day his dad will give to
C
him. Clayton has a very outgoing, positive personality that has attracted him several friends who
frequently come by his house, and Clayton frequently goes to sporting events and movies with his
friends. Clayton has some difficulty going places with his friends because he has spastic cerebral
palsy and typically uses an electric wheelchair to move around. Clayton is quite mobile even without his wheelchair and can move around with the aid of his braces and crutches but this causes him
to tire easily. At school, Clayton is able to move from class to class, use the restroom with special
large stalls, and eat in the lunchroom without assistance. Clayton attends all general education
classes during the day (except for adapted physical education) and is maintaining an A average this
semester. He does not receive resource services, but the special education teacher is available to
assist his teachers when necessary. In class, Clayton uses a laptop computer and word processing
program because his handwriting is poor; however, he is expected to complete assignments and
exams within the usual time limits. Clayton has been in general education classes since the first
grade and has several long-term friends. This semester he is taking the driver’s education course,
and he’s very excited about getting his driver’s license. Clayton is also a member of the chess club,
where he has been appointed Treasurer. He is currently in the process of organizing a chess tournament and has been asking local merchants for donations in order to purchase extra chess boards
and timers for the tournament. He sometimes has difficulty going into the local shops in his town
because there are frequently steps and narrow doorways that his wheelchair cannot fit through.

Michelle
Michelle is 10 years old and in the fourth grade. She enjoys school, is very sociable, and has
many friends both at school and in her neighborhood. Every day Michelle must take medication
to help control her epileptic seizures, which she had for the past 6 years. Despite taking this
medication, she has generalized tonic-clonic seizures at school about once a month. When these
occur, Michelle falls to the floor, her eyes roll back in her head, and the muscles in her arms and
legs spasm and jerk. Michelle’s teacher knows what to do when a seizure occurs, and she and
the school nurse have explained the nature of Michelle’s condition to the other students in the
class. Michelle is unconscious during the seizures, and although her classmates are understanding, it still frightens some of them, and they don’t like to be near Michelle because of what they
have seen. Michelle worries about what they think when seizures occur and knows that some of
her classmates are still afraid to be around her because of the seizures. In the past year she has
become more concerned about this problem, and she visits the school counselor once a week to
talk about her feelings. In all other respects, Michelle is typical. She is a good student. She performs well in all school subjects and is particularly interested in science and math.

Kent
Kent is a 16-year-old freshman in high school who is struggling with his grades. Kent has
some substantial difficulties concentrating on his schoolwork and has an extremely difficult time
remembering what he has learned. Kent has been prescribed glasses to improve his vision, but he
frequently takes them off because he doesn’t think it is “cool” to wear glasses. Kent is repeating
his freshman year because during the summer before high school he was in a serious motorcycle
accident and was kept in a coma for several months so that the swelling on his brain could heal.
When Kent was awakened from his coma, he had lost some of basic skills such as being able
to drink from a cup and being able to tie his shoes. Kent spent most of the next year after his
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accident receiving rehabilitation and relearning some of the basic skills that he had lost. During
this time Kent was diagnosed with a traumatic brain injury. He did not attend school but instead
received home-based instruction. Home schooling was deemed appropriate as Kent underwent
several surgeries and medication changes to control the seizures and rapid mood changes that
Kent now experienced. In addition, Kent had lost much of the ability to move his left arm and
now walks with a limp due to a lack of control of his left leg and left foot. Kent wanted very
much to return to school because he missed his friends. At present, he attends a special education classroom for the majority of the school day but attends a regular education music class and
goes to lunch with his regular education classmates. Kent attends an adapted physical education
class but is often frustrated because he is not able to participate in many of the athletic activities
in which he is interested. Kent has had some serious difficulties establishing and maintaining
friendships. Kent very much wants to be friends with a small group of male peers from his regular education class, but he frequently makes rude comments to them, interrupts their conversations, talks about topics that they are not interested in, and at times becomes aggressive toward
them, to the point of having a shoving match with them. When his teacher discussed these issues
with him, Kent said that these are his close friends and that is how he is supposed to act with
them in order to be “cool” and have them accept him.

Looking Ahead
Later in this chapter, we will take a look at part of Kent’s individualized education program (IEP)
to see the types of special services he might require to support his success in the general education program. Among the topics discussed in this chapter are strategies for meeting the physical
and health needs of students like Kent, Clayton, and Michelle; ways to modify the physical environment; and how to adapt instructional materials. As you read, keep these questions in mind:

•
•
•
•

S

Although all are identified as having some type of physical or health problem, Clayton,
Michelle, and Kent pose quite different challenges to their teachers. Compare and contrast
the major strengths of these students.
If you were Clayton’s teacher, how might you adapt classroom learning activities so that he
could participate?
If you were Kent’s teacher, how might you provide the social supports that Kent needs?
What types of modifications and supports would be needed if Michelle was a student in
your classroom?

tudents with physical and health impairments are an extremely heterogeneous group
with a wide variety of conditions and diseases; cerebral palsy, paralysis, epilepsy,
clubfoot, asthma, polio, diabetes, and allergies are just a few. Some physical and health
impairments are congenital, that is, present at birth; others are acquired after birth through
disease or injury. Physical and health problems can have substantial, little, or no effect on
school performance. Some students with physical and health impairments require no special adaptations; others need only modification of the physical environment. For others, it
is necessary to adapt instructional activities in the general education classroom or to provide special instruction in areas of need, such as mobility, communication, and basic skills.
A few of these students may have multiple disabilities with various medically related needs
that require extensive services from the school nurse or other trained individuals. Students
with similar impairments may have very different special needs; one student with lower limb
paralysis may be active and outgoing, whereas another may be withdrawn and unwilling to
interact with others.
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Learn about how Charlotte
has learned to walk independently with the help of a
prosthetic limb to overcome
a birth defect.

Teachers often believe that they should create a protective environment for students with
physical and health impairments. However, such an environment discourages the development of
skills necessary for independence. Dependency is one of the greatest problems of these students,
and teachers must take care not to add to this difficulty. Expectations for students with physical
and health impairments should be realistic and geared toward the actual capabilities of individual
students. The goal is the same as that for any other students: the development of skills that lead
to independence.
This chapter describes the characteristics of students with physical and health impairments
who are included in the general education program, and presents methods for the general education teacher to use in gathering assessment data and modifying classroom procedures and activities to meet special needs.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter you should be able to:
• Recognize some of the general characteristics of students who have physical and health
impairments.
• Explain how teachers may be involved in the assessment of physical and health impairments.
• Determine the types of individualized services that students with physical and health impairments may need.
• Describe some of the classroom adaptations that may be necessary to support students with
physical and health impairments.
• Discuss ways to ensure that students with physical and health impairments are receiving an
appropriate education.
• Recognize how the physical environment may impact the education of students with physical
and health impairments.
• Describe how instructional approaches may need to be adapted for students with physical and
health impairments.

Recognizing Physical and Health
Impairments Including ADHD
General education teachers are important members of the teams that assist in planning for students
with physical and health impairments. Depending on the nature of the student’s problem, the general
education teacher may be involved in a variety of activities. He or she can help identify physical or
health impairments, provide the prereferral or assessment team with information about the student’s
current classroom performance, or take primary responsibility for the education and management
of the student. In the general education classroom, a range of possible adaptations may be necessary; these include additional instruction for students with frequent absences, modification of the
physical environment to allow mobility, and adaptations of instructional materials and activities.
Some students with physical and health impairments begin their school careers with an identified disability. With others, the problem is first noted after they enter school, or it may result from
an accident or disease that occurs during the school years. Because students in this group may have
many different physical disabilities and health problems that can serve as impairments, it is not
possible to make a single list of signs or symptoms that identify this group. Figure 14-1 lists some
of the characteristics associated with physical and health impairments. As with other students with
special needs, it is necessary to go beyond the label and consider the individual needs of the student.
The special needs of students with physical and health impairments are almost as diverse as their
physical disabilities. Some require no special assistance in school, others need minor m
 odifications,

chapter 14 • Teaching Students with Physical and Health Impairments Including ADHD

263

and a few benefit from extensive special education services. Students with physical and health
impairments can be successful in any number of different professions. Table 14-1 provides a list of
past and present individuals with physical or health impairments who have become well-known for
success in their profession.

FIGURE 14-1

Some Statistics Related to Students with Physical and Health Impairments

• Health impairments are the third most frequently diagnosed special education category. (U.S. Department of Education,
2014).
• The U.S. Department of Education (2014) deﬁnes the category of other health impairment as children who have limited
strength, vitality, or alertness due to chronic or acute health problems such as a heart condition, tuberculosis, rheumatic
fever, nephritis, asthma, sickle cell anemia, hemophilia, epilepsy, lead poisoning, leukemia, or diabetes.
• Children who received public health care are less likely to have excellent health than those children who had private health
care insurance, with children from economically poor families being ﬁve times as likely to be in fair or poor health (Bloom,
Jones, & Freeman, 2013).
• By the end of 2000, more than 9,000 children under the age of 13 and more than 7,000 in the age range of 13 to 19 had
been diagnosed as having acquired immunodeﬁciency syndrome (AIDS) in the United States (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2009).
• Over 10 million children have been diagnosed with asthma (Bloom, Jones, & Freeman, 2013).
• Over 5 million children have diagnosis of attention-deﬁcit hyperactivity disorder, with boys receiving the diagnosis three
times as often as girls (Bloom et al., 2013).
• According to the American Diabetes Association, diabetes is prevalent in approximately 25% of Americans under the age
of 20 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014).
• Tourette syndrome and other tic disorders are neurodevelopmental conditions that are estimated to occur in
approximately one-half million children in the United States (Cavanna et al., n.d.). Tourette syndrome is characterized by
the presence of both uncontrollable motor movements and vocalizations.
• Most students with physical and health impairments spend the majority of the school day in the general education
classroom; many of these students also receive special education services from a resource teacher or other specialist(s),
such as a physical therapist, occupational therapist, or adapted physical education teacher.

Table 14-1

Well-Known Successful People with Physical Health Impairments, Past and Present

Name

Occupation

Physical/Health Impairment

Rick Harrison

Reality Television Star “Pawn Stars”

Epilepsy

Neil Young

Musician

Epilepsy

Michael Phelps

Most decorated Olympic medalist of all-time

ADHD

Ryan Reed

Professional race car driver

Diabetes

Ryan Gosling

Actor

ADHD

R. J. Mitte

Actor “Breaking Bad”

Cerebral Palsy

Theodore Roosevelt

President of the United States

Asthma

Chanda Gunn

Olympic athlete—ice hockey and ice hockey coach

Epilepsy

John Mellencamp

Singer-songwriter

Spina Bifida

Jim Carrey

Actor/Comedian

ADHD

Josh Blue

Comedian

Cerebral Palsy

Franklin Delano Roosevelt

President of the United States

Polio

Rick Hoyt

Marathon and triathlete competitor

Cerebral Palsy

Patti LaBelle

Singer

Diabetes

Danny Glover

Actor: “The Color Purple”; “Lethal Weapon”

Epilepsy

John F. Kennedy

President of the United States

Asthma
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Learn more about working with the school nurse
to better understand the
needs of students with
health impairments. http://
iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
module/nur02-schoolnurse/

One frequent area of need for students with
physical impairments is mobility; for many, the
major school adaptation necessary is proper
arrangement of the physical environment. Some
students also receive services from occupational
therapists (e.g., to assist in the development of
independent physical daily living skills) or physical therapists (e.g., ambulation training, assistance with mobility, positioning and transfer
skills) (Neal, Bigby, & Nicholson, 2004).
Other students may experience difficulty in
learning academic skills because of excessive
absences, fatigue attributable to a medical condition or medication, or learning problems similar to those of pupils with learning disabilities,
behavioral disorders, and intellectual disabilities.
Social skills development is often impeded by
restricted opportunities to interact with others.
Another possible area of need is social acceptance; teachers and peers may be hesitant to interact
with a student whose disability is immediately obvious or with one whose condition seems strange
and somewhat frightening. For example, the student with epilepsy who experiences seizures may
be alarming to the observer unless this condition is understood. The general education teacher
may be the first professional to identify the possible physical and health problems of students
included in the general education program. Teachers should be aware of the general health status
of their students and take note of any changes, whether sudden or gradual. With many physical and medical problems, it is possible to look for specific signs and symptoms. If a physical
or health impairment is suspected, the teacher should contact the school nurse or physician for
further information.
An increasing number of children with extensive health management or medical needs are
entering the educational system because medical technology has allowed them to survive early
medical crises and to be capable of attending school. Many of these students are considered to be
medically fragile, and their participation in a school setting requires the use of technology (e.g.,
heart monitors, oxygen tanks, or suctioning units), medical support (e.g., consultation or special
emergency strategies), and other related services to survive and/or participate in the educational
program (Pendergast, 1995; Rapport, 1996).
With the movement toward including a greater number of students with more severe special
needs or multiple disabilities in general education, an increasing number of students who are medically fragile are likely to be placed in the general education classroom. Teachers in these general
education classrooms should participate in the IEP meetings for the student and have a clear understanding of their specific responsibilities when the student is placed in their classroom. In addition, they should be provided information on the full range of related services required to meet the
student’s educational and medical needs and be aware of the other professionals and support personnel who are assigned the responsibility for implementing this part of the IEP. Another important
consideration is the use of universal precautions when handling blood or other bodily fluids in the
classroom.
Students with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) may experience difficulty in
most, if not all, school subjects. Problems with inattention, distractibility, impulsiveness, and hyperactivity affect all areas of learning. For some students with ADHD, these problems cause serious
delays in academic achievement; for others, the effects are less severe. Figure 14-2 provides some
myths and the actual facts associated with ADHD.
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Myths About Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

Read the myths below, then check the facts. Note that ADD, as used here, is synonymous with ADHD.
Myth: Attention-deficit disorder (ADD) does not really exist. It is simply the latest excuse for parents who do not discipline
their children.
Fact: Scientific research tells us ADD is a biologically-based disorder that includes distractibility, impulsiveness, and
sometimes hyperactivity. Although the causes of ADD are not fully understood, recent research suggests that ADD can be
inherited and may be due to an imbalance of neurotransmitters—chemicals used by the brain to control behavior—or
abnormal glucose metabolism in the central nervous system. Before a student is labeled with ADD, other possible causes of
his or her behavior are ruled out.
Myth: Children with ADD are no different from their peers; all children have a hard time sitting still and paying attention.
Fact: Before children are considered to have ADD, they must show symptoms that demonstrate behavior greatly different
from what is expected for children of their age and background. They start to show the behaviors characteristic of ADD
between ages three and seven. . . . These behaviors are persistent and occur in many different settings and situations.
Furthermore, the behavior must be causing significant social, academic, or occupational impairment for the child to be
diagnosed educationally as having ADD.
Myth: Only a few people really have ADD.
Fact: Estimates of who has ADD range from 3% to 5% of the school-age population (between 1.46 and 2.44 million children).
While boys outnumber girls by 4:1 to 9:1, experts believe that many girls with ADD are never diagnosed.
Myth: Medication can cure students with ADD.
Fact: Medicine cannot cure ADD but can sometimes temporarily moderate its effects. Stimulant medication such as Ritalin,
Cylert, and Dexedrine is effective in 70% of the children who take it. In these cases, medication causes children to exhibit a
clear and immediate short-term increase in attention, control, concentration, and goal-directed effort. Medication also
reduces disruptive behaviors, aggression, and hyperactivity.
However, there are side effects, and there is no evidence for long-term effectiveness of medication. For example, recent
studies show that medication has only limited short-term benefits on social adjustment and academic achievement. While
medication can be incorporated into other treatment strategies, parents and teachers should not use medication as the sole
method of helping the child.
Myth: The longer you wait to deal with ADD in students, the better the chances are that they will outgrow it.
Fact: ADD symptoms continue into adolescence for 50% to 80% of the children with ADD. Many of them, between 30% and
50%, still will have ADD as adults. These adolescents and adults frequently show poor academic performance, poor selfimage, and problems with peer relationships.
Myth: There is little parents and teachers can do to control the behavior of children with ADD.
Fact: Teachers and parents have successfully used positive reinforcement procedures to increase desirable behaviors.
A behavioral modification plan can give the child more privileges and independence as the child’s behavior improves. Parents
or teachers can give tokens or points to a child exhibiting desired behavior—such as remaining seated or being quiet—and
can further reward children for good school performance and for finishing homework. Mild, short, immediate reprimands can
counter and decrease negative and undesirable behaviors. Students with ADD can learn to follow classroom rules when there
are pre-established consequences for misbehavior, rules are enforced consistently and immediately, and encouragement is
given at home and in school.
Myth: Students with ADD cannot learn in the regular classroom.
Fact: More than half of the children with ADD succeed in the mainstream classroom when teachers make appropriate
adjustments. Most others require just a part-time program that gives them additional help in a resource room. Teachers can
help students learn by providing increased variety. Often, altering features of instructional activities or materials, such as
paper color, presentation rate, and response activities, helps teachers hold the attention of students with ADD. Active
learning and motor activities also help. ADD students learn best when classroom organization is structured and predictable.
Source: Reprinted From Attention Deficit Disorder: Beyond the Myths developed by the Chesapeake Institute, Washington,
DC, as part of a contract from the Office of Special Education Programs, U.S. Department of Education. No copyright.
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Understanding and
Participating in Assessment
Procedures
Because of the diverse nature of the problems exhibited by students with
physical and health impairments, the teams considering these students
must take care to select appropriate assessment devices to gather information about educational needs. The procedures used differ from student to
student, and in many cases health professionals and other specialists must
be included as part of the assessment team. For example, physical therapists,
occupational therapists, adapted physical education teachers, and school
nurses and physicians may provide important information about the effects
of a disability on school performance. Other team members who play critical roles in assessment are the
general education teacher, special educators, speech-language pathologist, and school psychologist.
Students with ADHD are identified by the behaviors they display. The definition currently
accepted by most professionals is the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(5th ed.; DSM-5®; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to the DSM-5, children may
be diagnosed with an inattentive type of ADHD, a hyperactive and impulsive type of ADHD, or a
combined type of ADHD. Inattentive characteristics include difficulties in noticing and attending
to details, problems organizing information, trouble completing tasks, and so on. Hyperactive and
impulsive characteristics include difficulties remaining still, frequently moving away from assigned
areas, fidgeting, excessive talking, and so on. The combined type of ADHD incorporates some of
the characteristics of both the inattentive and hyperactive and impulsive types.
Students with physical and health impairments often require classroom adaptations to help them
function successfully in general education settings. To obtain the information needed to design and
implement these adaptations, the assessment team collects assessment data about current levels of
performance in important skills. Communication problems or poor motor coordination can affect a
student’s ability to respond within the test’s time limits or to provide adequate verbal responses. Students
with physical impairments could also be at a disadvantage when responding to norm-referenced tests
because their physical problems may restrict their ability to explore the world around them.
Criterion-referenced tests that compare a student’s performance to the goals of the curriculum rather than to the performance of others are especially useful with this group of students with
special needs. Criterion-referenced measures provide a way to evaluate a student’s current level of
performance and progress without the limitation of standardized tests. They also supply the teacher
with information that is helpful in the design of instructional/management programs.
Direct observation is another useful technique. The teacher can collect data on a variety of student
behaviors, such as academic performance, the frequency of seizures, the time taken to complete
assignments, the types of interactions with others, and the frequency of inappropriate classroom
behaviors such as inattentiveness or hyperactivity. Classroom observation data provide the teams
serving students with special needs with important information about current school performance and
can also be useful to medical personnel responsible for management of physical or health problems.
The general education teacher should review the assessment results of other professionals who
aid in the evaluation of a student with physical or health impairments. The information gathered in
assessment can be extremely useful for the teacher working with the student in the general education classroom. If portions of the assessment reports are unclear, the teacher should seek assistance
from the school nurse, special educator, physician, other appropriate professionals, or the student’s
parents. For a classroom program that develops the independence as well as the academic and
behavioral skills of students, a clear picture of their capabilities and limitations is imperative.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Planning Individualized Services
When assessment is complete, the IEP team develops an IEP for each student found eligible for
special education services. For students with physical or health impairments, IEP goals may address
several areas and involve services from a wide variety of professionals—for example, general education teachers, special education teachers, physical or occupational therapists, school nurses, social
workers, counselors, speech and language specialists, adapted physical education teachers, and
vocational counselors. The services provided by these professionals can be beneficial for addressing
issues such as socialization, depression, goal planning, and others that may frequently be associated
with physical and health impairments such as ADHD or traumatic brain injury. Figure 14-3 shows
portions of the IEP for Kent, the high school student introduced at the beginning of this chapter.
Although Kent is included in the special education program for the majority of the school day, he
attends a music education class, and he is learning leisure time skills in adapted physical education.
Most students with physical and health impairments spend the majority of their day in the
general education classroom and only attend a resource room for academic assistance or visit a
specialist for some other type of necessary service. Special classes and schools are available for
students with severe or multiple disabilities; these placements are usually reserved for individuals
with complex physical needs accompanied by severe learning problems. As noted earlier in this
chapter, increased attention has been aimed at including students who are medically fragile and
those with more severe disabilities in the general education program whenever it is appropriate to
meet their special educational needs. When students cannot attend school because of prolonged
illness or the need for extensive medical services, home and hospital services can be provided.
Consultant services are also available to the general education teacher from a variety of specialists
who attempt to assist the teacher in making classroom adaptations to facilitate the successful inclusion of students with health and physical impairments.

FIGURE 14-3

Many students who have
been involved in accidents
have extensive medical needs that must be
addressed within the school
setting. See how Oscar
learns to function within the
school setting after suffering
a traumatic brain injury.

IEP Goals and Services for Kent

Annual Goals
1. By the end of the school year, Kent will demonstrate the basic skills necessary to participate in two group-oriented
recreational activities.
Person responsible: Adapted physical education teacher
2. By the end of the school year, Kent will participate in 4 hours of self-directed recreational activity each week.
Person responsible: Adapted physical education teacher
3. By the end of the school year, Kent will read materials at the sixth-grade level with adequate word recognition and
comprehension.
Person responsible: Special Education teacher
4. Kent will successfully complete a modified ninth-grade math, English, social studies, and science curriculum.
Person responsible: Special Education teacher
Amount of Participation in General Education
Kent will attend ninth-grade music education classes.
Special Education and Related Services
1. Kent will receive special education services from the adapted physical education teacher (annual goals 1 and 2) for one
period per day.
2. The ninth grade regular education teachers, adapted physical education teacher, and school nurse will provide
consultation to Kent's special education teacher as needed.
3. Kent will receive an evaluation from an occupational therapist each school year and ongoing support from an occupational
therapy assistant each 6-week period.
4. Kent will receive individualized services from a school counselor for 30 minutes each week.
5. Kent will receive group counseling for 30 to 45 minutes each week.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Classroom Adaptations
When students with physical and health impairments enter the general education classroom,
one of the teacher’s first tasks is to learn about their disabilities. Other students must also
become aware of the problems of these students with special needs and learn about possible
ways of helping them function as independently as possible. In addition, it may be necessary
to adapt portions of the general education program to allow full participation of students
with physical and health impairments. The areas in which modifications are usually required
are the arrangement of the physical environment and the format and structure of instructional
activities and assignments.
The following sections of this chapter describe methods for meeting physical and health
needs of special students in the general education classroom, modifying the physical environment, and adapting instructional activities. For many students with physical and health
impairments, the general education curriculum with its emphasis on academic skills is
appropriate. However, several additional curriculum areas may benefit students with physical and
health impairments. Mobility training (instruction in planning travel within the school building)
may help some students conserve their limited energy. For secondary students, continued instruction
in writing skills (handwriting, typing, or using computers and word processors) may be necessary.
Other possible areas of benefit are driver’s training, recreation and use of leisure time, and sex
education. In many cases, these additions to the general education curriculum are offered as part of
the student’s special education program.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Meeting The Physical and Health Needs
of Students
Students’ physical and health needs are an important area of concern to any teacher. Students with
identified physical and health impairments often require special diets, have restrictions placed on
their physical activities, take medication during the school day, or require other health-related
services (e.g., seizure, nutrition, or glucose monitoring; transfer and lifting) that are provided by the
school nurse or other qualified person (Bigby, 2004; Mukherjee, Lightfoot, & Sloper, 2000).
The teacher’s first step in meeting special physical and health needs is to learn as much as
possible about each student’s limitations and capabilities. One source of information is the assessment data collected by the assessment team. Recent evaluations describe the current functioning
levels of the student in important areas such as mobility, communication, academic achievement,
classroom behavior, and social skills. It can also be beneficial to have some detailed discussions
with student’s parents regarding the routines and adaptations that they utilize at home and in
other settings.
Another potentially beneficial method for acquiring information about the best ways to meet a
student’s needs in a classroom is to visit with previous teachers and gather first-hand information
about their experiences. Meeting with and talking with others may reveal some information that
could be left out of a written report. In addition, it can be very beneficial to promote continuity of
services when transitions occur to new environments.
One specific method for promoting continuity of services that the authors of this text have
found useful is the development of a booklet that describes and displays the specific activities that
a student may receive. For example, one of the authors participated in the development of a booklet
that focused on different positioning activities for a student with severe cerebral palsy. The student
was transitioning to a new school with a new teacher, and there was concern that the student would
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not receive similar services in the new setting because of the complexity of some the positions. To
address this concern, photographs were taken of the student in each of the positions, and the photographs were placed in a booklet. Under each of the photographs was a description of the position,
the equipment required, the placement of support pads/wedges, and recommend length of time for
the position. This booklet was completed by the current teacher and was then passed on to the new
teacher when the transition occurred. In addition, the new teacher was given a list of equipment that
would be needed to achieve these positions so that wedges, padding, and so on could be purchased
before the student transitioned.
Another potentially useful resource for obtaining information about a student with physical or other health impairments may be the school nurse. Typically the school nurse helps the
assessment and IEP teams interpret medical reports and translate medical findings into educationally relevant information. The nurse might explain why certain students have activity
restrictions, how different medications affect students’ classroom behavior, and the reasons for
medical treatments and procedures. The nurse can also help teachers learn to deal with unusual
medical situations, such as seizures in the classroom. If teachers are aware of the proper procedures to follow should a seizure occur, they will face the situation more calmly and be of more
assistance to the student and the student’s peers. When teachers are fully aware of the needs of
students with physical and health impairments, the next step is consideration of what information to provide to other students in the class. This issue should be discussed with the prereferral
and IEP teams, including the student’s parents and, if appropriate, the student. In some cases,
parents and students may be reluctant to have teachers inform students in the general education class about the specific nature of the problem. However, with disabilities and conditions
that are obvious to a student’s peers, the general education teacher or the school nurse should
prepare the class by explaining the impairment and the ways in which it will affect the student’s
participation in class activities. Older students with special needs may want to give this explanation themselves. This approach should be encouraged because these students, as adults, will
often have occasion to explain their disabilities to friends, acquaintances, and potential employers. This information sharing can also be helpful for dispelling inaccurate information because
research has demonstrated that children frequently do not have accurate understandings of various disabilities (Ralli et al., 2011).
Information about physical and health needs of students should be presented factually, with
emphasis not only on the student’s problems but also on her or his abilities. Any questions peers
might have should be answered openly and accurately. This sharing of information is particularly
important with young students, who may wonder whether needing to ride in a wheelchair is contagious or whether being naughty causes seizures. The teacher should anticipate such concerns and
attempt to quell apprehensions with a matter-of-fact explanation.
One subject that many teachers find difficult to discuss with their students is death. If a child
or adolescent in the class has a terminal illness, this discussion may become necessary. Some
resources that may be useful for discussing these topics are “Death in My Classroom?” by Postel
(1986), an article about students with cancer by Spinelli (2004), and “Coping with Grief: Guidelines and Resources for Assisting Children” (Heath et al., 2008).
To accommodate the physical and health needs of students with special needs who are included
in the general education classroom, alterations in some classroom routines and procedures may be
necessary. These students should not be automatically excused from classroom activities simply
because they have a disability. However, if they do have medical restrictions that prevent participation or if their disabilities truly impose limits, then classroom standards should be changed. Examples of appropriate modifications appear here.
• If students in wheelchairs or those with mobility problems travel slowly, they can be dismissed
a few minutes early from class so that they can arrive at their next class or activity on time.
• Students should be allowed to take breaks during the day if necessary for rest, a visit to the
bathroom, medication, or a special diet.
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• Classroom procedures should be put in place for emergency situations. For example, in the
case of a fire drill, someone should be assigned the responsibility of making certain that students with mobility problems are assisted in leaving the classroom quickly.
• For some students, it is hard to follow dietary or activity restrictions. The student who is on a
low-carbohydrate diet may want to eat candy; one who is restricted to short exercise periods
may want to join the others playing football at recess. These students should be provided with
attractive alternatives to help them adhere to their medical regimens. For instance, instead of
snacks for classroom rewards, activities can be used as reinforcers; or if students are unable to
play sports, they can be appointed coaching assistants to the teacher.
Students with physical and health impairments may require some assistance, but it is equally
important that these students be offered opportunities to learn to function independently. Often it
is quicker and easier for the teacher or peers to do things for these students rather than allow them
to do things for themselves. For example, a student may take 5 minutes to put on a jacket, whereas,
with assistance, only a few seconds are required. However, such skills are acquired only with practice, and another’s help may actually hinder learning.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Modifying The Physical Environment
One major consideration in the education of students with physical and health impairments is the
physical environment of the classroom and school. For some students with mobility problems, this
may be the prime area in which modifications must be made. The following guidelines should help
ensure that the physical environment is suitably arranged to accommodate students with disabilities.
• Evaluate the school and classroom for accessibility. Architectural barriers that restrict the travel
of students in wheelchairs or students with physical limitations may prevent their full participation in the educational program. The most brilliant student cannot benefit from the best of
programs if stairs are the only route to the classroom and the student uses a wheelchair.
• Arrange the classroom to facilitate mobility. Be sure sufficient room is allowed for students in
wheelchairs or those who use crutches to travel from one work area to another.
• Make all areas and activities within the general education classroom accessible to students
with mobility problems. This includes chalkboards, bookcases, storage cupboards, coat racks,
art supplies, bulletin boards, display cases, computers, audiovisual equipment, activity centers,
and so on.
• Consider the seating arrangements for students with special needs. Students in wheelchairs
may need a special table or lapboard on which to write. Others may require special chairs that
provide extra support; for instance, arm- or footrests can help students maintain an upright position for reading and writing activities. Check with the school nurse, special education teacher,
or physical therapist for specific information about the positioning needs of each student.
• Provide storage space for students’ aids and equipment. For example, crutches should be within
their owner’s easy reach without presenting a hazard to others moving about the classroom.
One method is to use crutch holders on the back or sides of a student’s chair.
• Be sure that special equipment is kept in good working order. For example, check wheelchairs
periodically for proper fit, comfort, and good repair. If modification or repair is needed, notify
the student’s parents or the special educator who works with the student.
• For students with crutches, Glazzard (1982) suggested chairs with wheels to facilitate movement about the classroom; an office chair on rollers is appropriate. In rooms without carpets, crutches can slip when students use them to help themselves up from a sitting position.
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If assistance is needed, show their peers in the general education class how to use one of their
feet as a brace to prevent the crutch from slipping.
• Students with limited strength or poor coordination may need easy access to work equipment.
Desks with open storage space are preferable to those with a lid that must be raised. Pencil
grooves on the desk top or a small box to hold pencils, pens, and erasers can help keep work
materials close at hand.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Adapting Instructional Activities
In addition to meeting physical and health needs and modifying the classroom environment, it may
also be necessary to adapt instructional activities and procedures. Glazzard (1982) suggested several
ideas for assisting students with poor coordination or inadequate muscle control. Some of these
suggestions include tethering pencils and pens to a student’s desk to allow easy retrieval if dropped,
adhering paper to the student’s desk with tape, providing the student with copies of presentation
notes, and allowing a student to record answers orally for later evaluation.

Switch Access
Because of physical impairments, some students cannot grip a pencil or pen, hold a book or turn
its pages, or play with toys designed for typical children. However, students can access these activities if they have voluntary control over at least one type of motor movement. That movement can
involve any part of the body: lifting a finger, raising an eyebrow, moving a hand outward from the
body, pressing downward with a foot, or blowing through a tube. Movements such as these allow
students to operate a switch, and switches can control a number of different devices.
Many types of switches are available, but each requires only a single action. With some
switches, the student pushes or pulls; with others, he or she pinches or squeezes, sucks or blows,
changes the position of a body part, or makes a small muscle movement such as flexing the muscles
in a hand. Switches requiring a pushing motion are most common.
Students who are switch users can control toys, appliances, and even the lights in their home or
classroom. Here are some examples.
• Battery-operated devices can be converted for switch use by adding a device called a b attery adapter.
One source of battery adapters and similar assistive devices is AbleNet Inc. (ablenetinc.com).
• Some battery-operated devices already adapted for switch use are also available. Companies
such as Enabling Devices/Toys for Special Children (enablingdevices.com) offer toys for switch
users, while AbleNet Inc. offers battery-operated scissors, digital cameras, and clip-on fans.
• Electrical appliances can be accessed by switch with a device such as the AbleNet PowerLink® 3 control unit. The appliance and the switch are plugged into the control unit, and it in
turn is plugged into a wall socket. With this configuration, a student could press the switch to
turn on a television, blender, hair dryer, or fan.
• Automatic page-turners hold a book or magazine, then turn its pages when the user presses a
switch.
• Some environmental control devices can be operated by switch. Options these devices offer
include turning on lights and appliances, automatically dialing the telephone, and automatically releasing a door lock.
• Some electronic communication devices accept switch input. To select a message, the student
presses a switch rather than a key on the device’s keyboard.
• Computers can also be adapted for switch use.
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For Teachers
Click here to learn more
about how a special
education teacher
might help a physically
disabled student use
exercises to improve
her physical condition.

Be creative, but remember that simple modifications are sometimes all that’s necessary. Don’t
use clamps and tape if a paperweight will work just as well.
Many of the technological aids available to assist students with physical and health impairments in the general education program help compensate for the effects of their disabilities
on mobility, communication, and academic learning. Some students with physical and health
impairments may require further adaptations in instruction in order to keep pace in the general
education classroom. When students miss school because of illness or medical treatment, extra
instruction should be provided so that they do not fall far behind. For those who work slowly,
the teacher can alter requirements for assignments and exams; more time can be allowed, or the
amount of work can be reduced. If students have difficulty speaking or writing, other response
modes can be substituted. For example, instead of writing, a student might type, audio record,
or dictate a response to a peer. By adapting instruction in these ways, the general education
teacher creates a learning environment in which students with special needs have every chance
for success. When a child or adolescent receives a head injury, the first interventions will be
medical. It is likely that the student will be hospitalized for some period of time, then continue
rehabilitation on an outpatient basis with professionals such as occupational and physical therapists. Depending on the length of hospitalization, the student may attend hospital school; once
back at home, he or she may receive educational services from a teacher who visits several
times a week. Planning the student’s return to school requires a team approach and may require
effective communication between hospital and school personnel. Consider, for example, the
reentry plan developed for Barbara, a high school student, who sustained a severe head injury in
an auto accident.
1. Reduce course load: Barbara enrolled in a limited number of academic courses with the understanding that others could be added.
2. Special scheduling: Barbara took her most taxing courses early in the day, when she was most
alert.
3. Resource room: Barbara would begin and end the day in the resource room with an aide present
to provide assistance.
4. Rest breaks: Barbara was allowed to rest in the nurse’s office when she became fatigued.
5. Adaptive physical education: Barbara received adaptive physical education with an aide present to assist her at all times, because of the danger of her falling.
6. Student aide: One of her friends assisted her in moving from one class to the next.
7. Extra set of books: Barbara was given an extra set of books to keep at home, to avoid having to
carry them back and forth.
8. Lunch room provisions: Because Barbara was still physically unsteady, someone carried her
lunch tray and seated her before the lunchroom crowds arrived.
9. Counseling: Meetings were scheduled with the school counselor, and she was given the option
for other meetings as needed.
10. Other modifications: Barbara was allowed to have someone take notes for her in her
class and tape her lectures, and she was able to take her exams in a setting other than the
regular classroom, with extra time allowed. She also had use of a computer to complete
assignments.
In this chapter, you have learned about the special needs of students with physical and health
impairments. Methods for accommodating their disabilities within the general education classroom,
modifying the physical environment, and adapting instructional activities have been suggested.
Consult the “Things to Remember” section to review the major points of this chapter.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Things to Remember
•

•

•

•

•

Recognize some of the general characteristics of students who have physical and health
impairments.
❍❍
A great many conditions can produce special physical and health needs. Among the
most common are ADHD, traumatic brain injuries, epilepsy, cerebral palsy, diabetes, and
asthma.
❍❍
Some physical and health impairments are congenital, whereas others occur after birth and
are due to injury, accident, or disease.
Explain how teachers may be involved in the assessment of physical and health impairments.
❍❍
The primary purpose of assessing physical and health impairments is to gather information about the impact of the disabilities on educational performance and participation
in instructional activities. It is also important to consider the effect of disabilities on the
development of social, vocational, and leisure skills. Medical information is useful only
when it is interpreted in relation to classroom functioning and special health needs.
Determine the types of individualized services that students with physical and health impairments may need.
❍❍
The special needs of students with physical and health impairments are diverse and vary
with each individual. Some students require no educational adaptations, some require
modification of the physical environment because they have limited energy or mobility,
and others require modification of instructional activities. Medically fragile students may
have special health management needs. However, the major goal for all of these students is
circumvention of the restrictions imposed by their physical or health impairments.
Describe some of the classroom adaptations that may be necessary to support students with
physical and health impairments.
❍❍
The areas in which modifications are usually required are the arrangement of the physical
environment and the format and structure of instructional activities and assignments.
❍❍
Other adaptations may involve mobility training, writing skills instructional adaptations,
instruction on recreational skills, and sex education.
Discuss ways to ensure that students with physical and health impairments are receiving an
appropriate education.
❍❍
Obtaining information from parents via discussions and from medical reports they receive
may be valuable toward ensuring that a student can be provided with the appropriate services he or she may need while in school.
❍❍
In addition, a school nurse may be able to assist with interpreting medical reports and the
services described.
One primary need of students with physical and health impairments is the opportunity
to develop independence. Students should be encouraged to learn the skills necessary to
assume responsibility for their own needs.
Recognize how the physical environment may impact the education of students with physical
and health impairments.
❍❍
School environments may need to be modified for students with physical or health impairments by widening doorways, making bathrooms wheelchair accessible, installing ramps,
and so on.
❍❍
In addition, materials (books, markers, etc.) and equipment (lockers, computers, etc.) need
to be where students can reach them.
Describe how instructional approaches may need to be adapted for students with physical and
health impairments.
❍❍

•

•
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❍❍

❍❍

❍❍

In the general education classroom, the teacher provides for physical and health needs,
ensures an accessible environment, and accommodates learning difficulties by adapting
instruction.
Students may be provided with alternative methods for receiving information such as from
written handouts, via a note taker, and so on.
Students may also need to provide responses to evaluations orally or by using a word processing program.

Activities
1. Consider the degree of accessibility of one of your local public schools. Also consider whether
instructional activities within the classroom are accessible. Can a student in a wheelchair write
on the chalkboard? Remove a book from the bookcase? Hang up a coat? Use the classroom
computer? If possible, borrow a wheelchair, and travel through the school and several classrooms to gain a better understanding of what environmental features can act as barriers.
2. Visit a school with a special education program for students with physical and health impairments. Talk with the teacher, and find out what types of disorders the students have. Are most
of the students included in the general education program? How are these students accepted by
their peers? What adaptations are necessary in the general education classroom?
3. Interview a young person or adult with a physical or health impairment. What impact does this
condition have on daily life? How does it affect routine tasks such as eating, dressing, shopping, traveling, and working? How do others react to the disability, and how does the person
with a disability deal with these reactions?
4. Identify a school setting that has a medically fragile student included in the general education
program. Visit the school, and observe the student’s educational program, talk with the teachers involved, and review any concerns that may arise in implementing the program. Prepare a
short report on your findings related to the appropriateness of the program and its success.
5. Learn more about agencies that provide services to those with physical and health impairments
by visiting the Web sites of the United Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy Foundation of America, Brain
Injury Association of America, American Diabetes Association, or other organizations. Several
of these organizations provide information on branches in your community and can help you
locate their local office. Determine what services these agencies offer and the information they
provide for parents, teachers, and individuals with physical or health impairments. How could
you obtain additional information or services?
6. Review the list of successful people showcased in Table 14-1. Discuss how their various physical or health impairments may have impacted their success. How could their examples be
helpful for inspiring students with similar impairments? Describe how these examples could be
incorporated into a teaching lesson.

Monkey Business/Fotolia
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Students’ Stories
Jason
Jason is a 16-year-old junior in high school who lost most of his vision in his left eye at the age
of 14 as the result of trauma from being hit by the blade of a hockey stick during a game. He has
managed to compensate very well because he has 20/20 vision in his right eye, but his teachers have been quick to assist with accommodations such as seating him in the front row of the
class. Jason’s teachers use the board only minimally and generally read aloud when they do enter
things on the board to ensure clarity. His teachers are empathic, and because Jason has historically been a very good student and well-liked by his teachers and peers, they are concerned that
the emotional adjustment of recovering from the injury and loss of his sight will affect his desire
to stay on target for completion of his academic goals.

Emily
Emily is an 18-year-old senior in high school who has been blind since birth. She has attended
general education classes since kindergarten. She is a member of her high school’s chorus, plays
the piano, and is active in sports. This year, she attends general education classes for all of her
academic subjects. In the general physical education class, she excels in track events and swimming. Emily uses an electronic device that allows her to take class notes in braille that can then
be transferred to her computer so that she can complete her class assignments with the assistance
of a talking word processor. In math, she uses a talking calculator and, when materials for her
classes are not available in audio-recorded or braille formats, two of her fellow students act as
readers so that she can keep up with her reading assignments. Emily receives special services
from a mobility instructor who is helping her develop the skills needed to use public transportation to travel around town. She will soon begin training with a guide dog as part of her transition
planning in preparation for attending college. An itinerant teacher of students with visual impairments provides assistance and special instructional materials to Emily and also to her teachers
when needed.

Aubrey
Aubrey is a 7-year-old boy in the second grade with bilateral hearing loss, meaning hearing in
both ears is affected, that he acquired at the age of 9 months from bacterial meningitis. He wears
hearing aids on both ears, and with them he can hear most speech sounds, if the environment
around him is quiet. Low-level noise is very distracting to him, making him unable to hear and
concentrate. Aubrey’s language development is about a year behind that of his peers. An evaluation revealed that Aubrey has average intelligence based on the results of a nonverbal test
of intelligence. His speech is intelligible to those he interacts with most frequently such as his
family and teachers, but difficult to comprehend by those who are not accustomed to his speech.
Aubrey is developing in the area of social skills, and though to some they may seem less than age
appropriate, at times, his socialization skills are on track for his age. His parents and teachers are
teaching him to regularly check the performance of his hearing aid batteries, and he is beginning
to be more attentive to this routine.

Brooke
Brooke is a high school senior who has congenital profound hearing loss in both ears. She has
worn hearing aids since her loss was diagnosed at the age of 2 but can hear only very loud
sounds with them. She attends a consolidated high school in a rural area and is fully included;
she does have a full-time interpreter with whom she communicates using sign language. Brooke
is a very capable student in many subjects, but the sciences are her strongest. She is an effective
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speechreader, and her speech is intelligible. She has several close friends, all of whom learned to
sign to communicate with her. She obtained a cochlear implant in her right ear and is receiving
auditory training to learn how to interpret auditory information. Brooke plans to attend college
next year and study agriculture in hopes of becoming a veterinarian one day.

Looking Ahead
You’ll see portions of the individualized education program (IEPs) for Aubrey, later in this
chapter. Consider the questions that follow, and look for possible answers as you read about
strategies for modifying the learning environment and instructional procedures for students with
visual and hearing impairments.

•
•
•
•

What are the educational strengths of each of these students?
If you were Jason’s teacher, what strategies would you use to help him stay focused on his
academics as he continues to adjust to the loss of his sight following his injury?
Identify the types of supports that Emily and Brooke currently use to be successful high
school seniors. What do you think their needs will be when they enter college?
One of Aubrey’s educational needs is language development. What activities would you
recommend to help this second-grader practice classroom listening and speaking skills?

E

Students with visual impairments are taught to rely on unaffected senses, such as
hearing and touch. For example, they may learn to read braille, to develop their listening skills, and to travel using orientation and mobility skills. For students with visual
impairments with some usable vision, the educational program may include instruction
in the use of low-vision aids, such as magnification devices, large-print reading materials, and new technological devices (Manikam, 2014). Students with hearing impairments
may require instruction in speech and language, training in other communication systems
such as speechreading and sign language, or assistance in learning to use and care for
amplification devices such as hearing aids and cochlear implants. Students with hearing

Marmaduke St. John/Alamy

ach of the students introduced in the “Students’ Stories” has a specific and different hearing
or visual impairment. They all, however, share a sensory loss. Such students can exhibit a
wide range of abilities and can experience a variety of problems in school. Their visual and hearing impairments can be mild, moderate, or severe. Although their performance in most areas falls
within a range similar to that of typical students, their school achievement is generally poorer
than that expected for their age and grade. Students with visual impairments have difficulty with
mobility and with reading print or other visual materials (Coleman & Cramer, 2015; Lahav,
Schloerb, & Srinivasen, 2015); those with hearing impairments experience problems in language
development and oral communication (Marschank, Shaver, Nagle, & Newman, 2015). Many
students with visual and hearing impairments are also in need of social skills training (Byrne,
2014) and have other disabilities (e.g., learning disabilities) that often go undiagnosed (Reesman,
Day, Szymanski, Hughes-Wheatland, Kalback, & Brice, 2014). Both the degree of the disability
and the specific characteristics of the student influence the nature and extent of the impairment.
Special education for students with sensory impairments may be provided in a special class
or resource room; in many cases, students remain in the general education class and receive
special instruction, materials, or equipment to supplement or enrich their educational
program. As with all students, the goal is to facilitate the student’s learning. These decisions are individually determined based on the needs of each student with input from
the student, his or her family, and all members of the team. Often this requires us to
teach students how to utilize remaining sensory abilities to help them compensate for
their disability.
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i mpairments generally need auditory training to develop listening
skills by learning to use their residual hearing. In addition to their
specific sensory needs, these students may require adaptations in
the general education classroom in order to have the opportunity to
participate in instructional activities and social interactions.
The characteristics of students with visual and hearing
impairments, methods for adapting the classroom environment,
and instructional procedures for the general education teacher
are described in this chapter. Figure 15-1 provides information
on individuals with sensory impairments and helps to familiarize
teachers with the problems these students may encounter.

Learning Outcomes
After you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:
Watch this video to see how
using sign language helps
a student with a hearing
impairment interpret her
world and integrate into
the general education
classroom.

• Identify students with potential visual and hearing impairments.
• Outline the procedure for assessing students for potential sensory impairments.
• Describe the special services available for students with visual or hearing impairments, both in
and out of the general education classroom.
• Modify the general education classroom to fit the specific needs of students with sensory
impairments.
• Arrange the classroom to accommodate students with diverse visual and hearing impairments.
• Adapt instruction and provide assistive technology when possible to ensure that every student
can succeed.

FIGURE 15-1 Information on Individuals with Sensory Impairments
• The number of students with sensory impairments is small when compared to numbers in other disability groups. In the
2011–2012 school year, students with visual impairments made up 0.4% of all students receiving special education
services; those with hearing impairments made up 1.2% (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).
• About 1 student in 1,000 has a highly signiﬁcant, noncorrectable visual impairment (Bowe, 2000), but only about 3 out of
10 of these students are considered blind for educational purposes (Reynolds & Birch, 1988).
• The loss of vision can slow the pace of intellectual and social development because it limits access to the normal range
and variety of experiences (Zebahazy & Smith, 2011).
• Students with visual impairments face academic learning challenges in school because of the difﬁculty of having access to
appropriate instructional technology (Mason, 2014).
• The Centers for Disease Control (2015) estimates that approximately 1 to 3 in 1,000 children has a hearing loss.
• Hearing losses are measured in decibels (dB) and can be categorized by severity; individuals with losses in the speech
range may have a mild (20 to 40 dB), moderate (40 to 60 dB), severe (60 to 80 dB), or profound (80 dB or greater) hearing
impairment.
• Ampliﬁcation of unintelligible sounds may do nothing for the person with a hearing impairment except make the
unintelligible sound louder.
• American Sign Language (ASL), (also called Ameslan) is the fourth most-used language in the United States (after English,
Spanish, and Italian). It employs both ﬁngerspelling and signs, with its own system and rules for formation of signs; it is not
merely a manual form of English (Cartwright, Cartwright, & Ward, 1995).
• Speechreading (or lipreading) is a system of interpreting a speaker’s words and message without hearing the speaker’s
voice. The speechreader watches the lips, mouth, tongue, gestures, and facial movements of the speaker in order to
decode the message. This approach is difﬁcult because many words are identical in appearance. For example, the words
pie and buy appear the same on the lips.
• Approximately 64% of students with visual impairments and 56% of those with hearing impairments spend most of their
school day in the general education classroom (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
• It is incorrect to presume that persons with sensory losses develop extraordinary perceptions with unimpaired senses. That
is the “myth of sensory compensation.”
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Indicators of Visual and Hearing
Impairments

Watch this video to see
how newborns are tested
for hearing. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=QvrBogzziXA&feature=related

Watch this video of a
visually impaired student
discuss how he takes part
in activities at home and at
school.

EPA european pressphoto agency b.v./Alamy

The general education teacher plays an important role on the various teams assigned to assist
students with visual and hearing impairments. Many of these students are initially identified and
referred for consideration for special education services by the general education classroom teacher.
In addition, general education teachers assist in collecting information about their students’ classroom performance and in coordinating the services provided by various specialists.
Visual and hearing impairments can be congenital, present at birth, or adventitious, acquired
as a result of illness or accident. Students with severe impairments are generally identified by
parents or a physician before entering school; those with impairments that are milder or that result
from illness or accident may be identified during the school years. Students who acquire impairments after they have experienced normal vision or hearing (with normal development of speech
and language) are usually affected less adversely than those whose impairments are present at birth.
The extent of a vision or hearing loss is determined only after all possible corrections have been
made. If a sensory impairment can be corrected so that the student has adequate vision or hearing,
then the student is not considered to have a disability or to need special education. If impairments
remain after corrections have been made (e.g., eyeglasses, hearing aids, and all possible medical
treatments, including surgery), then the student is considered to have a disability.
Students with visual impairments may be blind or partially sighted. These designations are
based on measures of visual acuity (the ability to perceive very fine detail) and may have little educational relevance, just as an IQ score is not always an accurate predictor of academic achievement.
Students who are blind are defined legally as (1) those whose visual acuity is 20/200 or less in the
better eye with the best possible correction or (2) those whose field of vision is restricted to an arc
of 20 degrees or less at its widest point (National Information Center for Children and Youth with
Disabilities, 2001b). A larger group is made up of students who are partially sighted, whose vision
in the best eye is between 20/70 and 20/200 after correction. The designation of 20/200 roughly
indicates that the individual can see at 20 feet what a person with normal vision can see at 200 feet.
Legal terminology to describe visual impairments often lacks meaning for the educator.
Instead, teachers are primarily concerned with a child’s functional use of residual vision and how
the child uses it when light, locations, and contrasts change. Teachers need to know whether the
student’s remaining vision will allow learning with visually presented material, whether learning
must be through other senses, or what combination of these approaches will be most beneficial
(Corn & Webne, 2001). Many students who are legally blind are not considered educationally
blind. Some can read regular print; others can read print that is enlarged typographically or viewed
through a magnifying device. Because of the limited educational relevance of the legal terms and
acuity scores, teachers should be aware that it is important to acquire information about the visual
functioning of students included in the general education program;
assumptions regarding their ability to use their vision should not
be based on a label or acuity score.
Students with visual impairments who have not been identified before entering school are often located as a result of the periodic vision screening conducted for all students in a school. The
general education teacher can play an important role by carefully
observing students in the classroom. The signs of vision problems
listed in Figure 15-2 can alert the teacher to students in need of
further investigation.
Students with hearing impairments may be deaf or hard of
hearing. Students who are deaf (about 10% of those with hearing
loss) are not able to use their hearing to understand speech, even
with a hearing aid. Students who are hard of hearing (90% of those
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Signs of Possible Vision Problems

Prevent Blindness America (2001) urges teachers and parents to watch for these signs that a child might be experiencing
vision problems.
Behavior
• Rubs eyes excessively.
• Squints, shuts, or covers one eye.
• Tilts or thrusts head forward, or holds head in unusual angles while reading.
• Has difficulty with reading or other close-up work.
• Holds objects close to eyes.
• Blinks more than usual or is irritable when doing close-up work.
• Moves head rather than eyes while reading.
• Is unable to see distant things clearly.
• Demonstrates aversion to glare or bright light.
• Has difficulty copying from blackboard and books.
Appearance
• Crossed or maligned eyes
• Red-rimmed, encrusted, or swollen eyelids
• Inflamed or watery eyes
• Recurring styes (infections) on eyelids
• Color photos of eyes show white reflection instead of typical red or no reflection
• Uncontrolled eye movements or drooping eyelids
Complaints
• Eyes itch, burn, or feel scratchy
• Cannot see well
• Dizziness, headaches, nausea following close-up work
• Blurred or double vision

Kai Chiang/123RF

If students exhibit any of these problems for a period of time, they should be referred to the school nurse or appropriate
special education personnel. Regular eye exams are important because some eye problems have no signs or symptoms.

with hearing loss) have a significant hearing loss in one or both ears that requires some special
adaptations; they are able to use hearing to understand speech, often through the use of hearing aids
(Heward, 2013).
Conductive hearing losses are caused by interference with
the transmission of sound from the outer ear to the inner ear; this
interference can occur in either the outer or the middle ear. Individuals with this type of loss are usually treated by medication or
surgery, but occasionally hearing aids are prescribed. An impairment to the auditory nerve or inner ear results in a sensorineural
hearing loss. Surgery and medication are generally less effective
in treating this type of loss; most individuals with a sensorineural
hearing loss will benefit from the use of hearing aids. A mixed
hearing loss involves both conductive and sensorineural impairments. Functional hearing losses have no known organic origin,
can be due to emotional factors, and are generally not improved by
sound amplification (National Information Center for Children and
Youth with Disabilities, 2010).
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The types of hearing losses described here usually occur in both ears; however, some children
have a unilateral hearing loss, with normal hearing in one ear and a hearing loss in the other.
For years, conventional wisdom assumed that “one good ear was enough”; however, research has
shown that children with unilateral hearing loss are 10 times more likely to fail a grade by age 10
than children without hearing loss (Bess, Dodd-Murphy, & Parker, 1998); therefore, it is considered
best practice to keep these children on a watch list in order to identify problems as soon as they
develop (English & Church, 1999).
Frequency and intensity are two of the physical characteristics of sound used in measuring
hearing loss. Frequency, or pitch, is expressed in a unit called hertz (Hz). An example of pitch is the
musical scale; as the voice ascends the scale, pitch or frequency increases. Intensity, or loudness,
is measured in decibels (dB). These symbols often appear on reports of students’ hearing losses,
with a loss indicated in decibels at each hertz level. It is important for the educator to consider a
hearing loss in relation to speech sounds. Most speech is between 500 and 2,000 Hz in frequency
and between 40 and 65 dB in intensity (Green & Fischgrund, 1993). A student with a 75- to 80-dB
loss in the 1,000- to 4,000-Hz range would have a severe loss that would affect his or her ability to
understand speech.
In most parts of the United States, congenital hearing losses are detected via newborn screening procedures. Acquired hearing loss and hearing loss not identified at birth are usually diagnosed
during the preschool years by parents or physicians. Finally, hearing losses are often detected during
annual school hearing screenings. By carefully observing the behaviors of students, the classroom
teacher can be alert to signs and symptoms that indicate possible hearing impairments. Warning
signals to watch for are listed in Figure 15-3. These and other indicators of visual or hearing impairments may be noticed by the teacher. Students who do not respond normally to visual or auditory
stimuli are potential candidates for special education assessment.

FIGURE 15-3

Signs of Hearing Problems

The American Academy of Otolaryngology (1995) provides these indicators of possible
hearing problems:
Behavior
• Does not accurately turn in the direction of a soft voice on the first call.
• Is not alert to environmental sounds.
• Does not respond to sound or does not locate where sound is coming from.
• Does not sound like or use speech like other children of similar age.
• Does not show consistent growth in the understanding and the use of words to
communicate.
• Seems consistently inattentive; says “What?” or “Huh?”more than other children.
• Misunderstands verbal directions.
Appearance
• Drainage or blood from ears
• Continual tugging of ears
• Mouth breathing
Complaints
• Cannot hear well
• Tired
Hearing loss is frequently called an “invisible disability” because the usual site of damage is
beyond the eardrum, and indicators are more behavioral than physical. As with suspicions
about visual impairment, refer children exhibiting these symptoms to the school nurse or
appropriate special education personnel. Regularly scheduled hearing screenings are usually
required by state law because hearing loss can be difficult to detect.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Assessment Procedures
When students are suspected of having visual or hearing impairments, they are referred to the
prereferral team to determine if appropriate interventions can be implemented in the general education classroom. If this team determines that a more extensive review is needed, a referral is made
to the special education assessment team. An assessment plan is then developed and presented to
the parents, who must grant permission before it is implemented. This assessment should determine the student’s intellectual functioning, academic achievement, and communicative status. It
must be conducted in an appropriate mode of communication (e.g., braille or sign language when
appropriate) and must assess all areas that relate to the suspected sensory impairment. The assessment should determine the student’s capabilities and identify factors that are interfering with school
performance.
Assessments of students with visual and hearing impairments can be conducted by a variety
of professionals. Several—such as special education teachers of students with visual or hearing
impairments, ophthalmologists, and audiologists—may assess only this type of special student.
Many instruments commonly used to evaluate the ability or achievement of other students with
disabilities may be inappropriate for students with sensory impairments. To obtain accurate and
reliable information about these individuals, measures must be selected carefully and, if necessary,
adapted to allow students to circumvent their disabilities.
The intellectual functioning of pupils with visual and hearing impairments can be assessed with
adapted, modified, or specially designed measures. Verbal portions of the Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children have been used to assess students with visual impairments. In addition, some
measures have been specifically designed to provide an indication of the capability of students with
visual or hearing impairments. For example, the Perkins–Binet Intelligence Scale (Davis, 1980) is
designed for students with visual impairments who are ages 2 to 22. This adaptation of the Stanford–Binet Intelligence Scale has two forms, one for those with nonusable vision and another for
those with usable vision. Approximately 25% to 30% of the items are performance based, and the
test yields both mental age and intelligence quotients. The Hiskey–Nebraska Test of Learning Aptitude (Hiskey, 1966) is a measure of the learning aptitude of individuals between the ages of 3 and
16 who are deaf.
Many academic assessment instruments for sighted or hearing students can be administered
with little or no modification to individuals who are partially sighted or hard of hearing. Students
with more severe impairments may require adaptations, such as communicating in sign language or
transcribing portions of the test into braille. In addition, students can be allowed extra time to finish
portions of a test if this is necessary to reflect their skill levels adequately. However, if modifications have been made in the administration procedures of standardized tests, they must be noted in
the assessment report.
Vision and hearing assessments are normally conducted by specially trained individuals.
These assessments can be useful in indicating the extent of impairment and determining possible
remedies (e.g., glasses, low-vision aids, hearing aids) that can reduce the impact of the impairment on the student’s educational performance. Students who are partially sighted should be
encouraged to have their vision rechecked frequently because their visual efficiency may improve
and adjustments may be needed in their optical aids or the type size used for their materials
(Schurink, Cox, Cillessen, van Rens, & Boonstra, 2011). Ophthalmologists are medical doctors
who specialize in the diagnosis and treatment of defects and diseases of the eye. An optometrist
is a nonmedical practitioner licensed to measure refractive errors and eye muscle disturbances.
Both of these professionals measure vision and prescribe corrective lenses, but only the ophthalmologist may perform surgery, prescribe medication, and administer other medical treatments.
Medical doctors concerned with hearing impairments are the otolaryngologist (who diagnoses
and treats ear, nose, and throat disorders) and the otologist (who specializes in the treatment of
ear diseases and disorders).
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The Snellen chart is commonly used for vision screening of students; its purpose is to identify
students with possible visual acuity problems who are in need of a more thorough evaluation by
a vision specialist. The chart is composed of rows of letters of various sizes, which students must
identify from a preset distance. For young children, the Snellen chart contains only the letter E in
various sizes and orientations; this allows the child to point in the direction the E is facing rather
than name various letters. Hearing is assessed with a device called an audiometer. The student
listens to tones or speech delivered via air or bone conduction at a variety of frequencies and
intensities.
A mobility specialist may meet with students with visual impairments to assess their orientation and mobility skills and to determine their need for training in these areas. Other specialists may evaluate students’ ability to use low-vision aids or read printed material. For students
with hearing impairments, the speech-language pathologist is the professional who determines
current functioning in oral communication and language development. The educational audiologist is responsible for ensuring that hearing aids and other amplification systems are functioning
properly.
Direct observation and informal assessment by the teacher can provide a great deal of information for the prereferral and assessment teams. Much of the data needed to determine a student’s
requirements for special services and to prepare the goals for the IEP can most effectively be gathered by the teacher or specialists while the student is performing under typical conditions in the
general education classroom.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Special Services
The IEP team uses information gathered through the assessment process to develop a student’s
IEP. The IEPs of students with visual and hearing impairments usually contain several goals.
Students with visual impairments often have goals in the use of vision aids, improvement of listening skills, development of braille reading and writing ability, note taking, mobility, and academic
skill areas.
Students with hearing impairments may have goals in speechreading, speech and language,
auditory training, sign language, and the use of amplification devices. Aubrey, the second-grade
student described at the start of this chapter, has a moderate bilateral hearing loss that resulted from
a disease in early childhood. A portion of Aubrey’s IEP appears in Figure 15-4.
The majority of students with sensory impairments spend some portion of their school day
included in the general education program. Consider Jason, the 16-year-old high school junior in the
beginning of the chapter who lost much of his sight in one eye and thus has an acquired disability. It
is important to provide a student like Jason with educational modifications as needed while he learns
to adapt to being partially sighted. Equally important is providing him with the emotional supports
needed as he rehabilitates from the injury. Other students with sensory impairments will receive
services from an itinerant special education teacher to supplement the activities provided in the
general education class. For those spending the entire day in the general education classroom, teacher
consultants may work with the general education teacher to help design needed c lassroom adaptations and provide special materials or equipment. Some students may attend a resource room. Very
young students or those with multiple or more severe disabilities may spend the majority of their
school day in a special class and participate in general education classroom activities when there
is some assurance that they can be successfully involved and progress in the general curriculum.
Students with sensory impairments receive services from a variety of specialists, such as speech-
language pathologists, adapted physical education teachers, and vocational rehabilitation counselors.
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FIGURE 15-4 IEP Goals and Services for Aubrey
Annual Goals
1. By the end of the year, Aubrey will demonstrate language skills appropriate for his age.
Persons responsible: General education teacher, speech-language pathologist, and
itinerant teacher for children who are deaf and hard of hearing.
2. By the end of the year, Aubrey will use speech with 80% intelligibility as rated by
familiar listeners.
Person responsible: Speech-language pathologist.
3. By the end of the year, Aubrey will assume responsibility for the maintenance of his
hearing aids and his classroom FM system, including checking batteries and replacing
dead batteries (a fundamental self-advocacy skill).
Persons responsible: General education teacher, speech-language pathologist,
educational audiologist.
4. By the end of the year, Aubrey will successfully completeall kindergarten requirements.
Persons responsible: General education teacher, speech-language pathologist,
itinerant teacher.
Amount of Participation in General Education
Aubrey will spend the entire day in the kindergarten class-room with the exception of
1 hour a day in special education and related services.
Special Education and Related Services
1. Aubrey will receive special education services from the speech-language pathologist
(annual goals 1–4) for one hour, 3 days a week.
2. Aubrey will receive special education services from the itinerant teacher (goals 1 and 4)
for one hour, 2 days a week.
3. The educational audiologist will provide in-servicing and equipment maintenance for all
amplification devices across the school year, and will teach Aubrey how to manage
these systems (annual goal 3).

FIGURE 15-5

Resources for Information About Students with Sensory Impairments

Visual Impairments
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

American Council of the Blind
American Foundation for the Blind
American Printing House for the Blind, Inc.
Blindness Resource Center
Family Connection
National Association for Visually Handicapped
National Eye Institute
National Federation of the Blind
National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), The Library of Congress

Hearing Impairments
• Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing
• American Society for Deaf Children
• Beginnings for Parents of Children Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing

The school system or outside agencies may offer these students special programs, such as instruction
in daily living skills or recreational activities. The special services required for different students
with similar impairments may vary considerably. Figure 15-5 lists organizations whose Web sites
have resources about students with sensory impairments.
In making decisions about including students with disabilities in the general education program,
the views of parents and those of students themselves must be considered. Many members of the
Deaf community have become advocates for special schools for students who are deaf. This position reflects a growing awareness of Deaf culture and the Deaf community’s pride in that culture.
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For example, in 1988, students at Gallaudet University, a university for students who are deaf,
staged a protest until trustees named a person who was deaf as president.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Classroom Modifications
Students with visual or hearing impairments who are in the general education program frequently
require adaptations in the arrangement of the learning environment and in the structure of instructional procedures. Extensive curricular adaptations are typically not needed. Although additional
hands-on experiences may be beneficial for students with sensory impairments, other adjustments
correspond to those generally provided for typical students.
The idea of adapting instruction for students with visual and hearing impairments is not new.
In 1900, for example, Helen Keller wrote specifications for her own classroom adaptations. Much
has been written about the obviously gifted Helen Keller, who had severe impairments in both hearing and vision. Her familiar story and struggle to adapt to a world she could neither see nor hear is
captured in the letter she wrote to the chairman of the academic board at Radcliffe College. In this
letter, she asks for adaptations to the regular, not special, college classroom.
Dear Sir:
As an aid to me in determining my plans for study the coming year, I apply to you for
information as to the possibility of my taking the regular courses in Radcliffe College.
Since receiving my certificate of admission to Radcliffe last July, I have been
studying with a private tutor, Horace, Aeschylus, French, German, Rhetoric, English
History, English Literature and Criticism, and English Composition.
In college I should wish to continue most, if not all, of these subjects. The conditions under which I work require the presence of Miss Sullivan, who has been my
teacher and companion for thirteen years, as an interpreter of oral speech and as a
reader of examination papers. In college, she, or possibly in some subjects someone
else, would, of necessity, be with me in the lecture room and at recitations. I should
do all my written work on a typewriter, and if a Professor could not understand my
speech, I could write out my answers to his questions and hand them to him after the
recitation.
Is it possible for the College to accommodate itself to these unprecedented conditions, so as to enable me to pursue my studies at Radcliffe? I realize that the obstacles
in the way of my receiving a college education are very great—to others they may seem
insurmountable; but, dear Sir, a true soldier does not acknowledge defeat before the
battle. (Keller, 1965, p. 151).
The classroom adaptations for students with visual and hearing impairments are similar to those
required for students with health and physical impairments. The teacher should be sure to explain
the special student’s impairment(s) to the other students in the general education class. A careful
explanation facilitates the acceptance of students with disabilities by their peers. However, teachers
and students should be careful not to become overprotective of students with disabilities; they must
be encouraged to develop independence.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.
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Arranging The Learning Environment

The IRIS Center at Vanderbilt University develops
training enhancement
materials for pre-service
and practicing teachers.
This module examines how
to adapt instruction and
modify the classroom environment for students with
visual disabilities. http://iris.
peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
module/v02-successsight/

Students with sensory impairments may require adaptations in the arrangement of the classroom,
seating patterns, and other factors related to lighting, sound transmission, and proximity to activities. Use universal design for learning approaches in the design and delivery of instruction. The
following are suggestions for general education classroom teachers working with students with
visual impairments.
• Use a clock orientation to help students become familiar with the room and to clarify locations:
for example, the teacher’s desk is at 12 o’clock, the bookshelves are at 3 o’clock, computers
are at 6 o’clock, the door is at 11 o’clock (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 1998).
• Be sure students’ tables or desktops are large enough for assistive technology.
• Verbalize the details of any graphic or illustration displayed on a smart board so that the student
can more thoroughly understand the elements of such a visual display. For example, explain
to the students, “if you look at our diagram on the board, we see a green plant in soil in the
middle of our diagram, to the upper left in our diagram we see the sun, from the sun the plant
gets energy, the plant uses the energy from the sun along with water in the soil, and a gas called
carbon dioxide to make sugar which feeds the plant. During this process oxygen is released
from the plant into the air.”
• Do not place students who are partially sighted where they must face the glare of a primary
source of light, such as a window (Pasanella & Volkmor, 1981). However, lighting should be adequate; some students may need additional light from a source such as a desk lamp or a window.
• Seat students so that they can participate in activities with other class members. A flexible
seating arrangement will allow students to be close to different classroom activities or to adjust
the amount of light available as needed. For example, a student might relocate to obtain a better
view of the teacher, the chalkboard, or the projection screen, or to obtain a greater amount of
light for a particular activity.
• Allow students to become oriented to the classroom; permit them to explore (Maron &
Martinez, 1980).
• Attend to the auditory environment. Children with visual impairment depend on what they hear
to compensate for what they do not see, so reduce or eliminate auditory distractions (squeaks
from a hamster wheel, buzzing from a loose fluorescent light bulb, etc.). Wait until classroom
noise subsides before giving oral instructions. Identify fixed noise sources (e.g., the ticking of a
clock) to help the child’s orientation to the physical space (Webster & Roe, 1998).
• Prepare and rehearse procedures for emergency situations (fire drill evacuations, etc.).
• Ask the child what assistance or help is needed.
Students with hearing impairments require other types of adaptations to facilitate their
successful inclusion in the general education program:
• The student’s seat should be away from noise and close to the area where instruction takes
place.
• Seating arrangements should permit the student to face the teacher and other students. Teachers
should take care not to turn their back to students with hearing impairments while speaking.
During a class discussion, it may be necessary to allow the student to move around the room to
be able to see those who are speaking (Reynolds & Birch, 1988).
• If an interpreter is provided, he or she should sit near the student. The student and the i nterpreter
should have some flexibility in where they choose to sit.
• Speakers should avoid standing with a direct light behind them; if the teacher stands in front of
a window, it may not be possible to see what he or she is saying (English, 1995).
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• Keep classroom and background noise to a minimum.
• Verify that fire alarm/emergency signals have a visual component (e.g., strobe light) in addition
to the customary auditory component.
• Label items in the classroom to help in the development of vocabulary for the young student.
For many students with sensory impairments, special assistive aids and technology are
helpful, and students should be encouraged to use the special devices that have been provided.
For example, for students with visual impairments, a variety of braille writers are quite useful
to students who are visually impaired, but the advances in personal computing offer increased
options for students to consider. It really is important to consider these devices on an individual basis to determine the best fit for each student, with the end game being enhanced learning
outcomes.
Other modifications are often required to meet the individual needs of students. Special educators, the students’ parents, and often the students themselves can give suggestions for such adaptations. Careful observation of students in a classroom setting provides information on how the
educational environment can best be modified.
Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Modifying Instructional Procedures
When students with visual or hearing impairments are present in the general education classroom,
it may be necessary for the teacher to modify instructional procedures. These adaptations depend
on the individual needs and capabilities of the students with special needs and vary from minimal to
extensive. Specialists are generally available to assist the teacher in developing and implementing
modified instructional strategies.
Students with visual impairments who are included in the general education program may
require instruction from a specialist to acquire the skills needed to use low-vision aids or to read
and write braille. In addition, some students need special materials or equipment; others use only
those materials available in the classroom. Suggestions for teachers working with students with
visual impairments in a general education setting are listed here:
• Many of the print materials used in the general education classroom may be available in other
formats. Work with the student’s special education teacher to locate alternative forms of these,
such as braille or audio recordings. Digital text may also be available through sources such as
Bookshare, an online library for persons with print disabilities. When materials are needed in
accessible formats, it is wise to start looking well ahead of the time they’re needed to ensure
their availability. For information about sources of materials for students with visual (and
hearing) impairments, see Figure 15-6.
• Use descriptive language to interpret events in the classroom to maintain student e ngagement.
• Allow adequate time for students with visual impairments to complete reading assignments.
• Encourage students to use a word processor or to type communications that must be read by
sighted individuals; examples include written reports, homework assignments, and personal
correspondence. The special education teacher may provide word processing and keyboarding
instruction when necessary.
• Avoid using glossy white boards, if possible, because these produce glare.
• Provide students with instruction and experiences that develop critical listening skills.
• Audio-recorded materials can serve to vary the presentation of reading material.

n

Inclusio
Tips

Click here to learn how
a unit on the scientific
method is adapted for
a student with a visual
disability.
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FIGURE 15-6

Sources of Materials for Students with Sensory Impairments

Accessible Text
• Bookshare
Large-Print Materials
• American Printing House for the Blind, Inc.
• National Association for Visually Handicapped
• Read How You Want
Braille Materials
• American Printing House for the Blind, Inc. (includes Chrissy’s Collection, combined print and
braille books for children)
• Library of Congress National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped
Tape-Recorded Materials
• American Printing House for the Blind, Inc.
• Library of Congress National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped
• Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic
E-Text (Electronic Text)
• Project Gutenberg
• Worditude
Captioned Films and Videos
• Described and Captioned Media Program
• National Captioning Institute

• Arrange for vigorous physical exercise to help students with visual impairments in the
development of balance, spatial orientation, and eye–hand coordination. Encourage them to
compete with sighted peers whenever possible (Lieberman, Haegele, Columna, & Conroy,
2014).
• Become familiar with the various types of special equipment used by the students with
visual impairments in your class. Let the special education teacher know immediately of
any necessary replacement or repairs. Perkins Braillewriters are small machines that are
often used to write (type) material in braille. To learn more about the braille system, consult
Figure 15-7.
Students with hearing impairments may also require adaptations in the general education classroom. Specialists provide many of these students with instruction in speechreading,
fingerspelling, and sign language. Educators of students with hearing impairments do not
agree on the most appropriate communication method for this group, but many professionals
advocate total communication. This approach combines the oral/aural method of communication (speech, speechreading, and audition) with the manual method (fingerspelling and sign
language). The manual alphabet, shown in Figure 15-8 allows students to fingerspell names
and technical terms that are not available in sign language. The following suggestions can
help the teacher work with students with hearing impairments who are included in the general
education program.

Classroom Amplification Devices
Students with hearing impairments benefit from technological devices that amplify sounds in order
to optimize residual hearing. Some amplification systems also overcome the problem of listening in
noisy situations.
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FIGURE 15-7

Braille: Tactile Communication for Individuals Who Are Blind

1
2
3

4
5
6

LINE 1
f
g
h
i
j
b
c
d
e
a
6
7
8
9
0
2
3
4
5
1
Line 1, consisting of the first 10 letters of the alphabet is formed with dots 1, 2, 4, 5 in the upper
part of the braille cell. When preceded by the numeric indicator these cells have number values.
LINE 2
p
k
l
m
n
o
Line 2 adds dot 3 to each of the characters of Line 1.

q

r

s

t

and
for
v
x
y
z
u
Line 3 adds dots 3 and 6 to each of the characters of the first line.

of

the

with

ed
er
gh
sh
th
wh
ch
Line 4 adds dot 6 to each of the characters of the first line.

ou

ow

w

"/?

in

”

LINE 3

LINE 4

LINE 5

,

;

:

.

en

!

()

Line 5 repeats the characters of Line 1 in the lower portion of the cell using dots 2, 3, 5, 6. Most
of the characters have punctuation values.
LINE 6
ing
#
ar
st
Line 6 is formed with dots 3, 4, 5, 6.

'

_

LINE 7
general
accentsign

used for
two-celled
contractions

italic
sign:
decimal
point

letter
sign

capital
sign

Line 7 is formed with dots 4, 5, 6.
Although punctuation and letter values are given for each configuration, most of the configurations have other meanings when used in conjunction with different braille characters.

Source: From Understanding Braille by the American Foundation for the Blind, 1969, New York: Author. Used with permission.

Hearing Aids
Hearing aids differ in shape and style, but all operate on the same principles. Sound is picked up
by a microphone, amplified, and delivered to a receiver in the canal of the ear. Unfortunately, all
sounds are amplified, making it difficult for the user to discriminate between conversation and all
other noises in the background. In the classroom, a student with a hearing impairment will likely
find it difficult to follow a teacher’s instructions in the presence of competing noise (rustling paper,
shuffling feet, pencil sharpeners, aquarium motors, heating systems, etc.).
The hearing aid user is also affected by two other factors: distance and direction. As distance
between the speaker and the hearing aid user increases, the intensity of the speaker’s voice
decreases. To a person with a hearing impairment, this decrease has a significantly negative impact
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FIGURE 15-8

The Manual Alphabet

The manual alphabet as the receiver sees it

A

I

B

C

J

R

K

S

D

L

T

U

E

F

G

M

N

O

V

W

H

P

X

Q

Y

Z

The manual alphabet as the sender sees it

A

B

I

C

J

R

S

D

K

T

E

L

U

F

M

V

G

N

W

O

X

H

P

Y

Q

Z

Source: From the National Association of the Deaf, n.d. Copyright by the National Association of the Deaf. Reprinted by permission.

on speech perception. As a speaker turns away from a hearing aid user, the speech signal again
becomes weaker and sometimes distorted. To overcome these limitations of a hearing aid, a teacher
would need to directly face the student with a hearing impairment at all times, and speak at a
distance of approximately 12 inches from the hearing aid microphone. Obviously, this strategy is
not a practical recommendation.

FM Technology
Fortunately, technology is available to address the limitations of hearing aids. FM technology is
used in an instrument specially designed to address the problems of noise, distance, and direction
(Flexer, Wray, & Ireland, 1989; Maxon, Brackett, & van den Berg, 1991). To use an FM system
(previously called an auditory trainer), the classroom teacher wears a wireless microphone and the
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student wears a wireless receiver. Some receivers look and operate like personal stereos. Recently,
receivers have also been designed to be worn as behind-the-ear hearing aids. This new type of
receiver is a preferred choice among students if cosmetic concerns become an issue.
The FM system has three advantages:
1. The teacher’s voice is amplified 12 to 15 dB above the classroom noise.
2. The teacher’s voice is transmitted at an even intensity across a distance of up to 100 feet.
3. The teacher’s voice is not affected by direction.
This threefold FM advantage has helped make the FM system standard equipment in special
classrooms for students with hearing impairments for many years. Because the FM system is easy
to use, it has been introduced into general education settings with much success. However, because
there is a real risk of overamplification, FM systems must be fitted and monitored by an audiologist.
Another amplification system used in classrooms is called sound field amplification. FM technology is used to transmit the teacher’s voice by a microphone to one or more speakers placed
around the classroom. The teacher’s voice is slightly amplified and conveyed to the whole room
(i.e., the sound field); students in the back of class hear the teacher’s voice as loudly as the students
in front. If there is a student in the classroom with a hearing impairment, he or she may wear either
an FM receiver or his or her personal hearing aid, depending on the audiologist’s recommendation. Research indicates that all members in the class can benefit from sound field amplification;
for example, students have demonstrated significant academic gains and an increase in on-task
behavior.

Cochlear Implants
Finally, another type of amplification showing up in increasing numbers in the general classroom
is called a cochlear implant. Part of this device is surgically implanted in the child’s inner ear to
bypass the sensory organ and to stimulate the auditory nerve directly. Another component of the
device is a hearing-aid-looking component that rests on the outer ear. Its microphone picks up
sound; a small processor converts the sound to electrical energy, and then a magnet carries that
energy through the skull to the implant. Like hearing aids, implants do not “cure” hearing loss;
users still have to contend with the adverse effects of background noise and will typically need
therapy to learn how to interpret the auditory input. To help with localization, some children use
a hearing aid on the nonimplanted side. If a student has a cochlear implant, the teacher will want
to meet with the educational audiologist or the implant center’s audiologist for information and
support.
Suggestions for teachers working with students with hearing impairments in a general education setting are listed here:
• Find out the best seating position for the student to speechread the teacher’s verbal presentations to the class by discussing this with the student (Rees, 1992).
• Provide copies of the teacher’s notes when material is presented in lecture format; it is not possible to speechread and take notes simultaneously.
• Use captioned films whenever possible. Many films and videotapes used in the classroom are
available in a captioned version.
• Maximize the use of other visual teaching strategies that include pictures and illustrations.
• Hearing aids should be checked daily. Consult with a speech-language pathologist or educational audiologist to determine who will assume this responsibility.
• Question students with hearing impairments to determine whether they understand information
presented in class. Do not assume that students understand the material.
• Clearly explain concepts being taught. Use visual examples whenever possible, and keep terminology consistent.
• Do not talk when distributing handouts because the student with a hearing impairment cannot
look for papers and watch the teacher at the same time (Rees, 1992).
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• Speak in full sentences. Avoid the use of single words, and rephrase the entire sentence if the
student did not understand it.
• Speechreading and attending to auditory stimuli with deficient hearing can be tiring tasks;
watch for student fatigue.
• Work closely with specialists to ensure that students with hearing impairments are provided
with appropriate experiences in the general education classroom.
Specific suggestions for working with students who are hard of hearing are presented in
Figure 15-9.
General education teachers ordinarily are not required to become proficient in specialized techniques, such as braille or sign language. However, they must be aware of students’ needs and be
familiar with the specialists who provide assistance in adapting instructional procedures for students
with sensory impairments. Teachers must also appreciate how visual and hearing impairments
increase the demands on students’ ability to concentrate and process information. With both kinds of
sensory impairments, students must work harder to keep pace with their peers. The effort involved
in expending this extra energy has been called vigilance, akin to functioning at 110% capacity for
long periods of time. This heightened state of attention obviously will be fatiguing, so students often
“recharge their batteries” by withdrawing their attention from instruction or conversation—younger
children even take short naps. However, these behaviors can be misinterpreted to imply rudeness or
lack of interest, and children are frequently scolded for conserving or restoring their energy in this
way. Teachers can help students understand how they expend and conserve cognitive and physical
energy by discussing different respite strategies and how to use them effectively.
This chapter has presented information on adapting the classroom environment and instructional procedures for students with visual and hearing impairments. Many of these students are
fully capable of spending the majority of the school day in the general education classroom when
appropriate adaptations are introduced.

FIGURE 15-9

Specific Suggestions for Working with Students Who Are Hard of Hearing

Hearing Aid Basics
• Do not expect a hearing aid to “correct” hearing impairments like glasses correct visual impairments. The instrument will
make sounds louder but not necessarily clearer. In addition, a conventional hearing aid ampliﬁes all sounds; it cannot sort
out the teacher’s instruction from the general background noise. Recent advances in electronics allow some hearing aids
to be “programmed” to reduce speech-in-noise problems; however, these are relatively expensive and not often
recommended for children’s use.
• If the aid “whistles” or produces feedback while in the child’s ear, check the earpiece (or earmold) to see whether it has
been inserted properly. Feedback will naturally occur if the aid is covered with a hand or a hat, or if the student leans close
to a wall or turns the volume too high. However, if the earmold is fully in the ear, if the aid is not covered, and if the
volume is at the appropriate setting, and feedback still occurs, the earmold may be too small and need to be replaced.
Inform the parent of the situation. Reducing the volume is only a temporary solution.
• Obtain a battery tester and a hearing aid stethoscope from the school audiologist, and request training in conducting a
hearing aid check. Hearing aids must be checked every day.
• Ask parents to provide spare batteries to keep at school, and let them know when dead batteries are replaced.
• Encourage the student to develop self-management skills for hearing aid care. Students should be able to check their own
hearing aid batteries by third grade. If a battery dies during the school day, students should advise their teachers
immediately; reinforce these self-advocacy skills.
Classroom Acoustic Considerations
Noise has a detrimental effect on the listening abilities of all students, but particularly students with hearing impairments
(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 1995). New standards in classroom acoustics have been developed by the
Acoustical Society of America, providing easy directions about how to evaluate and improve a classroom’s auditory
environment.
A classroom’s acoustical environment can be immediately improved by reducing or eliminating noise sources. A careful
“listening inspection” of the classroom will help the teacher identify noise sources that most adults have learned to ignore
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but most children find distracting; examples are fish tank filters, computers, printers, and fans from overhead projectors. If
noise sources cannot be eliminated or reduced, the student with a hearing impairment should work away from noise as much
as possible.
In addition to conducting a “listening inspection,” teachers can request the following environmental modifications to
significantly reduce noise and reverberation problems:
• Carpeting, acoustic ceiling tile, and walls covered with bulletin board or similar materials, which absorb rather than reﬂect
noise.
• Acoustic treatments for noise sources such as rumbling plumbing, rattling window blinds, and buzzing ﬂuorescent lights.
Noise from heating, ventilation, and air conditioning systems can be reduced with inexpensive bafﬂes.
• Acoustic modiﬁcations to a classroom can generally be accomplished by the site custodial staff at little cost and will result
in an environment conducive for learning for students with normal hearing as well as those with hearing impairments.
Strategies to Optimize Visual Information
Students with hearing impairments need as much visual cueing as possible. Comprehension increases signiﬁcantly when a
student can watch the teacher’s face in order to lipread or, more accurately, speechread. Here are some suggestions to
improve speechreading conditions:
• Speak in a normal fashion, without exaggeration or an increase in volume. Speak in phrases, at a normal pace. If there is a
misunderstanding, rephrase rather than repeat.
• As often as possible, directly face a student with a hearing impairment, at eye level. Proximity is also very important; it is
too difficult to speechread beyond 10 feet.
• When the room is darkened for ﬁlms or slides, have another student take notes; the student will not be able to speechread
the teacher.
• Be aware that some people are naturally better speechreaders than others and that, even for the best speechreaders, only
one-third of English speech sounds are visible. Speechreading becomes more difficult when the speaker has a foreign
accent or a mustache that covers the mouth.
Other Teaching Strategies
• Students with hearing impairments often have some language deﬁcits as a result of inconsistent auditory input. Pretutoring
helps a student develop familiarity with new vocabulary and concepts before they are presented in class. Have the student
read ahead on a subject to allow for extra time to consider new material. This can be accomplished as a homework
assignment or with a resource teacher.
• As often as possible, write page numbers, homework assignments, public address announcements, key vocabulary, and so
forth, on the chalkboard.
• Routinely check comprehension with questions that require more than yes or no answers. When simply asked, “Do you
understand?” a student with a hearing impairment may prefer to nod his or her head rather than volunteer that he or she
does not fully understand.
• For older students, it is helpful to have another student act as a note taker. If the notes are made on NCR (no carbon
required) paper, a copy can also be provided for a notebook available to any class member who may have missed
information during class lectures. A student with a hearing impairment will then have a copy without conspicuously
requiring special assistance.

Check your understanding of this section’s concepts here.

Things to Remember
•

Identify students with potential visual and hearing impairments.
Students with severe visual and hearing impairments are typically identified before they
enter school. Milder impairments may be identified as a result of school screening programs or teacher observation and referral. Sensory impairments may be congenital, or they
may occur as a result of illness or accident.
❍❍
Legal definitions of visual impairment have little educational relevance. Educators need to
know whether students can use their remaining vision to learn or whether they must rely
on other senses.
❍❍
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An educator needs to know the effects of a hearing loss on a student’s ability to use and
understand speech. Speech and language are the most significant areas in which hearing
impairments affect students educationally.
Outline the procedure for assessing students for potential sensory impairments.
❍❍
Students who are identified as having a potential sensory impairment are referred to a
special education assessment team. An IEP is designed after a student’s intellectual functioning, academic achievement, and communicative status are assessed.
Describe the special services available for students with visual or hearing impairments, both
in and out of the general education classroom.
❍❍
Students with visual or hearing impairments can learn to use other senses to compensate for their disabilities. Individuals who are blind can develop tactile reading skills and
improve their listening skills; persons with hearing impairments can learn to speechread
and to communicate manually. Students with visual impairments may also need orientation and mobility training to facilitate independent travel in the school and community.
Modify the general education classroom to fit the specific needs of students with sensory
impairments.
❍❍
Students with visual or hearing impairments commonly require modification of the learning environment and adaptation of instructional procedures to facilitate their performance
in the general education classroom.
❍❍

•

•

•

•

•

Arrange the classroom to accommodate students with diverse visual and hearing impairments.
❍❍
General education teachers may need to adapt their classrooms to provide an optimal
learning environment for students with visual or hearing impairments, often paying attention to factors related to seating, lighting, and noise.
Adapt instruction and provide assistive technology when possible to ensure that every student
can succeed.
❍❍
Many technological developments have improved the opportunities for students with sensory impairments to communicate with others; examples include classroom FM amplification systems for students with hearing impairments and braille note takers that provide
speech or tactile output for students who are blind.
❍❍
Special educators are generally available to assist general education teachers in making classroom adaptations and obtaining appropriate materials for students with sensory
impairments who are included in the general education classroom.

Activities
1. Observe the classroom behavior of a student with a visual or hearing impairment. Keep a record
of the adaptations made by the student and by others. What problems, if any, are encountered?
Can the student adjust as unexpected events occur? What reactions do you observe from other
students? From teachers? Write a brief summary of your observations.
2. Interview the parents of a student with a sensory impairment. When were they first aware of
the disability? How did they react? Does the student encounter any difficulties at home or in
the neighborhood? Has inclusion in the general education program been a positive experience
for the student? Are the parents apprehensive about the student’s eventual adulthood? How do
they encourage their child to become independent? Describe your impressions of the interview.
3. Read two articles about students with sensory impairments, one about visual impairments
and one about hearing losses. The Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness and the Sight-
Saving Review provide articles related to visual impairments; American Annals of the Deaf,
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Volta Review, and Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools discuss hearing impairments. Summarize each article’s relevance for the general education teacher.
4. Contact a large and a small school district to determine what services they offer to students
with visual and hearing impairments. Are all the services needed by these students provided
within the district, or must services be contracted from another district? What personnel are
employed to provide instruction for these students? Is the percentage of students with sensory
impairments about the same in both districts? What services are provided for general education
teachers?
5. Write a short report describing one of the new electronic devices being used by persons who
are blind or deaf. Choose a device, explain how it works, its advantages and disadvantages,
cost, and special benefits to the user. If possible, interview an individual who actually uses the
device. Find out how this person evaluated the device, and include this information in your
report. Determine whether the device is available for students in a local school district.
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504 accommodation plan. A plan for educational adaptations
within the general education classroom for students found
eligible under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act rather
than IDEA.
Academic needs. Core academic content areas where many students with special needs may experience learning challenges.
Academic performance problems. Difficulties encountered
in the acquisition, maintenance, and generalization of basic
school skills and content-area subjects.
Access. Ease of entry to and travel from place to place within a
building or location.
Acquisition. The initial learning of information or skills.
Adapted physical education teacher. A specialist who modifies
physical education instruction to meet the needs of students
with special needs.
Advance organizers. Information presented to students prior to
an instructional task as a preview or overview.
Adventitious. Acquired after birth, often as a result of illness or
accident.
Algorithm. A procedure used to perform an operation in
mathematics.
Amplification device. Anything that increases the volume of
sound.
Antecedent. The event or condition that occurs immediately
before a behavior of interest. See also Consequence.
Applied behavior analysis. A system for the understanding and
improvement of human behavior focusing on objectively
defined and measurable behaviors of social significance.
Architectural barriers. Obstructions in the physical environment that prevent access.
Assessment team. Required by federal law, the purpose of this
team is determining whether students meet eligibility requirements for special education services.
Assistive technology. Any technology designed specifically for
individuals with disabilities; includes add-ons to computer
systems and stand-alone devices.
Assistive technology specialist. Individual responsible for advising the team serving students with special needs regarding the
selection, acquisition, or use of assistive technology devices
that can increase, maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of students with a disability.
Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). A term used
in psychiatric classification systems to describe individuals
who show poor attention, impulsivity, and sometimes
hyperactivity.
Audiologist. A specialist trained in the evaluation and remediation
of hearing losses.
Audiometer. A device to assess hearing ability.
Auditory training. Instruction to improve listening skills by
teaching individuals with hearing impairments to use as much
of their residual hearing as possible.
Augmentative communication. Any system or device designed
to enhance the communication abilities of individuals who are
nonverbal or whose speech is difficult to understand.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD). A pervasive developmental
disorder with qualitative impairments in communication, social interaction, and restrictive or repetitive patterns of behavior that first occur prior to age 3.
Autism. See Autism spectrum disorder.
Automaticity. In skill learning, the ability to perform a skill both
accurately and quickly without thought.
Baseline data. Information collected about a behavior before an
intervention is implemented.
Basic skills. The “tool” subjects of listening, speaking, reading,
writing, spelling, and mathematics.
Behavioral intervention plan (BIP). Also called a positive behavioral support plan, this plan describes the positive interventions
and supports to be provided to students with behaviors that
interfere with their own or others’ learning.
Behavioral support. Refers to strategies for manipulating the
instructional environment to encourage appropriate behavior;
a modern term for behavior management.
Bilingual education. Programs emphasizing both the language of
the home and English.
Bipolar disorder. A psychiatric disorder characterized by severe
changes in mood and behavior.
Blind. A legal designation, often with little educational relevance,
that indicates (1) visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better
eye with the best possible correction or (2) a field of vision
restricted to an angle subtending an arc of 20 degrees or less.
Braille. A system of raised dots that can be decoded by touch.
Bullying. Behavior in which one student threatens or attempts to
intimidate another.
Captioned film. A film adapted for viewers who are deaf; dialogue appears in print superimposed on the screen.
Cerebral palsy. A motor impairment due to damage to the brain,
usually occurring before, during, or shortly following birth.
Classroom behavior support needs. The specific classroom
adaptations that a student requires to be successful.
Clinical teaching. An instructional technique in which data are
gathered both before and during the implementation of an
intervention in order to evaluate the effectiveness of that
intervention.
Cloze procedure. A method used to determine whether reading
material is appropriate for a particular student.
Cochlear implant. An amplification device that uses electrodes
surgically inserted in the inner ear and other hearing-aid-type
components that pick up and transmit sound to the electrodes.
Code-emphasis approach. An approach to reading instruction
in which decoding skills are taught first, then comprehension
skills.
Cognitive behavioral training. The behavior change method
that attempts to teach students new thinking strategies for controlling their own behavior.
Compensation. The instructional technique in which a student’s
weaknesses are bypassed.
Conductive hearing loss. A hearing loss caused by damage or
disease in the outer or middle ear.
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Congenital. Present at birth.
Consequence. The event or condition that occurs after a behavior
of interest. See also Antecedent.
Content-area subjects. Bodies of knowledge in the academic
curriculum; for example, English and other languages, the
sciences, mathematics, and the social sciences.
Contingency contract. A written agreement between a student
and a teacher that states what the student must do to earn a
specific reward.
Cooperative learning. The instructional model in which students
work together as a team to complete activities or assignments
(in contrast to competitive learning, in which each student
works alone).
Criterion-referenced test. An informal assessment device that
measures whether students have mastered the educational
goals stated in instructional objectives.
Culturally and linguistically diverse students. Students whose
home cultures (and perhaps languages) differ from that of the
school. Such students may require special assistance to succeed in general education.
Culturally responsive instruction. Instruction designed to meet
the needs of students from culturally diverse backgrounds.
Curriculum-based assessment (CBA). The use of current
classroom performance as the basis for determining students’
educational needs.
Curriculum-based measurement (CBM). A type of
curriculum-based assessment in which the teacher takes
frequent, brief samples of student performance in important
skill areas to evaluate progress toward curricular goals. See
also Curriculum-based assessment.
Deaf. See Deafness.
Deafness. The condition in which so little information is received
through the sense of hearing that other senses must be used for
learning.
Demonstration. The instructional procedure in which a new skill
is modeled.
Diabetes. A disorder of metabolism.
Differentiated instruction. Instruction within the general
education setting that is varied to meet the needs of different
learners.
Direct teaching. The teacher’s demonstration of appropriate
strategies for the performance of a learning task, encouragement of maximal student response opportunities, and provision of frequent systematic feedback on task performance;
also called direct instruction or active teaching.
Discovery learning. An instructional technique in which the
teacher presents students with opportunities for learning; skills
are not taught directly.
Duration recording. The system of recording observation data in
which the length of time a behavior occurs is noted.
Dysfluency. Difficulty in the production of fluent, rhythmic
speech; for example, stuttering.
Early interventionist. A specialist who provides educational services to infants, toddlers, and preschoolers with special needs
and to the families of these children. These services may be
provided in the home, school, or other settings.
Educationally blind. Having vision impaired to the extent that
tactile or auditory materials must be used for reading.

Emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD). Categories of
disabilities that consist of inappropriate moods, feelings, or
behaviors in normal situations.
Engaged time. The actual time during which students are
actively involved and participating in instruction.
English learner. An individual who is learning English as his or
her second or subsequent language. Also called English language learner.
Epilepsy. A convulsive disorder of the central nervous system.
Error analysis. The technique in which student work samples are
studied for patterns of errors.
Ethnic group. A group that shares a common ancestry or native
country.
Etiology. Cause.
Event recording. The system of recording observation data in
which the number of times a behavior occurs is noted.
Explicit instruction. Systematic and specific instruction in the
knowledge or skill area the student is expected to acquire. See
also Direct teaching.
Extinction. A procedure used to decrease the occurrence of a
behavior by removing reinforcers that have previously
followed the behavior.
Flexible grouping. A method of instructional grouping in which
arrangements of students change frequently and placement
decisions are based on a variety of criteria (e.g., skills,
interests, proximity).
Fluency. The ability to perform a skill quickly and accurately.
Full inclusion. Full-time integration in general education
classrooms of all students with special needs, regardless of the
severity of their disabilities. See also Inclusion.
Functional behavioral assessment (FBA). A systematic process
designed to collect data to help educators (1) understand a
problem behavior and (2) develop effective methods for
modifying the behavior.
Functional skills. Important skills selected for instruction
because of their usefulness in everyday life.
Generalization. The application or transfer of learned material to
similar situations and problems.
Gifted and talented. Students with exceptional potential or
ability in intellectual, academic, leadership, creative, or artistic
domains and who require specialized services to realize their
potential.
Guided practice. The performance of a task under supervision;
feedback, correction, and confirmation are immediate.
Habilitation. The instructional approach directed toward the
development of the critical skills necessary for successful
adulthood.
Hard of hearing. Characterized by a condition in which hearing,
although impaired, can be used as one of the senses for learning.
Hearing impairment. A disability characterized by a decrease in
the ability to hear. See also Deafness and Hard of hearing.
Heritage language. The language of the student’s family and
cultural group.
Heterogeneous grouping. A method of instructional grouping
that places together students whose instructional needs are
somehow dissimilar.
IEP team. See individualized education program (IEP) team.
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Inclusion. Meaningful participation of students with special
needs in general education classrooms and programs.
Independent practice. The performance of a skill without supervision; feedback is delayed.
Individualized education program (IEP) team. Required by
federal law, the purpose of this team is development and
monitoring of the instructional plan for students receiving
special education services.
Individualized Education Program (IEP). A written
educational plan that specifies the current levels of educational
performance and annual goals for a student with a d isability;
prepared by a team that includes the student’s parent(s),
teacher(s), and, if appropriate, the student.
Informal assessment. The process of gathering information
about students with measures and techniques such as
inventories, criterion-referenced tests, and observation;
teachers often design their own informal assessment strategies.
Information processing. The method by which persons receive,
store, and express information; also called psychological
processing.
Instructional environment. In the context of the classroom, the
procedures, materials, and equipment used by the teacher to
increase student performance.
Instructional unit. See Unit approach.
Intellectual disability. A disability characterized by comprehensive learning problems due to subaverage general intellectual
functioning and deficits in adaptive behavior; a modern term
for mental retardation.
Interval recording. The system of recording observation data in
which the occurrence or nonoccurrence of a behavior within a
specific time interval is noted.
Inventory. An informal assessment device that samples a variety
of skills within a subject matter area; for example, an informal
reading inventory.
Itinerant specialist. A highly trained professional with expertise
in a specified area who travels to serve students in different
schools.
Knowledge of results. Information provided to students about
the accuracy of their responses.
Language. The ability to communicate using symbols.
Learning center. An area of the classroom designed for use of
self-instructional materials for independent practice.
Learning disability. A disorder in the ability to process information that can result in attention, perception, or memory
deficits. Students with learning disabilities experience difficulty in school learning despite adequate hearing, vision, and
intelligence.
Learning strategies. Methods students use to acquire, rehearse,
organize, and recall information.
Low vision. The condition in which vision, although impaired,
can be used as one of the senses for learning.
Low-vision aid. Any device that aids vision by magnification.
Mainstreaming. The inclusion of students with special needs in
the general educational program for any part of the school day.
See also Inclusion.
Maintenance. The recall of information previously learned.
Mapping. A writing strategy that involves drawing a figure to represent relationships among writing topics and key words or ideas.
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Meaning-emphasis approach. An approach to reading instruction in which decoding skills are taught with common words
and comprehension is emphasized from the start.
Mediated instruction. Any instructional procedure that includes
the use of media.
Medically fragile. Students with a chronic medical condition that
requires ongoing medical management and accommodation
during the school day.
Mobility. The ability to move from place to place.
Modeling. The reinforcement of another individual, the model,
for exhibiting the desired behavior in the presence of the target
student. When the target student imitates the desired behavior,
he or she is then reinforced.
Multicultural education. The instructional approach that
emphasizes the value of diverse cultures.
Narrative recording. A system of observation in which the
observer describes all behaviors that occur.
Negative attention. Use of a negative verbal or nonverbal
response (e.g., “Stop” or a frown) that indicates disapproval
of a student’s behavior. The procedure attempts to reduce the
behavior quickly without interfering with ongoing classroom
activities.
Negative reinforcement. A procedure used to increase the
occurrence of a behavior by following it with the removal of
an aversive event or condition.
NIMAS. Required by law, the National Instructional Materials
Accessibility Standard mandates that print instructional
materials for students with disabilities be available in
accessible formats.
Norm-referenced test. A test designed to compare the performance of one student with that of students in the norm group
of the same age or grade; used to determine whether students
have significant problems in relation to peers.
Occupational therapist. A specialist who provides therapy and
instruction to students with motor disabilities.
Orientation. The determination of one’s position in space,
especially in relation to objects or reference points in the
environment.
Partially sighted. Having vision that is impaired but can be used
as one of the senses for learning.
Permanent product recording. The system of recording
observation data in which permanent products (such as written
assignments, videotapes, and audiotapes) are evaluated.
Perkins Braillewriters. Machine used to produce Braille.
Phonics. The word recognition strategy in which print letters
(graphemes) are converted to letter sounds (phonemes).
Phonological awareness. The ability to recognize individual
sounds within words.
Phonology. The sound system of language.
Physical and health impairments. Physical disabilities and
medical conditions that result in chronic health problems.
Physical environment. In the context of the school, the
classroom and its furnishings.
Physical needs. A limitation of functioning that may include
motor skills, structural abnormalities, stamina, etc.
Physical therapist. A specialist who provides treatment under
the supervision of a physician to students with motor
disabilities.
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Portfolio assessment. The process of gathering information
about students by assembling samples of their work over time.
Positive reinforcement. A procedure used to increase the occurrence of a behavior by following it with a pleasant or positive
event.
Pragmatics. The use of language; language within the context of
communication.
Premack principle. The practice of providing a reinforcement
after the completion of a less desired task; for example, if Joan
takes out the garbage, then she may watch television.
Prereferral intervention team. The purpose of this team is to
assist educators to solve instructional and behavioral problems
within the general education classroom.
Prereferral interventions. Modifications to the general education program designed to promote a student’s success in the
regular classroom and prevent referral for services such as
special education.
Program modifications and/or supports for school personnel.
One of the types of services available to students with IEPs;
includes any change made in the general education program to
support the successful progress of a student with disabilities;
also includes services provided to teachers and other school
employees, rather than to students.
Prompt. Any feature added to learning tasks that assists students in
task performance. Prompts can be verbal, visual, or physical.
Punishment. A procedure used to decrease the occurrence of a
behavior by following it with the presentation of an aversive event.
Race. A social construction that relates to a person’s family
origins; among the racial categories recognized in the U.S.
Census are American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or
African American, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander,
and White.
Readability measure. A method of determining the reading level
of a given material.
Reading fluency. The ability to read quickly and accurately.
Reciprocal teaching. An approach to teaching reading comprehension skills in which teachers engage students in dialogues
about texts.
Reinforcement. Anything that increases the probability of
occurrence of a behavior. See also Negative reinforcement and
Positive reinforcement.
Reinforcement menu. A listing of reinforcers and the number of
points or tokens needed to purchase each; it is used in a token
economy system.
Related services. Auxiliary services such as psychological
services for assessment, transportation, or physical therapy
that are available to help students with disabilities derive
maximum benefit from special education.
Remediation. The instructional approach that focuses on correcting
the weaknesses of the student.
Repeated readings. An instructional technique in which students
read a passage several times to increase comprehension.
Response cost. A mild form of punishment in which an inappropriate behavior is followed by the loss or withdrawal of earned
reinforcers or privileges.
Response to intervention (RTI). An approach to identification
of students for special education services which looks at
how well students progress in the school curriculum when
presented with high-quality instruction.

Rubric. An assessment tool for evaluating curricular progress; provides brief descriptions of student performance at various levels.
Schoolwide positive behavior supports (SWPBS). An approach
to school discipline which attempts to prevent problems or
identify them quickly and offer interventions.
Screening. A method for gathering information about large
number of persons to identify those who may be in need of
further study.
Self-instruction. A procedure in which students learn specific
strategies to talk themselves through problem situations.
Self-monitoring. Observing, recording, and evaluating one’s own
behavior; for example, students might observe/record the number of times they leave their chairs, graph the data, and then
review the graph daily to determine whether they are improving.
Semantics. The aspects of language related to meaning.
Sensorineural hearing loss. A hearing loss caused by impairment of the auditory nerve.
Sequence analysis. A system of observation in which the
observer describes each behavior and attempts to identify its
antecedent and consequence.
Shaping. The reinforcement of successive approximations or
small progressive steps toward a desired behavior.
Sign language. The system of manual communication in which
gestures express thoughts.
Skill-specific group. A homogeneous instructional group made
up of students who require instruction in the same area.
Snellen chart. A measure used in screening for visual acuity
problems.
Social needs. Identified socialization needs specific to individual
students.
Socialization problems. Difficulties in the ability to socialize
with others including peers and teachers.
Special class. A service arrangement in which students with
special needs are grouped together in a self-contained class;
students may leave the special class for short periods to participate in general education activities.
Special education. Instruction that is specially designed to meet
the unique educational needs of students with disabilities.
Speech. The vehicle by which thoughts are expressed through
oral communication.
Speech and language impairments. Disabilities characterized
by deficits in speech, receptive language, and/or expressive
language.
Speech–language pathologist. A specialist who serves students
with speech and language impairments.
Speechreading. The process of decoding speech by watching the
speaker’s face.
Students with disabilities. Students with special learning needs
due to physical, sensory, cognitive, or emotional impairments.
Included are students with learning disabilities, intellectual
disabilities, behavioral disorders, speech and language impairments, physical and health impairments, vision impairments,
hearing impairments, autism spectrum disorder, traumatic
brain injury, and multiple disabilities.
Students with special needs. Those students who require
instructional adaptations in order to learn successfully;
includes students with disabilities, gifted and talented
students, culturally and linguistically diverse students, and
students at risk for school failure.
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Study skill problems. Inappropriate classroom behaviors that
interfere with the student’s own academic performance or with
the teacher’s ability to assess academic progress.
Substance abuse. The voluntary intake of chemicals
(e.g., alcohol, narcotics) that can produce adverse social and
physical consequences.
Supplementary aids and services. Supports provided to students
with disabilities to enable them to participate in general
education programs.
Syntax. The grammatical aspects of language.
Talented. Having a special ability in an area such as music or
leadership.
Task analysis. The process of breaking down a task into smaller
subtasks.
Technology. See Assistive technology.
Thematic unit. A method of organizing the curriculum by
themes; also called instructional unit when those themes
address important life skills.
Time-out. A mild form of punishment in which either the
individual is removed from an event that is reinforcing or
reinforcement is withdrawn for a specified period of time.
Token economy. A behavior change system in which students are
presented with tokens rather than reinforcers after the occurrence of a desired behavior; the tokens can be cashed in for
reinforcers at a later time.
Total communication. A method of communication combining
oral techniques (speech and speechreading) and manual techniques (fingerspelling and sign language).
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Transition. Process of preparing students to meet the challenges
of adulthood including those involved in postsecondary education, vocational pursuits, and home and community.
Traumatic brain injury. A disability caused by injury or
accident involving damage to the brain.
Unilateral hearing loss. A condition involving only one ear, the
other ear having no hearing loss.
Unit approach. A method of organizing the curriculum by
important life themes.
Universal design. The principle by which all environments are
designed for all users, including those with disabilities.
Universal Design for Learning (UDL). Modifications to academic
content in order to increase accessibility for all students.
Universal precautions. Procedures recommended for use when handling blood or other bodily fluids to prevent spread of infection.
Vigilance. A coping strategy used by individuals with disabilities when
they want to sustain a high level of energy for a long period of time.
Visual impairment. A limitation in the ability to see.
Vocational rehabilitation counselor. A specialist who assists
individuals with disabilities in obtaining employment.
Words correct per minute (WCPM). A calculation that conveys
how many words a student can read accurately within a one
minute period of time.
World Wide Web (WWW). That portion of the Internet in which information is presented not only in text but also in graphics; audio,
video, and other multimedia features are sometimes available.
YouTube. A web-based storage area for videos where users can
add tags to describe the contents of each video.
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Peer tutors, function of, 152
Perkins-Binet Intelligence Scale,282
Perkins Braillewriters, 288
Permanent product recording, 127
Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD), 228
Phonics method, 184
Phonological awareness, 184
Photographic activity schedules, 235
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furniture and special equipment for, 93
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270–271
seating arrangements as aspect of, 94–95
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working conditions in, 92
Physical needs
explanation of, 62
of students with learning disabilities, 52
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Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), 236
Portfolio assessment, 63–64
Positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS), 164
Positive behavioral support plan, 121
Positive reinforcement, 122
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as risk factor, 82–84
statistics related to, 83–84
Pragmatics, 197
Predictors of successful post-school employment, 250
Premack principle, 134
Prereferral interventions
collaboration in, 33
explanation of, 24, 26
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strategies for, 34–35
Prereferral intervention teams, 24, 26
Primary tier, 121
Principals, 27–28
Problem behaviors, 119–120
Problem solving, 34
Problem-solving tasks, 188
Program modifications and/or support for school personnel, 45
Progress monitoring, 159–160
Prompts
explanation of, 111
strategies using, 103–104
for students with autism spectrum disorder, 235
for students with learning disabilities, 182
Psychoeducational Profile, 3rd ed. (POP-3), 230
Psychological processing. See Information processing
Psychologists as team members, 30
Public Law 94-142, 9, 255
Public Law 101-476, 227
Public schools. See Schools
Punctuality, 254
Punishment
for disruptive behavior, 220
effects of, 124
explanation of, 123
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Rating scales to assess social skills, 149
Readability measures, 179–180
Reading assignments for students with learning disabilities, 189
Reading fluency, 184

Reading instruction, 166–167
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high interest-low vocabulary, 185
Reading skills
determining, 177
method to determine, 177–180
oral, 177
for students with learning disabilities, 182–188
surveying textbooks and, 223
Reciprocal teaching, 185
Referral form, 37
Referrals, 36–37. See also Prereferral interventions
Rehabilitiation Act of 1973, Section 504, 26, 57, 232
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of appropriate behavior, 133–134
continuous, 133
edible, 135
negative, 122–123, 135
positive, 122
removal of, 123–124
social, 134
tangible, 135
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types of, 134–135
Related services, 13, 44–45
Religious diversity, 81
Remediation approach, 182
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Resources
about emotional and behavioral disorders, 210
about sensory impairments, 284
Response cards, 105
Response costs, 123
Response-to-Intervention (RTI) model
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in classroom practice, 162
explanation of, 24–25, 107–108
learning disabilities and, 175
levels of, 64
overview of, 159–164
and PBIS, 164–165
progress monitoring, 159–160
specific instructional strategies and tiers, 165–167
tiers of intervention and support, 160–161
universal screening, 159
Rubrics, 109
Safe and barrier-free environment, 92
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Scheduling
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for students with autism spectrum disorder, 233–234
School counselors as team members, 30–31
School failure. See Students, at risk for school failure
School nurses, 31
School psychologists, 30
Schools
common languages in, 79
diversity in, 8, 74–75
school social workers, 30
Schoolwide positive behavior supports (SWPBS), 121
Screening, 32
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Scripts, 238–239
Seating arrangements
educational goals and, 94–95
examples of, 93–94
factors related to, 93–94
for students with sensory impairments, 286–287
Seizures, 269
Self-correcting materials, 96
Self-instruction, 138, 153
Self-instructional materials, 96, 182–183
Self-monitoring, 138
Sensorineural hearing loss, 280
Sequence analysis, 126
Severe disabilities, 59–60
Shaping, 136
Sign language, 277, 292
Simulations, 150
Skill-specific groups, 96
Slate and stylus, 93
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Social acceptance
data collection on, 148
issues related to, 143–145
principles to enhance, 145–148
strategies to promote, 149–155
Social competence
strategies to improve, 152–153
of students with learning disabilities, 52
Socialization problems, 119
Social needs
explanation of, 62
of students with emotional and behavioral disorders, 54
of students with mild intellectual disabilities, 56
Social reinforcement, 134
Social relationships
for students with emotional and behavioral disorders, 219–221
for students with mild intellectual disabilities, 255
Social skills
of students with autism spectrum disorder, 237–239
for students with sensory impairments, 277
Social Stories, 239
Social workers, 30
Sound field amplification, 291
Spatial arrangements, 93–94. See also Physical environment
Special education
abbreviations used in, 59–60
administrators, 28
disability categories within, 13
educational placement, 16–17
explanation of, 12, 40–41
individualized education program, 14–16
meeting needs of students, 12–13
process chart, 6
role of, 12–17
students, services and programs for, 40–45
supplemental aids and services, 13–14
teachers, 29, 42–43
Special education programs
general education options and, 41–43
inappropriate placement in, 18
placement in, 44
special classes and more restrictive options and, 43–44
Special education services. See also Supplementary aids
and services
availability of, 13–14
eligibility for, 38
general education placement with instruction delivered by, 42
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for students with communication disorders, 198–199
for students with emotional and behavioral disorders, 54, 214–215
for students with learning disabilities, 52, 180–181
for students with mild intellectual disabilities, 56, 248–249
for students with physical and health impairments, 267
for students with sensory impairments, 283–285
time spent in general education class and, 43
transition to general education classrooms from, 204
Special needs
facts about, 49
students with, 49
types of, 61–63
Special schools, 44
Special services. See Special education services
Specific instructional strategies, 165–167
mathematics instruction, 167
reading instruction, 166–167
tiers of RTI, 166
writing skills instruction, 167
Speech, 195
Speech and language impairments, 56
simulations of, 194
Speech disorders. See also Communication disorders
assessment procedure of, 195–198
explanation of, 195
Speech evaluation checklist, 196
Speech-language pathologists
function of, 195–196, 203, 291
for students with autism spectrum disorder, 232
as team members, 29
Speechreading, 277, 288
Spelling, 186
Spelling checkers, 189
SQ3R method, 185
Standardized tests, 266
Stanford Achievement Tests,107
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale, 282
Stereotypes, 78
Storage areas, 94
Structured teaching approach, 234
Students
benefits, 17–18
death of, 269
motivation, 231
at risk for school failure, 8, 82
as team members, 29–30
Students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 57. See also
Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
Students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). See also Autism spectrum
disorder (ASD)
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classroom modification for, 233–236
communication and language skills for, 236–237
consultation and collaboration of, 232–233
explanation of, 58–59
identification and diagnosis, 211, 229–230
social skills for, 237–239
Students with communication disorders. See also Communication
disorders
assessment of, 195–198
classroom modification for, 199–200
encouraging oral communication in, 200–202
explanation of, 8, 56–57, 193–194
facts about, 199
special services for, 198–199
teaching language skills to, 203–204

330

Subject Index

Students with disabilities
explanation of, 7–8, 50
prepared for inclusion, 147–148
service and programs for, 40–45
special education student placement statistics, 11
structuring interactions between general education students and,
150–152
as tutors, 152
Students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD). See also
Behavioral disorders
academic needs, 54
assessment procedure of, 212–214
behavior support needs, 53–54
classroom adaptations for, 215–216
explanation of, 52–54
facts about, 211
prevention of disruptive behaviors in, 216–221
social needs, 54
social relationships for, 219–221
special services for, 54, 214–215
study skills for, 221–224
Students with learning disabilities. See also Learning disabilities
basic skills for, 182
characteristics of, 7
classroom adaptations for, 181–182
explanation of, 50–52
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labels for, 51
math skills for, 187–188
modifying content-area instruction for, 188–190
needs of, 51–52
reading skills for, 182–185
special services for, 52, 180–181
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assessment of, 245–248
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classroom adaptations for, 249–251
explanation of, 54–56
facts about, 246
individualized services for, 248–249
interaction skills for, 255
needs of, 55–56
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impairments
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assessment of, 266
explanation of, 57
in general education classrooms, 264, 268–270
individualized services for, 267
modifications to physical environment for, 270–271
overview of, 261–262
special needs of, 262–263, 268–270
statistics, 263
Students with sensory impairments. See also Hearing impairments; Visual
impairments
arranging learning environment for, 286–287
assessment of, 282–283
classroom modification for, 285
explanation of, 58, 277–278
information on individual with, 278
materials for, 288
modifying instructional procedures for, 287–293
special services for, 283–285
suggestions for working with, 292–293

Students with severe disabilities, 59–60
Students with severe intellectual disabilities
educational needs of, 255–256
full inclusion for, 256–257
Students with special needs
characteristics of, 9
differences among, 7–8
diversity among, 8–9
explanation of, 4, 48
general education teachers and, 6
gifted and talented, 8
instructional process for, 95
issues and trends related to, 9–11
legislation impacting, 10, 40, 51, 53, 57
measuring achievement of, 114
overview of, 49
present day inclusion, 11–12
social problems related to, 143–145
teams serving, 24–27
types of, 6–12
Students with traumatic brain injury, 57–58
Students with visual or hearing impairments, overview of,
277–278
Study skills
problems with, 138
for students with emotional and behavioral disorders,
221–224
Subcultures, 74
Substance abuse, 211
Suicide, signs, 212
Supplementary aids and services, 13–14, 45. See also Special education
services
Switch access, 271–272
Systematic observation, 109
Talented students, 60–61. See also Gifted and talented students
Tangible reinforcers, 135
Tardiness, 217
Task analysis, 103
Task completion, 254
TEACCH approach, 239
Teacher(s). See also General education teachers
assistance teams, 34
effectiveness, 97
itinerant, 29, 43
methods to change strategies of, 111–112
as models of oral communication, 200–202
special education, 29, 43
Team approach
assessment and, 37–38
characteristics of effective teams, 27
function of, 13–14, 64
under IDEA, 24–25
identification stage and, 32
Individual Education Program design and, 38–40
participants in, 27–31
prereferral intervention and, 32–36
referrals and, 36–37
under Section 504, 25–26
for students with special needs, 24–27
Team-based contingencies, 137
Test of Adolescent and Adult Language (4th ed.), 197
Test of Language Development–Intermediate (3rd ed.), 197
Test of Language Development–Primary (3rd ed.), 197
Test of Memory and Learning,177
Tests. See also Assessment; Diagnostic tools
adaptations for students with learning disabilities, 189
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criterion-referenced, 108–109, 266
group achievement, 107–108
intelligence, 55, 176, 212
making accommodations for, 113–114
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standardized, 266
Thematic units, 95
Tiers, SWPBS, 121
Time-out, 123–124
Time sampling, 128
Token economy, 135
Token system, 135
Total communication, 288
Tourette syndrome, 263
Transitions
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from special education services to general education
classrooms, 204
for students with autism spectrum disorder, 234
Transition services, 25
Traumatic injuries
explanation of, 57–58
students with, 8
TREE strategy, 187
Tutors, students as, 152
Unilateral hearing loss, 281
Unit approach, 251
Universal design for learning (UDL)
and differentiated instruction, 99
explanation of, 98
incorporated into curriculum development, 99–100
Universal precautions, 264
Universal screening, 159
Verbal outbursts, control of, 217–218
Vigilance, 292
Vineland-II Adaptive Behavior Scales, 247–248
Violence, school, 82, 220
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for students with autism spectrum disorder, 238, 239
types of, 277, 279
Visual cueing, 293
Visual impairments. See also Students with sensory impairments
assessment of, 282–283
assistive technology for students with, 288
explanation of, 58
indicators of, 280
resources about, 284
terminology to describe, 279
VMax, 202
Vocabulary development
for English learners, 80–81
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for students with communication disorders, 203
for students with visual impairments, 287
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 10
Vocational rehabilitation counselors, 31
Voice output communication aids (VOCAs), 202
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about sensory impairments, 284
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children–Fourth Edition (WISC–IV), 176,
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Whole-language approach, 100, 184
Woodcock-Johnson III, 246
Woodcock-Johnson IV, 212
Word recognition, 182
Words correct per minute (WCPM), 163–164
Words high-frequency, 184, 186
Work areas, 94
Work habits, 254–255
Writing assignments, 189
Writing skills, 185–187
Writing skills instruction, 167

