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TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Abstract

Teaching students with learning disabilities requires more than just following a lesson plan; it
takes collaboration, creativity, and a deep understanding of each student’s unique learning
profile. Every student brings different strengths, challenges, and ways of processing information,
which means teachers must be flexible and intentional in how they design instruction.
Co-teaching, where general and special education teachers work together in the same classroom,
provides a powerful framework for meeting these diverse needs. This model allows teachers to
share expertise, divide responsibilities, and ensure that students with disabilities receive the
individualized support they need while still learning alongside their peers in an inclusive setting.
Effective co-teaching requires strong communication, joint planning, and a shared commitment
to student growth. Teachers must learn to blend their teaching styles, set clear roles, and use
evidence-based strategies that promote both engagement and understanding. Lessons must be
differentiated so that all students, regardless of ability, can access the content and demonstrate
their learning in meaningful ways. Progress monitoring and data collection are also essential,
allowing teachers to make informed adjustments to instruction and interventions. In addition to
planning and assessment, successful co-teaching depends on the ability to adapt in real time.
Teachers must be ready to modify lessons, shift grouping strategies, and respond to student needs
as they arise. This flexibility helps create a classroom environment that supports both academic
and social-emotional growth. When implemented effectively, co-teaching not only benefits
students with learning disabilities but also strengthens instruction for the entire class by
encouraging collaboration, empathy, and innovative teaching.

Keywords: inclusive education, collaboration, teaching strategies, joint planning, data

collection, flexibility, supporting students.
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Introduction

Inclusive education has become a key focus in today’s classrooms, emphasizing the
importance of giving all students equal opportunities to learn. For students with learning
disabilities, being included in general education settings can bring both benefits and challenges.
These students may struggle with processing information, staying focused, or showing what they
know, which can make it harder for them to fully participate in lessons (King-Sears et al., 2021).

Meeting their needs requires teaching that is flexible, creative, and responsive to each student.

One approach that has shown great promise is co-teaching, where a general education
teacher and a special education teacher share the classroom and work together to support all
students. Co-teaching lets students with learning disabilities get extra help while still taking part
in the general education environment. Teachers in co-taught classrooms plan lessons together,
use a variety of strategies like scaffolding and differentiated instruction, and adjust lessons as

needed to make learning accessible and engaging for everyone (Alsudairy, 2024).

There are several ways co-teaching can be set up. Some models have both teachers
leading the lesson equally, while others divide roles with one teaching and the other providing
support. In other cases, teachers may split the class into small groups to give students more
targeted instruction. Each model has its advantages, and teachers often adapt their approach

based on the students’ needs and the content being taught.

This capstone looks at how co-teaching can support students with learning disabilities by
examining effective strategies, classroom practices, and essential teacher skills. Understanding

how teachers can collaborate to create inclusive and supportive learning environments is key to
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helping every student succeed academically and socially (King-Sears et al., 2021; Alsudairy,

2024).

Literature Review on IEP Components and Inclusive Practices

The development of effective Individualized Education Programs requires a
comprehensive understanding of research-based practices, including Present Levels of Academic
Achievement and Functional Performance, Patterns of Strengths and Weaknesses, measurable
goal writing, Specially Designed Instruction, High-Leverage Practices, progress monitoring, and
co-teaching. Collectively, these components form the foundation for ensuring that students with
disabilities receive meaningful access to the general education curriculum and experience
measurable academic and functional growth as required under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, 2004. IDEA mandates that all public schools provide a free and appropriate
public education, and the proper implementation of IEP components is central to meeting these

legal requirements.

Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance

PLAAFP statements provide the foundation for all other components of the IEP by
establishing a clear, data-driven understanding of the student’s current academic and functional
performance. Research demonstrates that high-quality PLAAFP statements predict greater
student progress in reading and mathematics independent of prior achievement or school-level
factors (Burns et al., 2023). Burns and colleagues emphasize that sustained professional
development, rather than one-time training, is critical for improving the quality of PLAAFP
writing. Practical guidance for developing PLAAFP statements is provided by Harmon et al.

(2020), who introduce structured worksheets to help IEP teams organize multiple data sources
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including standardized assessments, classroom performance, behavioral observations, and
student strengths. Effective PLAAFP statements must clearly describe current performance while
explicitly explaining how the student’s disability affects access to the general curriculum. This
requirement directly aligns with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2004, §
300.320, which mandates that IEPs include a statement of the child’s present levels of academic
achievement and functional performance as the basis for determining measurable goals and

services.

Patterns of Strengths and Weaknesses

While PLAAFP statements describe what a student can and cannot do, the Patterns of
Strengths and Weaknesses model provides insight into the underlying cognitive processes that
may influence learning. The PSW model is widely debated, with mixed evidence regarding its
utility. McGill and Busse (2017) critique PSW for lacking diagnostic validity and relying on
unreliable cognitive profile analyses, while Christo and Ponzuric (2017) argue that PSW can be a
valuable component of a comprehensive evaluation when combined with achievement data,
response to intervention records, and instructional history. The PSW framework can be
incorporated within IDEA evaluation procedures under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, 2004, § 300.304, which outlines that evaluations must use a variety of assessment

tools and strategies to determine eligibility and inform IEP development.

Measurable Goals

The development of measurable IEP goals builds directly from a well-constructed
PLAAFP. Goals provide actionable benchmarks for instruction and progress monitoring. Hedin

and DeSpain (2018) advocate using the SMART framework to ensure goals are specific,
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measurable, action-oriented, realistic, and time-bound to avoid common pitfalls such as vague
language or missing baseline data. Capizzi (2008) highlights the importance of linking
assessment data to goal development and establishing short-term objectives or benchmarks that
serve as incremental steps toward achieving annual goals. This aligns with the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 2004, § 300.320, which requires measurable annual goals designed to
enable the student to make progress in the general education curriculum and meet other

educational needs resulting from the disability.

Specially Designed Instruction

Specially Designed Instruction ensures that instruction is adapted to meet the unique
needs of students with disabilities. Definitions and implementation practices vary widely, with
Rodgers et al. (2021) noting inconsistencies that can result in uneven implementation. Jimenez
and Barron (2022) provide practical examples of SDI through embedded instruction,
demonstrating that individualized instruction within general education lessons can effectively
meet student needs. Delivering SDI consistently and effectively aligns with the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 2004, § 300.39, which defines specially designed instruction as
adapting content, methodology, or delivery of instruction to address the unique needs of the child

to enable access to the general curriculum.

High-Leverage Practices

High-Leverage Practices are evidence-based instructional strategies that support effective
teaching for students with disabilities. Riccomini et al. (2017) describe HLPs as foundational for
instruction, connecting them to explicit teaching, intensive intervention, and SDI. Practices such

as modeling, scaffolding, and deliberate practice improve student outcomes when implemented
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consistently. Ackerman et al. (2023) demonstrate that peer coaching enhances HLP
implementation, although sustained coaching is necessary to maintain gains. HLPs support IDEA
requirements because they provide systematic, research-based instruction aligned with the IEP

goals that ensure students have meaningful access to the general education curriculum.

Progress Monitoring

Progress monitoring allows educators to make timely, data-driven decisions regarding
instruction and intervention. Kaizu (2024) highlights that early reading progress monitoring
predicts later achievement, emphasizing ongoing assessment. Bolt et al. (2010) expand this
perspective by examining systems-level factors, noting that student engagement and school-level
supports are key to effective implementation. Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, 2004, § 300.320, progress monitoring ensures that measurable annual goals are being

addressed, and services and supports can be adjusted as needed to facilitate student progress.

Co-Teaching

Co-teaching is a widely recommended model for supporting students with disabilities in
inclusive classrooms, yet its success depends on careful planning, collaboration, and systemic
support. Co-teaching involves a general education teacher and a special education teacher
working together to plan, deliver, and assess instruction for the same group of students. Friend
(2008) emphasizes that effective co-teaching requires clear role delineation, shared instructional
responsibility, and ongoing communication. Research shows that without these elements,
co-teaching often defaults to one teacher assisting while the other leads. Zamkowska et al. (2024)
synthesized evidence-based guidelines for co-teaching, emphasizing collaboration, structured

planning, administrative support, and shared accountability. The Individuals with Disabilities
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Education Act, 2004, § 300.320 supports co-teaching models as a mechanism for providing
specially designed instruction in the least restrictive environment, ensuring students participate

alongside their peers while receiving appropriate support.

Collectively, the literature underscores that high-quality IEPs depend on a foundation of
well-developed PLAAFP statements, evidence-based assessment practices, measurable goals,
and instructional strategies such as SDI, HLPs, progress monitoring, and co-teaching. Each
component is interconnected: data from PLAAFP and PSW assessments inform goal
development, which guides SDI and HLP implementation, while progress monitoring provides
continuous feedback, and co-teaching supports inclusive delivery. Implementation of these
components fulfills the legal requirements outlined in the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, 2004, ensuring that students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education

and meaningful access to the general education curriculum.

Case Study Student

During my 10-week internship, I had the opportunity to work closely with a student
receiving special education services who presented with significant academic and functional
needs. The purpose of this case study is to examine the student’s present levels of academic
achievement and functional performance, measurable goals, and the supplementary aids and
services required to support her learning. This case study aligns with the focus of my Capstone
project, which centers on co-teaching as a means of increasing access to instruction within the
general education environment. Through this experience, I gained insight into how intentional
collaboration and targeted supports can reduce barriers to learning and promote meaningful

student engagement.
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Demographics

During my 10-week internship, I worked closely with a second-grade female student who
qualifies for special education services under the categories of Cognitive Impairment and Autism
Spectrum Disorder. The student is mostly nonverbal and presents with significant academic and
functional support needs. She repeated kindergarten and is currently placed in a second-grade
general education classroom for approximately 50% of the school day, with the remaining 50%
spent in the resource room receiving instruction from me as her special education teacher.
Recently, the student transitioned to Essential Elements, which increased the need for
instructional modifications and collaborative planning. This shift required intentional
coordination between general and special education staff to ensure the student could continue to
access instruction within the general education environment. The student receives one-to-one
paraprofessional support throughout the school day to assist with academic engagement,
transitions, and safety. These demographic details provide a clear and comprehensive overview
of the student’s educational background, placement, and service eligibility while maintaining

confidentiality.

Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP)

Academically, the student demonstrates strengths in foundational literacy skills, including
the ability to identify all letters and their corresponding sounds and independently write her
name. These skills provide a meaningful foundation for continued academic instruction and
guide the development of individualized goals. Despite these strengths, the student experiences
significant difficulty with written expression and task stamina, as second-grade academic

expectations require sustained engagement and extended written output. At this time, she is able
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to engage in academic tasks for approximately two to three minutes before requiring a break or
additional support. To promote participation and reduce frustration, instruction is modified to
include alternative response formats aligned with Essential Elements standards. Functionally, the
student demonstrates difficulty with transitions, particularly when moving away from preferred
activities, which has resulted in behaviors such as screaming and physical aggression toward
herself and staff. These behaviors significantly impact her ability to access instruction, transition
safely throughout the school environment, and remain engaged in learning activities, as
instructional time is often reduced when behavioral needs are not adequately supported.
Consistent implementation of targeted supports has resulted in observable progress, including the
use of visual schedules, timers, first-then statements, and social stories to increase predictability
during transitions. One particularly effective support has been the introduction of a wagon to
assist with transportation throughout the building, which reduced anxiety related to transitions
and led to a decrease in aggressive behaviors. As the student’s regulation has improved, she has
been better able to participate in instruction and engage more consistently in both the general
education and resource room settings. This PLAAFP accurately describes the student’s current
academic and functional performance and clearly explains how her needs impact progress in the

general education curriculum.

Measurable Goals

Based on the student’s present levels of academic achievement and functional
performance, the following measurable goals were developed to address both academic and
functional skill development. The student will independently identify the initial sound in a
spoken consonant-vowel-consonant word and match it to the correct letter in four out of five

opportunities, as measured by teacher-created assessments. The student will count aloud from
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one to fifteen using one-to-one correspondence and demonstrate understanding of cardinality in
three out of four opportunities with teacher support, as measured through teacher observation and
data collection. The student will independently walk to and from the classroom, restroom, and
other designated areas of the school with 80% accuracy over four consecutive weeks, requiring
no more than one verbal prompt per transition, as measured by staff data collection. These goals
were intentionally selected to support academic growth while also increasing independence and
functional access to the school environment. Each goal is specific, measurable, and directly

aligned to the student’s identified needs as described in the PLAAFP.

Supplementary Aids and Services

The student requires a range of supplementary aids and services to successfully access
the least restrictive environment. She receives one-to-one paraprofessional support throughout
the school day to assist with transitions, engagement, and safety. A co-teaching model is utilized
to promote collaboration between general and special education staff, particularly following the
student’s transition to Essential Elements, allowing for shared responsibility in planning and
instruction. Additional supports include visual schedules, timers, first-then statements, and social
stories to assist with transitions and behavior regulation. The student is provided frequent breaks,
including access to the sensory room, to support self-regulation and stamina. A reduced
workload and alternative response options are used to accommodate academic demands,
particularly during writing tasks. The use of a wagon for transitions throughout the building has
been a critical support in reducing behavioral challenges and increasing independence. The
student does not participate in standardized testing and instead engages in alternate assessments

aligned with her instructional level. These supplementary aids and services are designed to



TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES
11

address the student’s individual needs and support meaningful access to instruction within the

least restrictive environment.

Working with this student throughout my internship has been a meaningful and
professionally introspective experience. This case study reinforced the importance of patience,
flexibility, and collaboration when supporting students with complex needs. Through intentional
co-teaching and collaborative problem-solving, I gained a deeper understanding of how
identifying and removing barriers can significantly improve a student’s access to learning. This
experience strengthened my commitment to inclusive practices and influenced my growth as an
educator, reminding me that thoughtful supports and strong collaboration are essential for student
success. Overall, this case study demonstrates my ability to apply special education principles

and reflective practice to support student growth through collaborative instruction.

Intervention Lesson

I planned and implemented a lesson for my second-grade case study student, focusing on
foundational literacy skills aligned with her IEP goal of identifying the initial sound in a spoken
consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) word and matching it to the correct letter. The purpose of this
lesson was to provide explicit, structured instruction while incorporating scaffolded supports to
promote engagement, independence, and successful learning outcomes. Using the High Leverage
Practice of Explicit Instruction, I structured the lesson to follow an “I do, We do, You do” model,
ensuring clear modeling, guided practice, and independent application.

Lesson Summary: Explicit Instruction Using I Do, We Do, You Do

1. I Do (Modeling)

I began the lesson by presenting a large letter card and a corresponding CVC word card
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(e.g., “b” and “bat”). I clearly articulated the initial sound of the word, exaggerating the
/b/ sound, and demonstrated how to match the sound to the correct letter. I used verbal
cues, gestures, and visual supports to reinforce the connection between the sound and the
letter. During this step, the student observed while I modeled the process, and I explicitly
described each step: “Listen to the first sound. That’s /b/. The letter that makes /b/ is B.
Let’s put the word with the letter.”

2. We Do (Guided Practice)
Next, I engaged the student in guided practice. Using another set of CVC words and
letters, I prompted her to produce the initial sound with me and then helped her match it
to the correct letter. I provided immediate feedback and cues as needed, gradually
reducing the level of support. For example, I might give her a verbal prompt (“What
sound do you hear first?”’) or a visual cue pointing to the letters. We repeated this process
for several words until she demonstrated accuracy and confidence in matching the initial
sound with the letter.

3. You Do (Independent Practice)
For independent practice, I provided a small set of CVC word cards and matching letter
cards. The student independently identified the initial sound and matched it to the correct
letter, with minimal prompting. I monitored her responses, offering positive
reinforcement for correct matches and gentle correction for errors. The goal was for the
student to complete four out of five opportunities accurately, consistent with her IEP

goal.

Implementing Explicit Instruction with Scaffolded Supports

Throughout the lesson, I incorporated scaffolded supports to meet the student’s individual
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needs. These included visual cues, verbal prompts, physical guidance when necessary, and the
use of alternative response formats such as pointing or placing letter cards rather than writing
letters. Scaffolded supports were gradually faded as the student demonstrated increased mastery,
promoting independence while maintaining access to instruction. The structure of “I do, We do,
You do” ensures that the student experiences clear modeling, supported practice, and
independent application, which is critical for students with cognitive and functional support

needs.

Progress Monitoring

To track progress, I collected data on each trial during both guided and independent
practice. I noted whether the student correctly identified the initial sound and matched it to the
letter, as well as the level of prompting required. Progress monitoring allows me to determine if
the instruction is effective and whether adjustments are needed. For example, if the student
consistently requires full verbal prompts, I may need to provide additional modeling or increase
opportunities for guided practice before moving to independent work. Progress monitoring is
essential for ensuring that the student is meeting her IEP goals and receiving the right level of
support.

This lesson demonstrates how specially designed instruction, guided by the High
Leverage Practice of Explicit Instruction, can support foundational literacy development for
students with significant academic and functional needs. By combining clear modeling,
scaffolded practice, and independent application, I was able to promote student engagement,
build skills aligned with her IEP goals, and monitor progress effectively. Implementing

structured, evidence-based instruction while gradually fading supports ensures that students can
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achieve meaningful learning outcomes and increase independence within both the general

education and resource room settings.

Conclusion

This capstone experience provided an opportunity to examine the knowledge and skills
necessary for effectively supporting students with diverse and complex needs within special
education settings. Through the completion of a case study, implementation of targeted
instruction, progress monitoring, and collaboration with educational staff, a stronger
understanding was developed regarding the relationship between effective Individualized
Education Programs (IEPs), specially designed instruction, High-Leverage Practices (HLPs), and
co-teaching practices. The experience demonstrated that successful special education
programming requires intentional planning, data-driven decision making, and collaborative
instructional practices to ensure students can access instruction and demonstrate meaningful

growth within inclusive settings.

A significant area of focus throughout the capstone involved the development and
implementation of effective IEPs. Meaningful IEPs must be individualized, data-driven, and
aligned with student needs. The development of strong Present Levels of Academic
Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAFP) statements required the use of multiple
data sources to describe current levels of performance and explain the impact of the disability on
educational progress (Harmon et al., 2020; Burns et al., 2023). In addition, measurable and
functional goals were created to address both foundational academic skills and independence

within the educational environment. This experience reinforced the understanding that IEPs
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should function as instructional guides that are regularly reviewed and adjusted based on student

progress and data analysis.

Another major area of learning centered on the delivery of specially designed instruction
and the implementation of High-Leverage Practices. Explicit instruction using an “I do, We do,
You do” framework was utilized to support the student in identifying initial sounds in CVC
words. Scaffolded supports, including visual cues, verbal prompts, and hands-on materials, were
incorporated and gradually faded to promote independence. Research supports explicit and
scaffolded instruction as effective practices for students with disabilities (Riccomini et al., 2017).
Additional HLPs, such as visual schedules, first-then statements, social stories, and systematic
collaboration with educational staff, further supported both academic and behavioral needs.
These practices contributed to increased engagement, consistency across educational settings,

and improved access to instruction (Ackerman et al., 2023).

Co-teaching served as a central focus area throughout the capstone experience and played
an important role in supporting the student’s participation in the general education environment.
Collaboration between special education and general education teachers allowed instruction to be
planned and delivered in ways that addressed the needs of all learners while maintaining access
to grade-level curriculum and inclusive opportunities. Co-teaching practices promoted shared
responsibility, consistent implementation of supports, and increased communication between
educators. Research demonstrates that effective co-teaching can improve inclusion, strengthen
instructional delivery, and support positive academic outcomes for students with disabilities
(Friend, 2008; King-Sears, 2021; Zamkowska et al., 2024). This experience reinforced the
understanding that successful co-teaching requires intentional collaboration, shared ownership of

instruction, and ongoing communication between educators.
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Progress monitoring emerged as a critical component of instructional decision-making
throughout the capstone experience. Rather than serving solely as a compliance measure,
progress monitoring provided essential information regarding student growth and the
effectiveness of instructional interventions. During intervention lessons, data were collected on
student accuracy and levels of prompting to determine whether instructional adjustments were
necessary. Research indicates that consistent progress monitoring strengthens instructional
decision-making and improves student outcomes (Bolt et al., 2010; Kaizu, 2024). Overall, the
capstone experience strengthened understanding of effective special education practices and
reinforced the importance of intentional instruction, collaborative partnerships, evidence-based
practices, and data-driven decision making to support meaningful academic and functional

growth for students with disabilities.
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