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Abstract

Special educators are responsible for providing an individualized education experience for
students with special needs. It is critically important that each of these highly trained
professionals possesses the knowledge and skills to improve the educational experience of the
students they serve. Special educators must understand how to plan and measure the progress of
goals designed for each individual on their caseload. They provide specially designed instruction
(SDI) utilizing High Leverage Practices (HLPs) to ensure that the targeted instruction is
engaging and effective. As Michigan moves forward with new laws that support early dyslexia
evaluation, it will become apparent that explicit, systematic instruction is lacking to help
dyslexic students succeed. In this paper, we will dig into what dyslexia is and what it is not. It is
essential to recognize that one in five students in a classroom has dyslexia. In saying this, we are
underserving students with dyslexia in general education classrooms, and generalizing special
education students as learning disabled when they are specifically dyslexic. To illustrate how
special educators navigate this process daily, this paper presents a case example highlighting the
essential skills and knowledge required to support instruction for individuals with dyslexia.
Literature reviews and case studies will be utilized to identify interventions that have proven
successful with dyslexic students using structured literacy. This capstone will conclude with a
selection of strategies and interventions that support positive mental health for students with
dyslexia.

Keywords: High leverage practices, specially designed instruction, dyslexia, special

education
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Introduction

The field of special education in the United States continues to face a persistent shortage
of qualified special education teachers (SET) (Gilmour et al., 2023). This shortage has
far-reaching implications for students with disabilities, as special education teachers play a
critical role in ensuring access to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Nguyen et al.,
2024). Special educators are responsible for providing individualized educational experiences
that address each student’s unique strengths and needs. They plan, coordinate, and deliver
specially designed instruction (SDI) grounded in evidence-based practices to improve academic
and social outcomes (Brownell et al., 2010). However, as the demand for highly trained special
educators continues to grow, many students are left without the specialized support they need to

reach their full potential.

To build and sustain a strong special education workforce, educators must be equipped
with the knowledge, skills, and professional dispositions needed to serve students with
disabilities effectively. The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) identifies High Leverage
Practices (HLPs) as key instructional and professional practices that all special educators should
master to improve outcomes for students with disabilities (McLeskey et al., 2017). These
practices—ranging from explicit instruction to collaboration and data-driven
decision-making—form the foundation of effective special education teaching. When combined
with Evidence-Based Practices (EBPs), HLPs help new educators build competence and
confidence in their instructional decision-making (McLeskey, 2022). Strengthening these
foundational skills not only benefits students but can also help retain teachers by increasing their

efficacy and sense of professional fulfillment (Gilmour et al., 2023).
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A career in special education requires a deep understanding of the legal framework that
guides practice, the procedural steps involved in developing and implementing Individualized
Education Programs (IEPs), and the instructional methods shown to support diverse learners.
Laws such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) guarantee individualized
support and accountability through the IEP process. Translating these legal requirements into
effective classroom practice requires special educators to integrate both compliance and
compassion, ensuring each student’s educational plan is not only lawful but also meaningful.
High-leverage practices, such as explicit instruction, goal setting, and data-based progress
monitoring, directly align with these responsibilities and support the individualized learning

experiences of students with disabilities (Mellard et al., 2019).

These skills are especially vital when supporting students with dyslexia, a specific
learning disability that affects reading, writing, and spelling. As Michigan implements new
legislation to promote the early evaluation and identification of dyslexia, schools are being called
upon to ensure that explicit, systematic, and structured literacy instruction is available for all
students who struggle with reading. Research consistently demonstrates that foundational
reading skills, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension must be
taught through structured, evidence-based methods to improve reading outcomes for students
with dyslexia (Foorman et al., 2016). Despite this knowledge, many students remain underserved
in general education classrooms, often mislabeled as learning disabled without a clear
understanding of their dyslexic profiles. This lack of appropriate instruction not only affects

academic achievement but also contributes to emotional distress and diminished self-confidence.
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As a special education educator, it is important to combine the science of teaching with
empathy and planning. Each student’s success depends on the educator’s ability to design

instruction that is both individualized and research-based.

Literature Review

Dyslexia is widely misunderstood, which often contributes to the use of ineffective
interventions and delayed identification. The International Dyslexia Association (2025) provides
a clear definition, specifying that dyslexia is a neurobiological learning disability that primarily
manifests as difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition, coupled with poor spelling
and decoding abilities. Dyslexia is not a result of low intelligence, visual acuity problems, or lack
of motivation. The core difficulty originates from a specific deficit within the phonological
component of language, the ability to recognize and manipulate the basic sound structure of
spoken words (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2020). Further research confirms the role of these early
skills, demonstrating that direct instruction in phoneme awareness and letter-sound knowledge is
the key driver of learning to read (Hulme et al., 2012). This deficit makes the process of mapping

sounds to letters (the alphabetic principle) particularly challenging.

For the special educator, understanding the prevalence of dyslexia, which affects
approximately one in five students in a classroom, is imperative. The failure to identify students
with this specific profile and instead label them simply as "learning disabled" is a critical error in
service delivery. This generalization often results in students receiving generic resource room
support that may not include the intensity or structure required to remediate a deep-seated
phonological processing issue. By recognizing the specific diagnosis of dyslexia, special

educators are empowered to advocate for and implement Structured Literacy, the scientifically
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validated instructional approach that is explicit, cumulative, and multisensory (Vaughn &
Fletcher, 2021). This precise identification and subsequent targeted instruction are the only

pathway to closing the reading gap for these students.

The IEP Process

The Individualized Education Program (IEP) is a legally mandated document that
determines the specialized services a student receives. The special educator’s expertise is central
to transforming this document from a legal requirement into an instructional plan. This
instructional plan was developed by the collaborative IEP Team, which is legally required to
include the student's parents, general and special education teachers, and a district representative.
The team's primary responsibility is to create measurable annual goals that are reasonably
planned to enable the student to make progress appropriate to their unique circumstances. The
team must determine the necessary special education and related services while ensuring the
student is educated in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) to the maximum extent
appropriate. The final, legally enforceable document must be reviewed by the IEP Team at least
annually to monitor progress and revise the educational program as needed (Michigan

Department of Education, 2022).

Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP)

The Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP) is
arguably the most essential component of the Individualized Education Program (IEP), serving
as the detailed, data-driven narrative that establishes the student’s educational baseline (Michigan
Department of Education, 2025). This section must clearly articulate how the student's disability

affects their involvement and progress in the general education curriculum (Individuals with
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Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 2004). A strong PLAAFP must be based on current data from
formal and informal assessments and clearly document the student's strengths, specify the needs
resulting from the disability, and set a measurable baseline against which all future progress will
be measured. The rigor and relevance of the entire IEP are directly dependent on the quality of
the PLAAFP (Mellard et al., 2019). For a student with dyslexia, the PLAAFP will move beyond
general observations to provide precise metrics of deficits in core skills. For example, it would
specify the student’s capacity for phonemic awareness tasks, or quantify their reading rate using
specific data, such as: Based on the NWEA reading assessment, the student performs at the 3rd
percentile in reading skills, and Curriculum-Based Measurement (CBM) data indicates a reading
fluency of 22 words per minute, significantly below the 4th-grade benchmark of 90 wpm. This

level of detail is necessary to justify the intensity of the SDI that follows.

Pattern of Strengths and Weaknesses (PSW)

When evaluating a student for a Specific Learning Disability (SLD), special education
educators often utilize the Pattern of Strengths and Weaknesses (PSW) model, which seeks to
identify a meaningful discrepancy between a student’s cognitive abilities and their academic
performance (Gregory & Enis, 2021). The PSW approach involves an analysis that compares
performance across multiple cognitive domains, such as working memory and fluid reasoning,
with academic outcomes in reading, writing, or mathematics. This methodology is particularly
insightful for diagnosing dyslexia because it characteristically reveals a specific profile: a
relative strength in global cognitive abilities (e.g., conceptual reasoning or problem-solving) that
is strikingly contrasted with a specific and severe deficit in a core language processing area (e.g.,

phonological processing or rapid naming) (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2020; Stuebing et al., 2014).
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This pattern provides the scientific evidence needed to move beyond generic SLD identification
and mandates the use of reading intervention specific to phonological remediation (Vaughn &

Fletcher, 2021).

Measurable Goals

IEP goals are the specific, individualized outcomes that the student is expected to achieve
within the duration of the plan. To be effective, these goals must be measurable, ambitious,
relevant, and time-bound, establishing clear accountability for progress (IDEA, 2004; McLeskey
etal., 2017; Mellard et al., 2019). The special educator is responsible for developing goals that
directly address the deficits outlined in the PLAAFP. For a student with dyslexia, effective
annual goals should target the most fundamental reading-skill deficits, often focusing on
advanced decoding or morphological analysis rather than on comprehension alone. For instance,
a goal might state: By October 2026, when provided with an unfamiliar 4th-grade-level reading
passage, Maya will increase her oral reading fluency to 72 Correct Words Per Minute (CWPM)
while maintaining at least 90% accuracy, as measured by the DIBELS assessment. Goals must be
written with objective measures, such as those derived from CBM (Marston, 1989), so that

progress can be tracked and validated throughout the year.

Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) and High Leverage Practices (HLPs)

The success of special education hinges on the quality of its delivery. It involves defining
which instruction is necessary (SDI), selecting the most effective way to teach it (HLPs), and

rigorously assessing whether it worked (Progress Monitoring).
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Specially Designed Instruction is defined under IDEA as the adaptation of the content,
methodology, or delivery of instruction to meet the unique needs resulting from a student's
disability (IDEA, 2004). For a student with dyslexia, SDI is not simply providing a modified
worksheet; it means providing intensive, diagnostic, and prescriptive reading intervention
aligned with the Science of Reading (SoR). This challenging task is made feasible through the

consistent application of HLPs.

One of the most essential HLPs for supporting students with dyslexia is Explicit
Instruction (HLP 16) (Archer & Hughes, 2011). This practice involves teaching skills in a highly
structured, systematic, and direct manner by breaking complex skills into small, manageable
steps. For a student struggling with decoding, the special education educator must explicitly
model the relationship between sounds and letters, rather than relying on the student to discover
these patterns independently. This structured approach directly addresses the phonological deficit
that defines dyslexia. Special educators must commit to using Evidence-Based Practices (EBP)
(HLP 18). This is key for dyslexia, where the EBP is universally recognized as Structured
Literacy (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2021). Structured Literacy is not a generalized reading program but
a multi-component system that focuses on phonology, phonics, morphology, and syntax and is
implemented with fidelity and intensity. Finally, the special education educator employs Flexible
Grouping (HLP 19), meaning they constantly vary the size and composition of instructional
groups based on the student's most immediate and specific skill deficit. Students are grouped to
address a shared need, such as consonant-le or vowel team sounds, rather than simply by
disability category. This targeted instruction enables the educator to maximize time spent on the

essential reading skills necessary for mastery.
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Progress Monitoring

The legal accountability guaranteed by IDEA is realized through progress monitoring,
which is the frequent, systematic assessment of a student’s performance to determine if the
intervention is working and whether the student is on track to meet their annual goals (Zirkel,
2023). Progress monitoring must be more than anecdotal observation; it requires the regular

collection of reliable, quantitative data, often through CBM.

The special education educator must adhere to a strict process: administering a brief,
reliable probe related to the IEP goal (e.g., measuring multisyllabic word-reading accuracy) on a
weekly or biweekly schedule. The collected data is then plotted visually and analyzed against the
student's expected rate of progress. This visual representation allows the educator to objectively
determine if the current SDI is sufficiently intensive and appropriate. This process is critical for
effective instruction in foundational skills (Foorman et al., 2016). If the data trend line is shallow,
indicating inadequate progress, the special educator is obligated to enter a data-driven
decision-making cycle. This process requires immediate adjustment of the instructional plan,
perhaps increasing the duration of the intervention, intensifying the explicit instruction
component (Archer & Hughes, 2011), or switching to an alternative, evidence-based curriculum.
This continuous feedback loop ensures that instruction is responsive and that instructional failure

is never prolonged (Burns et al., 2022).

Dyslexia and Structured Literacy Integration
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One in five students in a classroom setting may struggle with dyslexia, suggesting a
massive population is currently underserved in educational environments where explicit,
systematic instruction is often missing. This high occurrence highlights a significant gap in
service, especially as many students with dyslexia are often broadly categorized as SLD rather
than receiving the targeted intervention their specific disability requires. As states like Michigan
implement new laws supporting early dyslexia evaluation, it becomes critically important that all
educators, especially special educators, possess the highly specialized knowledge and skills,
including an understanding of HLPs, to effectively address the foundational reading deficits

central to dyslexia (Brownell et al., 2010; McLeskey et al., 2017).

The critical response to this instructional deficit is the application of structured literacy,
supported by an extensive body of research demonstrating the necessity of explicit, systematic
phonological instruction. Effective interventions for students with dyslexia must target core
deficits in phonological awareness, as studies have shown a direct causal role for phoneme
awareness and letter-sound knowledge in successful reading acquisition (Hulme et al., 2012).
This educational approach aligns perfectly with the need for SDI, in which special educators use
HLPs such as "Explicit Instruction" to deliver highly structured, multisensory lessons (Archer &
Hughes, 2011; Foorman et al., 2016). By adhering to structured literacy principles, which
emphasize decoding, special educators can move beyond generalized approaches and craft IEPs
that are rigorous, relevant, and directly address the processing weaknesses that prevent students

with dyslexia from achieving reading success (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2021).

Successful educational outcomes for students with dyslexia depend heavily on the special
educator's deep understanding and practical implementation skills. These professionals are

uniquely tasked with diagnosing the specific PSW (Stuebing et al., 2014), setting measurable
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annual goals, and engaging in rigorous progress monitoring (Zirkel, 2023). Effective instruction
is linked to socio-emotional well-being; as students begin to achieve success through systematic
decoding interventions, their confidence is bolstered. Therefore, the commitment to EBPs is not
just about literacy but also about the whole-child goal of fostering resilient and successful
learners who can overcome the challenges and stigma often associated with dyslexia (Shaywitz

& Shaywitz, 2020).

In conclusion, the special education teacher is ultimately responsible for closing the
reading gap for their students. For students with dyslexia, this responsibility is moving past
generalized learning disability labels to embrace the specific neurobiological deficit,
phonological weakness, that defines dyslexia. The quality of the IEP depends on a rigorous,
data-driven PLAAFP that translates specific deficits (such as poor phonemic awareness or

fluency) into actionable, measurable annual goals.

For an IEP to be effective, SDI must be built on SoR principles and implemented through
HLPs. This commitment is key to success. By upholding Explicit Instruction (HLP 16) and
employing EBPs (HLP 18), such as Structured Literacy, the special educator gains the tools to
move beyond a service-only role and become an authentic, effective remediator. By frequently
and systematically reviewing objective CBM data, the special educator ensures that instruction is
implemented as designed and maintains a continuous feedback loop that prevents prolonged
instructional failure. The special educator's deep integration of specialized knowledge of dyslexia
and scientifically researched instruction is the only pathway to fostering literacy, self-efficacy,

and long-term success for this significant population of learners.
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Case Study

Special educators are responsible for providing an individualized education for students
with special needs. This case study focuses on Maya, a fourth-grade student who portrays the
quiet struggle of many learners within the general education system. While Maya formally
qualifies for services under the category of SLD, her Multidisciplinary Evaluation Team (MET)
data provide clinical evidence of a profile consistent with the phonological core deficits
characteristic of dyslexia. By examining Maya’s journey, this study illustrates how a highly
trained professional uses SDI and HLPs to move beyond broad labels. Given that one in five
students faces dyslexia-related challenges, this case highlights the urgent need for the explicit,
systematic instruction that Michigan’s new literacy laws, specifically Public Acts 146 and 147 of

2024, prioritize.

Demographics and Evaluation Background

Maya is a nine-year-old fourth-grade student who returned to public school after being
homeschooled in second grade. Her family history is a significant qualitative factor in her MET
report, as her father reports lifelong struggles with reading and spelling consistent with
undiagnosed dyslexia. Maya is extremely soft-spoken and often uses her quiet demeanor as a
coping mechanism to mask her difficulties in a large classroom setting. Her teacher’s initial
concerns were validated by fall benchmark screening, in which she scored well below
benchmark on the DIBELS 8th Edition, with 18 correct words per minute (4th grade is 90 words
correct per minute). On Maya’s NWEA Reading assessment, she scored in the 6th percentile.

These results, along with the teacher's observations and concerns, triggered the Review of
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Existing Evaluation Data (REED) process, leading to a comprehensive MET evaluation to

identify the source of her struggle.

MET Data and PLAAFP Baseline

The MET evaluation revealed a profile often seen in severe dyslexia. While Maya’s
General Ability Index on the WISC-V indicated high-average cognitive potential, her processing
scores revealed a noticeable contrast. Specifically, her results on the Comprehensive Test of
Phonological Processing (CTOPP-2) placed her in the 4th percentile for Phonological Awareness
(Standard Score of 72) and the 2nd percentile for Rapid Symbolic Naming (Standard Score of

68). These scores indicate significant difficulty in quickly retrieving phonological information.

Furthermore, her WIAT-4 subtests in Pseudoword Decoding (Standard Score of 71) and
Spelling (Standard Score of 69) were categorized as significantly below average, placing her at a
mid-second-grade level despite an above-average score in Oral Listening Comprehension. This
data indicates that the student's orthographic mapping and phonological awareness are delayed,
resulting in poor fluency and preventing her from accessing the grade-level curriculum

independently.

Social-emotionally, the MET social worker's observation noted that Maya’s transition
from a 1:1 environment has resulted in performance anxiety. She rarely advocates for herself,
preferring to remain unnoticed rather than risk the exposure of her reading deficits. This profile
illustrates the underserved status of many dyslexic students who, without explicit intervention,

fall further behind their peers in general education.
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Measurable Goals and Intervention

To ensure Maya’s instruction is both engaging and effective, her IEP includes measurable
goals rooted in the SoR that directly address the gaps identified in her MET report. Her primary
decoding goal is to master blends, digraphs, and vowel-consonant-e words. Using structured
literacy as a blueprint, she will practice phoneme-grapheme mapping to decode unfamiliar
words. The goal is for her to consistently achieve 80% accuracy, providing a measurable path to

becoming a fluent reader.

To address her performance anxiety, Maya’s IEP includes a goal for her to independently
use a non-verbal signal to request clarification in four out of every five instances where she feels
stuck. This specific frequency allows her teachers to track whether the strategy is becoming a
consistent habit rather than an occasional occurrence. When Maya uses her signal to clarify
instructions, she effectively advocates for herself and prevents performance anxiety from
escalating into a total shutdown. This ensures that her brain remains open to interventions and

support.

Supplementary Aids and Services

Maya’s success depends on integrating HLPs and SDI that use multisensory techniques.
She receives 30 minutes of daily, explicit, and systematic instruction based on the
Orton-Gillingham approach. This aligns with Michigan’s 2024 dyslexia legislation, which
mandates that schools provide evidence-based interventions within a Multi-Tiered System of
Supports (MTSS) framework and requires teachers to use a curriculum with a strong
code-emphasis approach. In our district, UFLI is the evidence-based, multisensory approach that

incorporates current SoR research.
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To support her mental health and reduce the stigma of her disability, she is provided with
both text-to-speech and speech-to-text assistive technology for grade-level content. Additionally,
preferential seating, only calling on her when she raises her hand, and read-aloud
accommodations for district and state assessments serve as protective factors for her mental
health. These supports ensure that she feels safe in the learning environment as she develops her

foundational literacy skills.

Maya’s case requires the specialized knowledge and skills that define a special educator
who is current with SoR practices and state law. By moving away from a generalized lens and
focusing on the specific phonological data provided by the MET, we can provide the targeted
instruction necessary for success. This case study serves as a practical application of the
interventions explored throughout my capstone. As we move forward with Michigan’s new
mandates, which require universal screening for dyslexia characteristics by the 2027-2028 school
year, Maya’s progress demonstrates that when we implement structured literacy with fidelity and
prioritize the mental health of our students, we can truly improve the educational experience for

the one in five who learn differently.

Intervention

The transition from diagnosing a student’s needs to implementing an effective
intervention requires a deep commitment to SDI. In Maya’s case, the data from her MET
highlight a need for intervention in phonological processing and orthographic mapping. To
address her specific deficits in decoding vowel-consonant-e (VCe) patterns, [ have designed a
lesson that utilizes the University of Florida Literacy Institute (UFLI) foundations. This lesson is

a targeted, multisensory experience designed to rewire the brain associated with her specific
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dyslexic needs while carefully managing the performance anxiety that often masks her true
potential. By focusing on the "silent e" pattern, I am providing Maya with a predictable linguistic

rule that serves as a foundational building block for her literacy development.

The core of this intervention relies on explicit modeling (HLP 16). I begin the lesson with
the "I Do" phase, providing a clear model of the target skill. I show Maya a word like "cap" and
explain that the vowel is short because it is closed off by a consonant. I then physically place a
“magic e” at the end of the word, explaining that this "silent e" reaches over the consonant to
make the first vowel say its name. I think aloud as I do this, saying, "I see the 'e' at the end, so I
know this 'a' must say its long sound, /a/. The word is cape." By modeling this process multiple
times with different word pairs, such as bit and bite or hop and hope, I eliminate the need for

Maya to guess and instead provide her with a logical, repeatable strategy.

Once the modeling is complete, we move into the "We Do" or guided practice phase. This
is a collaborative effort where Maya and I use Elkonin boxes to map out the sounds we hear. I
provide an oral word, such as "slop," and we tap out the individual phonemes together:
/s/,/11,/0/,/p/. Maya writes the letters in the corresponding boxes, and then I prompt her to
transform the word into slope. Together, we add the "e" in a separate space at the end. During
this phase, I constantly check for understanding and provide immediate corrective feedback. If
she forgets the vowel change, I gently point to the "e" and ask what its job is, allowing her to
self-correct in a supportive environment. This shared responsibility builds her confidence and

ensures she is ready for the final phase of the lesson.

The final stage of the lesson is the "You Do" phase, which represents independent

practice. I provide Maya with a set of "magic e" cards, in which she must read a base CVC word
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and then fold over a flap containing the "e" to read the new VCe word. To support her during this
independent work, I use explicit instructional scaffolds (HLP 15). Because Maya struggles with
performance anxiety and rarely advocates for herself, I provide a visual anchor chart on her desk
that illustrates the "silent e" rule. Additionally, I use her IEP-determined nonverbal signal, a
small "help" icon she can show when she feels stuck. This scaffold allows her to request
assistance without the social pressure to speak up in front of others, ensuring that her cognitive

load remains focused on decoding rather than on the stress of failing.

Progress monitoring serves as the pulse of this intervention, evaluating instructional
efficacy. For Maya, I conduct weekly five-minute CBM probes to record her accuracy and
fluency on a list of VCe words. This data is plotted visually on a graph to track her growth over
time and check whether she is meeting her target of 80% accuracy. If the data trend levels off, it
acts as a trigger to adjust the intensity of the instruction or introduce new multisensory tools.
This recursive process ensures that Maya’s instruction is always tailored to her current level of
mastery, preventing the "wait to fail" cycle that many dyslexic students experience in general

education settings.

As I reflect on the transition from her initial MET data to the implementation of
systematic, multisensory interventions, it becomes clear that the "quiet struggle" of students with
dyslexia can only be addressed through the planned application of structured literacy. By
aligning Maya’s daily SDI with Michigan’s Public Acts 146 and 147 of 2024, we move beyond
the outdated "wait to fail" model and toward a proactive approach to literacy. This alignment

ensures that every instructional minute is tailored to the learner's unique needs.
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Michigan’s new mandates, which prioritize universal screening and evidence-based
interventions, provide the legal and structural framework necessary to support the one in five
students who learn differently. In Maya’s journey, we see these laws in action: the use of the
UFLI curriculum and Orton-Gillingham techniques is not just a choice but an essential
component of a statewide shift toward high-fidelity literacy instruction. This legislation
recognizes that dyslexia is not a deficit of intelligence, as evidenced by Maya’s high-average
General Ability Index, but a specific phonological challenge that requires an explicit, systematic

plan.

Furthermore, Maya’s case highlights the critical connection between academic
intervention and mental health. The use of HLPs, such as providing scaffolded supports and
non-verbal signals, addresses the performance anxiety that so often accompanies reading
disabilities. When we prioritize a student's emotional safety, we ensure their brain remains open
to learning. This whole child view of the student is a hallmark of an effective special educator.
By reducing the stigma surrounding her disability through assistive technology and intentional
classroom placement, we enable Maya to access grade-level content while rebuilding her

foundational skills.

Ultimately, Maya’s progress from 18 words per minute to achieving 80% accuracy in her
decoding goals is not a matter of luck. It is the direct result of data-driven instruction and
following rigorous state standards. As Michigan moves toward universal screening by the
2027-2028 school year, Maya’s success serves as a blueprint for what is possible. It reminds me
that behind every data point in a MET report is a child waiting for the right key to unlock the

code.
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It is evident that the future of special education lies in integrating SDI and HLPs. By
continuing to implement structured literacy with fidelity and empathy, we can ensure that
students like Maya no longer have to use silence as a mask. Instead, they can gain the literacy
skills necessary to advocate for themselves and thrive in an increasingly complex academic
world. This case study has really reinforced my goal of being a highly skilled educator who sees
every student’s challenge as an opportunity to provide targeted instruction that leads to real

breakthroughs in student learning.

Conclusion

The culmination of this capstone research underscores a fundamental truth about the
current state of education: the role of the special education teacher has evolved from a provider
of general support to a highly specialized practitioner in cognitive science. As the field moves
toward a deeper understanding of neurobiological differences, particularly the high prevalence of
dyslexia, the special education teacher must serve as the essential bridge between SLD eligibility
and classroom success. Closing the reading gap requires more than good intentions; it demands a
rigorous adherence to the legal, instructional, and data-driven frameworks that define the
profession. Every special educator must recognize that the IEP is not merely a compliance

document but the definitive roadmap for a student’s rights and academic growth.

The core of this process is the PLAAFP baseline. As demonstrated in the case study of
Maya, a vague narrative leads to vague instruction. A special education teacher must be
proficient at translating raw data, such as Maya’s 6th percentile ranking on NWEA reading or her
18 words per minute on DIBELS, into a diagnostic baseline that justifies intensive intervention.

Furthermore, the shift toward identifying a PSW is a vital skill. By recognizing the discrepancy
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between high-average cognitive potential and profound deficits in phonological processing, the
special education teacher moves beyond generic labels to provide a specific diagnosis of
dyslexia, which serves as a catalyst for meaningful goal-setting that targets the root cause of the

struggle rather than just the symptoms.

The bridge between the IEP and student achievement is SDI, and for the special educator,
the most critical lesson is that instructional delivery for a dyslexic student must be explicit,
systematic, and cumulative. Utilizing Explicit Instruction (HLP 16) ensures that students are not
left to discover the alphabetic principle on their own. The case study intervention illustrates this
through the "I Do, We Do, You Do" model, in which the educator directly models how a "silent
e" transforms a word, thereby removing the guesswork that can lead to cognitive overload and
frustration. Mastery of EBPs (HLP 18) is equally non-negotiable. In the context of dyslexia, this
means a total commitment to Structured Literacy and the SoR. Practices such as
phoneme-grapheme mapping and multisensory engagement, as seen in the UFLI foundations, are

essential tools for supporting the dyslexic brain.

Furthermore, a special educator’s effectiveness is directly tied to regular progress
monitoring, which serves as the primary safeguard against ineffective instruction. Every special
education teacher must know how to select appropriate CBM probes, maintain a consistent data
collection schedule, and have the professional courage to pivot instructional delivery when the
data trend line does not align with the goal’s trajectory. In Maya’s case, the visual representation
of her progress on VCe patterns allowed for real-time adjustments, ensuring that her performance
anxiety did not mask her actual skill acquisition and preventing the "wait to fail" cycle that often

plagues students with specific learning disabilities.
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The focus of this capstone has highlighted a critical gap in general education regarding
the underserved one in five students with dyslexia. Every special educator must be a champion
for the SoR, a research-based movement proving that reading is not a natural process like
speaking but must be taught through the explicit integration of phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. As Michigan’s new dyslexia laws, Public Acts 146 and
147, take effect, special education teachers must lead the way in implementing MTSS. We must
stop viewing dyslexia as an immense barrier and start viewing it as a specific instructional
challenge. When we provide students with tools such as the UFLI Foundations and multisensory
Orton-Gillingham techniques, we are not just teaching reading; we are providing the keys to

self-efficacy.

Finally, a special educator must understand that academic deficits do not exist in a
vacuum, as students like Maya often carry the weight of silent failure or feeling like they are
“stupid,” which leads to performance anxiety and a loss of identity. Therefore, the lessons
learned in this capstone emphasize that socio-emotional supports, such as non-verbal signals for
help and the use of assistive technology, are as vital as the reading intervention itself. By
providing speech-to-text tools and preferential seating, the special education teacher conserves
the student's mental energy for the hard work of decoding and fosters an environment in which

intelligence is never measured solely by reading proficiency.

Ultimately, the journey through this capstone has solidified the belief that special
education is a field of precision and passion. To be an effective special education teacher is to be
a lifelong learner of the brain and a compassionate guide for students navigating a world not
always built for their learning style, ensuring that every student has the opportunity to become a

confident, literate, and empowered individual.
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