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What is Special About Special Education? 

Norah S. Hooper 

 

Daniel began to struggle with reading in kindergarten. He received help from his 

classroom teachers and the reading specialist, but his progress was slow. He had trouble 

decoding  and remembering words when he saw them a second or third time. His comprehension 

was poor since all of his energy went into sounding out unfamiliar words. At the end of his third 

grade year, Daniel was identified as having a learning disability in the area of reading. His 

teachers and parents developed an Individual Education Program to address his reading 

weaknesses. 

In fourth grade, Daniel went to the resource room every morning for 2 ½ hours. Students 

from three grade levels came and went on different schedules, and sometimes there were as 

many as 12 students in the room. Daniel and his fourth grade friend Roger worked with Mrs. 

Rockville, the special education teacher, on reading and vocabulary in a second grade book for 

about 20 minutes each day, and during the rest of the morning they independently completed 

workbook pages and worksheets on a first grade level. Daniel liked the resource room. Mrs. 

Rockville was positive and energetic, and everyone worked hard.  

Daniel’s ability to read words on a first grade level was tested at the beginning and end 

of the year. His baseline level at the beginning of the year was 40 correct words per minute. At 

the end of the year, he read 39 correct words per minute. He made no progress in reading. While 

he was in the resource room each week for the number of minutes described in his IEP, Daniel 

received direct reading instruction for only a short period of that time. During the rest of the 

morning, he had to teach himself. 

In fifth grade, Daniel was placed in an inclusion classroom. The general education and 

special education teachers were trained and excited about working together. Most of the time, 

the general education fifth-grade teacher conducted whole group instruction. There were two 

reading groups in the class, and his special education teacher came in to teach Daniel’s group, 

which consisted of eight students. They worked from the fifth grade reading book reviewing 

vocabulary, practicing sequencing activities, and reading aloud. Accommodations were provided 

to Daniel.  His tests were read aloud to him, he received extra time on tests when he needed it, 

and all notes were provided to him.  Daniel liked the regular fifth grade class. He had good 

friends and liked his teachers, who were always ready to help him.  

 He was again tested individually in first grade reading material. At the beginning of fifth 

grade, he could read 45 words per minute and his ending score was 47. Although he had made 

progress over the summer, his reading progress in fifth grade was minimal. In neither setting did 

the teachers use the test information to change the way they were teaching Daniel. After two 

years of special education, he remained barely fluent on a first grade level. Daniel got a very 

good general education in this setting. He got what most fifth grade students need, but not what 

he needed. He did not get a “special” education. (adapted from Zigmond & Baker, 1994). 

 

So what does a good special education look like? What could Daniel’s teachers have 

done to provide him with the educational program that he needed? How is special education 

different from general education? 
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Daniel, and many students like him, has proven that he cannot learn as other students do. 

If he did not have a disability, Daniel would have learned to read in first or second grade. If the 

grade-level textbooks incorporated the approaches that worked for him, he would have become a 

grade-level reader. The identification of a student as having a disability is an acknowledgement 

of the fact that special types of instruction are needed in order for the student to make academic 

progress. And because students like Daniel are already behind by the time they are identified, 

they need to make more than one year’s progress every year so the gap between them and their 

peers does not continue to widen.  

 

Many teachers, when asked about the difference between general and special education, 

respond with words like “individualization” and “accommodations” and “modifications”. But 

what does the instruction look like when it is individualized? Is it the same type of teaching, only 

one-on-one? Are accommodations enough for Daniel, or does he need to receive individual help 

in improving his reading skills? 

 

Although accommodations are helpful, they are not enough, and the instruction itself 

must be different. As seen in Figure 1, It must have five basic elements: it must be more 

carefully sequenced, intensive, explicit, systematic, and frequently assessed. 

 

Figure 1: The Five Elements 

 

            Good Special Education is: 

1. More Carefully Sequenced 

2. More Intensive 

3. More Explicit 

4. More Systematic 

5. More Frequently Assessed 

 

 

More Carefully Sequenced 

The list of skills and information that Daniel and the other fourth and fifth graders were 

required to learn was a long one. For a student with a disability like Daniel, that list had to be 

examined and carefully prioritized. Which skills were essential because they were building 

blocks for later skills? Which skills were likely to give Daniel the most trouble? Which topics 

were likely to inspire Daniel to try his hardest? Considering the fact that he is now significantly 

delayed in his academic development and will require intensive help in reading, where should 

the emphasis be placed? 

 

Determining the needed skills and the order of priority can be a tricky one, because it 

may not be productive to have Daniel master all lower level skills before moving to higher ones. 

For example, drilling letter sounds without also helping him read material at his interest level 

could make turn him off to reading altogether. Somehow, he has to find pleasure in reading so 

that he is motivated to continue his practice.  It seems obvious that multiplication facts should be 

mastered before division or algebra is taught, but some students who have extreme difficulty 

with memorization need to see the application of multiplication before they can commit the 
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products to memory. A careful balance has to be maintained between remedial and grade level 

instruction, and it has to be done with the specific needs of the student in mind. This task can be 

performed as part of the annual Individual Education Program (IEP) process, and be incorporated 

into the annual goals. 

 

Another aspect of sequencing and prioritizing relates to what a challenged student should 

learn in a content-area course. Can he learn only part of the science and social studies 

information? If so, what part? Jay McTighe (Richardson, 2009) recommends that teachers look 

carefully at their content standards and divide them into three categories: “nice to know, essential 

knowledge and skills, and enduring understandings” (p. 38). Ellis (2002) calls this “watering up” 

the curriculum. If a smaller amount of information is going to be taught, it should be the most 

important information – that which contributes to a student developing “enduring concepts”.  

Ellis describes several ways to do this in his article which can be accessed through LDonline   

(Figure 7) 

 

More Intensive 

An important element of the IEP development is determining the level of services. Based 

on Daniel’s present level of performance and annual goals, how much time does he need with the 

special education teachers? It appears that he needs more instruction in reading that his grade 

level classmates, not less. He has a lot of ground to make up. The time specified on his IEP needs 

to be spent in direct contact with a teacher who is skilled in assessing specific needs, delivering 

directed instruction, using prompts and scaffolding, incorporating redundancy, measuring daily 

progress, and adjusting instruction accordingly (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2007). He needs well-

designed concentrated practice if he is going to learn this essential skill that has eluded him for 

five years. This can be achieved in either a self-contained or inclusion setting, but it must be 

carefully monitored, with the intensity and setting being adjusted if necessary.  

 

Daniel needs a high level of intensive preparation. It is true that he will always have 

dyslexia, but he can improve his level of reading significantly with concentrated expert help.  

 

More Explicit 

Students without disabilities often make intellectual leaps as they are learning. Their 

background experiences interact with the instructional situation and they apply the new 

information intuitively. The teacher points them down a specific path and they take off running.  

Teachers can count on this happening with many of their students, and find that they may not 

have to elucidate every step in a learning process. Students figure them out for themselves. This 

almost never happens with students with disabilities. In contrast, these students may become 

stuck on one aspect of a problem, needing explicit help in taking the next small step in the 

learning process. Instead of being able to make leaps, they must rely on solid bridges built by 

observant teachers to help them make steady progress. 

 

Students with disabilities may also become lost in a discussion or presentation in a 

general education classroom. Issues with attention, language, reading, math, or emotions can 

cause them to miss much of the incidental information that is imparted by teachers and fellow 

students.  Instead, important information must be given to them directly and explicitly. This need 
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for explicit instruction can arise in social, procedural, or academic areas as demonstrated in the 

examples in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2   Examples of Explicit Instruction 

 

Social Example 

Amy was not a popular student in the third grade classroom. The other girls complained that she 

was bossy, selfish, and a tattle-tale. Amy told Mr. Allen that they were mean to her, and was 

often in tears at the end of recess. Mr. Allen reviewed the information in her file about the 

emotional aspect of her learning disability and observed her interactions with her classmates. 

Amy stood watching a group of girls who were playing jump rope, appearing to be fearful at 

first; but then she moved toward them quickly and grabbed the rope. The game disintegrated and 

the group came complaining to you. Mr. Allen decided that Amy needed explicit instruction in 

asking to be included in a game. He talked to her and the two of them role-played procedures 

such as asking for a turn, offering to hold the rope, etc. He supported Amy emotionally as she 

tried the new approaches, discussed what worked well and what didn’t, and helped her to try 

again. Eventually her skills improved and she became a socially appropriate member of the 

class. 

 

Academic Example 

Marcus loved biology lab. He loved working with a partner, being able to stand up and move 

around the room when he needed to, and seeing the individual parts of the plants and animals. 

He appeared to be well behaved and focused during all the labs. The trouble was, he was failing 

biology because of low grades on lab assignments. Ms. Oliver watched him carefully for a few 

days and saw that, while he appeared to be doing the lab work as assigned, was actually totally 

lost. He became involved in the task but never transferred the information from the experiential 

to the conceptual level, from the specific to the general. The other students seemed to make that 

transfer easily, but Marcus did not. So Ms. Oliver developed a graphic organizer that helped him 

make the connection between his activities in the lab and the concepts in his textbook. After he 

completed the organizer she talked to him about what he had done and made sure that he has 

understood the big picture. He did much better on the next test, and as she continued to have him 

complete the organizer for each lab, he was able to pass the course. 

 

Procedural Example   

The eighth grade students were required to complete a social studies project, but Mrs. Parr, the 

special education teacher, knew that assignment would be a major challenge for John. John had 

good ideas and was interested in history, but he had a very difficult time organizing anything. 

His locker and backpack were a mess, and he continually lost assignments. He seemed to have 

no concept of deadlines, with most of his work being turned in late after Mrs. Parr and his 

mother nagged him. This project, involving several research steps and a final paper, might never 

get done. John’s general education teacher discussed the process they needed to follow, but Mrs. 

Parr knew that John needed more support. She talked to him about his interests and helped him 

decide on a topic. Then she and he developed a list of the steps he would have to complete, with 

a due date for each step. She helped him place the list just inside his notebook, and every day she 

checked with him on his progress, requiring proof that each step was completed on time. At the 

end of the month John, his teacher, and his mother were all proud of the result of his efforts. 
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In each of these examples, the teacher had to be more explicit in passing on information 

to her students who had disabilities. What could have appeared to be personality, attention, or 

motivational problems were in fact difficulties caused by their disabilities. They did not absorb 

the social, procedural, and academic that was either implicit (in Amy’s case) or insufficiently 

explicit for their needs. They needed to be told, and shown, exactly how to achieve their goals. In 

the cases of John and Marcus, visual representations helped to move them to the next level of 

organization and understanding. With Amy, role playing and practice were used to make the 

techniques explicit. All three were also given support from a teacher who knew their strengths 

and weaknesses and carefully monitored their progress.   

 

More Systematic 

 This section focuses on the meat of special education – the actual instructional 

components of a lesson. Once the objectives have been prioritized and the level of intensity 

determined, Daniel’s instruction itself has to be systematically designed. Each day’s instruction 

must be: 

A. based on a measurable objective related to an IEP goal 

B. connect explicitly to his prior knowledge 

C. build in a step-wise fashion upon skills mastered previously 

D. incorporate visual and kinesthetic activities and strategy instruction 

E. emphasize practice 

F. involve continuous evaluation (Tucker, Singleton, & Weaver, 2002).   

 

So how do you do those things? While it may seem to be a daunting task, these elements 

can readily be incorporated into the weekly lessons of a special education teacher.  The first step 

is to develop measurable daily objectives. 

 

A. Begin with Measurable Objectives 

 This is a task that has challenged many special education teachers as they write both 

annual IEP goals and the daily objectives used for instruction. In many ways, traditional 

objectives are related to what the teacher will do or the type of activity the student will complete 

rather than to what the student will learn and how the progress will be measured. Evaluate the 

following daily objectives. Are they measurable? Do they indicate what the students will know 

or be able to do at the end of the lesson? 

 

1. The students will read Chapter 2 in the history textbook and complete a Venn diagram 

comparing two Native American tribes. 

2. The students will listen to The Very Hungry Caterpillar and color in a picture of the 

caterpillar. 

3. After listening to a lecture on determining square roots, the students will work 

problems 1-10 on page 55 in the math textbook. 

4. The students will learn five new vocabulary words from To Kill a Mockingbird. 

 

 

In fact, none of these objectives are measurable. Objectives 1 and 4 do indicate what the 

teacher hopes the students will learn, but there is no criterion for mastery. How will the teacher 

know they have learned the difference between the two tribes or the meanings of the new 
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vocabulary words? Objective 2 seems to be just an activity to fill time. What is the purpose of 

the coloring? Will it somehow measure how well the students listened? Will it enable the 

students to practice their fine motor skills? Do the students meet Objective 3 if they get all ten 

problems wrong?  

 

The objectives can be made measurable in the following way: 

 

1. The students will read Chapter 2 in the history textbook and compare two Native 

American tribes through the completion of a Venn diagram that contains 85% of the 

essential elements listed at the end of the lesson plan. 

2.  The students will listen to The Very Hungry Caterpillar read aloud and complete a 

worksheet sequencing the actions in the book with 100% accuracy. 

3. After listening to a lecture on determining square roots, the students will work problems 

1-10 on page 55 in the math textbook with 90% accuracy. 

4. After making flash cards for five new vocabulary words from To Kill a Mockingbird and 

practicing with a partner, the students will act out the meanings of the words with 100% 

accuracy. 

 

The easiest way to think about writing measurable objectives is to ask three questions:  

 “What do I want the student to know or do as a result of this lesson?” 

 “How will I know that they have learned the information or the skill?” 

 “What level of mastery do I expect?” 

 

Measurable objectives serve several functions: they help you design a good lesson, they enable 

you to determine whether or not the lesson was successful, and they serve as a means of 

communication.  

 

The level of mastery is often omitted from an objective, but unless it is addressed, then 

the objective has little meaning. For example, Daniel’s teacher might indicate to his parents that 

her goal is for Daniel to improve in reading in his fifth grade year. Without a specific means of 

measurement and clear target, the teacher and parents may have very different unspoken 

expectations. Perhaps Daniel’s parents believe that now that he is in special education he’ll get 

intensive expert reading help and will make two years’ progress in the coming year to make up 

for his delays. But at the same time Daniel’s teacher may know that his is a difficult case and that 

they will all be lucky if he improves by six months.  

 

The objective may also be a means of communication with the student. It is hard to reach 

a goal that has not been specified. If the students know that they will be demonstrating their 

mastery of the vocabulary words through acting them out at the end of the class, then they will 

work harder than if they are just required to make the flash cards and practice. Measurement has 

a way of improving performance. 

 

 If you looked at all the IEPs in one school, there is good chance that a large majority of 

the goals have “80%” specified as the level of mastery expected. It seems like a good number – 

not too high, not too low. Teachers often don’t take the time to consider whether or not 80% is 

actually reasonable for that specific goal.  Consider this annual goal: “John will refrain from 
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making derogatory remarks to other students 80% of the time”.  Do we really want to have him 

making ugly statements 20% of the class period?  If the goal is to eliminate the behavior 

altogether, which it should be, then it should read “John will refrain from making any derogatory 

remarks to other students.” This goal has a criterion – zero (Bateman, 2007). 

This attention to criteria also applies to daily objectives.  Consider these two examples: 

 

1. Laura will read The Ugly Duckling and answer 10 fact-based comprehension questions 

with 80% accuracy. 

2. Anthony will decode the words in Little Bear’s Christmas with 80% accuracy. 

 

The first goal makes sense, but the second does not. If Laura comprehends the material in her 

story with 80% accuracy, she understands it pretty well. She may be confused on a few points, 

but she probably has a good idea of what the story is about.  However, if Anthony can decode 

only 80% of his story, he is missing too much. If he is unable to read at least 20% of the words, 

he will not be able to reach anything close to 80% comprehension. To achieve acceptable 

comprehension, a student must decode with at least 90% accuracy. 

 

Well-conceived and well-written daily objectives are the backbone of a good lesson – general 

education or special education. General education objectives can be less specific and less related 

to the needs of a specific student, but the more concrete and measurable they are, the better your 

lesson will be. See figure 7 for assistance in writing good goals. 

 

B. Connection to Prior Knowledge 

This activation of what students already know or have experienced is a component of all 

good lessons. Techniques such as K-W-L charts, simulation activities, prediction, and videos are 

commonly used (Gersten, Baker, Smith-Johnson, Dimino, & Peterson, 2006). It is particularly 

essential in special education lessons because students’ disabilities students often cause them to 

have difficulty making connections.  

 

Emily, who has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), sees a new chart related to 

the Civil Rights Movement when she walks into her history class. But it looks complicated to her, 

and makes no sense. She moves quickly around the room checking in with all her friends, finally 

sitting down and rummaging in her backpack. She hopes that she can make it through class 

without dying of boredom. But then her teacher surprises her by asking all the people with blue 

eyes to move to the back of the room. By the time the activity on discrimination is concluded, 

Emily’s attention is fully engaged. She begins to remember her parents talking about civil rights 

issues and can’t wait to find out more.  
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Figure 3      Effects of Disabilities on Task Engagement 

 

Disability Effect on Task Engagement 

 

Learning Disability - Reading May get little information from reading books 

or worksheets. Will benefit from role plays, 

lectures, class discussions, and partner work. 

Learning Disability – Language and Auditory 

Processing 

May learn little from lectures, especially if note 

taking is required. Will benefit from written 

notes, graphic organizers, drawing pictures and 

diagrams. 

Learning Disability – Visual Processing May be confused by diagrams and graphic 

organizers. Will benefit from verbal 

explanations, role plays, and class discussions. 

Autism May learn little from social activities such as 

role plays and from verbal instructions. Will 

benefit from written notes, visual schedules, 

and consistent routines. 

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) 

Will have difficulty performing  sedentary 

tasks, concentrating on lectures, and reading 

long passages. Will benefit from role plays, 

structured partner work, experiments, and 

flexible project assignments 

Intellectual Disability Will have difficulty participating in class 

discussions, drawing conclusions, 

understanding terminology, and retaining 

information. Will benefit from simplified 

vocabulary, partner work, and memorization 

strategies. 

Emotional Disturbance May become overwhelmed or over stimulated 

by class activities, projects, and partner work. 

Will benefit from clear boundaries and 

expectations, prompts, and tight structure.  

 

The successful teacher finds ways to engage all of her students at the beginning of each 

lesson. She is aware of the individual needs of each of her students and knows that they will be 

successful if she grabs their attention and fires up their desire to learn more. According to the 

information given in Figure 3, however, this may seem to be a difficult task. Most of the students 

seem to benefit from role plays, but the observant teacher knows that Alex, who has autism, will 

shrink from the social exposure. She worries that Maria, with intellectual disability, will only 

become confused; and she fears that Henry, who has emotional disturbance, will lose control.   

So she assigns different tasks to those students when role plays are involved. Alex is the record 

keeper, Maria is in charge of materials, and Henry is her co-director, with specific 

responsibilities. Those same roles also work well when cooperative learning activities are 

scheduled. Everyone participates and everyone is motivated to engage in the new material. 
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C. Build on Previously Mastered Skills 

The decision regarding what to teach each day is based on several criteria, such as state 

standards, IEP goals, and individual progress. Students with disabilities learn best when each 

lesson builds upon the achievements attained in the previous lesson. If Mark indicated through 

daily assessment that he had mastered vowel sounds on Tuesday, his teacher might decide to 

introduce the reading of consonant-vowel-consonant words on Wednesday. She would be sure 

Mark had mastered this skill before introducing consonant blends. Students without disabilities 

can often afford more flexibility in instruction. If most of the class has mastered a skill, the 

teacher must move on, and the student who is lagging will catch up with individual coaching.  

 

Students with disabilities cannot afford to have gaps in their knowledge. These gaps can 

snowball, creating further learning and emotional problems. It is crucial that special education 

teachers carefully each student’s progress and use as much time as necessary to build a strong 

foundation before progressing. Always keep annual goals and daily objectives at the center of the 

student experiences you design. This may be clear in relation to academic skills, which are 

available in hierarchical lists, but it can be less clear when social skills are being developed. 

Consider the situation of Miguel. 

 

 Miguel, a fifth grader, had cerebral palsy. He used a wheel chair and a portable computer 

to help him to communicate. He was in a self-contained classroom for most of the time, but his 

IEP specified that he spend 30 minutes each day with non-disabled peers. So Ms. Mitchell, his 

special education teacher, arranged that he go to Mr. Jobe’s fifth grade classroom each morning 

with her aide, Mrs. Rogers. The trouble was, Mrs. Mitchell never communicated to Mr. Jobe why 

Miguel was there. Mrs. Rogers didn’t seem to have a goal in mind either. Miguel was wheeled 

into the room and sat by the door as the students completed their attendance and lunch count 

procedures and began their morning work. There was little time for social interaction. Mr. Jobe 

wanted to be helpful and inclusive, but he saw little value in Miguel’s presence in his room – 

either for Miguel or for his students. Mrs. Mitchell thought she was complying with the IEP 

because Miguel was in a general education classroom each day. 

 

Here’s what should have happened. At the beginning of the year, Mrs. Mitchell should have 

developed specific social and communication objectives for Miguel. They would build on each 

other and might address such issues as greeting his peers using his computer, having a brief 

conversation, having a longer conversation, and eventually participating in a board game. Then, 

in a consultation with Mr. Jobe she could find out what time of day these interactions might be 

possible in his classroom. Mrs. Rogers, the aide, should also be part of his conversation.  Each 

day when she brings Miguel to Mr. Jobe’s room Mrs. Rogers should have the objective for the 

day and a method to collect data related to the objective. If his goal is to greet students, Mrs. 

Rogers would note the number and type of greetings. She would also prompt Miguel when he 

needed help communicating with his peers. Back in the self-contained room, Mrs. Mitchell 

would develop an objective for the next day based on Mrs. Roger’s report of Miguel’s 

performance in the general education classroom. Miguel’s communication and social skills 

would develop, and Mr. Jobe’s students would have the benefit of learning to interact with a peer 

who used a computerized communication system. 
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 Once such a system is set up, it really does not take very much time to evaluate progress 

and develop new objectives, and the payoff is enormous. Miguel’s situation has the potential for 

many benefits for him and his friends, but only if specific objectives are developed and 

measured. The education of students with disabilities cannot be left to chance or incidental 

experiences. It has to be systematically built with careful attention to foundation and continuing 

progress. 

 

D. Employ Focused Instructional Methods  

 Special education needs to be multisensory. As is evident in Figure 3, students with 

different disabilities respond to different methods of information delivery. A good teacher will 

always have visual, auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic instructional methods at hand.  

 

Danielle was a first grade student with Asperger’s Syndrome. She had a particularly difficult 

time understanding mathematical concepts. Linda, her special education teacher, tried oral 

counting, working with manipulatives, and touching a number line but she could see that 

Danielle continued to be baffled by numbers. Finally, Linda thought about helping Danielle use 

her body to learn. She drew a large number line and she and Danielle jumped forward and 

backward on the line as they counted. It was the beginning of math understanding for Danielle. 

 

 When Linda’s use of visual and auditory activities was not working, she turned to bodily 

movements. She was always thinking of new sensory ways to help Danielle experience the 

material. Students with disabilities have demonstrated that they need a different type of 

instruction than do non-disabled students. One of these differences is extra sensory input. 

Students can have different types of sensory input needs, and a creative, attentive teacher can 

make use of these differences to structure a successful lesson. 

 

 Erik was conducting a reading lesson with three 3
rd

 grade students. Clay and Joey had 

intellectual and learning disabilities and were having difficulty understanding the journey that 

the heroine was making in Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters (1987).  Robbie, who had ADHD, 

easily understood the story and was jumping out of his chair with impatience. So Erik asked 

Robbie to be the illustrator. Robbie eagerly traced the character’s path on the board, adding 

appropriate scenery. He was pleased to perform this active task of translating his visual images 

for the group, and Clay and Joey gained the visual help they needed in understanding the story.   

 

 Strategy instruction and graphic organizers also give students with disabilities the 

structured, explicit support they need in order to learn.  Successful students develop their own 

strategies when they are faced with a task such as comparing two concepts or understanding 

cause and effect.  Students with disabilities, however, must be taught specific strategies that help 

to begin an assignment and see it through to completion (Salend, 2008). The use of the routines 

and strategies needs to be carefully taught and practiced, but once they are an integral part of the 

student’s learning repertoire, they become valuable learning tools (Tournaki, 2003). For 

example, the Strategic Instruction Model has a strategy called the Concept Anchoring Routine 

(Lentz, Deschler, & Kissam, 2004).   This strategy uses a visual organizer and specific steps to 

guide students through the process of linking a new concept to one they already understand. 

Once students have completed the process, they have a clear understanding (and visual 
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representation for future reference) of the meaning of the new concept.  Eventually they become 

independent users of the strategy, pulling out the organizer when they encounter a new concept. 

  

David Hyerle’s Thinking Maps (1995) are a more flexible type of visual representation, 

as the eight maps relate to thinking processes rather than specific tasks or content areas. They are 

simple constructions that students draw themselves. Once all students, especially those with 

disabilities, become adept at their use, they help students make the results of their thinking 

visual, so they can be used for task completion. The websites in Figure 7 will give you more 

information on strategy instruction. 

 

 Lindsay, a freshman in college, was starting to panic. She had a paper due for her 

American History course and she hadn’t even started it. Her real panic came from the fact that 

she didn’t know how to start. The whole process of writing a research paper seemed to be 

nothing but a blur. Hadn’t she learned anything in high school? Then she remembered her 

Thinking Maps training. She drew a Circle Map (generating ideas) and wrote down what she 

knew about her topic. She next drew a Tree Map (classification) and organized the information 

into categories. She realized that she needed more information, so she went to the library and 

did additional research, adding the new information to the Tree Map. Her last map was the Flow 

Map (sequencing), on which she wrote down her topics in a reasonable order. Then, using the 

Flow Map as a guide, she wrote her paper. 

 

 Lindsay’s predicament is one that is often faced by students with disabilities. They don’t 

know how to start. The student in your class who seems to take ages to begin a writing 

assignment may be having this difficulty. His thoughts are swirling around in his head and he has 

no idea how to translate this cloud into a well-organized paper. Once he has support in 

translating his thoughts into a visual format, either from his teacher or from strategies he has 

learned, it is likely that he will be able to complete the task successfully.   

  

E. Incorporate Practice 

 “Didn’t your fifth grade teacher teach you about adjectives and adverbs? You act as if 

you’ve never heard of them! I’ll have to start all over again!” Certainly this is a common 

complaint in schools – students don’t seem to remember information and skills from one grade 

level to the next. The fifth grade teacher did “cover” adjectives and adverbs. She just didn’t help 

the students reach a level of fluency. 

 

 Adequate practice is a particular concern for student with disabilities. They easily lose 

skills and forget information from one day to the next. Therefore, practice time must be built into 

every special education lesson. The more multisensory and active this practice, the more 

effective it will be. In some subject areas practice is built in. Students learn letter sounds and 

then use them continually as they read more and more difficult books. Students learn 

multiplication facts and then draw on them as they learn to divide.  

 

  But some topics, such as fractions and parts of speech, are taught only once during the 

year without review, so they slip away from the students. There are several ways to incorporate 

practice into daily lessons. The first ten minutes of each day could be devoted to a different topic 

for review, so that one day they do a fractions worksheet and the next they quiz each other on 
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parts of speech. Or use an “exit card” procedure, in which the student must pull a card from the 

box and answer a review question before leaving the room. The important thing is to be aware of 

the importance of practice, and to give students a chance to use previously used information as 

often as possible. 

 

More Frequently Assessed 

 Assessment is a cornerstone of special education. In order for real improvement to take 

place, you need constant feedback regarding the current level of functioning. Without this 

feedback, the lessons are built on conjecture and hope rather than solid information. This may 

not be necessary in general education. You may be able to wait until the end of a unit to assess a 

student who learns in an average way. This student understands your lectures, knows how to take 

notes and review them daily, can incorporate information from the textbook into the framework 

you provide, and studies well for tests. He proceeds along the average path. 

 

 But the student with disabilities may not be able to process the lecture, take notes, or read 

the textbook. He may have an extremely difficult time sitting long enough to watch a movie in 

class. Overwhelming anxiety may prevent him from performing well on a test even if he does 

know the information. For these students, daily assessment is essential. While weekly lesson 

plans can be formulated, they need to be adjusted based on the assessment from the previous day. 

(Jenkins, Graff & Miglioretti, 2009). 

 

 Daily assessment is very possible when good measurable objectives are written. Refer 

back to the section on measurable objectives. Remember the rewritten objectives that had good  

measurements? The student in number 1 achieved the objective if his Venn diagram contained 

80% of the important elements, Student 2 if his worksheet grade was 100%, Student 3 if his math 

work grade was at least 90%, and Student 4 if his skits indicated that he knew the meanings of all 

the new words. If these objectives were not achieved, the teacher needs to take note and return to 

work on the skill until mastery is reached. This is different from general education, in which 

mastery is often assumed until the end of the unit. Special education teachers cannot wait until 

the end of the unit. They need information on progress every day. 

  

 The type of assessment used in special education and in other types of instruction is 

Curriculum Based Measurement (CBM). Teachers ask students to perform discrete tasks usually 

in a timed situation (Hosp, 2007). The assessment method used in the case of Daniel at the 

beginning of this chapter was CBM. His teachers were correct in using this means of assessing 

his progress; they just did it too seldom. CBM is designed to inform instruction, a fact that was 

missed by Daniel’s teachers. If they had been measuring his “correct words per minute” each 

week, they would have seen that his progress was minimal. They would have increased the 

amount of time that he received individual, focused reading instruction and insured that he made 

progress. Daniel’s case is an excellent example of good intentions, and perhaps even good 

instruction, without one of the key components of special education – frequent progress 

monitoring. 

 

 CBM probes often take the form of timed sessions. Daniel was reading passages for one 

minute while his teacher counted the number of correct words he read. This can also be done 

with math, spelling, written expression, and even content areas (Idol, Nevin, & Paolucci-
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Whitcomb, 1999). Pages with sets of questions or problems to work are developed, and students 

are timed as they complete the task. CBM makes the assumption that an increase in rate equates 

with an increase in skill.  

 

 Another important aspect of CBM is that each session’s results are transferred to a graph. 

This visual representation serves several functions: it gives a clear indication of the trend of the 

student’s development so that instructional changes can be made as necessary, it provides 

valuable data to document progress at IEP meetings, and it is a source of motivation for both 

teachers and students. Several online resources allow computer plotting which students can do 

themselves (see Figure 7). A trend line is computed, enabling the teachers to make sure that the 

student is likely to achieve his goal if it continues on the same progress schedule. The graph in 

Figure 4 shows the progress Daniel might have made if he received the appropriate instruction. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Curriculum Based Measurement Graph 

 
 

 

Imagine Daniel and his special education teacher plotting this data regarding his reading 

fluency each week. They would all be motivated by his progress (especially Daniel), and they 

could see whether or not he was on track to achieve his goal by the end of the year. If the scores 

began to deviate from the expected trend line, adjustments in instruction could be made before it 

was too late. Daniel would have had an even better year in fifth grade, since his reading 

competency would have made a significant leap.  

 

Putting it all Together 

 So what does special education instruction look like in the classroom? It may look much 

like general education, but close examination will reveal that each student is working toward a 

measurable goal, that scaffolding and intensive instruction are provided when necessary, and that 

progress is monitored daily and weekly.  
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Examine Figure 5, an example of parallel general education and special education lesson plans. 

What differences you see?  

 

Figure 5  Sample Lesson Plans--Reading Component: Fluency 

 

General Education Lesson Special Education Lesson 

Objective: The students will read repeatedly 

the first five pages of a story to become 

familiar with the story. 

Objective: John will read at a rate of 50 correct 

words per minute. 

Materials: Story book on grade level 2.0. Materials: Story book on grade level 1.5, 

teacher copy of the story that can be written on, 

stop watch, graph, tape recorder 

Introduction: Discuss the book and pictures. 

Predict what will happen in the story. 

Introduction: Discuss the book and pictures. 

Predict what will happen.  

Activities:  The students will practice reading 

the first 5 pages with a reading buddy, taking 

turns reading and following along. Following 

the directions given, the students will discuss 

and retell the story with each other, the group 

and with the teacher. 

Activities:  The student will practice reading 

the first 5 pages with a reading buddy, taking 

turns reading and following along. Following 

the directions given, the students will discuss 

and retell the story with each other, the group 

and with the teacher. 

 Modification: If the student is experiencing 

difficulty reading, focus on the first few pages 

only, taking turns re-reading the pages with the 

teacher.  Teacher provides a model on how to 

read fluently.  Have student listen to himself 

read through a “C” shaped PVC pipe. 

Daily progress noted: Observe students as they 

read and note any students who appear to be 

struggling. 

Assessment: Do a timed reading: Tell student 

when to start, start timer, note errors on teacher 

copy, stop timer after 1 minute, count how 

many words were read correctly, graph the 

results.  Discuss results with student. 

 

 

 

If you are a special education teacher, you are gaining a clearer understanding of the type 

of instruction and progress monitoring you should be providing to your students. If you teach 

general education, you now have the information you need to collaborate more effectively with 

your special education partner, insuring that all your students learn.  
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Figure 7     Useful Websites 

 

Topic Sites 

  
Preparing 

measurable 

IEP Goals 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/cspd/F2.pps 

 http://www.wrightslaw.com/info/iep.goals.plan.htm 

 http://www.speakingofspeech.com/IEP_Goal_Bank.html 

  

Strategy 
Instruction 

http://www.thinkingmaps.com 

 http://www.ku-crl.org/sim/ 

 http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources.html 

 http://www.ldonline.org/article/Watering_Up_the_Curriculum_for_Adolescents_with_Learning_Disabilities,
_Part_I:_Goals_of_the_Knowledge_Dimension). 

Curriculum 

Based 

Measurement 

http://www.interventioncentral.org 

 http://www.studentprogress.org/families.asp 

 http://research.aboutkidshealth.ca/teachadhd/resources/CBM_Toronto_1_4_07.pdf 

Graphing 

Help 

http://www.jimwrightonline.com/php/chartdog_2_0/chartdog.php 

 http://www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/cbmwarehouse.php 
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