
CEEDAR



High-Leverage Practices in 
Special Education

James McLeskey (Chair)
University of Florida

Mary-Dean Barringer
Council of Chief State School Officers

Bonnie Billingsley
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Mary Brownell
University of Florida

Dia Jackson
American Institutes for Research

Michael Kennedy
University of Virginia

Tim Lewis
University of Missouri

Larry Maheady
SUNY Buffalo State

Jackie Rodriguez
William & Mary

Mary Catherine Scheeler
The Pennsylvania State University

Judy Winn 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee

Deborah Ziegler
Council for Exceptional Children

January 2017
The HLP Writing Team



© 2017 by Council for Exceptional Children & CEEDAR Center.

Council for Exceptional Children 
2900 Crystal Drive, Suite 100 
Arlington, VA 22202-3557 
www.cec.sped.org

Permission is granted to reproduce and adapt any portion of this publication with acknowledgment. 
Reference:

McLeskey, J., Barringer, M-D., Billingsley, B., Brownell, M., Jackson, D., Kennedy, M., Lewis, T., 
Maheady, L., Rodriguez, J., Scheeler, M. C., Winn, J., & Ziegler, D. (2017, January). High-leverage 
practices in special education. Arlington, VA: Council for Exceptional Children & CEEDAR Center.

This document was supported from funds provided by the CEEDAR Center (Collaboration for Effective Educator, 
Development, Accountability and Reform) cooperative grant supported by the Office of Special Education 
Programs (OSEP) of the U.S. Department of Education (H325A120003). Drs. Bonnie Jones and David Guardino 
served as the project officers. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the positions or policies of 
the U.S. Department of Education. No official endorsement by the U.S. Department of Education of any product, 
commodity, or enterprise mentioned in this document is intended or should be inferred.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data
	
Council for Exceptional Children and CEEDAR Center. 
High-leverage practices in special education: Foundations for student success. 
p. cm. 
Includes biographical references.

ISBN 978-0-86586-526-6 (soft cover)
ISBN 978-0-86586-527-3 (eBook)

Stock No. P6255

Cover and layout by Tom Karabatakis, TomPromo Marketing
Printed in the United States of America by Bradford & Bigelow

First edition 

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1



Contents

Preface � 1

Introduction � 7

High-Leverage Practices for K–12 Special Education Teachers � 15

Research Syntheses: Collaboration High-Leverage Practices � 27

Research Syntheses: Assessment High-Leverage Practices � 41

Research Syntheses: Social/Emotional/Behavioral High-Leverage Practices � 55

Research Syntheses: Instruction High-Leverage Practices � 69

Appendix: Glossary of Terms and Related Resources � 117



         1 

Preface

Special education teachers, as a significant 
segment of the teaching profession, came 

into their own with the passage of Public Law 
94-142, the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act, in 1975. Since then, although 
the number of special education teachers  
has grown substantially it has not kept pace 
with the demand for their services and 
expertise. The roles and practice of special 
education teachers have continuously 
evolved as the complexity of struggling 
learners unfolded, along with the quest for 
how best to serve and improve outcomes for 
this diverse group of students. 

As this complexity was addressed, 
those preparing special education teachers 
found themselves responding to conflicting 
external forces. New content was added to 
preparation programs to meet requirements 
of professional accreditation groups, 
changing state licensure requirements, 
and federal regulations related to teacher 
preparation. These programs also needed to 
respond to the long-term shortage of special 
education teachers, with intensive and rapid 
preparation of “highly qualified” teachers—
although there was no clear guidance as 
to the most effective practices to target. 
Without clarity regarding the practices and 
expertise that define an effective special 
educator, this role began to be viewed by 

potential teachers as less desirable than 
other teaching assignments despite the 
clear need and job assurance.

Meanwhile, research continued to 
establish evidence regarding practices 
that could make a positive difference 
with students who were struggling to find 
success in school because of learning and 
behavioral complexities. What was needed 
was guidance as to the most important  
of these practices that special educators 
needed to learn to use in classrooms—clear 
signals among the noise of demands placed 
on teacher education programs. 

Development of the High-Leverage 
Practices in Special Education

In fall 2014, the Board of Directors of 
the Council for Exceptional Children 
(CEC) approved a proposal from the 
CEC Professional Standards and Practice 
Committee (PSPC) to develop a set of 
high-leverage practices (HLPs) for special 
education teachers. The PSPC, the Teacher 
Education Division (TED) of CEC, and the 
CEEDAR Center at the University of Florida 
endorsed this project. The CEEDAR Center, 
which is funded by the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Office of Special Education 
Programs, provided a sub-award to CEC to 
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support this work. The HLP Writing Team’s 
12 members included representatives from 
CEC’s PSPC, TED, the CEEDAR Center, the 
Council of Chief State School Officers, and 
CEC staff. In addition, seven CEC members 
were selected from over 50 nominations  
that were received from the PSPC, TED, 
and the CEEDAR Center. This team of prac
titioners, scholars, researchers, teacher prep-
aration faculty, and advocates knew that to 
achieve the project’s intended purposes, 

they needed to ensure that the results of 
their work established the need to improve 
teacher preparation programs, provided 
a rationale both for developing practice-
based teacher preparation programs and 
for the HLPs themselves, and explained  
how the HLPs could be used to support 
student learning.

The fundamental purpose of CEC’s 
HLP project was to identify improved 
methods for supporting special education 
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HLP Writing Team develops a draft list of HLPs

Figure 1. Development of CEC’s High-Leverage Practices in Special Education

HLP Writing Team finalizes the draft list of HLPs
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Focus group interviews held at CEC Convention in San Diego, 
CA: 2 focus group sessions, one with a group of teacher 
educators and one with a group of special education teachers

Additional focus group interviews with teachers, special 
education administrators and trainers of administrators, and 
CEC division leaders who were teacher educators in 
programs preparing teachers of students with severe and 
low-incidence disabilities. Feedback summarized and shared 
with HLP Writing Team

Draft HLPs completed 

Draft shared with CEC Teacher Education Division (TED); 
feedback received via an online survey

HLP Writing Team meets to incorporate feedback

Final draft presented to CEC Board of Directors

Draft HLPs presented to CEC Representative Assembly (RA) 
at CEC Convention in St. Louis, MO.
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teacher candidates as they learn to use 
effective practices in their classrooms. 
Although effective teaching practices had 
previously been identified, these mainly 
comprised undifferentiated, overall lists with 
brief descriptions of each practice (e.g., 
teachingworks.org). 

Figure 1 describes the development of 
the HLPs. The HLP Writing Team spent con-
siderable time determining the group of 
special educators to whom the HLPs would 
apply. It was the perspective of the HLP 
Writing Team that a high-quality set of HLPs 
could be developed that directly applied  
to the classroom practices of teachers in  
K–12 settings, although a separate set of  
HLPs could be developed to more specifi-
cally address the particular practices used 
by teachers of students with gifts and tal-
ents. CEC’s Division for Early Childhood has 
developed DEC Recommended Practices 
(2015), which provides guidance to practi-
tioners and families about the most effec-
tive ways to improve the learning outcomes 
and development of young children, birth 
through age 5, who have or are at risk for  
developmental delays or disabilities.

The HLPs are organized around four  
aspects of practice—collaboration, assess­
ment, social/emotional/behavioral practices, 
and instruction—because special education 
teachers enact practices in these areas in 
integrated and reciprocal ways. For example, 
special education teachers use assessment 
to design instruction and then evaluate it. 
The HLPs for instruction can be used to teach 
both academic content and emotional, 
behavioral, and social skills; special educa
tion teachers bring their knowledge of  
HLPs in these areas to collaboration with 
other professionals and parents. 

The integrated and recursive use of  
HLPs in these four areas results in some 
overlap at times; for example, to learn to  
use the collaboration HLPs in practice 
requires teachers to have a deep know 

ledge of practices related to each of the  
other three areas. Similarly, using assess-
ment data to make instructional decisions 
is a critical component of both effective 
instruction and effective assessment. 
Providing effective feedback appears 
in both the social/emotional/behavioral 
practices HLPs and the instruction HLPs; 
two research syntheses were developed as 
the basis for this item. Organizing the HLPs 
in this way was intended to make them 
more comprehensible and easier to use in 
planning core components of a practice-
based teacher preparation program. 

It should be noted that CEC’s HLPs, and 
their incorporation of culturally responsive 
approaches, might also be considered 
effective practice for general education 
teachers. However, the manner in which 
these practices are enacted by special 
educators differs from how they are enacted 
by general education teachers. For example, 
general education teachers are expected to 
use different types of assessment information 
(e.g., performance on state assessments, 
work samples, informal conversations 
with students, observations) to improve 
their understanding of students in their 
classrooms. The extent to which special 
education teachers are expected to collect 
assessment information and develop a 
learner profile is different. Special education 
teachers are expected to: 

•	 collect detailed information about 
students, 

•	 develop detailed processes for tracking 
the progress students are making, 

•	 ensure that students’ families’ and 
general education teachers’ under-
standings are incorporated in the 
collection of information and its use in 
designing instruction, and 

•	 be thorough in the use of assessment 
data to design and evaluate instruction 
tailored carefully to students’ needs. 
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Effective instruction by special education 
teachers requires a deep and comprehen
sive understanding of students with dis
abilities that allows them to develop highly 
responsive, explicit, systematic instructional 
and behavioral interventions that support 
the success of these students and responds 
to their diverse and complex needs.

High-Leverage Practices in Special 
Education only scratches the surface in 
addressing the many issues that will arise 
in enacting this new vision of teacher 
preparation. Indeed, it is hoped that the 
HLPs are perceived as a working and 
evolving set of practices that can be used as 
teacher educators collectively develop an 
understanding of core practices, determine 
how such practices may be best used, and 
identify how they can be improved.

The HLPs are intended to provide those 
who work in school districts in beginning 
teacher induction and residency programs, 
or who provide professional development 
for teachers of students with disabilities, with 
a clear vision of effective teaching for these 
students. Administrators and principals who 
provide professional development for spe-
cial education teachers—and, arguably, for 
all teachers who teach students with disabili-
ties—can use these HLPs to select experienc-
es where evidence shows that skillfulness 
in using practices makes a difference for 
student success. The HLPs provide families 
with clarity about effective practices that can 
improve educational outcomes for their chil-
dren. Policy makers may use this guidance 
to focus their efforts on the most important 
practices as they consider teacher licensure 
requirements, micro-credentialing opportu-
nities, or guidelines for approving teacher 
preparation programs. And, ultimately—from 
a prospective teacher’s perspective—this is 
a playbook that describes the foundational 
practices needed for an effective and suc-

cessful career creating success stories for 
our nation’s students with the most complex 
learning and behavioral needs.
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Introduction

Concerns about achievement levels 
of students who struggle in school, 

including those with disabilities, have led 
to major changes in U.S. education policy. 
These changes have included increased 
expectations and accountability for student 
achievement and calls for improving the 
practice of teachers (e.g., the Every Student 
Succeeds Act of 2015 and its predecessor, 
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001;  
NCATE, 2010; U.S. Department of Educa
tion, 2010). Improving teacher practice has 
become a major focus of policy makers 
and teacher educators for several reasons, 
including research revealing that (a) 
improving the effectiveness of teachers is  
the most direct approach to improving 
outcomes for low-achieving students 
(Hanushek & Rivkin, 2010; Master, Loeb, & 
Wyckoff, 2014), and that (b) many effective 
practices that can substantially improve 
student achievement are not routinely used 
by teachers (Cook & Odom, 2013). 

The need to improve teacher practice 
has led several prominent teacher educators 
(e.g., Ball & Forzani, 2011; Grossman, 
Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009; Leko, 
Brownell, Sindelar, & Kiely, 2015; McDonald, 
Kazemi, & Kavanaugh, 2013) to take the 
position that teacher education should focus 
more deliberately on instructional practice, 
and that teacher preparation programs 
should be developed that address this goal. 
In these programs, teacher education would 
be centered on a set of effective practices that 
all teachers need to learn (i.e., practices that 
are used frequently in classrooms and have 
been shown to improve student outcomes). 
Programs also would embed much of 
teacher preparation in clinical settings to 
systematically support teacher candidates 
in learning to use these HLPs (Grossman et 
al., 2009; NCATE, 2010). This emphasis on 
using practice-based teacher education to 
improve instructional practice has emerged 
in both general and special education (Leko 
et al., 2015; McDonald et al., 2013). 

Skillful teaching requires appropriately using and integrating specific moves and 
activities in particular cases and contexts, based on knowledge and understanding 
of one’s pupils and on the application of professional judgment. 

(Ball & Forzani, 2009, p. 497)
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Effective Special Education 
Teachers

Learning to teach is complex and demand
ing work. Although all beginning teachers 
are challenged to teach in ways that are 
responsive to students’ needs, special edu
cation teachers face the challenge of teach
ing students with some of the most complex 
learning and behavioral difficulties. These 
students have some combination of atten
tion, memory, reasoning, communication, 
physical, and behavioral difficulties that can  
interfere with their ability to acquire the 
literacy, numeracy, independent living, and  
social skills needed to be successful in 
schools, postsecondary education, and work  
environments (Klingner et al., 2016). 
Moreover, students with disabilities have 
diverse needs that may include one or a 
combination of academic 
difficulties or emotional 
and behavioral challenges 
in schools. The severity of 
these challenges varies 
substantially. For example, 
whereas some students 
with disabilities have com
plex and pervasive physi- 
cal and cognitive disabil
ities and may require ex- 
tensive support through-
out much of the school 
day, other students struggle with a specific 
content area, require much more focused 
support, and may have grade-level or ad
vanced skills in other content areas. Further, 
a disproportionate number of students with 
disabilities are from high-poverty settings 
or from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds (Klingner et al., 2016). 

Many students with disabilities have failed 
to make sufficient progress in the general 
education classroom. Although general 
education teachers must be responsive 
to the needs of students with disabilities, 

effective instruction by special education 
teachers requires a deeper and more 
comprehensive understanding of students 
that facilitates the development of highly 
responsive, explicit, systematic instructional 
and behavioral interventions that support  
the success of these students. To ensure 
quality outcomes for students with disabili
ties, special education teachers should 
provide instruction that is evidence-based 
and highly responsive to these students’ 
complex and varied needs. Special educa-
tion teachers must be flexible problem  
solvers who not only have expertise in 
using highly effective practices, but also are 
proficient in monitoring the effectiveness 
of these practices with individual students 
and making decisions regarding changes in  
practice as needed. This routine analysis of 
practice and its effect on important student  

outcomes is foundational 
for effective special edu-
cation teachers. Further, 
given the disproportion-
ate number of students 
with disabilities from cul-
turally and linguistically di- 
verse backgrounds, spe-
cial education teachers 
must have expertise in 
delivering instruction and 
behavioral interventions 
in a culturally responsive 

manner (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). 
Given the complexity of this work, 

preparing special education teachers who 
are ready to use effective practices as soon 
as they begin teaching is a daunting task. 
Beginning special education teachers 
require coherent and repeated opportun
ities to both apply their knowledge in realis
tic settings and receive feedback regarding 
their practice (Leko et al., 2015). Such 
deliberate practice in authentic contexts is 
essential to the development of effective 
performance and skilled decision making in 

Special education teachers must 
be flexible problem solvers who 
not only have expertise in using 
highly effective practices, but also 
are proficient in monitoring the 
effectiveness of these practices with 
individual students and making 
decisions regarding changes in 
practice as needed. 
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many professions (e.g., nursing, plumbing, 
the military), and teaching students with 
disabilities is no different. To engage in this 
type of practice-based teacher education, 
teacher educators need to identify a limited 
number of critical practices that all special 
educators can use in classrooms, and those 
practices should become the core curricu
lum of teacher preparation programs.

High-Leverage Practices and 
Practice-Based Teacher Education

Aspiring special education teachers need 
opportunities to learn those practices that  
are essential to promoting improved out-
comes for students with disabilities if they 
are to be prepared to use these practices 
when they enter classrooms. Teacher 
candidates can only learn so much during 
their preparation programs, particularly if 
the goal is to develop fluency in employing 
complex practices that are 
responsive to the needs of 
students with disabilities. 
Given these limitations, 
they should learn to 
enact the most essential 
dimensions of effective 
practice, and they need  
focused learning oppor
tunities where they can 
repeatedly practice these 
essential dimensions with close supervision 
and feedback to do this.

Ball and colleagues (Ball & Forzani, 2011; 
Grossman et al., 2009; McDonald et al., 2013) 
have referred to these essential dimensions 
of instruction as high-leverage practices 
(HLPs). In short, these are practices that  
can be used to leverage student learning 
across different content areas, grade levels, 
and student abilities and disabilities. For 
instance, HLPs might be used to teach 
evidence-based practices (e.g., using 
explicit instruction to teach and practice a 

summarization strategy) at differing intensity 
levels and across tiers of instruction. HLPs  
also might be the fundamental skills needed  
to collaborate effectively with other edu
cators and families. 

The criteria that were used to select  
CEC’s HLPs for K–12 special education teach-
ers are included in Table 1 (cf. Ball, Sleep, 
Boerst, & Bass, 2009; Grossman et al., 2009; 
McDonald et al., 2013; Windschitl, Thomp-
son, Braaten, & Stroupe, 2012). In short,  
these practices must represent the essence 
of effective practice in special education.  
Further, from the perspective of teacher 
preparation programs, these should be 
practices that novices can learn, and which 
can be taught to a reasonable level of pro-
ficiency during the course of a teacher  
preparation program.

The HLPs can become the foundation 
of a cohesive, practice-based teacher edu- 
cation curriculum that incorporates repeat- 

ed, scaffolded, effective 
opportunities for special 
education teacher candi-
dates to practice (Leko et 
al., 2015). Currently, many 
special education teacher 
education programs, like 
their general education 
counterparts, cover a 
broad range of topics 
rather than a focused set 

of practices that aspiring teachers are taught 
to use effectively (Goe, 2006; McLeskey & 
Brownell, 2015). Further, most of the learning 
in teacher education programs occurs in 
coursework, and is largely divorced from 
practice in Pre-K–12 schools. The primary 
practice opportunities teacher candidates 
currently have occur once they are in field 
placements in schools. Too often, teacher 
educators have insufficient influence over 
the quality of those opportunities, and the 
types of skills teacher candidates learn 
in them (Grossman & McDonald, 2008; 

Professionals learn best when they 
have repeated opportunities to 
practice the essential components 
of effective performance, receive 
feedback on their performance, 
and receive support in analyzing 
and improving their performance.
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McDonald et al., 2013; McLeskey & Brownell, 
2015). Inadequate opportunities for teacher 
candidates to practice are problematic 
when considering research on professional 
learning in other fields. Studies of training 
in medicine, music, the military, and sports 
have shown that professionals learn best 
when they have repeated opportunities 
to practice the essential components of 
effective performance, receive feedback on 
their performance, and receive support in 
analyzing and improving their performance 
(Ericcson, 2014). 

The HLPs provide an anchor for teacher 
educators and other preparation providers 
that enable them to design a focused 

curriculum that integrates coordinated, 
effective practice opportunities that are 
threaded throughout the program. These 
practices, and ways of increasing special 
education teachers’ sophisticated use 
of them in different content areas (e.g.,  
reading and mathematics) become the 
foundation for developing a cohesive 
approach to educating these teachers from 
initial preparation to induction and beyond. 
The use of focused, deliberate approaches  
to educating teachers over time is more  
aligned with effective practices in 
professional preparation that occur in 
other professions. Most important, this 
type of practice-based approach to teacher 

Table 1. Criteria for Identifying CEC’s High-Leverage Practices

Applicable and 
important to the 
everyday work of 
teachers

•	 Focus directly on instructional practice
•	 Occur with high frequency in teaching
•	 Research-based and known to foster important kinds 

of student engagement and learning 
•	 Broadly applicable and usable in any content area or 

approach to teaching 
•	 So important that skillfully executing them is 

fundamental to effective teaching

Applicable and 
important to 
teacher education

•	 Limited in number (about 20) for a teacher education 
program

•	 Can be articulated and taught 
•	 Novices can begin to master 
•	 Can be practiced across university and field-based 

settings
•	 Grain size (i.e., how detailed should the practice be) 

is small enough to be clearly visible in practice, but 
large enough to preserve the integrity and complexity 
of teaching

•	 System (or group of HLP) considerations
◦	 embody a broader theory regarding the 

relationship between teaching and learning than 
would individual practices

◦	 support more comprehensive student learning 
goals (the whole is more than the sum of its parts)



Introduction

         11 

education produces beginning special 
education teachers who are prepared to 
engage in the types of complex instructional 
practice and professional collaborations that 
are required for educating students with 
disabilities effectively. 

Identifying HLPs in special education 
has the potential to substantially improve 
teacher preparation and, ultimately, 
outcomes for students with disabilities and 
others who struggle to succeed in school. 
This new direction in teacher preparation 
(cf. Ball & Forzani, 2011; Grossman, 
Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009) reflects 
the core values that have provided  
the foundation of special education instruc
tion for many years: That is, if someone needs 
to learn something, the special educator 
should identify what the person needs to 
learn, and provide systematic instruction 
until the learning is demonstrated. The 
establishment of HLPs in the field of special 
education has the potential to provide many 
benefits for teacher preparation in bridging 
research and practice and helping the field 

(a) articulate a common language 
for specifying practice, which would 
facilitate the field’s ability to engage 
in collective activity; (b) identify and 
specify common pedagogies in 
teacher education; and (c) address 
the perennial and persistent divides 
among university courses and 
between university course work and 
clinical experiences. (McDonald, 
Kazemi, & Kavanaugh, 2013, p. 378)

Collective action among those who 
prepare teachers and provide continuing 
professional development is needed to 
enact this new vision of teacher preparation 
and professional development. There are 
obvious risks involved, primary among them 
the possibility that (as has occurred in the 
past with major initiatives to improve teacher 
preparation) there will be a “proliferation of 
approaches driven more by the trend than by 

a deep understanding of how people learn 
to enact ambitious professional practice” 
(McDonald et al., 2013, p. 379). Given this 
history, those in the field must—albeit with 
caution—begin to enact this new vision of 
teacher preparation, which promises to 
build bridges between schools and teacher 
preparation programs and improve the 
preparation of teachers in ways that will 
substantially benefit students with disabil­
ities and others who struggle in schools.

About This Publication

The primary purpose of High-Leverage 
Practices in Special Education is to provide 
those involved in special education teacher 
preparation and professional development 
with a set of HLPs that were identified  
through consensus among special educa
tors. These HLPs may be used to design a 
cohesive set of practice based opportunities 
to support teacher candidates and practicing 
teachers in learning to put this know-how  
to use on behalf of the complex learners 
they teach.

In the following section, CEC’s HLPs 
are provided across four intertwined com
ponents of special education teacher 
practice—collaboration, assessment, social/
emotional/behavioral practices, and instruc
tion. The 22 HLPs are intended to address 
the most critical practices that every K–12 
special education teacher should master. 
The Research Syntheses that follow the 
HLPs delve more deeply into the rationale 
and evidence base for each. (As discussed 
in the Preface, two research syntheses were 
developed for the practice of providing 
effective feedback; this item appears in 
both the Social/Emotional/Behavioral Prac
tices HLPs and the Instruction HLPs.) The 
appendices provide references for teacher 
educators, administrators, and teachers 
alike, with a glossary of terms and additional 
resources for each of the HLP components.
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High-Leverage Practices 
for 
K–12 Special Education Teachers

The high-leverage practices in special 
education (HLPs) are provided across  

four intertwined components of teacher 
practice: collaboration, assessment, social/
emotional/behavioral practices, and instruc
tion. The 22 HLPs are intended to address 
the most critical practices that every K–12 
special education teacher should master. 
The Research Syntheses that follow this 
section delve more deeply into the rationale 
and evidence base for each. (As discussed 
in the Preface, two research syntheses were 
developed for the practice of providing 
effective feedback; this item appears in both 
the Social/Emotional/Behavioral Practices 
HLPs and the Instruction HLPs.) The appen- 
dix provides a glossary of terms and add- 
itional resources for each of the HLP com-
ponents. Additional resources are available 
on CEC’s HLP website.

Collaboration

Effective special education teachers 
collaborate with a wide range of profess
ionals, families and caregivers to assure that 

educational programs and related services 
are effectively designed and implemented 
to meet the needs of each student with a 
disability. Collaboration allows for varied 
expertise and perspectives about a student 
to be shared among those responsible for 
the student’s learning and well-being. This 
collective expertise provides collaborators 
with a more comprehensive understanding 
of each student’s needs, which can be used 
to more effectively plan and implement 
instruction and services.

Teachers use respectful and effective 
communication skills as they collaborate 
with others, considering the background, 
socioeconomic status, culture, and language 
of the families and the professionals with 
whom they work. Collaborative activities 
should be focused on (a) designing each 
student’s instructional program to meet 
clearly specified outcomes and (b) collecting 
data and monitoring progress toward 
these outcomes. Effective and purposeful 
collaboration should enlist support from 
district and school leaders, who can foster 
a collective commitment to collaboration, 
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provide professional learning experiences 
to increase team members’ collaborative 
skills, and create schedules that support 
different forms of ongoing collaboration 
(e.g., individualized education program 
[IEP] teams, co-teachers, teachers–families, 
teachers–paraprofessionals).

Assessment

Assessment plays a foundational role in 
special education. Students with disabilities 
are complex learners who have unique 
needs that exist alongside their strengths. 
Effective special education teachers have to 
fully understand those strengths and needs. 
Thus, these teachers are knowledgeable 
regarding assessment and are skilled in 
using and interpreting data. This includes 
formal, standardized assessments that are 
used in identifying students for special 
education services, developing students’ 
IEPs, and informing ongoing services. Formal 
assessments such as statewide exams also 
provide data regarding whether students 
with disabilities are achieving state content 
standards and how their academic progress 
compares to students without disabilities. 
Teachers are also knowledgeable about 
and skillful in using informal assessments, 
such as those used to evaluate students’ 
academic, behavioral, and functional 
strengths and needs. These assessments 
are used to develop students’ IEPs, design 
and evaluate instruction, and monitor 
student progress. As reflective practitioners, 
special educators also continuously analyze 
the effect and effectiveness of their own 
instruction. Finally, these teachers are 
knowledgeable regarding how context, 
culture, language, and poverty might 
influence student performance; navigating 
conversations with families and other 
stakeholders; and choosing appropriate 

assessments given each student’s profile. 
This is an especially important consideration, 
given the overrepresentation of culturally 
and linguistically diverse students and those 
from high poverty backgrounds in special 
education (see Linn & Hemmer, 2011; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016; Zhang & 
Katisyannis, 2002).

Social/Emotional/Behavioral 
Practices

Effective special education teachers estab
lish a consistent, organized, and respectful 
learning environment to support student 
success. To do this, they employ several 
practices that are critical in promoting 
student social and emotional well-being. 
First, effective teachers focus on increasing 
appropriate behavior by adopting an 
instructional approach that incorporates 
the explicit teaching of social skills and 
offers students multiple opportunities 
to practice appropriate social behaviors 
throughout the school day followed by 
positive specific feedback. Second, they 
implement evidence-based practices to 
prevent social, emotional, and behavioral 
challenges and provide early intervention  
at the first sign of risk. Third, effective 
teachers provide increasingly compre
hensive supports through a team-based 
problem-solving strategy, to match the 
intensity of student challenges guided 
by behavioral assessment. Finally, they 
implement all behavioral supports—even 
those in response to significant problem 
behavior—in a caring, respectful, and 
culturally relevant manner. Effective 
teachers recognize that academic and 
behavioral support strategies are more 
effective when delivered within the  
context of positive and caring teacher–
student relationships.
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Instruction 

Teaching students with disabilities is a 
strategic, flexible, and recursive process 
as effective special education teachers 
use content knowledge, pedagogical 
knowledge (including evidence-based 
practice), and data on student learning 
to design, deliver, and evaluate the 
effectiveness of instruction. This process 
begins with well-designed instruction. 
Effective special education teachers are 
well versed in general education curricula 
and other contextually relevant curricula, 
and use appropriate standards, learning 
progressions, and evidence-based practices 
in conjunction with specific IEP goals and 
benchmarks to prioritize long- and short-
term learning goals and to plan instruction. 
This instruction, when delivered with fidelity, 
is designed to maximize academic learning 

time, actively engage learners in meaning
ful activities, and emphasize proactive 
and positive approaches across tiers of 
instructional intensity.

Effective special education teachers base 
their instruction and support of students with 
disabilities on the best available evidence, 
combined with their professional judgment 
and knowledge of individual student needs. 
Teachers value diverse perspectives and 
incorporate knowledge about students’ 
backgrounds, culture, and language in their 
instructional decisions. Their decisions result 
in improved student outcomes across varied 
curriculum areas and in multiple educational 
settings. They use teacher-led, peer-assisted, 
student-regulated, and technology-assisted 
practices fluently, and know when and where 
to apply them. Analyzing instruction in this 
way allows teachers to improve student 
learning and their professional practice.

Collaboration

HLP1 Collaborate with professionals to increase student success.

Collaboration with general education teachers, paraprofessionals, and support 
staff is necessary to support students’ learning toward measurable outcomes 
and to facilitate students’ social and emotional well-being across all school 
environments and instructional settings (e.g., co-taught). Collaboration with 
individuals or teams requires the use of effective collaboration behaviors 
(e.g., sharing ideas, active listening, questioning, planning, problem solving, 
negotiating) to develop and adjust instructional or behavioral plans based 
on student data, and the coordination of expectations, responsibilities, and 
resources to maximize student learning.

The High-Leverage Practices in Special Education
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Collaboration   (cont’d)

HLP2 Organize and facilitate effective meetings with professionals and 
families.

Teachers lead and participate in a range of meetings (e.g., meetings with families, 
individualized education program [IEP] teams, individualized family services 
plan [IFSP] teams, instructional planning) with the purpose of identifying clear, 
measurable student outcomes and developing instructional and behavioral 
plans that support these outcomes. They develop a meeting agenda, allocate 
time to meet the goals of the agenda, and lead in ways that encourage consensus 
building through positive verbal and nonverbal communication, encouraging 
the sharing of multiple perspectives, demonstrating active listening, and 
soliciting feedback.

HLP3 Collaborate with families to support student learning and secure 
needed services.

Teachers collaborate with families about individual children’s needs, goals, 
programs, and progress over time and ensure families are informed about their 
rights as well as about special education processes (e.g., IEPs, IFSPs). Teachers 
should respectfully and effectively communicate considering the background, 
socioeconomic status, language, culture, and priorities of the family. Teachers 
advocate for resources to help students meet instructional, behavioral, social, 
and transition goals. In building positive relationships with students, teachers 
encourage students to self-advocate, with the goal of fostering self-determination 
over time. Teachers also work with families to self-advocate and support their 
children’s learning.
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Assessment

HLP4 Use multiple sources of information to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of a student’s strengths and needs.

To develop a deep understanding of a student’s learning needs, special 
educators compile a comprehensive learner profile through the use of a variety of 
assessment measures and other sources (e.g., information from parents, general 
educators, other stakeholders) that are sensitive to language and culture, to (a) 
analyze and describe students’ strengths and needs and (b) analyze the school-
based learning environments to determine potential supports and barriers to 
students’ academic progress. Teachers should collect, aggregate, and interpret 
data from multiple sources (e.g., informal and formal observations, work samples, 
curriculum-based measures, functional behavior assessment [FBA], school 
files, analysis of curriculum, information from families, other data sources). This 
information is used to create an individualized profile of the student’s strengths 
and needs.

HLP5 Interpret and communicate assessment information with 
stakeholders to collaboratively design and implement educational 
programs.

Teachers interpret assessment information for stakeholders (i.e., other 
professionals, families, students) and involve them in the assessment, goal 
development, and goal implementation process. Special educators must 
understand each assessment’s purpose, help key stakeholders understand 
how culture and language influence interpretation of data generated, and 
use data to collaboratively develop and implement individualized education 
and transition plans that include goals that are standards-based, appropriate 
accommodations and modifications, and fair grading practices, and transition 
goals that are aligned with student needs.
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Social/Emotional/Behavioral Practices

HLP7 Establish a consistent, organized, and respectful learning 
environment.

To build and foster positive relationships, teachers should establish age-
appropriate and culturally responsive expectations, routines, and procedures 
within their classrooms that are positively stated and explicitly taught and 
practiced across the school year. When students demonstrate mastery and 
follow established rules and routines, teachers should provide age-appropriate 
specific performance feedback in meaningful and caring ways. By establishing, 
following, and reinforcing expectations of all students within the classroom, 
teachers will reduce the potential for challenging behavior and increase student 
engagement. When establishing learning environments, teachers should build 
mutually respectful relationships with students and engage them in setting the 
classroom climate (e.g., rules and routines); be respectful; and value ethnic, 
cultural, contextual, and linguistic diversity to foster student engagement across 
learning environments.

Assessment   (cont’d)

HLP6 Use student assessment data, analyze instructional practices, and 
make necessary adjustments that improve student outcomes.

After special education teachers develop instructional goals, they evaluate 
and make ongoing adjustments to students’ instructional programs. Once 
instruction and other supports are designed and implemented, special 
education teachers have the skill to manage and engage in ongoing data 
collection using curriculum-based measures, informal classroom assessments, 
observations of student academic performance and behavior, self-assessment 
of classroom instruction, and discussions with key stakeholders (i.e., students, 
families, other professionals). Teachers study their practice to improve student 
learning, validate reasoned hypotheses about salient instructional features, 
and enhance instructional decision making. Effective teachers retain, reuse, 
and extend practices that improve student learning and adjust or discard those  
that do not.
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Social/Emotional/Behavioral Practices   (cont’d)

HLP8 Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide students’ 
learning and behavior.

The purpose of feedback is to guide student learning and behavior and increase 
student motivation, engagement, and independence, leading to improved 
student learning and behavior. Effective feedback must be strategically delivered 
and goal directed; feedback is most effective when the learner has a goal and 
the feedback informs the learner regarding areas needing improvement and 
ways to improve performance. Feedback may be verbal, nonverbal, or written, 
and should be timely, contingent, genuine, meaningful, age appropriate, and at 
rates commensurate with task and phase of learning (i.e., acquisition, fluency, 
maintenance). Teachers should provide ongoing feedback until learners reach 
their established learning goals.

HLP9 Teach social behaviors.

Teachers should explicitly teach appropriate interpersonal skills, including 
communication, and self-management, aligning lessons with classroom and 
schoolwide expectations for student behavior. Prior to teaching, teachers should 
determine the nature of the social skill challenge. If students do not know how to 
perform a targeted social skill, direct social skill instruction should be provided 
until mastery is achieved. If students display performance problems, the 
appropriate social skill should initially be taught, then emphasis should shift to 
prompting the student to use the skill and ensuring the “appropriate” behavior 
accesses the same or a similar outcome (i.e., is reinforcing to the student) as the 
problem behavior.

HLP10 Conduct functional behavioral assessments to develop individual 
student behavior support plans.

Creating individual behavior plans is a central role of all special educators. Key 
to successful plans is to conduct a functional behavioral assessment (FBA) any 
time behavior is chronic, intense, or impedes learning. A comprehensive FBA 
results in a hypothesis about the function of the student’s problem behavior. 
Once the function is determined, a behavior intervention plan is developed that 
(a) teaches the student a pro-social replacement behavior that will serve the 
same or similar function, (b) alters the environment to make the replacement 
behavior more efficient and effective than the problem behavior, (c) alters the 
environment to no longer allow the problem behavior to access the previous 
outcome, and (d) includes ongoing data collection to monitor progress.
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Instruction

HLP11 Identify and prioritize long- and short-term learning goals.

Teachers prioritize what is most important for students to learn by providing 
meaningful access to and success in the general education and other 
contextually relevant curricula. Teachers use grade-level standards, assessment 
data and learning progressions, students’ prior knowledge, and IEP goals and 
benchmarks to make decisions about what is most crucial to emphasize, and 
develop long- and short-term goals accordingly. They understand essential 
curriculum components, identify essential prerequisites and foundations, and 
assess student performance in relation to these components.

HLP12 Systematically design instruction toward a specific learning goal.

Teachers help students to develop important concepts and skills that provide 
the foundation for more complex learning. Teachers sequence lessons that build 
on each other and make connections explicit, in both planning and delivery. 
They activate students’ prior knowledge and show how each lesson “fits” with 
previous ones. Planning involves careful consideration of learning goals, what 
is involved in reaching the goals, and allocating time accordingly. Ongoing 
changes (e.g., pacing, examples) occur throughout the sequence based on 
student performance.

HLP13 Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for specific learning goals.

Teachers assess individual student needs and adapt curriculum materials and 
tasks so that students can meet instructional goals. Teachers select materials and 
tasks based on student needs; use relevant technology; and make modifications 
by highlighting relevant information, changing task directions, and decreasing 
amounts of material. Teachers make strategic decisions on content coverage 
(i.e., essential curriculum elements), meaningfulness of tasks to meet stated 
goals, and criteria for student success.
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Instruction   (cont’d)

HLP14 Teach cognitive and metacognitive strategies to support learning and 
independence.

Teachers explicitly teach cognitive and metacognitive processing strategies to 
support memory, attention, and self-regulation of learning. Learning involves 
not only understanding content but also using cognitive processes to solve 
problems, regulate attention, organize thoughts and materials, and monitor 
one’s own thinking. Self-regulation and metacognitive strategy instruction is 
integrated into lessons on academic content through modeling and explicit 
instruction. Students learn to monitor and evaluate their performance in relation 
to explicit goals and make necessary adjustments to improve learning.

HLP15 Provide scaffolded supports.

Scaffolded supports provide temporary assistance to students so they can 
successfully complete tasks that they cannot yet do independently and with 
a high rate of success. Teachers select powerful visual, verbal, and written 
supports; carefully calibrate them to students’ performance and understanding 
in relation to learning tasks; use them flexibly; evaluate their effectiveness; and 
gradually remove them once they are no longer needed. Some supports are 
planned prior to lessons and some are provided responsively during instruction.

HLP16 Use explicit instruction.

Teachers make content, skills, and concepts explicit by showing and telling 
students what to do or think while solving problems, enacting strategies, 
completing tasks, and classifying concepts. Teachers use explicit instruction 
when students are learning new material and complex concepts and skills. They 
strategically choose examples and non-examples and language to facilitate 
student understanding, anticipate common misconceptions, highlight essential 
content, and remove distracting information. They model and scaffold steps 
or processes needed to understand content and concepts, apply skills, and 
complete tasks successfully and independently.



24          High-Leverage Practices in Special Education

Instruction   (cont’d)

HLP17 Use flexible grouping.

Teachers assign students to homogeneous and heterogeneous groups based 
on explicit learning goals, monitor peer interactions, and provide positive and 
corrective feedback to support productive learning. Teachers use small learning 
groups to accommodate learning differences, promote in-depth academic-
related interactions, and teach students to work collaboratively. They choose 
tasks that require collaboration, issue directives that promote productive and 
autonomous group interactions, and embed strategies that maximize learning 
opportunities and equalize participation. Teachers promote simultaneous 
interactions, use procedures to hold students accountable for collective and 
individual learning, and monitor and sustain group performance through 
proximity and positive feedback.

HLP18 Use strategies to promote active student engagement.

Teachers use a variety of instructional strategies that result in active student 
responding. Active student engagement is critical to academic success.  
Teachers must initially build positive student–teacher relationships to foster 
engagement and motivate reluctant learners. They promote engagement 
by connecting learning to students’ lives (e. g., knowing students’ academic 
and cultural backgrounds) and using a variety of teacher-led (e.g., choral 
responding and response cards), peer-assisted (e. g., cooperative learning and 
peer tutoring), student-regulated (e.g., self-management), and technology-
supported strategies shown empirically to increase student engagement. They 
monitor student engagement and provide positive and constructive feedback 
to sustain performance.

HLP19 Use assistive and instructional technologies.

Teachers select and implement assistive and instructional technologies to support 
the needs of students with disabilities. They select and use augmentative and 
alternative communication devices and assistive and instructional technology 
products to promote student learning and independence. They evaluate new 
technology options given student needs; make informed instructional decisions 
grounded in evidence, professional wisdom, and students’ IEP goals; and 
advocate for administrative support in technology implementation. Teachers use 
the universal design for learning (UDL) framework to select, design, implement, 
and evaluate important student outcomes.
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Instruction   (cont’d)

HLP20 Provide intensive instruction.

Teachers match the intensity of instruction to the intensity of the student’s 
learning and behavioral challenges. Intensive instruction involves working with 
students with similar needs on a small number of high priority, clearly defined 
skills or concepts critical to academic success. Teachers group students based 
on common learning needs; clearly define learning goals; and use systematic, 
explicit, and well-paced instruction. They frequently monitor students’ progress 
and adjust their instruction accordingly. Within intensive instruction, students 
have many opportunities to respond and receive immediate, corrective feedback 
with teachers and peers to practice what they are learning.

HLP21 Teach students to maintain and generalize new learning across time 
and settings.

Effective teachers use specific techniques to teach students to generalize and 
maintain newly acquired knowledge and skills. Using numerous examples in 
designing and delivering instruction requires students to apply what they have 
learned in other settings. Educators promote maintenance by systematically using 
schedules of reinforcement, providing frequent material reviews, and teaching 
skills that are reinforced by the natural environment beyond the classroom. 
Students learn to use new knowledge and skills in places and situations other 
than the original learning environment and maintain their use in the absence of 
ongoing instruction.

HLP22 Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide students’ 
learning and behavior.

The purpose of feedback is to guide student learning and behavior and increase 
student motivation, engagement, and independence, leading to improved 
student learning and behavior. Effective feedback must be strategically delivered 
and goal directed; feedback is most effective when the learner has a goal and 
the feedback informs the learner regarding areas needing improvement and 
ways to improve performance. Feedback may be verbal, nonverbal, or written, 
and should be timely, contingent, genuine, meaningful, age appropriate, and at 
rates commensurate with task and phase of learning (i.e., acquisition, fluency, 
maintenance). Teachers should provide ongoing feedback until learners reach 
their established learning goals.
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Effective special education teachers  
  collaborate with a wide range of 

professionals, families and caregivers to 
assure that educational programs and 
related services are effectively designed 
and implemented to meet the needs of 
each student with a disability. Collaboration 
allows for varied expertise and perspectives 
about a student to be shared among those 
responsible for the student’s learning and 
well-being. This collective expertise provides 
collaborators with a more comprehensive 
understanding of each student’s needs, 
which can be used to more effectively plan 
and implement instruction and services.

Teachers use respectful and effective 
communication skills as they collaborate 
with others, considering the background, 

socioeconomic status, culture, and language 
of the families and the professionals with 
whom they work. Collaborative activities 
should be focused on (a) designing each 
student’s instructional program to meet 
clearly specified outcomes and (b) collecting 
data and monitoring progress toward 
these outcomes. Effective and purposeful 
collaboration should enlist support from 
district and school leaders, who can foster 
a collective commitment to collaboration, 
provide professional learning experiences 
to increase team members’ collaborative 
skills, and create schedules that support 
different forms of ongoing collaboration 
(e.g., individualized education program 
[IEP] teams, co-teachers, teachers–families, 
teachers–paraprofessionals).

Research Syntheses:
Collaboration
High-Leverage Practices



28          High-Leverage Practices in Special Education

Collaboration is broadly recommended 
in special education for accomplishing a 
wide range of goals, including determining 
eligibility for services, delivering instruction, 
ensuring support through paraprofessionals, 
and resolving student and programmatic 
issues (see Burns, Vanderwood, & Ruby, 
2005). However, collaboration is ethereal 
in that it is never an end in itself, instead 
operating as a culture or a means through 
which any goal can be reached. Collaboration 
often is indirectly fostered among members 
of a school work group by arranging time for 
participants to meet face-to-face, guiding 
them through the development of positive 
professional relationships, establishing ex
plicit and implicit procedures for working 
together, and teaching them about school 
programs that rely on collaborative inter- 
actions (e.g., teams, co-teaching). Collabor
ation is not explicitly mandated in the 
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), nor is it generally part of formal 
policies related to educating students with 
disabilities, but the requirements of the law 
and established school practices strongly 
infer that it is through collaboration that 
the effective education of students with 
disabilities is achieved. 

Asked to define collaboration, a typical 
response is “working together.” However, 
a nuanced understanding suggests that 

collaboration is more about how individuals 
share their work, and it is characterized by 
voluntariness, mutual goals, parity, shared 
responsibility for critical decisions, joint 
accountability for outcomes, and shared 
resources (Friend & Cook, 2017). It is 
also developmental, growing over time 
as participants increase their trust of one 
another and create a sense of professional 
community. It is not surprising that research 
on collaboration is constrained by its elusive 
nature, by its innumerable applications, and 
by the number of variables that contribute to 
its existence.

Research Support

Research related to collaboration has 
consisted largely of anecdotal reports and 
surveys of individuals’ perceptions about 
their collaborative experiences, including 
the importance of administrative support 
and the effect on student outcomes, often 
seasoned with advice for implementing 
collaborative strategies and exhortations 
about their importance. However, a handful 
of studies have examined collaboration 
with a more precise lens; these can be 
grouped into three categories: (a) those that 
broadly analyze the relationship between 
the presence of collaboration and student 
outcomes, (b) those that consider the effect 

HLP1 Collaborate with professionals to increase student success.

Collaboration with general education teachers, paraprofessionals, and support 
staff is necessary to support students’ learning toward measurable outcomes 
and to facilitate students’ social and emotional well-being across all school 
environments and instructional settings (e.g., co-taught). Collaboration with 
individuals or teams requires the use of effective collaboration behaviors 
(e.g., sharing ideas, active listening, questioning, planning, problem solving, 
negotiating) to develop and adjust instructional or behavioral plans based 
on student data, and the coordination of expectations, responsibilities, and 
resources to maximize student learning.
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of specific collaborative school structures, 
and (c) those that investigate specific 
components of collaboration. 

Researchers have for many years 
studied schools in which students with 
disabilities (usually those with learning 
disabilities, other health impairment/ADHD, 
or autism spectrum disorder) outperform 
similar students in other locales, seeking 
common characteristics that contribute to 
their success. Collaborative culture or high 
value on collaboration is a typical finding 
in these studies (e.g., Caron & McLaughlin, 
2002; Huberman, Navo, & Parrish, 2012). 
Attention has turned recently to analyzing 
whether specific aspects of collaboration 
are associated with such positive results. For 
example, in a study that included more than 
9,000 teacher observations over 2 years 
as well as administrative and student data, 
Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, and Grissom 
(2015)—accounting for 
factors that might lead 
to spurious correlational 
associations—found that 
teachers participating 
more frequently and with 
more satisfaction in team activities, especially 
those related to assessments, produced 
relatively higher student achievement than 
teachers with less frequent and less satisfying 
team interactions. Ronfeldt et al. concluded 
that a causal relationship exists between 
collaboration and student outcomes. 

The two most common school structures 
presumed to rely on collaboration are co-
teaching and teams. Co-teaching research 
generally has found strong support among 
teachers but mixed results for students 
(Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Scruggs, 
Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007). The most 
recent examination of the co-teaching 
research literature, an analysis of six co-
teaching and inclusion research syntheses, 
concluded that when general educators  

and special educators work closely to 
coordinate the delivery of curriculum 
and have resources such as time to plan, 
small positive effects on student academic 
outcomes are achieved (Solis, Vaughn, 
Swanson, & McCulley, 2012). A related study 
supported this conclusion, finding that 
elementary-age students with disabilities 
in co-taught classes made significant 
educational progress while those in separate 
special education classroom settings did  
not, the gap between the two groups 
widening across time (Tremblay, 2013).

Similarly, collaboration has been associ
ated with positive outcomes on student-
centered problem-solving teams (Sheridan 
et al., 2004). However, much of the research 
on teams has focused on their general 
characteristics, including the importance 
of member interdependence, individual 
accountability, satisfaction of member 

needs, clarity of roles and 
expectations, and diversity 
of expertise among 
team members (e.g., 
Park, Henkin, & Egley, 
2005). Other variables 

considered include teacher empowerment 
(Rafoth & Foriska, 2006) and the positive 
association of professional familiarity with 
team effectiveness (Killumets, D’Innocenzo, 
Maynard, & Mathieu, 2015).

Communication skills are key building 
blocks for collaboration; participants’ 
verbal and nonverbal skills largely define 
whether collaboration can occur. For 
example, relatively equal amounts of talk  
by participants, the use of words that sug- 
gest instead of advise, and the interplay of 
who structures the flow of the interaction 
and who influences its content promote a 
perception of collaboration (Erchul et al., 
1999). An additional element of collaboration 
is trust, and qualitative research indicates  
that trust is a facilitator for collaboration 

Communication skills are key 
building blocks for collaboration.
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because it enables participants to 
communicate clearly, even on topics that 
might be considered sensitive (Hallam, 
Smith, Hite, Hite, & Wilcox, 2015).

Conclusion

Collaboration is intuitively appealing but 
extraordinarily challenging to study using 
rigorous research designs. Even though 

some evidence exists to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of collaboration, much of that 
evidence consists of case studies, program 
evaluation, and qualitative research. At 
this time, only limited rigorous empirical 
evidence guides practitioners regarding the  
criteria for assessing the quality of collab
oration or for determining whether collab
oration has a direct and positive effect on 
outcomes for students with disabilities.

Special education teachers typically 
organize, schedule, and lead a variety of 
meetings, including annual IEP meetings 
as well as ongoing collaborative meetings 
essential to instructional planning and 
progress monitoring. IEP meetings involve 
both parents and professionals (e.g.,  
general education teachers, fellow special 
education teachers, reading specialists, 
curriculum specialists, principals, other 
administrators, outside consultants), as  
well as students with disabilities. IDEA 
requires that parents be given opportunities 
for full participation in the development of 
the IEP. The way in which the IEP meeting 
is organized and facilitated should ensure 
that the family is an equal partner in the 
development of an appropriate education 
for the child. 

Special education teachers need to 
facilitate meetings so they run smoothly, 
involve others as equal participants, and 
accomplish the goals of the meeting. These 
tasks require communicating effectively 
with others, being able discuss aspects of 
the individual child’s program (e.g., explain 
the rationale behind behavior intervention 
plans, describe effective practices), and 
facilitating consensus among all involved. 
The partnership principles of equality, 
choice, voice, reciprocity, praxis, and 
reflection aid in the development of effect­
ive communication skills (Knight, 2007). 
Using these principles requires specific 
skills, which may be developed with diligent 
practice. It may be helpful to solicit feed- 
back from a mentor or colleague as 
well as team members to improve one’s 
communication and facilitation skills. 

HLP2 Organize and facilitate effective meetings with professionals and 
families.

Teachers lead and participate in a range of meetings (e.g., meetings with families, 
individualized education program [IEP] teams, individualized family services 
plan [IFSP] teams, instructional planning) with the purpose of identifying clear, 
measurable student outcomes and developing instructional and behavioral 
plans that support these outcomes. They develop a meeting agenda, allocate 
time to meet the goals of the agenda, and lead in ways that encourage consensus 
building through positive verbal and nonverbal communication, encouraging 
the sharing of multiple perspectives, demonstrating active listening, and 
soliciting feedback.
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The Council for Exceptional Children’s 
special education Code of Ethics (2015) 
includes the following principles relating 
to organizing and facilitating effective 
meetings:

•	 Practicing collegially with others who 
are providing services to individuals 
with exceptionalities.

•	 Developing relationships with families 
based on mutual respect and actively 
involving families and individuals with 
exceptionalities in educational decision 
making. (p. 7)

Research and Policy Support

Collaboration—when teachers work together 
to diagnose what they need to do, plan and 
teach interventions, and evaluate their effec-
tiveness—has shown a strong effect size of 
0.93 on student achievement (DuFour, 2007; 
Hattie, 2008). Effective meetings are facilitat-
ed by building trust (Ful-
lan, 2008; Reina & Reina, 
2006), communicating 
clearly (Patterson, Gren-
ny, McMillan, & Switzler, 
2012), listening carefully 
to others’ concerns and 
opinions (Covey, 2004; 
Knight, 2007; Patterson et 
al., 2012), and holding a 
belief in equality as shown 
through genuine respect 
for others (Knight, 2007). 
In addition to interactions 
with colleagues, Blue-Ban-
ning, Summers, Frankland, 
Nelson, and Beegle (2004) recommended 
the aforementioned attitudes and behaviors 
to promote positive relationships with par-
ents. Further, the association Learning For-
ward has recommended using problem-solv-
ing protocols for teams and individuals who  

face frustrating situations (Killion, Harri-
son, Bryan, & Clifton, 2012). Fortunately, re-
searchers have found that these communi-
cation behaviors can be learned (Patterson 
et al., 2012).

Meeting agendas should be planned 
in a way that invites the sharing of multiple 
perspectives, involves active listening, and 
encourages consensus building, while main-
taining efficiency. Agendas for formal meet-
ings should be developed and shared in ad-
vance; the meeting should be scheduled for 
an appropriate amount of time given meet-
ing goals and participants invited with suffi-
cient advance notice. 

In addition, case law supports the notion 
that the IEP is the centerpiece of IDEA law 
and that the student’s parents or guardians 
are considered full and equal partners in its 
development. Teachers need to understand 
what is to be accomplished at IEP meetings 
and to ensure that all requirements are met.  
It is not appropriate to come to the meet-

ing with a completed IEP, 
and special educators 
need to be sure parents 
have meaningful oppor-
tunities to contribute. For 
example, a translator will 
need to be available if the 
parent does not speak 
English. It also may be 
important to send infor-
mation to parents prior to 
the IEP meeting, so they 
understand the purpose 
of the meeting and un-
derstand that they will be 

given opportunities share information about 
their child and to make suggestions. Sam-
ple IEP agendas are available online (e.g., 
www.PACER.org) and may be provided by a  
state’s department of education or a local di-
rector of special education. 

Collaboration—when teachers 
work together to diagnose what 
they need to do, plan and teach 
interventions, and evaluate their 
effectiveness—has shown a strong 
effect size of 0.93 on student 
achievement. Effective meetings 
are facilitated by building trust, 
communicating clearly, listening 
carefully to others’ concerns and 
opinions 
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Finally, meetings will be more produc
tive if there is trust among participants. 
Teachers should consider taking steps 
before meetings to build relationships with 
professionals and families on an ongoing 
basis (Billingsley, Brownell, Israel, & Kamman, 
2013). At the start of the school year, effec
tive special educators communicate with 
families via phone, e-mail, or notes home 
with positive messages about individual 
children and their accomplishments. At IEP 
team meetings, special educators should 
communicate the value of all participants’ 
input, allow time for introductions and 
celebrations, and discuss meeting outcomes 
and goals. It is often helpful to briefly 
discuss ground rules for the meeting (e.g., 
expectations, norms, community principles). 
Team members’ satisfaction with the process 
and outcomes of meetings can be improved 
with goal setting and ongoing feedback, 
which is referred to as the social acceptability 
of meetings (Reinig, 2003). As special 
educators are primary communicators in the 

school regarding students with disabilities, 
they also should serve as models of 
respectful communication by using person-
first language.

Conclusion

There are two ways to consider the research 
available on meetings with professionals 
and families: effectiveness and social 
acceptability. Although little research is 
available about organizing and facilitating 
meetings, evidence does suggest the 
importance of having clear meeting goals, 
establishing a meeting agenda, setting 
expectations, using active listening, and 
encouraging genuine communication. 
Research on social acceptability is typically 
focused on team members’ satisfaction 
(Reinig, 2003). Employing a partnership 
approach with professionals and parents 
makes gathering valuable input possible, 
and makes messages more receivable and 
meetings more effective (Knight, 2007).

The importance of collaborating with  
families to promote participation in 
educational decision making has been 
identified as one of the key principles of 
IDEA (H. R. Turnbull, Stowe, & Huerta, 2007). 

IDEA provides for specific rights that enable 
parents to participate as equal members of 
the IEP team and to be involved in evaluation, 
placement, and special education and 
related service decisions. For families to 

HLP3 Collaborate with families to support student learning and secure 
needed services.

Teachers collaborate with families about individual children’s needs, goals, 
programs, and progress over time and ensure families are informed about their 
rights as well as about special education processes (e.g., IEPs, IFSPs). Teachers 
should respectfully and effectively communicate considering the background, 
socioeconomic status, language, culture, and priorities of the family. Teachers 
advocate for resources to help students meet instructional, behavioral, social, 
and transition goals. In building positive relationships with students, teachers 
encourage students to self-advocate, with the goal of fostering self-determination 
over time. Teachers also work with families to self-advocate and support their 
children’s learning.
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take on such roles and responsibilities, 
collaboration between professionals 
and families is necessary. Using effective 
partnership strategies has been identified  
as a necessary element of building 
collaborative relationships. 
Family–professional partnerships have 
been defined as 

a relationship in which families (not 
just parents) and professionals agree 
to build on each other’s expertise 
and resources, as appropriate, for the 
purpose of making and implementing 
decisions that will directly benefit 
students and indirectly benefit other 
family members and professionals. 
(A. P. Turnbull, Turnbill, Erwin, Soodak, 
& Shogren, 2015, p. 161) 

Seven principles of effective partnerships 
have been identified in the literature (see A. 
P. Turnbull et al., 2015): 

•	 Communication: Teachers and families 
communicate openly and honestly in 
a medium that is comfortable for the 
family.

•	 Professional competence: Teachers are 
highly qualified in the area in which 
they work, continue to learn and grow, 
and have and communicate high 
expectations for students and families.

•	 Respect. Teachers treat families with 
dignity, honor cultural diversity, and 
affirm strengths.

•	 Commitment: Teachers are available, 
consistent, and go above and beyond 
what is expected of them. 

•	 Equality; Teachers recognize the 
strengths of every member of a team, 
share power with families, and focus on 
working together with families.

•	 Advocacy: Teachers focus on getting 
to the best solution for the student in 
partnership with the family.

•	 Trust: Teachers are reliable and act in the 
best interest of the student, sharing their 
vision and actions with the family. 

Research Support

Researchers have examined issues related 
to the process of establishing family–
professional partnerships and the effect 
of these partnerships on child and family 
outcomes. This body of research has 
used multiple methods (i.e., qualitative, 
quantitative, meta-analytic) to descriptively 
and empirically examine the effect of 
collaboration. Several studies have examined 
the relationship between family–professional 
partnerships and family outcomes, finding 
that parents report less stress, greater 
family quality of life, and greater satisfaction 
with education and related services when 
partnerships are stronger (Burke & Hodapp, 
2014; Eskow, Chasson, Mitchell, & Summers, 
2015; Neece, Kraemer, & Blacher, 2009; 
Shogren, McCart, Lyon, & Sailor, 2015). 

Researchers also have found that when 
educators use the principles of effective 
partnerships, this influences families’ per-
ceptions of and engagement in education 
planning. For example, communicating in-
formation in a respectful way—particularly by 
sharing information about testing results and 
educational progress using accessible and 
family-friendly language and mediums (i.e., 
videos, family portfolios)—leads to greater 
feelings of parent empowerment (Childre & 
Chambers, 2005; Klein et al., 2011; Meadan, 
Thompson, et al., 2009; Thompson, Meadan, 
Fansler, Alber, & Balogh, 2007). Addressing 
issues of cultural diversity is also essential 
(Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Shogren, 
2012; Valenzuela & Martin, 2005); using cul-
tural navigators or parent or school liaisons 
who serve as brokers to promote respect 
and communication between families and 
educators of differing cultural backgrounds 
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leads to increased parent involvement and 
families perceiving educators as trustworthy 
and advocating for child outcomes (Balcazar 
et al., 2012; Hardin, Mereoiu, Hung, & Roach-
Scott, 2009; Howland, Anderson, Smiley, & 
Abbott, 2006).

There is a significant body of research 
that suggests that families, with support 
from teachers and relat-
ed service professionals, 
learn and implement vari-
ous teaching strategies in 
the home. For example, 
with regard to support-
ing positive behavior (and eliminating chal-
lenging behavior) in the home, significant 
child- and family-level outcomes result when 
families are provided with culturally respon-
sive training and support that promotes 
feelings of equality and trust in profession-
als (Kim, Sheridan, Kwon, & Koziol, 2013; 
Lucyshyn et al., 2007; McCormick, Cappella, 
O’Connor, & McClowry, 2013; McLaughlin, 
Denney, Snyder, & Welsh, 2012; Meadan, 
Ostrosky, Zaghlawan, & Yu, 2009). Fami-
lies also play an important role in teaching 
self-determination skills, during early child-
hood (Brotherson, Cook, Erwin, & Weigel, 
2008; Cook, Brotherson, Weigel-Garrey, & 
Mize, 1996; Erwin et al., 2009; Palmer et al., 
in press; Summers et al., 2014) and across 
the lifespan (Shogren, 2012; Shogren, 
Garnier Villarreal, Dowsett, & Little, 2016; 
Zhang, 2005). Further, when teachers and 
families effectively collaborate to set goals, 
children make more gains in the attainment 
of goals, which suggests the importance of 

partnerships in influencing child outcomes 
(Childre & Chambers, 2005; Palmer et al.,  
in press). Finally, engaging families in tran-
sition planning has the potential to affect 
students’ postschool outcomes (Test et al., 
2009), and increasing family knowledge in-
fluences family expectations for postschool 
outcomes (Young, Morgan, Callow-Heuss-

er, & Lindstrom, 2016), 
which can lead to greater 
advocacy on the part of 
families and young adults  
with disabilities, par-
ticularly related to em-

ployment (Francis, Gross, Turnbull, & Turn-
bull, 2013; Francis, Gross, Turnbull, &  
Parent-Johnson, 2013). 

Conclusion

A diverse body of research suggests the 
positive effect of building collaborative re-
lationships between educators and families 
using effective partnership principles. These 
effects include not only improvements in 
teacher–family relationships and increases 
in shared decision making, but also child-
level and family-level effects. A clear set of 
principles that define effective partnerships 
have emerged from research which empha-
size creating trusting partnerships through 
communication, professional competence, 
respect, commitment, equality, and advo-
cacy. In implementing these principles, it  
is essential to honor and respect cultural di-
versity and differing communication styles 
and preferences.

When teachers and families 
effectively collaborate to set goals, 
children make more gains.
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Assessment plays a foundational role  
   in special education. Students with 

disabilities are complex learners who 
have unique needs that exist alongside 
their strengths. Effective special education 
teachers have to fully understand those 
strengths and needs. Thus, these teachers 
are knowledgeable regarding assessment 
and are skilled in using and interpreting 
data. This includes formal, standardized 
assessments that are used in identifying 
students for special education services, 
developing students’ individualized 
education programs (IEPs), and informing 
ongoing services. Formal assessments 
such as statewide exams also provide  
data regarding whether students with 
disabilities are achieving state content 
standards and how their academic progress 
compares to students without disabilities. 
Teachers are also knowledgeable about 

and skillful in using informal assessments, 
such as those used to evaluate students’ 
academic, behavioral, and functional 
strengths and needs. These assessments 
are used to develop students’ IEPs, design 
and evaluate instruction, and monitor 
student progress. As reflective practitioners, 
special educators also continuously analyze 
the effect and effectiveness of their own 
instruction. Finally, these teachers are 
knowledgeable regarding how context, 
culture, language, and poverty might 
influence student performance; navigating 
conversations with families and other 
stakeholders; and choosing appropriate 
assessments given each student’s profile. 
This is an especially important considera
tion, given the overrepresentation of 
culturally and linguistically diverse students 
and those from high poverty backgrounds  
in special education.
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Students with disabilities present a wide 
range of both strengths and needs, in a 
variety of areas (e.g., academic, social, 
emotional, adaptive and organizational, 
communication)—which must be understood 
in order to develop instruction specially 
designed to meet their needs. Their varied 
needs are most often the result of problems 
with attention, memory, language, emotional 
regulation, social regulation, and motivation 
due to repeated failure (Vaughn & Bos,  
2014), and these underlying needs can 
interfere with their ability to achieve 
successful outcomes. There is evidence in  
the field of learning disabilities that perform­
ance on specific language and cognitive 
variables (e.g., phonological awareness, 
rapid letter naming, oral language skills, 
morphological awareness) can be used 
to identify students who need the most 
intensive, ongoing intervention (e.g., Al 
Otaiba & Fuchs, 2006; Fletcher et al., 2011; 
D. Fuchs et al., 2012). Further, response 
to instruction in reading and mathematics 
remains one of the strongest predictors of 
future performance (Katz, Stone, Carlisle, 
Corey, & Zeng, 2008; Vaughn, Linan-
Thompson, & Hickman, 2003). 

Environmental factors can play a role 
in student learning and behavior. Culture, 
language, and family poverty (along with 
teachers’ response to these factors) can 
influence students’ behavior and learning 
(Hammer et al., 2012; Judge & Bell, 2010; 
Samson & Lesaux, 2009). The instructional 
environment also can affect what students 
are learning. Well organized environments 
where student needs are supported 
positively influences students’ learning and 
behavior (Murray & Greenburg, 2006). 

Findings from research on individual 
learner characteristics, response to instruc
tion, and the role of environmental factors 
in student learning suggest that special 
education teachers need to develop 
comprehensive learner profiles. These 
profiles should delineate students’ strengths 
and needs, describe how culture and 
language might be influencing a student’s 
performance, contain information about 
students’ instructional environments, 
and show how students are responding 
to instruction. A comprehensive learner  
profile, continually revised based on 
instructional and behavioral data, is essential 
to develop, implement, evaluate, and revise 

HLP4 Use multiple sources of information to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of a student’s strengths and needs.

To develop a deep understanding of a student’s learning needs, special 
educators compile a comprehensive learner profile through the use of a variety of 
assessment measures and other sources (e.g., information from parents, general 
educators, other stakeholders) that are sensitive to language and culture, to (a) 
analyze and describe students’ strengths and needs and (b) analyze the school-
based learning environments to determine potential supports and barriers to 
students’ academic progress. Teachers should collect, aggregate, and interpret 
data from multiple sources (e.g., informal and formal observations, work samples, 
curriculum-based measures, functional behavior assessment [FBA], school 
files, analysis of curriculum, information from families, other data sources). This 
information is used to create an individualized profile of the student’s strengths 
and needs.
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instruction in ways that are sensitive to 
individual students’ strengths and needs. 

To develop a learner profile, special 
education teachers need to collect, over 
time, information from a variety of sources 
and synthesize that information in order to 
develop a comprehensive understanding of 
the student. These sources include but are 
not limited to: 

•	 comprehensive, multidisciplinary as-
sessments that produce information 
about cognitive and language variables;

•	 discussions with students’ family 
members that provide information about 
students’ interests and motivations 
and how they adapt to their home and 
community environment;

•	 curriculum-based measurement data 
that can be used to provide information 
about student progress in different 
curricular areas (Deno, Fuchs, Marston, 
& Shin, 2001);

•	 student interviews and surveys that 
generate data about students’ interests 
in an academic area and their strategic 
approach to tasks (Montague, 1996);

•	 Inventories, classroom checklists, and 
student work samples that can be used 
to help teachers understand students’ 
strengths and needs in an academic 
area (e.g., Leslie & Caldwell, 2015); and

•	 direct observation of classroom 
performance and behavior (e.g., 
functional behavioral assessment) that 
can be used to help teachers gather 
information such as how students 
perform a task and how students 
respond to different behavior and 
learning supports. 

As special education teachers collect 
information, they need to look for and 
interpret patterns in the data, as this will help 
them to synthesize the information they are 

collecting and to use the collected data for 
educational decision making. The synthesis 
of information can be used to develop a 
comprehensive profile of the individual 
student’s strengths, needs, interests, and 
motivation in different areas, both academic 
and nonacademic. Understandings gained 
from these individual profiles can be used 
to communicate with professionals and 
parents in order to develop a team-based 
approach to the education of students  
with disabilities—one where information is 
used continually to design, evaluate, and 
revise instruction. 

Research and Policy Support

The need to develop comprehensive 
learning profiles for students with disabilities 
is founded in research on assessment and 
effective special education teachers as 
well as the law governing the education 
of students with disabilities. Research on 
the limitations of standardized tests; the 
promise of formative, ongoing curricular 
and behavioral assessments; and the 
knowledge effective special education 
teachers have about students with 
disabilities suggests that teachers need 
rich information about students if they are 
going to respond effectively to their needs. 
In special education practice, the need for 
rich data—provided from the array of people 
involved in the student’s education—arises 
from concerns about standardized, norm-
referenced assessments. These assessments 
only provide a snapshot of how students 
perform in comparison to other students; 
they do not provide the specific information 
teachers need to develop interventions or 
assess their effectiveness (Caffrey, Fuchs, & 
Fuchs, 2008; Fuchs et al., 2008). 

To be effective, special education teach
ers need data that helps them understand 
how students are learning and behaving in 
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classrooms and schools. A robust research 
base exists that demonstrates the powerful 
role that ongoing collection of student 
achievement and behavioral data, or more 
formative assessments, can play in making 
instructional decisions about students 
(Stecker, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005). Teachers who 
frequently collect and analyze curriculum-
relevant data are able to adapt and modify 
their instruction in ways that promote the 
learning of students with disabilities. 

Studies of effective special education 
teachers have shown that they have a 
deep knowledge of students and how 
their students are learning in a particular 
area. These teachers are able to describe 
their students’ academic, behavioral, and 
motivational needs in great detail (see  
Bishop, Brownell, Klingner, Leko, & Galman, 
2010; Seo, Brownell, 
Bishop, & Dingle, 2008). 
They are careful observers 
of student behavior, 
provide skillful classroom 
management to support 
students’ learning, and 
are able to engage in 
strategies that motivate 
their students to engage in instruction 
(Bishop et al, 2010; Brownell et al., 2014; 
Seo, 2006; Seo et al., 2008). Further, in two 
quantitative studies of special education 
teachers (Brownell et al., 2007, 2009), 
researchers showed that special education 
teachers with deep knowledge of content 
and of how students learn content are more 
effective in their ability to provide decoding 
and fluency instruction.

The Individuals With Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA, 2006) requires that 
comprehensive evaluations of students 
with disabilities use a variety of assessment 
tools and strategies to develop an adequate 
picture of a student’s strengths and 
needs (IDEA regulations, 2012, 34 C.F.R. § 
300.304[b]; Center for Parent Information 

and Resources, 2014). Further, this evaluation 
must be multidisciplinary (The National 
Dissemination Center for Children with 
Disabilities, n.d.). Parents, special education 
teachers, and other professionals (e.g., 
general education teachers, related service 
personnel) involved in the education of the 
student must contribute to the evaluation of 
the student. 

Conclusion

Although both general and special education 
teachers need to develop assessment 
literacy and have an understanding of 
students’ strengths, needs and interests, 
special education teachers are in the best 
position to develop a comprehensive learner 
profile for individual students. Special 

education teachers often 
have the most contact with 
students with disabilities, 
their families, and other 
professionals involved in 
the assessment of these 
students, and consequently 
are able to gather 
more comprehensive 

information about students from these 
different sources. In addition, the special 
education teacher is often the team member 
who provides the most intensive, small-group 
instruction to students with disabilities, and 
thus has an opportunity to know students 
in greater depth than a general education 
teacher might. To develop a comprehensive 
learner profile, effective special education 
teachers need to understand the different 
types of assessment tools available to 
them, and how to use those tools and the 
information generated from them to help 
the educational team design, implement, 
evaluate and revise programs that meet the 
individual needs of students with disabilities 
and allow them access to the general 
education curriculum.

Special education teachers with 
deep knowledge of content and 
of how students learn content 
are more effective in their ability 
to provide decoding and fluency 
instruction.
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IDEA recognizes the important role that a 
team plays in the evaluation of students 
and their ongoing education. One of the 
central components of providing services 
for students with disabilities is convening 
a team of stakeholders that includes key 
professionals and family members to 
collaboratively create an IEP (Council for 
Exceptional Children, n.d.). A high-quality 
IEP is the primary mechanism to individualize 
and assist students with disabilities in making 
progress. The special education teacher’s role 
as a team member is to consider the student’s 
strengths and needs based on assessment 
information and work collaboratively with 
the entire team to design an educational 
plan that, when implemented, will produce 
maximum benefit for the student. Because 
implementation and assessment of the 
educational plan are ongoing, special 
education teachers need to be able to 
interpret and communicate assessment 
results regularly with other teachers, staff, 
and families as part of the effort to monitor a 
student’s response to instruction. 

The first step in this process is to  
gather the assessment information 
and make it available to the IEP team, 
communicating the results in a format that 
is easily understood by all team members. 

For some team members, assessment data 
may need to be interpreted with regard 
to its importance to developing goals, 
choosing appropriate accommodations  
and modifications, and identifying fair 
grading practices. Research indicates 
that parents often feel overwhelmed and  
anxious at IEP meetings, and family  
members have reported they understand 
none or only some of the information 
presented at the IEP meeting (Hammond, 
Ingalls, & Trussell, 2008). When parents 
are involved in the assessment process 
from the start they are better able to 
understand the purposes of the assessments 
and the results. In addition, parental 
involvement in the assessment process 
encourages consideration of culture and 
language factors and the role they may 
play in interpreting assessment results. 
Understanding the assessment challenges 
of students from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds is vital because this 
population of students is disproportionately 
represented in special education (see  
Abedi, 2006; Chu & Flores, 2011; Linn 
& Hemmer, 2011; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016; Zhang & Katisyannis, 
2002). Special education teachers must take 
an active role in communicating assessment 

HLP5 Interpret and communicate assessment information with 
stakeholders to collaboratively design and implement educational 
programs.

Teachers interpret assessment information for stakeholders (i.e., other 
professionals, families, students) and involve them in the assessment, goal 
development, and goal implementation process. Special educators must 
understand each assessment’s purpose, help key stakeholders understand 
how culture and language influence interpretation of data generated, and 
use data to collaboratively develop and implement individualized education 
and transition plans that include goals that are standards-based, appropriate 
accommodations and modifications, and fair grading practices, and transition 
goals that are aligned with student needs.
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data and gauging the understanding of all 
team members, paying particular attention 
to families’ understandings.

Assessment results that are based on pa-
rental input encourage respectful treatment 
of families and values their expertise (Fish, 
2008; Wolfe & Duran, 2013). Parents pro-
vide insights about their child, as well as dis-
cuss the goals they have for their child and 
what they hope the school can do to best 
support their child. Providing families with 
information about assessment data prior to 
eligibility and IEP meetings can help families 
prepare for team meetings, allowing them 
to generate questions they may have and 
alleviating feelings of being overwhelmed 
and having too much information to under-
stand (Lo, 2008; Wolfe & Duran, 2013). The 
special education teacher may also serve 
as an advocate for the family. During meet-
ings with the team, it is  
often the special educa-
tion teacher’s responsi-
bility to make sure that 
assessment data are pre-
sented in clear and under-
standable terms and that 
all team members have 
time to ask questions and 
describe supports that they believe would 
be important for the student.

Finally, special education teachers 
are tasked with communicating initial 
and ongoing assessment data with other 
teachers and support staff. Students’ IEPs 
are continually revised based on assessment 
data. Teachers and staff use assessment data 
to understand if interventions are effective 
and adjust instruction accordingly. 

Policy and Research Support

According to federal regulations, IEP teams 
must include (a) parents; (b) at least one 
general education teacher; (c) at least one 

special education teacher; (d) a representa-
tive of the local education agency (typically 
an administrator); (e) someone who can in-
terpret the instructional implications of eval-
uation results (can be one of the other listed 
members); (f) other individuals with exper-
tise about the child; and, (g) when appro-
priate, the child (34 C.F.R. § 300.347[a][1]).  
The IDEA regulations also require that the 
IEP for a child with a disability include a 
statement of the child’s current levels of  
educational performance (academic and  
behavioral). For an IEP team to accurate-
ly define this, the team must use relevant  
assessment data. 

IDEA also stipulates that cultural and  
linguistic factors must be taken into con
sideration by the IEP team during assess-
ment and interpretation of data (34 C.F.R. 
§ 300.306[b][1]). Research has established 

that culturally and linguis-
tically diverse students 
are frequently misidenti-
fied as having a disability 
(e.g., Rinaldi & Sampson, 
2008; Samson & Lesaux, 
2009). For example, it is 
often challenging to deter-
mine whether a student’s 

difficulties are due to English acquisition  
or a learning disability, because students 
with these difficulties often display simi-
lar characteristics (Collier, 2011; Orosco & 
Klinger, 2010). 

The assessment process must include 
the family’s description of its resources, pri-
orities, and concerns related to enhancing 
the child’s development. This establishes 
assessment as family-directed and assists 
in ensuring that services take culture and 
language into account. After the appropri-
ate administration of assessments, special 
education teachers review and commu-
nicate with other IEP team members the  
patterns of student strengths and needs  

Providing families with informa-
tion about assessment data prior 
to eligibility and IEP meetings  
can help families prepare for  
team meetings. 
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and gain consensus from multiple stake-
holders (e.g., parents, general education 
teachers, target students; Collier, 2011; 
Ortiz & Artiles, 2010). When necessary and  
appropriate, other professionals (e.g., Eng-
lish language learner teacher, bilingual 
evaluator) should join the IEP team to pro-
vide assistance with communicating and 
interpreting assessment results. In addition, 
special education teachers should encour-
age parental and, as appropriate, student 
collaboration. Families and the students 
themselves know their cultural and linguis-
tic practices best and can educate the team 
regarding these practices (Barnard-Brak & 
Lechtenberger, 2009; Scott, Hauerwas, & 
Brown, 2014). 

Research suggests that involving 
parents in the IEP process holds the 
potential for improving implementation and 
student outcomes. One way that parents 
demonstrate support of their children’s 
education is by attending IEP meetings 
and volunteering. Children whose families 
are more involved show a variety of more  
positive outcomes than children with less 
family involvement, including (a) better 
grades, (b) more involvement in organized 

groups, and (c) more involvement in 
postschool employment (Newman, 2005; 
Test et al., 2009). Some evidence also 
indicates a positive association between 
students with disabilities participating in 
IEP meetings and their academic outcomes 
(Barnard-Brak & Lechtenberger, 2009). 

Conclusion

Policy mandates the members of all IEP 
teams and factors that should be consid
ered when assessing and interpreting the 
results of assessments of culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. However, 
the characteristics of each IEP team, along 
with the assessment data for each child, are 
unique. The special education teacher has  
a pivotal role in helping all members of 
the IEP team to understand assessment 
data. Such data provide the foundation 
for determining appropriate educational 
services for students with disabilities. 
Ongoing communication of assessment 
results assists with implementing effective 
IEPs and ensuring desirable outcomes for 
students with disabilities.

HLP6 Use student assessment data, analyze instructional practices, and 
make necessary adjustments that improve student outcomes.

After special education teachers develop instructional goals, they evaluate 
and make ongoing adjustments to students’ instructional programs. Once 
instruction and other supports are designed and implemented, special 
education teachers have the skill to manage and engage in ongoing data 
collection using curriculum-based measures, informal classroom assessments, 
observations of student academic performance and behavior, self-assessment 
of classroom instruction, and discussions with key stakeholders (i.e., students, 
families, other professionals). Teachers study their practice to improve student 
learning, validate reasoned hypotheses about salient instructional features, 
and enhance instructional decision making. Effective teachers retain, reuse, 
and extend practices that improve student learning and adjust or discard those  
that do not.
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Special education teachers identify  
effective instructional and behavioral 
practices to address the needs of individual 
students. Although these practices may 
be evidence-based or widely considered 
effective, the special education teacher 
recognizes that no single practice will be 
effective for every student. To determine 
the effect of instructional practices, special 
education teachers make instructional 
decisions based on data related to student 
progress toward well-defined goals. This 
type of formative assessment is “a process 
used by teachers and students during 
instruction that provides feedback to 
adjust ongoing teaching and learning to 
improve students’ achievement of intended 
instructional outcomes” 
(McManus, 2008, p. 3). 

Formative assessment 
requires collecting data 
from a range of sources 
(e.g., curriculum-based 
measures, informal 
class-room assessments, 
observation of classroom performance, 
self-assessment of classroom instruction; 
Popham, 2008)—and using these data to 
inform a cycle of continuous improvement 
(What Works Clearinghouse [WWC], 2009b). 
This cycle includes (a) collecting a variety of 
data regarding student learning from valid 
sources, (b) interpreting the data to determine 
the effectiveness of instruction, (c) developing 
alternative instructional approaches as 
necessary, (d) modifying instruction, and 
(f) continuing the cycle by collecting addi
tional data to determine the effectiveness  
of the instructional change. To improve 
student achievement, formative assessment 
data may be used to make instructional 
changes such as:

•	 prioritizing the use of instructional time 
to increase student opportunities to 
learn,

•	 providing additional instruction for 
students who are struggling to learn 
particular content,

•	 modifying delivery strategies,
•	 refining instruction, and
•	 determining if the curriculum needs to 

be adapted based on student strengths 
and weaknesses after examining grade 
level or schoolwide data (WWC, 2009b). 

Research and Policy Support

The accountability for student achievement 
that was mandated in the No Child Left  
Behind Act of 2001 (now Every Student  
Succeeds Act) resulted in increased atten-

tion to assessment for in-
structional decision mak-
ing on the part of teachers, 
school administrators, pol-
icy makers, and research-
ers. These professionals  
thus anticipated that 
“results from forma-

tive assessments could provide time-
ly and descriptive information about 
students to help teachers plan for  
and deliver effective individualized instruc-
tion” (Gallagher & Worth, 2008, p. 1). Al-
though there is no national policy mandate 
related to formative assessment, several 
states have policies or provide program 
guidance related to the use of formative  
assessment to improve instructional out-
comes (Gallagher & Worth, 2008). Further, 
the U.S. Department of Education encour-
ages local schools to use data for continu-
ous improvement (Mandinach & Gummer, 
2013), and formative assessment was one  
of the four pillars of the Race to the Top ini-
tiative (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 

Research evidence to support the 
use of formative assessment or a cycle 
of instructional improvement has been 

Formative assessment … is only 
effective when coupled with sound 
instructional decision making and 
effective interventions.
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provided primarily by qualitative and 
descriptive studies, and is characterized as 
“low” by the Institute of Education Sciences 
(WWC, 2009b). However, researchers 
(e.g., Mandinach & Gummer, 2013) have 
supported the use of formative assessment 
as a logical and pragmatic approach to 
continuous improvement that leads to more 
effective instructional practices. A primary 
difficulty that arises when addressing the 
effectiveness of formative assessment 
relates to the fact that this process is not  
an instructional intervention, and is only 
effective when coupled with sound 
instructional decision making and effective 
interventions that are derived from a cycle 
of instructional improvement. Formative 
data can be used to guide instructional 
decision making toward more effective 
instructional strategies for students who are 
struggling with academic content. Examples 
of effective instructional strategies include 
direct instruction, strategy instruction, 
student feedback, reciprocal teaching, and 
peer tutoring (Hattie, 2008). 

Researchers have noted that a critical 
issue with formative assessment is the 
appropriate use of data to guide instructional 
decisions (Coburn & Turner, 2012; Waldron, 
Parker, & McLeskey, 2014; WWC, 2009b). 
Although there is a dearth of research on 
the use of schoolwide data systems that are 
used for all grade levels and academic areas, 
research has been conducted on the use of 
data to guide instruction for students with 
disabilities and others who struggle to learn 
in elementary schools as part of multitiered 
systems of support (MTSS; L. Fuchs & 
Vaughn, 2012; Lembke & Stecker, 2007; 
Shapiro, Zigmond, Wallace, & Marston, 
2011; Stecker et al., 2005; WWC, 2009a). 
Research has shown that such data systems 
are often part of schools that are effective 
and inclusive (Hehir & Katzmann, 2012; 
McLeskey, Waldron, & Redd, 2014). 

A WWC report (2009b) noted that 
teachers are often asked to use student data 
without guidance regarding how this should 
be done. To address this need, school 
administrators should:

•	 provide a school-based facilitator who 
meets with teachers and teacher teams 
to discuss the systematic use of data 
for instructional decision making and 
provides professional development 
(including coaching) for teachers,

•	 provide structured time for teachers 
to collaborate related to data use and 
instructional decision making, and

•	 ensure that targeted professional 
development is regularly provided 
based on teacher needs to improve data 
literacy and data use. (WWC, 2009b) 

These recommendations have been 
supported and extended by those involved 
in using data as part of MTSS (e.g., Stecker 
et al., 2005; WWC, 2009a). For example, 
decision-making rules should be used for 
interpreting curriculum-based measurement 
data to support teachers in making 
instructional decisions. In addition, research 
related to MTSS has revealed that teachers 
benefit from instructional consultation from 
knowledgeable consultants or computerized 
systems to improve the quantity and 
quality of instructional changes that lead to 
improved student outcomes.

Conclusion

Although research support for the use 
of formative assessment or a cycle of 
continuous improvement of instruction has 
been characterized as “low” by the Institute of 
Education Sciences, many individual studies 
support the use of assessment data as part 
of a data-based decision making framework 
to improve instruction. This is especially the 
case when teachers are working with students 
with unique educational needs.	
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Effective special education teachers  
  establish a consistent, organized, and 

respectful learning environment to support 
student success. To do this, they employ 
several practices that are critical in promoting 
student social and emotional well-being. 
First, effective teachers focus on increasing 
appropriate behavior by adopting an 
instructional approach that incorporates the 
explicit teaching of social skills and offers 
students multiple opportunities to practice 
appropriate social behaviors throughout 
the school day followed by positive specific 
feedback. Second, they implement evidence-
based practices to prevent social, emotional, 

and behavioral challenges and provide early 
intervention at the first sign of risk. Third, 
effective teachers provide increasingly 
comprehensive supports through a team-
based problem-solving strategy, to match 
the intensity of student challenges guided 
by behavioral assessment. Finally, they 
implement all behavioral supports—even 
those in response to significant problem 
behavior—in a caring, respectful, and 
culturally relevant manner. Effective teachers 
recognize that academic and behavioral 
support strategies are more effective when 
delivered within the context of positive and 
caring teacher–student relationships.
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Special educators cannot “make” students 
learn or behave; they can, however, create 
environments to increase the likelihood 
that students do both (Lewis, 2009). 
The foundation of any effective learning 
environment includes clear and consistent 
rules, routines, and procedures that keep 
students engaged and on track throughout 
the school day. All classroom procedures 
should be implemented in a proactive 
and positive manner in which the special 
educator is always the exemplar in treating 
students and other adults in a respectful and 
caring manner. 

Rules should be stated positively (i.e., 
what the teacher wants students to do rather 
than does not want them to do) and kept to 
five or fewer. Examples and non-examples of 
behavioral expectations should be directly 
taught and expectations should be practiced 
throughout the school year until students 
demonstrate mastery.

Routines such as entering and exiting the 
classroom, how to respond to the teacher’s 
attention signal, how to seek assistance, 
and expectations during activity transitions 
should be considered, as well as other 

daily routines. Critical steps to comply with 
procedures and routines should be task-
analyzed and explicitly taught and practiced 
with students. 

The conventional recommended ratio 
found in the professional literature is for 
every corrective statement a teacher makes, 
educators should look for at least four 
opportunities to acknowledge appropriate 
behavior (i.e., student demonstrations of 
classroom expectations). The goal is to 
acknowledge student mastery of social-
behavioral expectations and compliance 
with procedures, not to point out frequent 
errors.

Special educators should provide 
students with opportunities to respond 
to both social and academic requests 
throughout the day, and prompts should 
reflect the nature of the academic or social 
expectation (e.g., “who can tell me what 
voice level we use when we walk to lunch?”). 
The rate of opportunities to respond will 
vary across age and severity of disability, but 
should be a primary instructional strategy 
during acquisition and fluency building 
among all students.

HLP7 Establish a consistent, organized, and respectful learning 
environment.

To build and foster positive relationships, teachers should establish age-
appropriate and culturally responsive expectations, routines, and procedures 
within their classrooms that are positively stated and explicitly taught and 
practiced across the school year. When students demonstrate mastery and 
follow established rules and routines, teachers should provide age-appropriate 
specific performance feedback in meaningful and caring ways. By establishing, 
following, and reinforcing expectations of all students within the classroom, 
teachers will reduce the potential for challenging behavior and increase student 
engagement. When establishing learning environments, teachers should build 
mutually respectful relationships with students and engage them in setting the 
classroom climate (e.g., rules and routines); be respectful; and value ethnic, 
cultural, contextual, and linguistic diversity to foster student engagement across 
learning environments.



           57  

Research Syntheses: Social/Emotional/Behavioral 

Special educators should strive for 
a balance of direct instruction, multiple 
opportunities for students to practice with 
high rates of feedback, and high rates 
of student success (i.e., 80% or better 
proficiency on tasks) to promote high 
engagement time and low rates of off-task 
behavior. For every lesson, student learning 
progress should be carefully monitored  
and instruction, practice, and feedback 
adjusted accordingly.

Research Support

A clear body of evidence exists to support 
these classroom strategies, as well as 
several others (see Hattie, 2008, for a 
comprehensive review). Researchers have 
examined combinations of the above on 
both academic and social behavior effects 
(Armendariz & Umbreit, 1999; Blackwell & 
McLaughlin, 2005; Bowman-Perrott. 2009; 
Haydon et al., 2010; Lewis, Hudson, Richter, 
& Johnson, 2004; Spencer, Scruggs, & 
Mastropieri, 2003; Sutherland, Wehby, & 
Yoder, 2002) and the essential features to 

increase teacher use of evidence-based 
practices (Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, 
Myers, & Sugai, 2008; Simonsen, Myers, & 
DeLuca, 2010; Stichter et al., 2009; Wehby, 
Tally, & Falk, 2004). The Institute for Education 
Science’s What Works Clearinghouse has 
indicated these and several similar strategies 
as having moderate to strong empirical 
evidence at the elementary level (What 
Works Clearinghouse, 2008).

Conclusion

Establishing a clear, consistent, and 
positive learning environment serves as 
the foundation for all other high-leverage 
practices (HLPs). It increases the likelihood 
of student academic and social behavior 
success, it increases educator opportunities 
to engage in effective instructional practices, 
and it fosters caring and respectful interactions 
between educators and students. Research 
over the past 50 years consistently reaffirms 
the effects that classroom management 
and instruction have on both academic and 
social performance (Hattie, 2008).

HLP8 Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide students’ 
learning and behavior.

The purpose of feedback is to guide student learning and behavior and increase 
student motivation, engagement, and independence, leading to improved 
student learning and behavior. Effective feedback must be strategically delivered 
and goal directed; feedback is most effective when the learner has a goal and 
the feedback informs the learner regarding areas needing improvement and 
ways to improve performance. Feedback may be verbal, nonverbal, or written, 
and should be timely, contingent, genuine, meaningful, age appropriate, and at 
rates commensurate with task and phase of learning (i.e., acquisition, fluency, 
maintenance). Teachers should provide ongoing feedback until learners reach 
their established learning goals.

Note. As discussed in the Preface, two research syntheses were developed for the practice of 
providing effective feedback; this item appears in both the Social/Emotional/Behavioral Practices 
HLPs and the Instruction HLPs.
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There is a common misconception that high 
rates of positive reinforcement will do “harm” 
to students’ intrinsic motivation or “don’t 
work.” Positive reinforcement means that 
when the environment contingently follows 
a student’s behavior with an action, and that 
behavior maintains or increases, whatever 
followed the behavior is reinforcing to the 
student. Just like academic skill mastery, 
if teachers want students to build social 
behavior skill mastery they must provide 
specific, contingent feedback. If students 
make social behavior learning errors, (i.e., 
problem behavior), 
feedback should focus 
on what social skill the 
student should have 
used (Lewis, Jones, 
Horner, & Sugai, 2010). 
If students demonstrate 
the appropriate social 
skill, feedback should acknowledge student 
effort and include the classroom expectation 
or rule (e.g, “I see you are working hard to 
be a ‘respectful’ learner: You are working 
quietly so others can learn”). 

The idea that students should always be 
motivated intrinsically simply is not possible. 
Activities that are intrinsically motivating 
are those that in and of themselves are 
reinforcing to the individual (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). Unfortunately, most students do 
not find writing reports or solving algebra 
problems intrinsically motivating. What 
special educators should do is use actions 
and activities that are extrinsically motivating, 
but work toward student self-regulation of 
those motivators. For example, the goal 
is for students to complete a difficult math 
assignment not because the assignment is 
intrinsically motivating (i.e., inherently fun 
and enjoyable) but rather because they 
choose to engage in the task (i.e., self-
regulation) because they know it will lead 
to an outcome that is reinforcing (i.e., free  

time, acknowledgment from parents—both 
of which are extrinsic motivators; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). 

Research Support

From early seminal work such as the “good 
behavior game” (Medland & Stachnik, 1972) 
and Brophy’s (1981) work on key teacher 
behaviors within effective classrooms, 
there is a strong literature base to support 
the use of positive specific feedback to 
acknowledge and increase academic 

and social skill mastery 
(Alberto & Troutman, 
2013; Darch & Kame’enui, 
2004; Lewis et al., 2010; 
Nelson & Roberts, 2000; 
Simonsen & Myers, 2105; 
Stichter & Lewis, 2006; 
Sutherland, Alder, & 
Gunter, 2003; Sutherland, 

Wehby, & Copeland, 2000; Sutherland et al,, 
2002). The theoretical work to disprove the 
impact of acknowledgment is limited and 
often misinterprets conceptual frameworks 
or demonstrates limitations of external 
motivators within constrained research 
methodology (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Conclusion

Confusion over terms such as intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation, reinforcement, rewards, 
praise, and similar terms continues—often 
intentionally by authors wishing to push 
their theoretical view, and many times 
inadvertently by well-meaning educators. 
If educators want to teach skills to mastery 
and have them maintained and generalized 
beyond the school day, specific positive 
feedback, as well as corrective instructional 
feedback when learning errors occur, is an 
essential and crucial element of the teaching 
and learning process. This simple yet highly 
effective element of learning environments 
promotes both academic and social success.

Just like academic skill mastery, 
if teachers want students to build 
social behavior skill mastery they 
must provide specific, contingent 
feedback.
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An often noted concern regarding students 
with disabilities is their struggles to interact 
socially with adults and peers in appropri
ate ways. Regardless of disability category 
or overall emphasis of the student’s 
individualized education program, for 
most students special educators should 
include social skill instruction as part of 
their daily curriculum. Similar to academic 
skills, social skills should be taught through 
direct instruction, students should be given 
multiple opportunities to practice targeted 
skills, and positive specific feedback should 
be given when targeted social skills are 
displayed (Sugai & Lewis, 1996). There are 
specific, empirically validated components 
of effective social skill instruction, including 
assessing and identifying students’ social 
skill patterns, using a “tell–show–practice” 
instructional format, and assessing students’ 
skill mastery and generalization across time 
and settings.

Although there are several quality social 
skill curriculums widely available, most 
approach social skills as if the student has 
a skill “deficit”; that is, the student does not 
know how to display the appropriate social 
skill. For students with moderate to severe 
disabilities, including autism spectrum 
disorder and intellectual disability, this might 
be the case. For most students with mild 

disabilities, however, social skill challenges 
are often “performance” problems. In other 
words, the student knows what social skill 
they should use under specific conditions 
(e.g., “count to 10 when I get angry”) but 
displays an inappropriate skill because 
it leads to outcomes that maintain the 
problem skill (e.g., “if I throw things, I am 
removed from the classroom and I am no 
longer angry”). It is essential to match the 
focus and outcome of each social skill lesson 
to the student problem type (i.e., deficit  
or performance).

Within each lesson, the special educator 
should first identify and define the social 
skill and when to use it (e.g., “When you 
are angry, the first thing you do is stop”). 
Second, after discussing what it means 
to be angry and a range of ways to “stop,” 
(tell), the teacher should demonstrate (show) 
a range of appropriate ways to stop and 
also inappropriate ways to stop (i.e., the 
non-example or social skills the student is  
currently using that have been labeled 
inappropriate). Following examples and  
non-examples, the student should practice 
using only the appropriate social skill 
through role plays.
Teaching social skills within a small group 
format is generally straightforward and 
successful; the challenge is promoting 

HLP9 Teach social behaviors.

Teachers should explicitly teach appropriate interpersonal skills, including 
communication, and self-management, aligning lessons with classroom and 
schoolwide expectations for student behavior. Prior to teaching, teachers should 
determine the nature of the social skill challenge. If students do not know how to 
perform a targeted social skill, direct social skill instruction should be provided 
until mastery is achieved. If students display performance problems, the 
appropriate social skill should initially be taught, then emphasis should shift to 
prompting the student to use the skill and ensuring the “appropriate” behavior 
accesses the same or a similar outcome (i.e., is reinforcing to the student) as the 
problem behavior.
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generalization and maintenance of learned 
skills. Strategies such as teaching directly 
within targeted settings, providing frequent 
prompts or reminders to use newly learned 
skills, and providing high rates of positive 
specific feedback are all empirically 
validated strategies to promote generalized 
responding over time.

Research Support

With hundreds of social skill instruction 
investigations conducted to date, the 
evidence of effectiveness for these 
strategies has long been established (Ang 
& Hughes, 2001; Beelman, Pfingsten, & 
Losel, 1994; Cook et al., 2008; Losel & 
Beelman, 2003; Gresham, 2002b; Mikami, 
Jia, & Na, 2014). As with all interventions 
as broad and encompassing as “social skill 
instruction,” contra-indicated findings on 
effectiveness also exist (e.g., Quinn, Kavale, 
Mathur, Rutherford, & Forness, 1999). 
However, when intervention is matched to 
a presenting problem, sufficient treatment 
dosage is in effect, and contextual factors 

are programmed into instruction to promote 
generalized findings, social skill instruction 
continues to demonstrate improved social 
functioning among students with dis- 
abilities (Gresham, 2002a; Gresham, Sugai, 
& Horner, 2001).

Conclusion

The ability to interact with adults and peers 
and to manage one’s own behavior across 
settings is essential to student success. 
Unfortunately, students with disabilities 
often do not master these essential social 
skills in ways typically developing children 
do and therefore these must be explicitly 
taught. Social skill instruction has been 
found to improve social functional from 
preschool through adulthood, across 
a variety of social skill challenges, and  
among a range of disabilities. The balance  
of the empirical evidence indicates that  
social skill instruction, paired with 
generalization strategies, can lead to 
improved social-emotional functioning of 
students with disabilities. 

HLP10 Conduct functional behavioral assessments to develop individual 
student behavior support plans.

Creating individual behavior plans is a central role of all special educators. Key 
to successful plans is to conduct a functional behavioral assessment (FBA) any 
time behavior is chronic, intense, or impedes learning. A comprehensive FBA 
results in a hypothesis about the function of the student’s problem behavior. 
Once the function is determined, a behavior intervention plan is developed that 
(a) teaches the student a pro-social replacement behavior that will serve the 
same or similar function, (b) alters the environment to make the replacement 
behavior more efficient and effective than the problem behavior, (c) alters the 
environment to no longer allow the problem behavior to access the previous 
outcome, and (d) includes ongoing data collection to monitor progress.
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Functional behavioral assessments (FBA) are 
routinely conducted—and in some instances 
required by Individuals With Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA; 2006) regulations—
to determine what occasions and what 
maintains current patterns of student 
problem behavior. Using indirect methods 
such as rating scales, interviews, and archival 
data search (e.g., student file, discipline and 
attendance reports) and direct methods that 
involve a trained observer watching during 
problematic periods, hypotheses regarding 
the possible function of the problem 
behavior are developed using the following 
format (Lewis, Mitchell, Harvey, Green, & 
McKenzie, 2015):

•	 When [conditions that trigger problem 
behavior, such as a worksheet that 
requires extensive writing],

•	 The student will [target problem 
behavior],

•	 To get or avoid [the outcome that 
maintains the behavior, such as getting 
peer attention or avoiding difficult tasks].

Once a hypothesis is developed, a behavior 
support plan to address the function 
of the problem behavior is developed 
which includes a plan to teach a pro-social 
replacement behavior that results in the 
same or similar outcome (e.g., get attention 
or avoid a difficult task; Scott & Kamps, 2007). 
The plan should also include classroom and 
other learning environmental modifications 
that ensure (a) that when the student 
demonstrates the replacement behavior, 
the same or similar outcomes occur at high 
rates (e.g., student raises hand, teacher 
immediately recognizes and reinforces the 
student to give high rates of attention); 
and (b) that if the student demonstrates  
the problem behavior, the hypothesized 
function of the behavior is not accessed 
(e.g., student calls out instead of raising 
hand, teacher ignores and attends to a peer 
who did raise hand; Scott & Kamps, 2007).

Research and Policy Support

Given the highly individualized nature of 
the FBA–behavior support plan process, 
the majority of research conducted to date 
has employed the use of single-subject 
designs. Since the early 1980s, FBA research 
has moved from clinical settings targeting  
young adults with severe cognitive 
impairments (Carr & Durand, 1985; Iwata, 
Dorsey, Slifer, Bauman, & Richman, 1982)  
to a variety of school, home, and comm
unity settings focusing on students with 
mild disabilities (Lalli, Browder, Mace & 
Brown, 1993; Northup et al., 1981) as well as  
students at risk for disabilities (Kamps et al., 
1995; Kern, Childs, Dunlap, Clarke & Falk, 
1994; Lewis & Sugai, 1996a, 1996b; Umbreit, 
1995). Since 1997, IDEA regulations have 
required FBAs be conducted if students 
with disabilities are removed from school 
due to disciplinary infractions 10 days or 
more (34 C.F.R. § 300.530), and a wide 
range of studies have been conducted 
across multiple groups of research teams 
(e.g., Gage, Lewis, & Stichter, 2012; Solnick 
& Ardoin, 2010; Wood, Blair, & Ferro, 
2009). FBA-based interventions have been 
found to be more efficient and effective in  
reducing challenging behavior among 
students with disabilities and those at  
high risk than non-function-based 
interventions (Gage et al., 2012; Ingram, 
Lewis-Palmer, & Sugai, 2005; Liaupsin, 
Umbreit, Ferro, Urso, & Upreti, 2006; 
Newcomer & Lewis, 2004; Park & Scott, 
2009; Payne, Scott, & Conroy, 2007; Stichter, 
Lewis, Johnson, & Trussell, 2004). 

Conclusion

FBA-based intervention planning has a  
wide range of empirical work to support its 
use as an effective practice in addressing 
intensive challenging behavior. There is no 
clearly delineated set of practices that make 
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up a comprehensive FBA, but the elements 
listed above are routinely cited in the rele- 
vant research. Although the nature of 
conducting FBA-based intervention research 
does not lend itself to the current What  
Works Clearinghouse requirement for 
multiple randomized control trials, both 
the Institute of Education Sciences and 

the Council for Exceptional Children have 
created guidelines for the inclusion of 
single-subject research to be considered 
in establishing evidence-based practices. 
Based on the studies cited here, as well 
as numerous others, the practice may 
be considered as meeting the minimal 
standards for being evidence-based.	
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Teaching students with disabilities is a  
  strategic, flexible, and recursive process 

as effective special education teachers use 
content knowledge, pedagogical know-
ledge (including evidence-based practice), 
and data on student learning to design, 
deliver, and evaluate the effectiveness of 
instruction. This process begins with well-
designed instruction. Effective special 
education teachers are well versed in general 
education curricula and other contextually 
relevant curricula, and use appropriate 
standards, learning progressions, and 
evidence-based practices in conjunction 
with specific individualized education 
program (IEP) goals and benchmarks to 
prioritize long- and short-term learning 
goals and to plan instruction. This instruc
tion, when delivered with fidelity, is de- 
signed to maximize academic learning  
time, actively engage learners in meaning

ful activities, and emphasize proactive 
and positive approaches across tiers of 
instructional intensity.
Effective special education teachers base 
their instruction and support of students  
with disabilities on the best available 
evidence, combined with their professional 
judgment and knowledge of individual 
student needs. Teachers value diverse 
perspectives and incorporate knowledge 
about students’ backgrounds, culture, and 
language in their instructional decisions. 
Their decisions result in improved student 
outcomes across varied curriculum areas 
and in multiple educational settings. They 
use teacher-led, peer-assisted, student-
regulated, and technology-assisted practices 
fluently, and know when and where to apply 
them. Analyzing instruction in this way  
allows teachers to improve student learning 
and their professional practice.
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Special education teachers develop learning 
goals for students on a long- and short-term 
basis; these goals determine the focus of 
instruction. Learning goals include those for 
students’ IEPs as well as for specific subjects 
(e.g., what to emphasize in math) or sub-
areas (e.g., teaching particular concepts 
and skills in fractions, comprehension of 
expository text, linear measurement). In 
prioritizing these goals, teachers identify 
the most essential, powerful, equitable, and 
crucial learning outcomes. Multiple policy 
and practice factors influence this process. 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA, 2006) requires that IEP goals relate 
to the student’s present level of academic 
achievement and functional performance 
(20 U.S.C § 1414 [d][1][A][i][I]), and that 
students with disabilities be provided 
access to the general education curriculum 
with appropriate accommodations (IDEA 
regulations, 2012, 34 C.F.R. § 300.39[3][ii]). 
Like IDEA, the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA; 2015), the successor to the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001, requires states to 
“promote the involvement” of students with 
disabilities, including those with significant 
cognitive disabilities, in the general 
education curriculum (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016, p. 24). ESSA also

imposed a cap to limit to 1.0 percent 
of the total student population the 
number of students with the most 

significant cognitive disabilities to 
whom the State may administer an 
alternate assessment aligned with 
alternate academic achievement 
standards in each assessed subject 
area. (U.S. Department of Education, 
2016, p. 2)

Thus, 99% of students with disabilities in a 
given population should take the statewide 
assessments or standards-based tests in 
each subject area. 

Over 40 states and the District of  
Columbia have adopted the Common 
Core State Standards (CCSS). The CCSS 
“Applications to Students with Disabilities” 
document (CCSS Initiative, n.d.) clarifies 
the applicability of these standards to 
students with disabilities; states and 
districts have developed policies and 
procedures to link student IEP goals to the 
CCSS (e.g., Hanselman, 2013; Office of 
the Superintendent of Public Instruction & 
Washington Education Association, n.d.). 
School districts also disseminate pacing 
guides that identify what is to be taught in 
a grade, the sequence in which it should 
be taught, and a timeline (e.g., Tennessee 
Curriculum Center, 2011–2016). 

Finally, there is extensive literature in 
special education about the need for and 
success of instruction in foundational skills 
(e.g. L. S. Fuchs et al., 2015; Moats, 2014; 
Vaughn, Danielson, Zumetta, & Holdheide, 

HLP11 Identify and prioritize long- and short-term learning goals.

Teachers prioritize what is most important for students to learn by providing 
meaningful access to and success in the general education and other 
contextually relevant curricula. Teachers use grade-level standards, assessment 
data and learning progressions, students’ prior knowledge, and IEP goals and 
benchmarks to make decisions about what is most crucial to emphasize, and 
develop long- and short-term goals accordingly. They understand essential 
curriculum components, identify essential prerequisites and foundations, and 
assess student performance in relation to these components.
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2015; What Works Clearinghouse, 2009a), 
even though grade-level standards many not 
focus on them. All of these factors need to 
be considered when determining students’ 
goals and objectives so that students with 
disabilities receive instruction in areas 
based on their specific strengths and needs  
while  also being provided the maximum 
opportunity to meet the rigorous standards 
to which other students are held.

Research Support

In 2000, the National Reading Panel identified 
critical areas of reading instruction, and 
similar recommendations have been made 
for writing (e.g., Graham & Perin, 2007) 
and mathematics (e.g., U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008). The Institute for Education 
Sciences (IES) Practice Guides, based on 
research reviews using WWC guidelines, 
also make instructional recommendations. 
For example, the WWC Practice Guide for 
mathematics (2009b) recommended an in-
depth  focus on whole 
numbers in Grades K–5 
and on rational numbers 
in Grades 4-8, noting that 
“fewer topics, in more 
depth, [is] more important 
for students who struggle with mathematics” 
(p. 18). Concerning primary students 
struggling in reading, the recommendation 
was to focus on up to three foundational 
skills (WWC, 2009a). 

Another source of guidance is the 
identification of “big ideas,” defined in 
mathematics as “a statement of an idea that 
is central to … learning…, one that links 
numerous mathematics into a coherent 
whole” (Charles, 2005, p.10). Learning 
progressions, or developmental learning 
trajectories (e.g., Consortium for Policy 
Research in Education, 2011; Heritage, 2009; 
Hess, 2011), also help teachers identify and 

select key prerequisites to teach, as does  
the scope and sequence of strong curricu
lum. L. S. Fuchs and colleagues (2015) 
studied the effect of a fraction intervention 
that reduced the range of topics and 
found students in the intervention group 
outperformed those who received instruc
tion in the general education classroom, 
in several measures of fraction knowledge 
and skills. Although the researchers did 
not focus specifically on prioritizing goals, 
this research involved prioritizing what was 
taught (along with how it was taught)—in  
this case based on deep understanding of 
the domain. Intervention research such as 
this points to the importance of well-thought-
out instructional focus areas.

Research addressing instruction with  
students with more severe intellectual dis-
ability also informs how teachers can pri-
oritize learning goals. Browder and col-
leagues (2003), in a review of alternate 
assessment performance indicators, noted 
increased expectations for academic learn-

ing along with the need 
to address functional 
skills, communication and  
inclusion, and self-determ- 
ination. Other studies  
(e.g., Collins, Hager, &  

Galloway, 2011; Karl, Collins, Hager,  
& Ault, 2013) have demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of combining instruction in core 
content based on alternative standards  
with instruction in functional skills, rather 
than choosing between then. 

Conclusion

Prioritized short- and long-term learning 
goals drive instruction, although grade-
level standards and mandates for enabling 
students’ access to the general education 
curriculum influence teachers’ decisions 
about prioritizing. However, all standards 

Intervention research … points to 
the importance of well-thought-out 
instructional focus areas.
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are not of equal importance (Chard, 
n.d.); the same can be said of conceptual 
understandings and skills. In addition, there 
is a need for out-of-level instruction for  
some students (L. S. Fuchs et al., 2015); 

teachers need to identify and prioritize 
students’ goals around critical content 
(Doabler et al., 2012) while linking to their 
present level of performance, strengths,  
and needs. 

Students with disabilities require more 
systematically designed instruction than 
their typically developing peers (Archer & 
Hughes, 2011). Researchers (e.g., Brophy 
& Good, 1986; Gersten, Schiller, & Vaughn, 
2000; Marchand-Martella, Slocum, & 
Martella, 2004; Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986; 
Simmons, Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, & Hodge, 
1995) have identified at least 16 elements 
of systematically designed instruction to 
include within and across lessons and units. 
Three elements—clear instructional goals, 
logical sequencing of knowledge and  
skills, and teaching students to organize 
content—are essential core components of 
systematic instruction. 

Teachers design instruction that will help 
students meet challenging yet attainable 
learning goals that are stated clearly, 
concisely, and in measurable terms (Hattie, 
2008). Instructional content is selected and 
sequenced logically to support or scaffold 
student learning. Less complex knowledge 
and skills are taught before more complex 
outcomes, information that is used frequently 
in the curriculum is taught prior to content 
that appears less often, prerequisites are 

mastered before higher level knowledge and 
skills, unambiguous information is taught 
before less clear material, and content and 
skills similar in form or function are taught 
separately before students are required to 
make independent discriminations among 
them (Archer & Hughes, 2011). Teachers 
make explicit connections among content 
and skills within and across lessons to allow 
students to link prior and new knowledge; 
see relationships among facts, concepts, 
and principles; and organize content to 
maximize retention, deepen understanding, 
and facilitate application. 

Research Support

Hattie (2008) summarized findings from 
11 meta-analyses on learning goals and 
concluded that achievement increases when 
teachers set specific challenging goals (rather 
than “do your best” goals) and structure 
learning activities so students can reach these 
goals. Overall effects varied and were highest 
when learning goals and success criteria 
were articulated and shared with students, 
and lowest when used for lesson planning. 

HLP12 Systematically design instruction toward a specific learning goal.

Teachers help students to develop important concepts and skills that provide 
the foundation for more complex learning. Teachers sequence lessons that build 
on each other and make connections explicit, in both planning and delivery. 
They activate students’ prior knowledge and show how each lesson “fits” with 
previous ones. Planning involves careful consideration of learning goals, what 
is involved in reaching the goals, and allocating time accordingly. Ongoing 
changes (e.g., pacing, examples) occur throughout the sequence based on 
student performance.
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L. S. Fuchs and Fuchs (1986) also noted 
that challenging goals were more effective 
for students with disabilities and reported 
effect sizes of d = 0.63 and d = 0.67 for long- 
and short-term goals, respectively. Klein, 
Wesson, Hollenbeck, and 
Alge (1999) found that, for 
students with disabilities, 
student commitment to 
goals was both helpful and 
necessary for learning. 

Empirical support for 
well-sequenced lesson 
and unit design can be 
found in the literature 
relating to direct instruction (DI; Adams & 
Engelmann, 1996; Marchand-Martella et 
al., 2004). Hattie (2008) reviewed findings 
from four meta-analyses on DI and found  
an overall effect size of d = 0.59. Effects  
were similar for typically achieving students 
(d = 0.99) and those with or at risk for 
disabilities (d = 0.86), for word attack (d 
= 0.64) and comprehension (d = 0.54) 
skills, and for elementary and high school 
students. DI effects were higher for reading 
(d = 0.89) than for math (d = 0.50). Forness, 
Kavale, Blum, and Lloyd (1997) summarized 
findings from 18 meta-analyses on special 
education practices and found DI to be the 
only one of seven interventions to show 
strong evidence of effectiveness. The Best 
Evidence Encyclopedia (n.d.) has identified 
DI as one of six instructional practices with 
strong evidence of effectiveness. 

Hattie (2008) also reviewed findings from 
16 meta-analyses on the effects of visual 
content displays on student learning. Eleven 
meta-analyses on advance organizers 
produced a mean effect size of d = 0.41, and 
five meta-analyses on graphic organizers and 
concept maps produced an average effect 

size of d = 0.57. Effects were greater when 
instruction focused on central rather than 
detailed ideas (Nesbit & Adesope, 2006), 
displays were provided after initial content 
exposure (Moore & Readence, 1984), and 

students were provided 
terms for visual displays 
(Horton et al., 1993). Effect 
sizes were largest among 
students least likely to 
understand relationships 
between lower and 
higher order constructs 
(Horton et al., 1993; Kim, 
Vaughn, Wanzek, & Wei, 

2004; Nesbit & Adesope, 2006; Vasquez 
& Caraballo, 1993) and mixed for teacher- 
versus student-generated displays (Kim 
et al., 2004: Nesbit & Adesope, 2006). 

Conclusion

Although considerable research has been 
conducted on learning goals, lesson 
sequencing, and visual content displays, few 
studies have examined these practices in 
isolation. As such, it is difficult to determine 
how much each practice contributes to 
overall intervention effectiveness. More 
systematic component analyses are needed 
(C. H. Kennedy, 2005). However, these 
practices are not likely to be applied in 
isolation; they usually are used collectively 
as part of well-designed lessons and units. 
Because even the best designed instruction 
may not result in satisfactory outcomes for 
all students, it is critical that student learning 
be monitored within and across lessons. If 
students are not making satisfactory progress, 
then inadequate lesson goals, poor lesson 
sequencing, or ambiguous connections 
might be examined as possible contributors.

Although considerable research 
has been conducted on learning 
goals, lesson sequencing, and 
visual content displays, few studies 
have examined these practices in 
isolation. 
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Special education teachers select and adapt 
curriculum materials and tasks so students 
with disabilities can meet their IEP goals. 
Special educators make modifications by 
highlighting relevant information, changing 
task directions, and adjusting content 
amount and depth (Vaughn & Bos, 2012). 
Material adaptations can include 

•	 making substitutions for text material 
(e.g., audiotaping content, reading 
content aloud, using other media, 
working individually with students), 

•	 simplifying text (e.g., making abridged 
versions, providing outlines and sum-
maries, using multilevel supports), and 

•	 highlighting key concepts and 
information (e.g., previewing content, 
developing study guides, summarizing 
or reducing content). 

Teachers may substitute text material 
when students are unable to read and 
extract information independently and 
simplify and highlight content to facilitate 
comprehension.

Special education teachers also use 
content enhancements, a range of strategies 
to augment the organization and delivery 
of curriculum content so that students can 
better access, interact with, understand, and 
retain information (Bulgren, 2006; Deshler 
et al., 2001). Three examples of specific 
enhancements are graphic organizers, 
guided notes, and mnemonics. 

Graphic organizers are visual–spatial 
arrangements of information containing 
words or concepts connected graphically to 
help students see meaningful hierarchical, 
comparative, and sequential relationships 
(Dye, 2000; Ellis & Howard, 2007; Ives, 
2007). There are numerous web-based 
resources teachers can use in developing 
and customizing graphic organizers for 
classroom use. 

Guided notes are “teacher-prepared 
handouts that ‘guide’ a student through a 
lecture with standard cues and prepared 
space in which to write the key facts, con-
cepts, and/or relationships” (Heward, 1994, 
p. 304). These are designed to actively en-
gage students during teacher-led instruction 
and provide models of complete and accu-
rate note-taking that can be used to prepare 
for academic assessments. 

Mnemonics are memory-enhancing 
strategies that help students recall large 
amounts of unfamiliar information or make 
connections between two or more facts 
or concepts (Wolgemuth, Cobb, & Alwell, 
2008). Three commonly used mnemonic 
techniques are letter strategies (Kleinheksel 
& Summy, 2003), the keyword method, 
and peg word strategies (Mastropieri &  
Scruggs, 2010). Again, numerous web- 
based resources (e.g., The Mnemonicizer  
and Spacefem’s Mnemonic Generator) 
can help teachers create and customize 
mnemonics. 

HLP13 Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for specific learning goals.

Teachers assess individual student needs and adapt curriculum materials and 
tasks so that students can meet instructional goals. Teachers select materials and 
tasks based on student needs; use relevant technology; and make modifications 
by highlighting relevant information, changing task directions, and decreasing 
amounts of material. Teachers make strategic decisions on content coverage 
(i.e., essential curriculum elements), meaningfulness of tasks to meet stated 
goals, and criteria for student success.
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Research Support

Most empirical support for adapting curricu-
lum materials and tasks is derived from re-
search on graphic organizers, guided notes, 
and mnemonic strategies. Hattie (2008) re-
viewed findings from five meta-analyses on 
graphic organizers that produced an aver-
age effect size of d = 0.57. Instructional ef-
fects are greater when instruction focuses 
on the main idea rather than supporting 
details (Nesbit & Adesope, 2006), displays 
are provided after initial content exposure 
(Moore & Readence, 1984), and students 
are provided terms for visual displays (Hor-
ton et al., 1993). Kim and colleagues (2004) 
reported that graphic organizers improved 
comprehension performance for students 
with learning disabilities, effect sizes were 
larger for researcher-developed than for 
standardized measures, and initial gains in 
comprehension were not found on gener-
alization or maintenance assessments. The  
use of graphic organizers has been rated as 
having a “strong level of 
evidence” by the National 
Technical Assistance Cen-
ter on Transition (NTACT; 
2016) and the Promising 
Practices Network, and 
received a “go for it” rat-
ing by the Council for Ex-
ceptional Children’s (CEC) Current Practice 
Alerts (Ellis & Howard, 2007).

Numerous studies, including one meta-
analysis (Konrad, Joseph, & Eveleigh, 2009), 
have found that guided notes improve 
students’ academic performance on reten
tion tests at grade levels from elementary 
through secondary and enhance students’ 
note-taking accuracy (e.g., Hamilton, Seibert, 
Gardner, & Talbert-Johnson, 2000; Musti-
Rao, Kroeger, & Schumaker-Dyle, 2008; 
Patterson, 2005; Sweeney et al., 1999). More 

specifically, Konrad and colleagues (2009) 
reported that guided notes 

•	 produced consistent, positive effects 
on students’ academic performance 
and note-taking accuracy in Grades 4 
through 12; 

•	 had greater impact when supplement
ed with structured review activities (e.g., 
prompting questions, study guides and 
reflection questions, graphic organizers 
or other diagrams); and 

•	 were particularly effective for students 
with disabilities when systematic training 
on their use was included. 

In a meta-analysis examining the effects  
of mnemonics, Scruggs and Mastropieri 
(2000) reported that these memory-
enhancing devices produced an unusually 
large mean effect size of 1.62 across 20 
empirical studies, 19 of which involved 
students with learning disabilities. These 
findings were consistent with an earlier 
narrative review (Mastropieri, Scruggs, & 

Levin, 1985) that found 
that students receiving 
mnemonic instruction 
outperformed their peers 
on a variety of school 
learning tasks. A series 
of laboratory and field-
based investigations (e.g., 

Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1989, 1991; Scruggs, 
Mastropieri, McLoone, Levin, & Morrison, 
1987) showed similar positive effects for 
students with learning disabilities’ academic 
performance in literacy, social studies, and 
science. NTACT (2016) and the Promising 
Practices Network have rated mnemonics 
as having a “strong level of evidence” for 
academic outcomes and CEC’s Division for 
Learning Disabilities’ Current Practice Alerts 
assigned mnemonics a “go for it” rating 
(Brigham & Brigham, 2001). 

It is difficult to assess the strength 
of research support for curricular 
and material adaptations per se 
because they are used for different 
purposes. 
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Conclusion

It is difficult to assess the strength of 
research support for curricular and material 
adaptations per se because they are used 
for different purposes (e.g., highlight 
important content, change task directions, 
adjust content amount and depth), include 
multiple instructional practices (e.g., graphic 
organizers, guided notes, mnemonic  
devices) that are used in isolation or 
together, and focus on individualized and 
ever-changing student outcomes. There 
does appear to be sufficient empirical 
support, however, for the three content 
enhancement approaches described here. 
Additional research must be conducted 
on the broader intervention “package” of 
making curricular and material adaptations. 
What kinds of adaptations are made, how 
are they implemented with fidelity, and what 
impact do they have on important student 
outcomes? Are some types of adaptations 

more effective, efficient, and socially 
acceptable than others? What are the active 
procedural components in these interven
tion packages (C. H. Kennedy, 2005)? 

There is logical support for teachers 
to adapt instructional materials and tasks 
to support specific learning goals. By 
substituting, simplifying, and highlighting 
important instructional content, teachers 
increase the likelihood that students, 
including those with disabilities, will meet 
these learning goals. Although teachers 
understand the need to make adaptations to 
curriculum tasks and materials for students 
with disabilities, research also suggests that 
many fail to do so (e.g., Moody, Vaughn, 
& Schumm, 1997; Schumm, Moody, & 
Vaughn, 2000; Schumm & Vaughn, 1992; 
Schumm, Vaughn & Saumell, 1992). 
Thus, attention should be focused on the 
actual implementation of instructional 
modifications and their subsequent effect 
on student outcomes.

Because students with disabilities do not 
typically use learning strategies to improve 
academic performance like their typically 
developing peers do, they must be taught 
explicitly to use strategies. Strategies are 
not step-by-step instructions; instead, a 
strategy “is a heuristic that supports or 

facilitates the learner” in using higher order 
thinking or skills (Rosenshine & Meister, 
1992, p. 26). Newell (1990) noted that there 
are two layers of problem solving when 
using strategies: applying a strategy to a 
problem, and selecting and monitoring the 
effects of that strategy. Cognitive strategies 

HLP14 Teach cognitive and metacognitive strategies to support learning and 
independence.

Teachers explicitly teach cognitive and metacognitive processing strategies to 
support memory, attention, and self-regulation of learning. Learning involves 
not only understanding content but also using cognitive processes to solve 
problems, regulate attention, organize thoughts and materials, and monitor 
one’s own thinking. Self-regulation and metacognitive strategy instruction is 
integrated into lessons on academic content through modeling and explicit 
instruction. Students learn to monitor and evaluate their performance in relation 
to explicit goals and make necessary adjustments to improve learning.
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(e.g., making predictions, summarizing, 
apply grammar rules, making meaning from 
context) are representative of the former, 
whereas metacognitive strategies (e.g., self-
management and self-regulation, planning 
and monitoring) depict the latter. Strategies 
help students become “proficient problem 
solvers” (Montague & Dietz, 2009, p. 286)  
by teaching them how to self-monitor 
learning or behavior, recognize problem 
areas, create and execute solutions, and 
evaluate success. In short, cognitive strategy 
instruction teaches students how to learn 
(Jitendra, Burgess, & Gajria, 2011). 

Strategies go across content and skill 
areas. Some examples of common cognitive 
strategies include:

•	 for reading comprehension, collabora
tive strategic reading (Vaughn et al., 
2011) and text interaction strategies 
(e.g., summarizing, text structure, 
identifying main idea; Jitendra et al., 
2011);

•	 for writing, the self-regulated strategy 
development (SRSD) model (Harris & 
Graham, 2003; Santangelo, Harris, & 
Graham, 2008);

•	 for mathematics, enhanced anchored 
instruction (Bottge et al., 2015), Solve 
It (Krawec, Huang, Montague, Kressler, 
& de Alba, 2013), and schema-based 
instruction (Jitendra & Star, 2011);

•	 for retention and memory, keyword 
mnemonic strategies and letter strate
gies (Fontana, Scruggs, & Mastropieri, 
2007); and

•	 for self-management, self-monitoring 
(Bruhn, McDaniel, & Kreigh, 2015) and 
SLANT (Ellis, 1991).

These strategies are effectively taught 
through explicit instruction, including 
structured and organized lessons, modeling, 
guided practice, progress monitoring, 
and feedback (Archer & Hughes, 2011). In 

the modeling stage, students observe the 
teacher using the strategy while thinking 
aloud to demonstrate how skilled problem 
solvers approach tasks. Think-alouds also 
help students build their metacognitive 
ability (i.e., the ability to think about their 
thinking; Montague & Dietz, 2009).

Research Support

The vast majority of the research on cognitive 
strategy instruction has been conducted 
since the late 1990s. Researchers have 
developed new strategies (some of which 
are listed above) and conducted empirical 
studies to determine their impact on student 
achievement. Meta-analyses on these 
strategies have found that as a whole they  
are strongly effective, and researchers in  
many different fields have concluded that 
strategy instruction is an evidence-based 
practice for students with disabilities 
(see Cook & Cook, 2013, for criteria for 
determining evidence-based practices).

In a synthesis of the quality of studies on 
cognitive strategy instruction in mathema
tics, Montague and Dietz (2009) found 
that the collected studies did not meet the 
recommendations for identifying evidence-
based practices, but the authors noted that 
the reviewed studies all showed positive 
and promising results for students. Jitendra 
et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 
studies on cognitive strategy instruction 
for expository texts and found two group  
design studies that met the criteria for 
high quality and two that met the criteria 
for acceptable quality. The effect sizes 
calculated based on these studies were 1.12 
(high only) and 1.26 (all four), which were 
both significantly different from 0. Based 
on this, Jitendra and colleagues concluded 
that cognitive strategy instruction was 
an evidence-based practice for teaching 
students with disabilities to comprehend 
expository text. In a meta-analysis of  
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HLP15 Provide scaffolded supports.

Scaffolded supports provide temporary assistance to students so they can 
successfully complete tasks that they cannot yet do independently and with 
a high rate of success. Teachers select powerful visual, verbal, and written 
supports; carefully calibrate them to students’ performance and understanding 
in relation to learning tasks; use them flexibly; evaluate their effectiveness; and 
gradually remove them once they are no longer needed. Some supports are 
planned prior to lessons and some are provided responsively during instruction.

science instruction for students with 
disabilities, Kaldenberg, Watt, and Therrien 
(2015) found a related moderate effect 
size of .64 for reading comprehension 
strategies (e.g., using a graphic organizer, 
text structure).

Two different meta-analyses on writing 
instruction for students with disabilities  
have found moderate to strong weighted 
effect sizes for strategy instruction: .82 
(Graham & Perin, 2007), and 1.09 (Gillespie & 
Graham, 2014). Other researchers have found 
that SRSD alone definitely meets the criteria 
and is an evidence-based practice (Baker, 
Chard, Ketterlin-Geller, Apichatabutra, & 
Doabler, 2009). Finally, Hattie (2008) provided 

effect sizes for a number of cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies that ranged from 
.22 (environmental restructuring) to .85 
(organizing and transforming materials).

Conclusion

Cognitive strategy instruction and 
metacognitive strategy instruction encom
passes a range of instructional techniques 
designed to help students become more 
self-directed and independent learners. 
These strategies, when taught explicitly  
with modeling and guided practice, have 
been proven effective in multiple studies 
across content areas and disability types. 

Scaffolded supports are supports provided 
to students that are either preplanned or 
provided “on the spot” and then faded 
or removed once they are not needed 
(Rosenshine, 2012); teachers gradually 
release or transfer responsibility to students 
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983) as they become 
more proficient. Scaffolded supports can 
be provided in multiple forms including 
dialogue (e.g., modeling, hints, questions, 
partial completion of the task, informative 
feedback; Englert, Tarrant, Mariage, & Oxer, 
1994; Palincsar & Brown, 1984),  materials 
(e.g., cue cards, anchor charts, checklists, 
models of completed tasks; Rosenshine, 
2012; Rosenshine & Meister, 1992), and 

technology (Putambecker & Hübscher, 
2005). The term scaffolded instruction was 
introduced by Wood, Bruner, and Ross 
(1976) based on their study of parent–
child interactions and defined by them 
as assistance by adults that “enables a 
child or novice to solve a problem, carry 
out a task or achieve a goal which would 
be beyond his unassisted efforts” (p. 90). 
Scaffolding occurs within Vygotsky’s zone of 
proximal development (1978)—the distance 
between what a child can understand and 
do independently and what he or she can 
understand and do with assistance. Special 
education teachers use effective supports for 
student learning; to do so, the teacher must 
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fully understand the task as well as students’ 
changing understanding and proficiency. 
For example, 

•	 A middle-school teacher makes an 
Accountable Talk chart, consisting of 
sentence stems that students can use 
in discussions. She and another teacher 
model a discussion using the stems; 
students then use these stems in their 
contributions to the discussion, and later 
rate themselves using an Accountable 
Talk scorecard (T. V. Mariage, personal 
communication, May 15, 2016).

•	 A primary teacher, in talking to his 
students during writing instruction, uses 
step-in moves and step-back moves 
(Englert & Dunsmore, 2002) during 
writing instruction. If the students 
struggle, the teacher steps in—modeling, 
thinking aloud; once students develop 
more confidence and proficiency, he 
steps back, letting the children complete 
the writing on their own. 

Research Support

Scaffolded supports are often a component 
of instructional “packages,” or instructional 
interventions that involve multiple compon
ents. Several effective reading comprehen
sion instructional approaches incorporate 
scaffolded supports, with reciprocal 
teaching (Palincsar, 1986; Palincsar & 
Brown, 1984) perhaps the most prominent 
example. The What Works Clearinghouse 
(2010b) identified six studies of reciprocal 
teaching that met its standard; this research 
showed medium to large gains in reading 
comprehension for adolescents when using 
reciprocal teaching. Hattie (2008), reviewing 
two meta-analyses of reciprocal teaching, 
found high effect sizes on comprehension 
achievement. Comprehension gains 
associated with reciprocal teaching have 
been seen with struggling students with 

disabilities (e.g., Gajria, Jitendra, Sood & 
Sacks, 2007; Klingner & Vaughn, 1996; 
Lederer, 2000). 

Scaffolding is a strong component in  
other instructional packages such as 
collaborative strategic reading (Klingner, 
Vaughn, Dimino, Schumm & Bryant, 
2001) and POSSE (Englert & Mariage, 
1991). Boardman, Swanson, Klingner, and 
Vaughn’s (2013) review of collaborative 
strategic reading experimental and quasi-
experimental studies found gains in reading 
comprehension for students with learning 
disabilities. Englert and Mariage (1991) 
found that  fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade 
students with learning disabilities recalled 
significantly more ideas and produced 
better organized written recalls, as well as 
had more strategy knowledge, than stud
ents in the control group after participating 
in POSSE. SRSD (Graham, Harris & Mason, 
2005), as part of a writing instruction 
package, involves substantial teacher 
scaffolding. Both group planning and single-
subject studies (reviewed by Mason, Harris 
& Graham 2011) showed that SRSD had 
positive effects on aspects of writing such 
as quality, planning, and revising in students 
across disability areas. Finally, scaffolded 
supports are incorporated into learning 
routines in content enhancement routines. 
Lenz and Bulgren’s (2013) review of the 
research surrounding content enhance
ment routines found positive effects for  
factual and conceptual comprehension. 
Other scaffolded instructional “packages” 
include tools such as cue cards or strategy 
sheets (e.g., Englert & Mariage, 1991; 
Klingner et al., 2001), routines with 
mnemonics (Mason, Harris & Graham, 2011), 
graphic organizers (e.g., Jitendra, 2007; 
Lenz & Bulgren, 2013), and checklists (e.g., 
Jitendra, 2007; Mason et al., 2011), so it is 
difficult to identify the exact contribution of 
each component. 
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HLP16 Use explicit instruction.

Teachers make content, skills, and concepts explicit by showing and telling 
students what to do or think while solving problems, enacting strategies, 
completing tasks, and classifying concepts. Teachers use explicit instruction 
when students are learning new material and complex concepts and skills. They 
strategically choose examples and non-examples and language to facilitate 
student understanding, anticipate common misconceptions, highlight essential 
content, and remove distracting information. They model and scaffold steps 
or processes needed to understand content and concepts, apply skills, and 
complete tasks successfully and independently.

Researchers have also looked at 
individual scaffolded supports. For example, 
Gajria and colleagues (2007) reviewed 11 
studies of content enhancers including 
semantic mapping, advance organizers, and 
mnemonic illustrations, and concluded that 
there was strong support for using these 
scaffolds to aid comprehension of content by 
students with learning disabilities. Similarly, 
Dexter and Hughes (2011) reviewed studies 
that showed the effect of graphic organizers 
on factual comprehension of content by 
students with learning disabilities in upper 
elementary, middle, and high schools. E. 
Swanson and colleagues’ (2014) meta-
analysis of reading interventions including 
mnemonics, graphic organizers, and guided 
notes showed positive effects on content and 
comprehension of students with learning 
disabilities and improvement in vocabulary 
and inference/relational comprehension. It is 

unclear from these meta-analyses, however, 
whether the supports were faded when 
students were successful, and how support 
was adjusted. 

Conclusion

Although it is difficult to isolate the specific 
contribution of scaffolded supports, they are 
a key component of instructional approaches 
that have been shown to increase student 
performance. Grounded in theory that 
stresses interactions, ongoing assessment, 
and fading of support as students become 
more independent, scaffolded supports 
occur in many forms. Providing scaffolded 
supports—both those that are preplanned 
and those that occur “on the spot”—and 
removing them when students no longer 
need them is an important and powerful 
teaching practice.

Explicit instruction (EI) is a direct, structured, 
supportive, and systematic methodology for 
teaching academic skills (Archer & Hughes, 
2011). When using EI, the teacher provides 
an explanation or model, guides students 
through application of the skill or concept, 
and provides opportunities for independent 
application of the skill or concept to ensure 
mastery (Mercer, Mercer, & Pullen, 2011). 

EI allows teachers to use research-based 
underlying principles of effective instruction, 
active student engagement, promoting 
high levels of success, increasing content 
coverage, instructional grouping, scaffolding 
instruction, and addressing different forms 
of knowledge (Ellis & Worthington, 1994). 
Rosenshine (1983) developed a list of 
six fundamental teaching functions that 



        81  

Research Syntheses: Instruction 

incorporate principles of explicit instruction: 
review, presenting new content in small 
steps, using guided practice, providing 
corrective feedback, providing independent 
practice (both massed and distributed), 
and weekly/monthly cumulative reviews. 
When teachers use EI, academic learning 
time increases, which is strongly linked to 
student achievement (Archer & Hughes, 
2011). In essence, explicit instruction is a set 
of teacher behaviors that have repeatedly 
shown to have a positive impact on student 
achievement, especially those who are 
struggling to learn.

Research Support

Teacher effect studies have been conducted 
on the use of EI elements from various 
perspectives including reading research, 
general and special education, cognitive 
science, and brain imaging studies, all of 
which have provided 
converging support for 
the practice. In addition, 
EI has been shown to 
help students learn a 
variety of academic and 
academically related skills. 
For example, EI has been 
used to successfully teach 
language skills such as 
vocabulary (Coyne, Simmons, Kame’enui, & 
Stoolmiller, 2004; Pullen, Tuckwiller, Konold, 
Maynard, & Coyne, 2010), word recognition 
skills in reading (Connor, Jakobsons, Crowe, 
& Meadows, 2009; Moats, 2000; Stanovich, 
1994), and writing strategies (Harris & 
Graham, 1996; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 
2003). Vaughn, Gersten, and Chard (2000) 

analyzed 13 studies in writing instruction and 
concluded that EI represents best practice 
in teaching steps in the writing process and 
teaching writing conventions. EI also has 
shown to be effective for students who are 
struggling to learn math skills and concepts 
(L. S. Fuchs et al., 2008; Good, Grouws, & 
Ebmeier, 1983). The National Mathematics 
Advisory Panel (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008) also supports using 
explicit instruction to teach computation 
and problem-solving skills. Finally, EI has 
been effective in teaching students a variety 
of cognitive learning strategies to help 
them become more independent learners 
(Hughes, 2011) 

Conclusion

Explicit instruction is an effective as well as 
efficient methodology for teaching students 
(Archer & Hughes, 2011). The elements of EI 

are clearly operationalized 
and are based on a wide 
range of empirical stud-
ies spanning more than 
40 years. These elements 
address principles of EI 
when designing and de-
livering instruction. When 
EI is used in the classroom, 
academic learning time is 

increased. Evidence supports the use of EI 
with all students (in both general and spe-
cial education settings), across all ages and 
grade levels, and across content areas. EI 
can be used with all learners but is essen-
tial for struggling learners. Novice teachers 
can master the methodology and skillfully 
use this HLP to teach all learners effectively.

Explicit instruction is a set of 
teacher behaviors that have 
repeatedly shown to have a positive 
impact on student achievement, 
especially those who are struggling 
to learn.
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Special education teachers use flexible 
grouping to differentiate instruction and 
meet individual student needs. Grouping 
patterns change often depending on lesson 
goals and objectives and may include (a) 
homogeneous and heterogeneous small 
groups, (b) pairs, (c) whole class, and (d) 
individual instruction (Hoffman, 2002; Vaughn 
& Bos, 2012). Varied grouping arrangements 
are used flexibly to accommodate learning 
differences, promote in-depth academic-
related interactions, and teach students to 
work collaboratively. Numerous professional 
organizations (e.g., International Literacy 
Association, 2010; National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards, 2016) 
support the use of flexible grouping. Within 
flexible grouping, many special educators 
effectively use small groups (i.e., two to 
six students) to provide focused, intensive 
instruction. Special education teachers 
must be skilled in using both homogeneous 
(same-ability) and heterogeneous (mixed-
ability) small groups to help students meet 
explicit learning goals.

Homogeneous groups are used to 
provide focused, intensive instruction 
for students with common instructional 
strengths and needs and are configured 
to meet short-term goals and objectives 

(Cohen & Lotan, 2014). Special education 
teachers first identify a limited number of 
high-priority skills and concepts (i.e., big 
ideas) and form small instructional groups of 
students with similar academic abilities and 
needs. They then provide explicit instruction 
(i.e., modeling, guided and independent 
practice) for relatively short time periods 
and use strategies to maximize student 
response opportunities (e.g., additional time 
allocations, rapid pacing, unison responding 
practices), increase instructional feedback, 
and monitor student progress. To maximize 
instructional intensity, teachers use smaller 
group sizes; for example, a group of one to 
two students has been found most effective 
for improving achievement (Erlbaum, 
Vaughn, Hughes, & Moody, 2000; Iverson, 
Tunmer, & Chapman, 2005; Vaughn et al., 
2003). Teachers may also provide additional 
time allocations to ensure student mastery 
(McLesky & Waldron, 2011). 

Heterogeneous groups include students 
of varied knowledge and skill levels and can 
serve multiple instructional purposes. Special 
education teachers use small, mixed-ability 
groups to engage all students in grade-level 
content-related conversations, facilitate 
student thinking and communication skills, 
and improve interpersonal relationships 

HLP17 Use flexible grouping.

Teachers assign students to homogeneous and heterogeneous groups based 
on explicit learning goals, monitor peer interactions, and provide positive and 
corrective feedback to support productive learning. Teachers use small learning 
groups to accommodate learning differences, promote in-depth academic-
related interactions, and teach students to work collaboratively. They choose 
tasks that require collaboration, issue directives that promote productive and 
autonomous group interactions, and embed strategies that maximize learning 
opportunities and equalize participation. Teachers promote simultaneous 
interactions, use procedures to hold students accountable for collective and 
individual learning, and monitor and sustain group performance through 
proximity and positive feedback.
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among students with and without disabil
ities (Hattie, 2008; Kagan & Kagan, 2009). 
To use heterogeneous groups as intended, 
teachers initially form small groups (two to 
six members) who differ on demographic 
(i.e., gender, race, socioeconomic status, 
disability status) or academic-related (i.e., 
high, average, low achieving) variables. 
They then select tasks and materials that 
require collaboration (e.g., one material set), 
provide directives to promote productive 
and autonomous interactions, and embed 
strategies to maximize and equalize student 
response opportunities (e. g., structured and 
reciprocal student roles). Teachers monitor 
small-group interactions, provide positive 
and corrective feedback, hold students 
accountable individually and collectively, 
and sustain group interactions through 
proximity and feedback. 

Research Support

The evidence base on small-group instruc-
tion—homogeneous and heterogeneous—is 
large, varies in rigor, and extends across mul-
tiple, related topics (e.g., ability grouping, 
intensive instruction, peer-mediated instruc-
tion, group contingen-
cies, cooperative learn-
ing). Research support for  
the use of small, homo-
geneous groups can be 
found, for example, in 
literature on effective 
schools (Taylor, Pearson, 
Clark, & Walpole, 2000; 
Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, & Hampton, 
1998), response to intervention (RTI; (Ger-
sten et al., 2009; McMaster, Fuchs, Fuchs, 
& Compton, 2005), and preschool literacy 
(Connor et al., 2009; C. B. Jones, Reutzel, & 
Smith, 2012). Effective schools researchers 
reported that children in schools that used 
small, homogeneous groups had stron-

ger reading skills than peers from schools 
that did not; preschool reading instruction 
in small groups produced main achieve-
ment effects; and small group gains were 
greater than similar instruction provided  
to the whole class. Small homogeneous,  
skill-based groups are also central to the 
three-tiered, RTI model for reading inter-
vention (Al Otaiba & Fuchs, 2002; Coyne, 
Kame’enui, & Simmons, 2001) and are more 
prevalent in classrooms of highly effective 
than less effective teachers (i.e., 48 versus 
25 minutes per day; C. B. Jones et al., 2012;  
Taylor et al., 2000). 

Most research on small, heterogeneous 
groups is found in the cooperative learn-
ing literature and includes multiple meta-
analyses to support its systematic applica-
tion (e.g., Hattie, 2008; Johnson & Johnson, 
1987, 2002; Johnson, Johnson, & Maruyama, 
1983; Johnson, Maruyama, Johnson,  
Nelson, & Skon, 1981; Slavin, 1987, 1990). 
Hattie (2008) summarized findings that in-
cluded 306 empirical studies, produced 829 
effects, and involved over 24,000 individu-
als. Meta-analyses compared the effects of 
individualistic, competitive, and cooperative 
learning conditions on academic, behavior-

al, and interpersonal out-
comes. Under individual-
istic conditions, students 
earn rewards based sole-
ly on their individual per-
formance; in competitive 
conditions, they garner 
rewards by outperform-
ing other group members 

(i.e., earn highest score); under cooperative 
conditions, students share rewards based on 
their collective group performance. Meta-
analyses yielded moderate effect sizes of  
.59 (vs. individualistic) and .54 (vs. competi-
tive) in favor of cooperative arrangements. 
Hattie reported further that cooperative 
learning effects (a) were higher in some  

Researchers have reported that 
children in schools that used small, 
homogeneous groups had stronger 
reading skills than peers from 
schools that did not.
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HLP18 Use strategies to promote active student engagement.

Teachers use a variety of instructional strategies that result in active student 
responding. Active student engagement is critical to academic success.  
Teachers must initially build positive student–teacher relationships to foster 
engagement and motivate reluctant learners. They promote engagement 
by connecting learning to students’ lives (e. g., knowing students’ academic 
and cultural backgrounds) and using a variety of teacher-led (e.g., choral 
responding and response cards), peer-assisted (e. g., cooperative learning and 
peer tutoring), student-regulated (e.g., self-management), and technology-
supported strategies shown empirically to increase student engagement. They 
monitor student engagement and provide positive and constructive feedback 
to sustain performance.

subjects than others (e.g., reading, d = 0.44 
vs. math, d = 0.01), (b) increased with age 
(elementary, d = 0.28, vs. middle school, 
d = 0.33, vs. high school, d = 0.43), and (c) 
were largest when individual accountability 
and group rewards were used (Stevens &  
Slavin, 1990). 

Conclusion

It is difficult to assess the strength of the 
evidence base on flexible grouping per 
se because it involves the use of multiple 
instructional arrangements (i.e., from 
individual to whole group instruction) that 
are applied flexibly, often for short dura­
tions, and to meet individualized and ever-
changing learning goals. Flexible grouping 
resembles an intervention package whose 
individual contributions to student success 
must be isolated and studied through 

component analyses (C. H. Kennedy, 2005). 
More empirical studies are needed to 
examine the decision-making process that 
undergirds the use of flexible grouping.

Both homogeneous and heterogeneous 
small-group arrangements, when well 
designed and implemented, can improve 
a variety of academic and interpersonal 
student outcomes (Hattie, 2008; Heward & 
Wood, 2015). Most evidence suggests that 
small groups should be highly structured 
and include (a) systematic goal, task, and 
material selection; (b) clear instructional 
directives; and (c) explicit strategies to 
maximize and equalize student response 
opportunities. Like all instructional practices, 
teachers must monitor student academic 
and interpersonal performance, provide 
positive and constructive feedback, and 
hold students accountable for their own and 
others’ performance. 

Student engagement lies at the heart of 
positive academic outcomes. The correla-
tion between student engagement and ac-
ademic achievement is consistently strong 
and significant (Brophy, 1986; Rosenshine, 
1976). Teachers frequently and flexibly use 
engagement strategies to motivate students 

and create personal connections; these 
strategies help students value their educa-
tion and develop autonomy and interest in 
learning tasks. Engagement strategies en-
sure students are active participants in the 
learning process and school environment. 
Strategies may include group (i.e. coopera-
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tive learning groups, peer-assisted learning) 
or individually focused structures (e.g., per-
sonalized positive feedback, enlisting strat-
egies). In addition to strategies to increase 
participation, teachers use strategies to con-
nect learning to student’s lives and increase 
students’ value of and interest in school and 
feelings of belonging. 

Student engagement is a multidimen-
sional construct comprising cognitive, affec-
tive, and behavioral dimensions that are dy-
namic and responsive to teacher behavior. 
Therefore, a student’s participation in school 
and class activities (behavioral engagement), 
feeling of belonging and value (affective en-
gagement) and persistence and effort on 
difficult tasks (cognitive engagement) work 
together to define the level of engagement 
(REL Southeast, 2011). 
These dimensions are af-
fected by teachers’ behav-
ior and instructional prac-
tices, which are central to 
active engagement and 
achievement in the class-
room (Hattie, 2008; Scott, Hirn & Alter, 2014; 
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). 

A student’s level of engagement in  
school is a critical factor in that student’s 
academic achievement and likelihood of 
graduating from high school. Students with 
disabilities, now often included in general 
education settings (McLeskey, Landers, 
Williamson, & Hoppey, 2012), may not act- 
ively participate or display as high 
engagement as their typically developing 
peers (Furlong, Morrison, & Dear, 1994; 
Hemmeter, Santos, & Ostrosky, 2008). In 
addition, students with disabilities are at 
greater risk of dropping out, and engagement 
is the greatest predictor of high school 
dropout (Dunn, Chambers & Rabren, 2004). 
By helping students set personal goals, 
explicitly teaching and modeling active 
engagement and participation behaviors, 

and building positive relationships with 
students early in their academic career, 
many of the negative outcomes that place 
these students at risk can be prevented. 
Therefore, engagement strategies should  
be strategically chosen and integrated 
into daily classroom instruction by special 
education teachers. 

Research Support

Student engagement is a strong predictor 
of academic achievement and behavior re-
gardless of socioeconomic status or other 
student-level factors (Klem & Connell, 2009). 
Engaged and successful students are more 
likely to graduate from high school, whereas 
students who experience and disengage-

ment eventually drop out 
(Appleton, Christenson, &  
Furlong, 2008; Archam-
bault, Janosz, Morizot, & 
Pagani 2009; Christenson, 
Sinclair, Lehr, & Godber, 
2001; Christenson & Thur-

low, 2004; Rumberger, 2011). Marzano and 
Pickering’s (2011) model of engagement 
organizes the essential components of en-
gaging students around four questions that 
reflect the student’s perspective: 

How do I feel? Student enthusiasm, 
enjoyment, and pride (among other 
emotions) increase student engagement 
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2008). 
Students need an environment where they 
feel safe and supported in order to engage 
in academic tasks. Students’ feelings of 
acceptance also play a role in their level of 
engagement. To address this, teachers:
•	 Ensure equity and fairness in academic 

opportunities including responding to 
questions, receiving rigorous material, 
and playing games (Marzano &  
Pickering, 2011).

Engagement strategies should be 
strategically chosen and integrated 
into daily classroom instruction by 
special education teachers.
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•	 Design the learning environment to 
encourage active student participation 
and attention (e.g. table and desk 
arrangement, group size, location of 
instruction). 

•	 Build positive personal relationships  
with students (e.g., know students’ 
academic and cultural backgrounds; 
include students’ names in instruction, 
examples, and text such as word 
problems; connect instruction to 
students’ interests; Hattie, 2008).

•	 Provide positive feedback for students 
who are actively engaged and attentive 
(Hattie, 2008).

Am I interested? Student interest 
and choice is needed for students to be 
motivated and have ownership in their 
learning. Teachers:

•	 Incorporate student interest, choice, 
and physical movement (Dwyer, Blizzard 
& Dean, 1996; Dwyer, Sallis, Blizzard, 
Lazarus & Dean, 2001; Jensen, 2013).

•	 Keep the momentum of instruction 
and lesson pace appropriate for the 
attentional needs of students, including 
smooth transitions, effective use of 
instructional time, and effectively 
preparing students for independent 
tasks and activities (Emmer & Gerwels, 
2006; Kubesch et al., 2009).

Is this important? Students must feel that 
what they are learning is worthwhile. Teachers 
need to be explicit in their instructional 
objectives and relate new information to 
knowledge students currently have. 

Can I do this? Self-efficacy is necessary 
for a student to put forth effort and persist 
through difficult tasks. Students need to feel 
challenged and supported in order to attend 
to and complete tasks. Teachers:

•	 Have an awareness of students who 
are chronically disengaged and make 

an effort to build relationship and use 
strategies to enlist students (e.g., teacher 
helper, mentoring, lunch buddies, 
encouragement; Archambault et al., 
2009; Appleton et al., 2008; Christenson 
et al., 2001).

•	 Develop mastery measures for students 
to work towards, which is particularly 
important for students with disabilities 
who often are functioning on a different 
academic level than their same-age 
peers.

Effective student engagement practices 
hinge on the presence of positive teacher–
student relationships and a climate that 
fosters community, ownership, and identity 
(Cornelius-White & Harbaugh, 2010; 
Jensen, 2013). Through his meta-analysis, 
Hattie (2008) found that teacher–student 
relationships has a substantial (0.72) effect 
size related to student achievement. Many 
other researchers have supported this  
finding (see Jackson, 2015). Hamre and 
Pianta (2006) emphasized the develop-
mental nature of student engagement, 
finding that strong student–teacher 
relationships in kindergarten have robust 
effects on students’ school outcomes lasting 
through eighth grade. 

Conclusion

Drawing from the larger body of student 
engagement research in general education, 
the effect of student engagement is clear, 
especially for students at risk of poor 
learning outcomes. Though there is limited 
research on student engagement among 
students with disabilities, these students 
are at greater risk of dropping out than 
students without disabilities. Knowing that  
withdrawal and school disengagement  
lead to negative outcomes (Finn, 1993; 
Finn & Cox, 1992), teachers need to have  
multiple strategies to engage students 
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HLP19 Use assistive and instructional technologies.

Teachers select and implement assistive and instructional technologies to support 
the needs of students with disabilities. They select and use augmentative and 
alternative communication devices and assistive and instructional technology 
products to promote student learning and independence. They evaluate new 
technology options given student needs; make informed instructional decisions 
grounded in evidence, professional wisdom, and students’ IEP goals; and 
advocate for administrative support in technology implementation. Teachers use 
the universal design for learning (UDL) framework to select, design, implement, 
and evaluate important student outcomes.

with disabilities. It is particularly important 
for teachers in inclusive settings to be 
aware of the signs of disengagement 
and to employ strategies to interrupt the 
pattern of disengagement. To support the 

engagement of students with disabilities, 
early, positive, and consistent student 
engagement strategies should be used to 
promote favorable academic and behav-
ioral outcomes.

Technology intended to support students 
with disabilities can be characterized as 
either assistive or instructional (M. J. Kennedy 
& Deshler, 2010). Assistive technology  
(AT) encompasses most examples of 
augmentative and assistive communication 
devices (AACs) that provide students with 
access to instruction. Other examples 
of AT include simple pencil grips, text-
to-speech features, and advanced tools 
that help students who are nonverbal 
communicate with the outside world. AT 
is often personalized, thereby meeting an 
individual’s specific need and mitigating  
the impact of the disability to enhance  
access to instruction, improve commun
ication, support moving around, or 
otherwise enable individuals to participate 
in their world (Billingsley, Brownell, Israel, & 
Kamman, 2013). Instructional technologies 
are products and approaches intended to 
support student learning and engagement 
(e.g., learning-oriented games and soft-
ware, instructional videos). Special educa
tion teachers often use assistive and 
instructional technologies in combination 

to address students’ unique needs (Alper  
& Raharinirina, 2006).

Policy and Research Support

Technology plays a key role in the lives of 
students with disabilities (Israel, Marino, 
Delisio, & Serianni, 2014). Since the 1997 
reauthorization of IDEA, IEP teams have 
been required to “consider whether the 
child requires assistive technology devices 
and services” (34 C.F.R. § 300.346[2][v]). 
When discussing the role of technology for 
supporting individualized needs for students 
with disabilities, it is appropriate to consider 
the promise of universal design for learning 
(UDL) for designing and delivering high 
quality instruction (Basham & Marino, 2013; 
Rao, Ok, & Bryant, 2014). More recently, 
ESSA referenced universal design for 
learning (UDL) as a framework that should be 
considered when designing and delivering 
instruction and assessments for all students 
(see CAST, 2016). UDL is a broad framework 
that guides a teacher to consider multiple 
means of representation, engagement, 
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and expression when writing lesson plans, 
delivering instruction, and evaluating 
learning (Rose, Meyer, & Hitchcock, 2005). 
When teachers plan lessons using the UDL 
framework, they consider the interactions 
between students’ needs and the content 
being taught.

It is challenging for empirical research 
to keep up with the rapid changes and 
improvements in technology. Promising 
tools often become obsolete too quickly for 
them to be thoroughly studied (Edyburn, 
2013). Although there is an empirical base 
of literature surrounding 
technology for students 
with disabilities, it has 
been characterized as 
“scattershot” (Okolo 
& Bahr, 1995; Okolo 
& Bouck, 2007) and lacks a programmatic 
focus across and within studies. However, 
three types of technology for students 
with disabilities have received more 
attention from researchers: video self-
modeling, augmentative and alternative 
communication systems (AACs), and 
computer-aided instruction.

Video self-modeling involves recording 
video of a student doing an activity and 
editing it to show only the segment in which 
the student meets the target performance 
goal or exhibits a target behavior. The 
student watches the clip prior to engaging 
in similar tasks. Prater, Carter, Hitchcock, and 
Dowrick’s (2012) review of studies revealed 
that video self-modeling significantly 
improved performance on a variety of tasks, 
including reading fluency, on-task behavior, 
and arithmetic. Improvements in almost all 
cases (except writing skills) were maintained 
past the intervention phase.

Two examples of technology-based 
AACs are picture exchange communication 
systems and voice output communication 
aids. These devices are designed to aid 
communication for students who are 

nonverbal or cannot use conventional verbal 
language. In a meta-analysis of single case 
studies on the efficacy of AACs, Ganz and 
colleagues (2012) determined that AACs 
have strong effects for communication skills, 
social skills, academics, and challenging 
behaviors, with the strongest effects for 
communication skills. 

Computer-aided instruction is 
instruction presented using a computer. 
When designed well, it can reduce the 
cognitive load on learners and increase their 
attention level, allowing for more efficient 

and effective learning 
(Mayer, 2008). A meta-
analysis of studies on the 
use of computer-aided 
instruction to improve 
students’ cognitive skills 

(e.g., perception, memory, attention) found 
a moderately positive effect with a weighted 
average effect size of .35 (Weng, Maeda, & 
Bouck, 2014).

Conclusion

Students with disabilities benefit when 
they have access to assistive technology 
devices and services, and when teachers 
use instructional technology to support 
their unique needs. In the future, technology 
will only accelerate in terms of affecting all 
students’ daily lives, in and out of school. 
As a result, school professionals will be 
faced with increasingly important decisions 
regarding how to allocate resources when 
selecting, implementing, and evaluating the 
effects of various technology options (Okolo 
& Bouck, 2007). Thus, an important role for 
special education teachers is to stay abreast 
of technology developments and work with 
their school or district technology specialists 
to ensure the most effective use of assistive 
and instructional technologies to meet the 
needs of students with disabilities (Israel et 
al., 2014; S. J. Smith & Okolo, 2010). 

Students with disabilities benefit 
when they have access to assistive 
technology devices and services.



        89  

Research Syntheses: Instruction 

In a schoolwide tiered system of support, 
the highest level of support is intensive 
intervention. Typically, this level of inter
vention, commonly referred to as Tier 
3, is delivered by special educators, 
whereas supplemental intervention (Tier 
2) is typically delivered by highly trained 
general educators. Tier 3 instruction is 
delivered through a process of data-
based individualization (DBI). Through DBI, 
teachers start with a validated supplemental 
intervention and use diagnostic and 
ongoing progress monitoring data to 
design highly individualized instruction 
and continually adapt the intervention 
and instruction in response to student 
performance (National Center on Intensive 
Intervention, 2013). These instructional 
adaptations comprise intensive instruction. 
Tier 2 supplemental instruction also uses a 
research-based intervention to address skill 
gaps for students below grade level and  
not making progress with differentiated core 
instruction. Tier 2 instruction is delivered to 
small, homogeneous groups of students 
(approximately four to seven students) and 
aims to address skills that are foundational 
to accessing grade-level content, in order  
to prevent further academic failure.

Tier 3 intensive instruction is highly 
individualized for students with severe and 
persistent learning needs who, according 

to data, have not responded to evidence-
based core instruction and supplemental 
intervention. Teachers incorporate evidence-
based practices that have been proven 
effective for students with disabilities across 
all content areas including math, reading, 
writing and behavior. Intensive instruction 
integrates cognitive processing strategies; 
is explicit; integrates opportunities for 
feedback; and is responsive to student 
performance data (Baker, Gersten, & Lee, 
2002; Santangelo, Harris, & Graham, 2007). 
Instruction is delivered to a small number of 
students (no more than three) with similar 
learning or behavioral needs (WWC, 2009a). 
Teachers group students based on common 
learning needs; clearly define learning  
goals; and use systematic, explicit, and well-
paced instruction to address skill gaps. 

Teachers use data to identify skills gaps 
and deliver instruction that is highly focus- 
ed. Students are taught a small number of 
high priority, clearly defined skills or con­
cepts crucial to their academic success 
(WWC, 2009a). Within intensive instruction, 
students have many opportunities to respond 
and receive immediate, corrective feedback 
with teachers and peers to practice what  
they are learning. Their progress is 
continuously monitored to determine the 
effectiveness of instruction, and teachers 
adjust instruction accordingly. 

HLP20 Provide intensive instruction.

Teachers match the intensity of instruction to the intensity of the student’s 
learning and behavioral challenges. Intensive instruction involves working with 
students with similar needs on a small number of high priority, clearly defined 
skills or concepts critical to academic success. Teachers group students based 
on common learning needs; clearly define learning goals; and use systematic, 
explicit, and well-paced instruction. They frequently monitor students’ progress 
and adjust their instruction accordingly. Within intensive instruction, students 
have many opportunities to respond and receive immediate, corrective feedback 
with teachers and peers to practice what they are learning.
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Intensive instruction is delivered by 
highly trained educators, typically reading 
specialists, special educators, or other 
academic or behavioral specialists. To 
intensify instruction, teachers use both 
quantitative (e.g., increasing instructional 
time, reducing group size) and qualitative 
(e.g., integrating strategies that support 
cognitive processes such as self-regulation 
and memory with academic instruction and 
behavior instruction, making instructional 
delivery more explicit and systematic 
and increase opportunities for feedback) 
adaptations (Vaughn, Wanzek, Murray, & 
Roberts, 2012). Teachers flexibly choose 
which of these features to adjust in response 
to student performance data. 

Through the DBI framework, special  
education teachers closely monitor the ef-
fectiveness of a supplementary intervention. 
When students are not making adequate 
progress with research-validated supple-
mentary interventions, special educators  
first intensify instruction 
by decreasing the group 
size or increasing the in-
structional time (Vaughn, 
et. al., 2012). If these 
quantitative changes 
are not sufficient, teach-
ers can intensify instruction by modifying in-
structional delivery. This includes integrating 
qualitative strategies to support cognitive 
processing such as making instruction more 
explicit and systematic and integrating strat-
egies to support self-regulation, memory, 
and self-monitoring (Vaughn, et. al., 2012). 
For example, special educators may mod-
el a math problem-solving strategy using 
think-alouds and visuals and then introduce 
a mnemonic to help students remember  
the strategy.

Research Support

Despite decades of research on special 
education, there is little research on 

instruction that is most effective for the 3 to 
5% of students with the most severe learning 
difficulties. In addition, the efficacy of these 
interventions has not been adequately 
assessed when delivered within a tiered 
intervention framework. Recommendations 
such as those in the IES Practice Guide 
on intensive instruction and intervention 
(WWC, 2009a) are based on the opinions of 
an expert panel.

As noted, teachers make quantitative 
changes to instruction such as increasing 
the amount of instructional time provided 
or reducing the size of the group (Coyne, et 
al., in press; D. Fuchs, Fuchs & Vaughn, 2014; 
Vaughn et al., 2012). Research suggests that 
it takes students with disabilities at least 10 
to 30 times more trials to master a skill than 
it does students without disabilities (WWC, 
2009a). Intensity can be increased by provid-
ing longer instructional sessions or having 
more frequent sessions (Harn, Linan-Thomp-
son & Roberts, 2008; Vaughn et al., 2012). 

One-on-one or small-
group instruction allows  
students more oppor-
tunities to practice, re-
spond, and receive in-
dividualized feedback 
(WWC, 2009a; Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Okilwa & Shelby, 2010). 
Findings from research suggest that 

executive functioning and its underlying 
components have a significant effect on 
general academic success including read
ing, math, and writing (Barnett et. al., 2008; 
Blair, 2002; Blair & Razza, 2007; Dembo & 
Eaton, 2000; Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, & 
Munro, 2007). Executive functioning skills 
include working memory, mental flexibil-
ity (i.e., selective and sustained attention), 
and inhibitory control. Many students with 
intensive needs have depressed execu-
tive functioning abilities and thus struggle 
to plan, regulate their performance and 
emotions, think flexibly about a problem, 

To intensify instruction, teachers use 
both quantitative and qualitative 
adaptations.
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and manipulate information so that it can  
be stored in memory. To overcome limit-
ations in this area, students need to learn 
planning, problem-solving, and self-moni-
toring approaches in both social and aca-
demic areas. When integrated into academ-
ic and social learning, these approaches can 
improve students’ achievement and social 
problem solving (Agran, Blanchard, Wehm-
eyer & Hughes, 2002; Boekaerts & Casca-
llar, 2006). Intensifying instruction by mak-
ing it more explicit is beneficial to students 
with learning disabilities and across content  
areas (Baker et al., 2002; Biancarosa &  
Snow, 2004; Gersten et al., 2009; National 
Reading Panel, 2000; J. M. Smith, Saez & 
Doabler, 2016; H. L. Swanson, 2000; Vaughn  
et al., 2000). 

Conclusion

Although many students make adequate 
progress with research-validated interven-
tions (e.g., Tier 2 instruction), a number of 
students do not make progress even with 
these interventions and require a more in-
tensive approach. Intensive instruction is 
provided within the evidence-based sys-
tematic framework of DBI (D. Fuchs et al., 
2014). Over a decade of research indicates 
that students with disabilities who do not 
make sufficient progress in general educa-
tion settings (Tier 1) or with supplemental  
interventions (Tier 2) require instruction that 
is more intense along a number of dimen-
sions in order to make significant gains. In-
tensive instruction is highly responsive to 
student data and flexibly integrates these 

HLP21 Teach students to maintain and generalize new learning across time 
and settings.

Effective teachers use specific techniques to teach students to generalize and 
maintain newly acquired knowledge and skills. Using numerous examples in 
designing and delivering instruction requires students to apply what they have 
learned in other settings. Educators promote maintenance by systematically using 
schedules of reinforcement, providing frequent material reviews, and teaching 
skills that are reinforced by the natural environment beyond the classroom. 
Students learn to use new knowledge and skills in places and situations other 
than the original learning environment and maintain their use in the absence of 
ongoing instruction.

aspects according to the individual needs  
of students.
Generalization and maintenance of newly 
acquired knowledge and skills by learners 
is a pervasive problem for students with 
disabilities, particularly those with autism 
spectrum disorder (Brown & Bebko, 2012; 
Phillips & Vollmer, 2012). Generalization 
involves performing a behavior in 
environments that differ from the teaching 

environment (Lee & Axelrod, 2005). Haring 
and Eaton (1978) suggested that skill 
development progresses in an orderly 
sequence: initial accuracy (acquisition), 
followed by fluency and maintenance, which 
are followed by generalization. Effective 
teachers must therefore have the knowledge 
and skills to incorporate generalization when 
designing and implementing instruction. 
Generalization of skills must be systematically 
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programmed instead of assuming it will 
automatically occur (Alberto & Troutman, 
2013; Schindler & Horner, 2005). In order 
to generalize academic and social learning 
to settings other than where learning takes 
place, students need the opportunity to 
use skills in a variety of settings, with a 
variety of instructors. Specific instructional 
techniques include teaching behaviors that 
can be used in many different situations, 
teaching the behavior in several different 
settings with several different instructors, 
varying instructions and reinforcers, and 
programming for common stimuli between 
the natural and teaching settings. 

Maintenance of behavior is also essential 
to the process of learning. Maintenance 
occurs when newly acquired skills are used  
in the absence of ongoing instruction. Effect
ive teachers use schedules of reinforcement, 
systematic reviews of material, and other 
techniques to promote 
maintenance of behavior 
in novel settings thereby 
lessening dependence 
on the teacher (Lee &  
Axelrod, 2005). They 
thoughtfully and carefully 
choose strategies for 
maintenance and generalization at the 
onset of teaching new academic or social 
behaviors and build these strategies into the 
instructional program.

Research Support

In their seminal work on generalization 
examining 270 articles in behavior analyses, 
Stokes and Baer (1977) found 120 that 
were related to generalization. From these, 
they summarized eight techniques for 
programming generalization: (a) sequential 
modification, (b) introduction of natural 
maintaining contingencies, (c) training 
sufficient exemplars, (d) training loosely, 

(e) using indiscriminable contingencies, 
(f) programming common stimuli, (g) 
mediating generalization, and (h) training 
to generalize. Since that time, studies have 
assessed the effectiveness of programming 
for maintenance and generalization on 
academics, social skills, and behavior in a 
variety of settings with a wide age range  
of students. 

Mesmer, Duhon, and Dodson (2007), for 
example, used a generalization technique 
(i.e., programming common stimuli) to 
facilitate generalization of completion of 
academic tasks across settings with students 
with developmental delays and emotional 
disorders. Falcomata and Wacker (2013) 
found that generalization of the treatment 
effects of functional communication training 
for students with challenging behaviors could 
be enhanced through the use of specific 
techniques for programming generalization. 

Generalization techniques 
have been used to 
promote oral reading 
fluency (Duhon, House, 
Poncy, Hastings, & 
McClurg, 2010; Silber & 
Martens, 2010) and to 
increase maintenance 

of effects of a writing intervention (Hier & 
Eckert, 2016). Burns and colleagues (2013) 
suggested using Stokes and Baer’s (1977) 
framework for programming generalization 
for sustaining RTI initiatives in schools. 
Students with autism spectrum disorder have 
an increased need for generalization training 
particularly with transferring peer interaction 
and social skills from small-group or 
resource-room settings to general education 
classroom and other settings. Programming 
specific generalization techniques has been 
effective in promoting social interactions 
(Deitchman, Reeve, Reeve, & Progar, 2010; 
Ducharme & Holborn, 1997; J. Jones, 
Lerman, & Lechago, 2014), promoting task 

In order to generalize academic 
and social learning to settings other 
than where learning takes place, 
students need the opportunity to 
use skills in a variety of settings.
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HLP22 Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide students’ 
learning and behavior.

The purpose of feedback is to guide student learning and behavior and increase 
student motivation, engagement, and independence, leading to improved 
student learning and behavior. Effective feedback must be strategically delivered 
and goal directed; feedback is most effective when the learner has a goal and 
the feedback informs the learner regarding areas needing improvement and 
ways to improve performance. Feedback may be verbal, nonverbal, or written, 
and should be timely, contingent, genuine, meaningful, age appropriate, and at 
rates commensurate with task and phase of learning (i.e., acquisition, fluency, 
maintenance). Teachers should provide ongoing feedback until learners reach 
their established learning goals.

accuracy and independence in first-grade 
students across settings (Hume, Plavnick, & 
Odom, 2012), and facilitating conversation 
skills (Spencer & Higbee, 2012). Freeland 
and Noell (1999, 2002) used intermittent 
reinforcement to study maintenance of 
students’ math performance.

Conclusion

Systematically programming for generaliza-
tion and maintenance of new learning has  
a wide range of empirical evidence to sup-
port its use as an effective practice when 
teaching students with disabilities to main-

tain social and academic skills and use them 
in a variety of settings with a variety of in-
structors. The techniques originally report- 
ed by Stokes and Baer (1977) have been 
used as interventions across a variety of 
studies. The vast majority of generalization 
and maintenance studies used single-case  
methodology, as it is appropriate for inter-
vention research to improve outcomes of 
students with disabilities. Based on guide-
lines to determine whether a single-case 
intervention study meets criteria as an evi-
dence-based practice (Horner et al., 2005), 
the studies referenced here do reflect evi-
dence-based practice.

Note. As discussed in the Preface, two research syntheses were developed for the practice of 
providing effective feedback; this item appears in both the Social/Emotional/Behavioral Practices 
HLPs and the Instruction HLPs.

The purposes of instructional feedback 
are to guide students’ learning and 
increase their motivation, engagement, 
and independence, leading to improved 
academic achievement. Feedback is used 
to elicit what students know related to 
academic content, and to provide direct 
support regarding what students need to 
do to learn. Feedback should be timely, 
meaningful, genuine, specific but succinct, 

and age-appropriate, and takes many 
forms including questioning, scaffolding 
instruction, providing written comments, and 
providing computer-mediated feedback 
(Brookhart, 2008; Doabler, Nelson, & Clarke, 
2016; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Thurlings, 
Vermeulen, Bastiaens, & Stijnen, 2013). 
Feedback using programmed instruction 
or the use of extrinsic rewards is not 
highly effective in improving achievement 
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(Hattie, 2008). Moreover, rewards are not 
a central feature of effective instructional 
feedback, which should be designed to 
provide information regarding the student’s 
performance relative to a task.

Feedback should be goal-directed; that 
is, it is most effective when the learner has 
a goal and the feedback informs the learner 
regarding how he or she is doing relative to 
the goal, and what needs to be done to im-
prove progress (Doabler et al., 2016; Hattie, 
2008). Feedback should be clear and tan-
gible, providing the learner with an action  
that may be taken in response to the feed-
back that leads toward learning content 
(Thurlings et al., 2013). Teachers should 
also use appropriate and meaningful lan-
guage, make connections to prior learn-
ing, and remind students what they already 
know (Doabler et al., 2016). Different forms 
of feedback may be provided, including 
feedback about whether 
content was correct or in-
correct, discussing strat-
egies that were used or 
could be used for more 
effective learning, and 
addressing students’ self-
regulation (e.g., whether 
a useful strategy is being 
applied to solve a problem; Hattie & Tim-
perley, 2007). These types of feedback vary 
depending on the student’s knowledge re-
garding the content. For example, provid-
ing a student with error-correction feedback 
when initially learning content or a skill can 
improve learning rate, whereas providing  
error correction when building fluency rela-
tive to content can negatively influence 
learning (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

Feedback is most effective when 
addressing faulty interpretations of 
information (e.g., an inefficient or ineffective 
strategy to solve a problem), and providing 
cues to guide the learner toward the use of a 

more efficient or effective strategy or clearer 
understanding (Hattie, 2008; Thurlings et al., 
2013). Feedback should be used to engage 
a student in self-evaluation, too, helping 
students to develop error identification 
skills and increase their self-regulation, 
independence, and confidence in learning 
academic content (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Research Support

The use of feedback to improve student 
learning is emphasized in standards from 
several professional groups, including the 
InTASC Standards (CCSSO, 2011), CEC’s 
preparation standards (2016), and the 
National Board of Professional Teaching 
standards (2012). Research supports the 
effectiveness of feedback that is used 
to guide the learning of students and 
increase their motivation, engagement, and 

independence, thereby 
leading to improved learn
ing. Several reviews of 
research have concluded 
that effective instructional 
feedback has a powerful 
influence on learning and 
achievement (Coalition for 
Psychology in Schools and 

Education, 2015; Deans for Impact, 2015; 
Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Thurlings et al., 
2013). Effective feedback is (a) clear, specific, 
explanatory, and timely; (b) addresses a 
faulty interpretation of content and not a 
lack of understanding; and (c) emphasizes 
the goal of learning, the progress that is 
being made toward the goal, and what the 
student needs to do to make better progress. 
Further, the timing and focus of feedback  
are important to its effectiveness; for 
example, for students who are struggling  
and have limited understanding of content, 
the teacher should provide explicit instruc
tion rather than feedback. Finally, research 

Several reviews of research 
have concluded that effective 
instructional feedback has a 
powerful influence on learning 
and achievement.
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has shown that feedback is effective in 
improving achievement for students with 
disabilities and English language learners 
(WWC, 2014), including those who are 
struggling with reading (WWC, 2009a), 
writing (WWC, 2012), and mathematics 
(WWC, 2009b). 

Conclusion

Feedback is among the most powerful 
influences on student achievement (Hattie, 

2008). Using feedback effectively requires 
that teachers have substantial expertise in 
monitoring what the student knows about 
a skill or particular content area, and using 
this information to provide feedback that 
supports student learning. When feedback 
is used consistently and well, student 
educational achievement is significantly 
enhanced (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
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Appendix
Glossary of Terms 
and Related Resources

Term Definition Reference/Resource

Academic learning 
time

“Allocated time in a subject-matter 
area (physical education, science, or 
mathematics, for example) in which 
a student is engaged successfully in 
the activities or with the materials to 
which he or she is exposed, and in 
which those activities and materials 
are related to educational outcomes 
that are valued.”

EduTechWiki (2007)

Adapting 
instruction

Changes to classroom instruction in 
order to allow students equal access 
to the curriculum and to give students 
the opportunity to both process 
and demonstrate what has been 
taught; instructional adaptations can 
include both accommodations and 
modifications.

The IRIS Center (2005, 
Page 8)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Assistive 
technology

“Any item, piece of equipment, or 
product system, whether acquired 
commercially off the shelf, modified, 
or customized, that is used to 
increase, maintain, or improve the 
functional capabilities of a child with 
a disability.” 

IDEA, 20 U.S.C. § 
1401(1)

Schools are required to consider 
assistive technology for students 
with disabilities when developing 
students’ IEPs.

34 C.F.R. § 300.346(2)
(v)

Parette, Peterson-
Karlan, Wojcik, & Bardi 
(2007)

Augmentative 
and alternative 
communication 
systems (AAC)

Alternative methods of 
communication, which may 
include communication boards, 
communication books, sign 
language, and computerized voices, 
used by individuals unable to 
communicate readily through speech.

Alper & Raharinirina 
(2006) 

Benchmark “A typical or expected performance 
level in a given skill (e.g., reading) 
that serves as a general indicator of a 
student’s overall progress.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Choral responding Instructional activity in which all of 
the students in a group provide a 
response in unison.

Intervention Central 
(n.d.)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Collaboration “A style for direct interaction 
between at least two coequal parties 
voluntarily engaged in shared 
decision making as they work toward 
a common goal.”

Friend & Cook (2017, 
p. 5)

In educational settings this typically 
includes “planning, implementing, 
or evaluating a specific aspect of an 
educational program for a student or 
group of students.”

The IRIS Center (2007, 
Page 3)

Friend & Cook (2017); 
Friend, Cook, Hurley-
Chamberlain, & 
Shamberger (2010); 
The IRIS Center 
(2004c)

Collaborative 
strategic reading 
(CSR)

A multi-component approach to 
reading improvement in which 
students apply comprehension 
strategies while reading expository 
text in small cooperative learning 
groups.

The IRIS Center 
(2008a, Page 3)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Comprehensive 
learner profile

Provides information about a 
students’ academic, social and 
emotional, functional and motivation 
strengths and needs as a means 
of establishing how a student 
learns best (i.e., how the student 
gathers, processes, and applies 
information). Includes information 
about a students’ interests, culture, 
and language. Teachers use the 
comprehensive learner profile to craft 
a robust IEP. 
In developing the profile, teachers 
collect and analyze a variety of 
both summative and formative data 
gathered from a variety of sources 
including teachers, administrators, 
parents, related service providers, 
and community stakeholders.

Inclusive Education 
Planning Tool 
(2011); National 
Joint Committee on 
Learning Disabilities 
(2010)

Content 
enhancements

Strategies to augment the 
organization and delivery of 
curriculum content so that students 
can better access, interact with, 
understand, and retain information.

Deshler et al. (2001)

Content scaffolding Instructional strategy in which 
educators teach material that is not 
too difficult or unfamiliar to students 
learning a new skill.

The IRIS Center 
(2004b, Page 3)

Cooperative 
learning

Students of mixed ability levels are 
arranged into small groups and 
rewarded based on their collective 
performance. Cooperative learning 
includes positive interdependence, 
individual accountability, equality 
participation, and simultaneous 
interactions.

U.S. Department of 
Education Office of 
Research (1992)

Corrective 
feedback

Constructive comments provided 
as soon as possible following the 
implementation of an activity in order 
to help an individual improve his or 
her performance.

Archer & Hughes 
(2011)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Co-teaching “The partnering of a general 
education teacher and a special 
education teacher or another 
specialist for the purpose of jointly 
delivering instruction to a diverse 
group of students, including those 
with disabilities, or other special 
needs, in a general education 
setting and in a way that flexibly and 
deliberately meets their learning 
needs.”

Friend, Hurley-
Chamberlain, & 
Shamberger (2010, p. 
11)

Culturally relevant 
practices

Instruction that incorporates the 
diverse cultures of the students in 
order to provide content relative to 
students’ experiences.

Aronson & Laughter 
(2016)

Curriculum-based 
assessment (CBA)

“A method of evaluating student 
performance by directly and 
frequently collecting data on their 
academic progress.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Curriculum-based 
measurement 
(CBM)

“A type of progress monitoring 
conducted on a regular basis 
to assess student performance 
throughout an entire year’s 
curriculum; teachers can use CBM to 
evaluate not only student progress 
but also the effectiveness of their 
instructional methods.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Data-based 
individualization

Gradually individualizing and 
intensifying interventions through the 
systematic use of assessment data, 
validated interventions, and research-
based adaptation strategies.

National Center on 
Intensive Intervention 
(2013)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Differentiated 
instruction

“An approach whereby teachers 
adjust their curriculum and 
instruction to maximize the learning 
of all students (e.g., typical learners, 
English language learners, struggling 
students, students with learning 
disabilities, gifted and talented 
students); not a single strategy but 
rather a framework that teachers 
can use to implement a variety of 
evidence-based strategies.”

The IRIS Center 
(2010a, Page 1)

Disproportionality The over- or underrepresentation 
“of racially, culturally, ethnically, 
or linguistically diverse groups 
of students in special education, 
restrictive learning environments, 
or school disciplinary actions (e.g., 
suspensions and expulsions), 
compared to other groups.”

Center on Response to 
Intervention (2014)

Per IDEA, states must have “policies 
and procedures designed to prevent 
the inappropriate overidentification 
or disproportionate representation 
by race and ethnicity of children as 
children with disabilities.”

U.S. Department of 
Education (2007)

Evidence-based 
practice

Educational practice or strategy that 
has empirical evidence to support its 
efficacy.

See Council for 
Exceptional Children 
(2014)

Explicit instruction Instructional approach in which 
teachers clearly identify the 
expectations for learning, highlight 
important details of the concept or 
skill, offer precise instruction, and 
connect new learning to earlier 
lessons and materials.

Archer & Hughes 
(2011)

Fidelity of 
implementation

“The degree to which an intervention 
is implemented accurately, following 
the guidelines or restrictions of its 
developers.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Flexible grouping A fluid or dynamic method of 
grouping students. Rather than being 
set, group membership changes 
to meet the different needs of the 
students.

Cox (n.d.)

Formative 
assessment

A form of formal or informal 
evaluation “used to plan instruction 
in a recursive way,” providing regular 
assessment of student progress. 
Formative assessment enables 
teachers to “diagnose skill, ability, and 
knowledge gaps; measure progress; 
and evaluate instruction. Examples 
… include curriculum-based 
measurement, curriculum-based 
assessment, pretests and posttests, 
portfolios, benchmark assessments, 
quizzes, teacher observations, and 
teacher/student conferencing.”

Center on Response to 
Intervention (2014)

Functional behavior 
assessment (FBA)

A systematic approach to address a 
student’s specific behavior to identify 
the behavior’s function using informal 
and formal methods of observation. 
Following the FBA, the IEP team 
develops an individual behavior 
support plan.

Behavioradvisor.com 
(n.d.)

Generalization Performing a behavior in 
environments that differ from where 
the behavior was originally learned.

Lee & Axelrod (2005).

Grade equivalence Grade-level equivalent scores are 
determined by giving a test that is 
developed for a particular grade to 
students in other grades.

Eissenberg & Rudner 
(1988)

Graphic organizer A visual aid designed to help 
students organize and comprehend 
substantial amounts of text and 
content information.

The IRIS Center (2012, 
Page 11)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Guided notes “A strategic note-taking method in 
which teachers provide their students 
an outline containing the main ideas 
and related concepts in order to help 
guide the students through a lecture.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Guided practice A method of practice that involves 
working with students on activities 
that focus on a previously modeled or 
taught skill.

Study.com (2003–
2017)

Heterogeneous 
grouping

To place students of varying abilities 
(i.e., lower achieving, typically 
achieving, higher achieving) together 
in a small instructional group.

Lewis (2016a)

Homogeneous 
grouping

To place students of similar abilities 
together into groups; can be used by 
teachers to provide more intensive 
instruction to students who are 
working at a similar level and who 
can benefit from instruction that is 
designed for their specific learning 
needs.

Lewis (2016b)

Individual behavior 
support plan

A plan developed following a 
functional behavior assessment to 
specify how the pro-social behavior 
will be taught and any modifications 
to the classroom and other 
environments needed to reinforce the 
appropriate behavior.

See OSEP Technical 
Assistance Center’s 
templates at https://
www.pbis.org/
resource/804/
behavior-support-
plan-template

Individual family 
services plan (IFSP)

A means of providing early 
intervention services for children with 
developmental delays or disabilities, 
from birth through age 3. 
The IFSP is based on an in-depth 
assessment of the child’s needs and 
includes information on the child’s 
level of development in all areas, 
outcomes for the child and family, 
and  services the child and family will 
receive.

PACER Center (2011)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Individualized 
education program 
(IEP)

A written statement for the child 
with a disability that is developed, 
reviewed, and revised in a meeting 
in accordance with federal law and 
regulations. 
The IEP must include a statement 
of the child’s present levels of 
academic achievement and 
functional performance, a statement 
of measurable annual academic and 
functional goals to meet the child’s 
needs and enable the child to make 
progress in the general education 
curriculum.

IDEA regulations, 
34 C.F.R. § 300.320–
300.324 
See U.S. Department 
of Education (2006)

Instructional 
scaffolding

“A process through which a teacher 
adds supports for students to 
enhance learning and aid in the 
mastery of tasks. The teacher does 
this by systematically building on 
students’ experiences and knowledge 
as they are learning new skills.”

The IRIS Center (2005, 
Page 1)

Instructional 
technology

“Any device or instrument that exists 
in a classroom and that teachers 
use for the purpose of day-to-day 
instruction; such devices, when 
assigned to an individual student 
through an IEP, are known as assistive 
technology.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Intensive 
intervention

Additional instruction designed to 
support and reinforce classroom skills 
characterized by increased intensity 
and individualization based on data.

The IRIS Center (2015, 
Page 1)

Key word method A mnemonic strategy in which 
students use a keyword and a related 
sentence or image to help them to 
remember new information.

Mempowered! (n.d.)

Learning strategies “Instructional methods employed to 
help students to read, comprehend, 
and study better by helping them 
to strategically organize and collect 
information.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Maintenance In behavior assessment, term used 
to describe the extent to which a 
student’s behavior is self-sustaining 
over time.

Potterfield (2009–
2013)

Meta-analysis Method of reviewing research on a 
given practice or program in which 
a systematic and reproducible 
literature search is conducted, 
specific criteria are used for including 
research studies in the analysis, and 
the combined statistical results of 
these studies yield an effect size for 
the practice or program across the 
studies reviewed.

Israel & Richter (2017)

Metacognition The processes used to plan, monitor, 
and assess one’s understanding and 
performance.

Chick (2017)

Mnemonics “A learning strategy in which a verbal 
device is employed to help promote 
the memorization of names or other 
information.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Multitiered system 
of support (MTSS)

A “prevention framework that 
organizes building-level resources 
to address each individual student’s 
academic and/or behavioral needs 
within intervention tiers that vary in 
intensity.”
The intention is to enable “the 
early identification of learning and 
behavioral challenges and timely 
intervention for students who are 
at risk for poor learning outcomes. 
It also may be called a multi-level 
prevention system. The increasingly 
intense tiers … represent a continuum 
of supports.”

Center on Response to 
Intervention (2014)

Norm-referenced 
assessment

“A standardized assessment tool that 
compares a student’s test scores to 
the average score of a representative 
group.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Paraprofessional Sometimes also referred to as 
a paraeducator, teacher’s aide, 
or instructional assistant, a 
paraprofessional may assist in 
providing special education and 
related services to students with 
disabilities. They are appropriately 
trained and supervised in accordance 
with state law, regulation, or written 
policy.

IDEA, 20 U.S.C.  
1412(a)(14)(b); see 
Giangreco, Suter, & 
Doyle (2010)

Peer tutoring A cooperative learning strategy that 
pairs a student with disabilities with a 
typically developing student; either 
student may adopt the role of teacher 
or learner.

The IRIS Center 
(2010b, Page 7)

Pegword strategy A mnemonic strategy in which 
students use common rhyming words 
for numbers (e.g., one = bun; two 
= shoe) and link this word to the 
information being learned.

AdLit.org (2017)

Progress 
monitoring

Used to assess a student’s 
performance and improvement in 
response to intervention. Allows 
teachers to evaluate the effectiveness 
of interventions adjust instruction 
to meet students’ needs. Progress 
monitoring can be implemented 
with individual students or groups of 
students (e.g., whole class).

Center on Response 
to Intervention (2014); 
The IRIS Center 
(2004a, Page 1); 
Stockall, Dennis, & 
Rueter (2014)

Reciprocal teaching “Instructional activity in which 
students become the teacher in small 
group sessions. Teachers model, then 
help students learn to guide group 
discussions using four strategies: 
summarizing, question generating, 
clarifying, and predicting.”

Reading Rockets 
(2017)

Scientifically 
validated 
interventions

“Instructional procedures or methods 
proven by careful and systematic 
research.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Self-regulated 
strategy 
development

A scientifically validated framework 
for explicitly teaching academic 
strategies that incorporates steps 
critical to a student’s ability to 
effectively use those strategies.

The IRIS Center 
(2008b)

Self-regulation “A person’s ability to regulate his or 
her own behavior.
“

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Special education 
process

The activities that occur from the 
time a child is referred for evaluation 
through being identified with a 
disability and provided with special 
education services via an IEP. 
These activities include request for 
an evaluation, a multidisciplinary 
evaluation, eligibility determination, 
and the development of the IEP. 
Families of students who are being 
evaluated must be informed of all 
activities and have opportunities to 
participate in meetings and decisions 
about their child.

Center for Parent 
Information and 
Resources (2014); 
PACER Center (2006)

Strategies 
instruction

Instruction designed to teach 
students the elements or steps for 
implementing successful strategies.

Gaskins, 2009

Summative 
assessment

“An evaluation administered to 
measure student learning outcomes, 
typically at the end of a unit or 
chapter. Often used to evaluate 
whether a student has mastered the 
content or skill.”

The IRIS Center 
(2016a)

Targeted 
instruction

Instruction that “takes into account 
what students understand and 
teaches them according to their 
ability levels, rather than strictly 
adhering to what they are expected 
to know based on their grade level.”

Center for Education 
Innovations (n.d.)
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Term Definition Reference/Resource

Testing 
accommodations

A change in the way that a test 
is administered or responded 
to by the person being tested. 
Accommodations are intended to 
offset or “correct” for distortions in 
scores caused by a disability. These 
changes do not modify the intent of 
the test. Allowable accommodations 
may include such things as extended 
time, use of read-aloud software, 
text-to-speech and speech-to-text 
software, and calculators.

Cawthon et al. (2009); 
Elliott, Kratochwill, & 
Schulte (1998); Fuchs 
& Fuchs (1999); Fuchs, 
Fuchs, Eaton, Hamlett, 
& Karns (2000); Kettler 
et al. (2011)

Transition services Instruction, related services, and 
community experiences designed to 
support the student with a disability 
in developing academic and 
functional skills suited to the student’s 
postschool goals.
Per federal regulations, this is 
a results-oriented process that 
considers including postsecondary 
education, vocational education, 
integrated employment (including 
supported employment), continuing 
and adult education, adult services, 
independent living, or community 
participation, as appropriate for 
the individual student’s needs and 
taking into consideration the child’s 
strengths, preferences, and interests. 

IDEA regulations, 34 
C.F.R. § 300.43(a)

Universal design 
for learning (UDL)

A research-based framework for 
teachers to incorporate flexible 
materials, techniques, and strategies 
for delivering instruction and for 
students to demonstrate their 
knowledge in a variety of ways.

The IRIS Center 
(2016b)
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     •   How can teacher preparation programs can better prepare teachers for the classroom?

Describing four interrelated areas of teacher practice and breaking down 22 practices that teachers 
should be taught and master, High-Leverage Practices in Special Education offers a roadmap for student 
success that will benefit teacher educators, administrators, policy makers, and teachers alike.
High-Leverage Practices in Special Education is the final product of the HLP Writing Team, a 
collaborative effort between the Council for Exceptional Children and the CEEDAR Center.

The Council for Exceptional Children is a 
professional association of educators 
dedicated to advancing the success of 
children with exceptionalities through 
advocacy, standards, and professional 
development.

The CEEDAR Center provides improved 
learning opportunities for teachers and 
leaders by helping to reform teacher and 
leader preparation programs and revise the 
licensure standards, evaluation systems, 
and policy structures with which they align.

High-Leverage Practices in Special Education

CEC Product No. P6255

CEEDAR




