
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES:  

IDENTIFYING AND SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH DYSLEXIA 

 

 

JODY LYNN NICAISE 

 

 

 

The student named above has completed the requirements of the capstone project for the Master 

of Arts in Special Education program at Alma College.  

 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE MASTER OF ARTS IN SPECIAL EDUCATION PROGRAM 

DIRECTOR, Peggy Yates, Ed.D. 

 

Date:  
 

 

ACCEPTED BY THE PROVOST AND VICE PRESIDENT FOR ACADEMIC AFFAIRS,  

Sean D. Burke, Ph.D. 

 

 

Date:

 

Dr. Peggy Yates (Jun 16, 2026 07:09:02 EDT)
Dr. Peggy Yates Jun 16, 2026

PY

Jun 23, 2026

https://na2.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAARO4d79e3hSRJe8FkCrSF4HOXNgePKMy-
https://na2.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAARO4d79e3hSRJe8FkCrSF4HOXNgePKMy-


 

 

TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES: IDENTIFYING AND  

 

SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH DYSLEXIA 

 

 

 

 
JODY NICAISE 

 

 

 

 

 

A capstone submitted  

 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

in 

 

SPECIAL EDUCATION 

 

 

 

 

 

EDUCATION DEPARTMENT 

 

 

Alma College 

 

 

Alma, Michigan, United States 



           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

2 

 

Abstract 

 

There were approximately 2.4 million kindergartens through twelfth grade students in the United 

States that were identified as having a Learning Disability (LD) during the 2022-2023 school 

year. Students with a learning disability may have difficulties in one or more of the following 

areas: oral expression, basic reading skills, mathematics/problem solving, listening 

comprehension, reading comprehension, reading fluency, written expression, or math 

calculation. Supporting an LD student requires a special education teacher to provide a Tier 3 

level of support, within a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). This would include 

specially designed instruction (SDI) harnessing various High Leverage Practices (HLPs), with 

fidelity, to promote academic growth for the LD student. One type of specific learning disability 

(SLD), dyslexia, is being screened for in kindergarten through third grade starting with the 2027-

2028 school year due to two Michigan Laws, Public Acts 146 and 147 of 2024. Based on these 

universal screenings, students with dyslexia characteristics will be identified, and appropriate 

support and services will be provided by special education teachers. To elaborate on how special 

education teachers will provide appropriate support and services to students with learning 

disabilities, this paper will provide a literature review, case study, and identification of 

interventions.  

 

 Keywords: Learning disabilities, Multi-Tiered System of Support, specially designed 

instruction, high leverage practices, specific learning disabilities 
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Introduction 

 

The United States Department of Education reported special education teacher (SET) 

shortages across 45 states and U.S. territories for the 2023-2024 school year. Declining 

enrollment in teacher preparation programs and high teacher turnover rates have exacerbated this 

issue promoting a need for prompt attentiveness (Fogle et al., 2024). This pattern was 

considerably aggravated by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic which caused many 

experienced teachers to leave their teaching position or take an early retirement, resulting in an 

even greater teacher shortage, most notably those of special education. Unfortunately, this trend 

is expected to continue and will consequently increase the SET shortage (Kervick et al., 2025). 

The complex and specialized field of special education requires incoming teachers to be fully 

prepared to step into a multiplex role to provide evidence-based, effective, and equitable 

educational opportunities to students with disabilities (SWD) as well as staying up to date with 

new laws and regulations (Mathews et al., 2022). One example of this are the two Michigan 

Laws, Public Acts 146 and 147 of 2024, will go into effect at the beginning of the 2027-2028 

school year and require SETs to screen students for dyslexia; an often under identified learning 

disability (LD) that affects word-level reading and spelling, which can cause difficulties in 

reading fluency, comprehension and written expression (Zagata et al., 2025). In order to 

transition and maintain best practices as new and updated policies are introduced, all current 

SETs will be obligated to complete updated training which requires more time, energy and 

attention in a field that is already filled with various high demands.  

Literature Review 

Students with disabilities used to move through the public school system with limited 

educational opportunities. They were often labeled as either “educable” or “trainable” based on  
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their ability to “fit in” with their peers and often spent their educational time in segregated 

classrooms or schools. This finally changed on November 29, 1975, when the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) became a federal law. IDEA was created to ensure that all 

students with disabilities were given free and appropriate public education (FAPE) regardless of 

their disabilities. Aimed at focusing on student progress, reflective of their potential while 

ensuring students with disabilities receive needed individualized, special education and related 

services to support their educational needs as they progress through their education.  

PLAAFP 

Individual states are able to use their own criteria in determining if a student qualifies as a 

student with a specific learning disability (SLD) due to the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2004). This allowed each state to determine their 

own criteria that would be used to determine a student’s SLD eligibility. Since 2006, Michigan 

has modified this process of determining a student’s eligibility for SLD to include the student’s 

performance over time, Pattern of Strengths and Weaknesses (PSW), which includes individual 

information from standardized testing results, as well as other documented results. These results 

are then used to determine if a pattern of cognitive deficits exists that interferes with academic 

performance, which is an essential component used in the identification of the student’s present 

level of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP) (Burns et al., 2023). 

According to IDEA, the PLAAFP should include information about how the disability of the 

student affects their ability to participate in the general education curriculum, clearly state the 

current skills of the student including how they relate to grade level standards in the general 

education curriculum, and the current baseline data so a plan can be developed based on these 

specific needs of the student (Zagona et al., 2023). The areas that a student can qualify as SLD 
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include oral expression, mathematics/problems solving, basic reading skills, listening 

comprehension, reading comprehension, reading fluency, written expression, or math 

calculation.  

Pattern of Strengths and Weaknesses 

Determining a PSW for a student requires multiple sources of data collection which 

include results of state testing, district assessments, classroom performance, as well as other 

sources which indicate the current performance level of the student. For a student to be identified 

as having a disability in one of these areas, they must exhibit a PSW of a cognitive weakness that 

is aligned with at least average abilities that corresponds to an academic weakness of that area 

(Maki et al., 2020). Evidence must also be presented that indicates that the student’s academic 

weakness in the area(s) is not a direct result of poor instruction, excessive absences, motor or 

sensory impairments, mental disorders, cultural or language barriers, or an intellectual disability 

(Schneider et al., 2024), the author also states that over the past decade, the use of PSW methods 

used to determine SLD eligibility has become more universal but some researchers disagree with 

the accuracy of using this method. Nonetheless, proper diagnosis is critical in determining 

disabilities to ensure all areas of cognitive weakness that impact academic success are identified 

to guarantee appropriate support for the student.  

Once the determination is made that the student qualifies as a student with a learning 

disability, based on the PSW, the IEP team will collaborate to ensure appropriate measurable 

goals and supplementary aids and services are put in place to support the student in each 

identified area. The information gathered from the PSW will be used to create the PLAAFP 

section of the IEP and is vital in creating measurable annual goals along with supplemental aids 

and services. 
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 Measurable Goals     

Once it is determined that a student has a SLD based on the criteria determined by the 

state, the Individualized Education Program (IEP) team must meet and determine an appropriate 

plan that provides individualized support for the student to make academic progress through the 

development of an IEP. An IEP will often include terms such as adjustments, accommodations, 

modifications, adaptations, and differentiation that are used to support the areas of need of a 

special education student (Carter at el., 2022). The IEP team uses the PLAAFP to create specific 

goals and objectives that will support the needs of the students in their identified area(s) of need. 

This will include annual measurable goals that include a description about how and when they 

will be measured, their frequency, and the location where they will be implemented (Goodwin et 

al., 2020). SETs have a task of creating these measurable goals to be obtainable for the student 

but challenging enough to support learning. 

Specially Designed Instruction 

  At the core of special education is specially designed instruction (SDI) which is tailored 

to meet the needs of a student with a disability by customizing instruction (Rodgers at el., 2021). 

The intention of SDI is to support a student in making meaningful progress in those areas where 

it has been determined that they have a SLD. This specific instruction is the result of the 

student’s goals and objectives and provides individualized support for progress of the goals and 

objectives while also providing access to the general education curriculum (Riccomini at el., 

2017). This may include adapting the content of the curriculum, the methodology, or the 

instructional delivery, all of which can be used to address the needs of the students and help them 

meet educational standards. Another vital component is for the student to have access to the 

general education curriculum, Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), which requires a student 
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with disabilities to be educated with their nondisabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate 

and is mandated by IDEA. This guarantees that the student will have opportunities to participate 

in activities alongside their peers to enhance their academic and social growth.   

High-Leverage Practices 

To effectively provide SDI to a student with a disability, a teacher needs to master a set 

of professional skills called high-leverage practices (HLPs). These practices are often referred to 

as core practices and are used by teachers to achieve positive outcomes for students (Passmore et 

al., 2020). The intention of using HLPs for special education students is to provide specific 

guidance for the delivery and implementation of instruction and therefore providing high quality 

inclusive education (Passmore et al., 2020). The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) and the 

CEEDAR Center developed 22 HLPs that are organized into four domains that include: 

collaboration, assessment, instruction and social/emotional/behavioral. These HLPs were 

identified as best practices for teachers to understand and master, to guide their instruction to 

meet the individual needs of special education students (Nelson et al., 2022). 

Progress Monitoring    

To monitor the effectiveness of these, a special education teacher (SET) is constantly 

measuring student growth through progress monitoring (PM) and is a critical element in 

monitoring the progress of IEP goals. It was also a major component of the 2017 Supreme Court 

of the United States ruling, Endrew vs. Douglas County School District, regarding the 

importance of evaluating and measuring student progress of IEP goals and objectives, but lacked 

specific guidelines to do so (Sugita et al., 2023), the author also mentions that this leaves it up to 

individual teachers to create and implement ways of tracking progress and ensuring students with 

IEPs are making progress based on each student’s unique needs.  SETs use various tools for PM 
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to ensure the current instruction is beneficial to the student and make necessary adjustments as 

needed. These notes are used to create progress reports that are usually shared with families at 

least twice yearly, or while report cards are distributed, as well as during an annual IEP renewal 

to support in the determination of PLAAFP. An important component of PM is that the results 

need to be data driven, done frequently (weekly or bi-weekly), used to evaluate student 

performance based on institution, so they can accurately be used to determine adjustments that 

need to be made to enhance student learning. PM is not only used for academic goals but should 

also be used when measuring social, communication, and self-directed behaviors as these are 

areas that are more often overlooked (Ruble et al., 2022). Data needs to be a driving force in 

determining a special education student’s need, their goals and the effectiveness and progress of 

those measurable goals.  

Identifying and Supporting Students with Dyslexia    

Dyslexia is another area of concern for reading difficulties and is defined by the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) as being characterized as a 

student having problems with their ability to accurately and fluently recognize and decode words 

along with difficulty with spelling that are not associated with other emotional, cognitive, or 

sensory disabilities (Daniel et al., 2025). Some common misconceptions about dyslexia include: 

the main symptom involving writing letters backwards; it is more common in boys than girls; it 

is only a vision problem, and it will eventually go away with time. While none of these are true 

and have been proven to be false, they are still believed by many which greatly affect the ability 

of students getting accurately diagnosed and obtaining needed services and support. With the 

first diagnosis of dyslexia being noted in the late 1800s, the process of identification has been 

long and complex (Daniel et al., 2025). It is estimated that between 6-17% of school aged 
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children experience some form of dyslexia (Sleeman et al., 2024). This number is expected to 

increase with the 2027-2028 school year as two new Michigan Laws, Public Acts 146 and 147 of 

2024 go into effect. These laws will provide guidance in the identification of dyslexia as well as 

proper support and services to be used by SET to support these students. Early identification of 

dyslexia is a fundamental necessity that requires professionals to work together with an 

understanding of the constantly developing legislation (Hannant, 2021).  

Dyslexia is not only seen in students with lower-than-average scores on standard 

diagnostic tests. It is also seen in students who are gifted and dyslexic (G-D) who display a 

unique profile that includes high word-level reading abilities and spelling difficulties (Kranz et 

al., 2024). Both dyslexia and G-D students present unique profiles that require all aspects of their 

learning to be taken into consideration for proper diagnosis. A consideration of G-D students is 

that they often display difficulties with processing information but their strength in oral language 

may allow them to recoup their reading difficulties just enough for them to fall short of meeting 

the criteria of dyslexia (Kranz et al., 2024). SET and those in an education setting will need 

training on how to administer assessments used in the identification of students with dyslexia. 

Some school members are expressing concern over the additional time and effort that will be 

added to their already demanding workload.      

A SET teacher has a very demanding job that requires the commitment to stay up to date 

on policies, procedures, new laws, and regulations. The job includes gathering information and 

data to determine a student’s PLAAFP, the foundation of an IEP. They are also part of a team 

that uses the PLAAFP to help develop the student’s PSW to determine if a student displays a 

SLD. If determination is made for a SLD, the SET will help create annual measurable goals for 

the student to support learning. The goals will be implemented through the SDI, with support 
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from the SET, that involves adapting content, methodology, or instructional delivery to meet the 

needs of the student. The daily use of HLPs will also be used both in the general education 

classroom as well as the special education classroom to support student success to the greatest 

extent possible. To ensure the effectiveness of these SDO and HLPs, the SET will continuously 

monitor and keep data to determine progress toward a student’s IEP goal. In addition to this 

lengthy list of job requirements and responsibilities are the new dyslexia laws that will go into 

effect in just over a year. Thinking about the amount of training that will be required might seem 

overwhelming, but this will provide SETs and other educators with a new set of tools to help 

identify and support students with dyslexia. 

Case Study 

To illustrate how a special education teacher can utilize the information in an IEP to 

design specially designed instruction that supports student learning and growth, the following 

represents a sample case study (note: this case study is fictional). Consider the scenario presented 

below. 

Mr. Walker is a first-year special education teacher, who has been assigned a 4th grade 

male student, named Greyson, who is eligible for special education services due to a cognitive 

impairment. The following background information pertaining to Greyson was obtained from the 

MET report. 

Demographics 

  Greyson was referred for a special education evaluation to determine eligibility for 

special education due to school concerns in the areas of communication, attention, behavior, self-

care skills and academic skills. Greyson entered kindergarten midway through the school year 
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due to the results of Child Find during a visit at his primary doctor’s office. Greyson is currently 

enrolled in fourth grade and has attended the same school since kindergarten. 

Greyson lives with both biological parents and his sister, all of whom have CI diagnosis. 

Greyson’s younger sister is in a self-contained CI classroom in the same school district. Parents 

have expressed concerns about their abilities to provide educational support at home, so Greyson 

is not assigned any work to complete at home. Mom states that Greyson does not take any 

medication, does not have any other medical diagnosis, nor does he participate in any outside 

services outside of the school setting.  

  Greyson participated in the following assessments; Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 

Children-Fifth Edition, Adaptive Behavior Assessment System-Third Edition, Gilliam Autism 

Rating Scale-Third Edition, and the Woodcock-Johnson IV Tests of Achievement Form A and 

Extended Edition. Greyson also participated in the Preschool Language Scale-5 (used to assess 

language skills) evaluation but had difficulty complying with the Beery-Buktenica Development 

Test of Visual-Motor Integration 6th edition (used in evaluating occupational performance). 

Results from these assessments and evaluations indicated that Greyson met the criteria for 

having a cognitive impairment. He is therefore eligible for special education services in the areas 

of math, reading and writing, along with speech and language services to improve receptive and 

expressive language, and of occupational therapy to improve fine motor skills associated with 

writing.    

PLAAFP 

  Greyson's cognitive impairment makes it challenging for him to engage with grade level 

material, participate in classroom activities at the same rate as his peers, and effectively and 
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clearly communicate within the school environment. The present levels of academic achievement 

and functional performance are as follows:  

Academic Achievement 

Most recent assessment data in math indicates the following: Greyson is able to add two-

digit numbers without regrouping with 98% accuracy, subtract numbers within 10 with 89% 

accuracy, compare numbers within 100, and count backwards from 50 with 99% accuracy. When 

presented with addition and subtraction problems within 20 that included regrouping, Greyson 

was unable to perform the operations despite the use of manipulatives. Greyson will express 

frustration when he is unable to complete a math problem correctly but will often resume 

working with adult support. Greyson’s cognitive deficits impact his ability to engage with the 

general curriculum, particularly in mathematical concepts. 

  In reading, Greyson is able to read known words with confidence and is able to 

phonetically decode initial and ending sounds; however, he struggles decoding the entire word. 

He was administered the Core Phonics Survey and had the following scores: uppercase letter 

names- 26/26, lowercase letter names- 26/26, consonant sounds- 21/23 (was not able to produce 

other sounds of g and c), long vowel sounds- 5/5, short vowel sounds- 5/5, short vowel sounds in 

CVC words- 11/15, short vowels and consonant blends- 3/15, short vowel digraphs and -tch 

trigraphs- 0/15, R-controlled vowels- 0/15, long vowel spellings- 0/15, variant vowels- 0/15, low 

frequency vowels and consonant spellings- 0/15, and multisyllabic- 0/8. According to the Dolch 

Sight Words Assessment, Greyson is about to read 40/40 (100%) Pre-Primer words, 32/52 (67%) 

Primer words, and 13/41 (32%) First Grade words. Greyson was also administered the Fountas 

and Pinnell Reading Assessment in which he was able to read Level B with 98% accuracy, 

answered comprehension questions with 50% accuracy, and scored  0/3 for fluency (due to lack 
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of reading automaticity). Greyson’s cognitive impairment impacts his comprehension and 

fluency, making it challenging to follow along with lessons and complete assignments.  

While writing with adult prompting, Greyson can write a simple sentence containing 3-4 

words when given a topic but struggles independently to write a sentence with correct capital and 

punctuation. His classroom teacher stated that Greyson is more likely to write 3-5 sentences 

when there is some type of reward at the end (animal crackers, stickers, etc....). Greyson was 

administered the LETRS Basic Spelling Inventory which produced the following scores: 6/6 

(100%) Initial Consonant Sounds, 6/7 (86%) Final Consonant Sounds, 0/1 (0%) Digraphs, 1/1 

(100%) Blends, 2/5 (40%) Short Vowels, and was able to spell 2/8 (25%) of the words correctly. 

Greyson’s cognitive impairment impacts his ability to perform written expression assignments.  

Communication/Speech & Language 

Language testing was conducted using the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamental-

4th edition as well as the Preschool Language Scale-5 with Standard Score results as follows: 

Percentile Rank Core Language-44 (0.1%), Receptive Language-47 (0.1%), Expressive 

Language- 49 (0.1%), and Language Memory-45 (0.1%), (Standard Scores between 85-115 are 

within an average range compared to same age peers). Greyson was able to identify items that go 

together in a category and explain why they go together. He is also able to identify basic body 

parts and things you wear, understand simple verbs, engage in play, understand some pronouns 

(I, my, your), recognize actions in pictures, understand object use, understand spatial concepts 

(in, out, off, on), understand qualitative concepts (one, some, rest, all), make inferences, 

understand analogies, identify colors, and understand sentences with post-noun elaboration. 

Greyson is currently able to produce four-to-five-word sentences, use at least 10 pronouns, 10 

verbs, 3 modifiers, and one pronoun but struggles with being able to produce present tense 
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verbs+ing, using plurals, answering what and where questions, and answering questions 

logically. Currently, Greyson has receptive and expressive language skills which are in the 

profoundly impaired range which impact his ability to participate orally, follow multiple step 

directions, and to clearly communicate in the school environment.  

Occupational Therapy 

Greyson is currently able to copy letters from near models with 68% accuracy but 

struggles to produce words within the lines of the paper and with adequate spacing due to his 

visual-motor integration deficits which are impacting his written output skills. Greyson uses his 

left hand to hold the pencil with all fingers in extension with limited distal movement. He 

stabilizes the paper with his non-dominate hand and is able to follow a left to right pattern during 

tasks. Greyson is able to draw intersecting lines, diagonal lines, and directional changes. He is 

currently able to print numbers 0-20 with 85% legibility. Greyson is using scissors with a 

functional grasp and is able to cut along curved and straight lines. These deficits impact 

Greyson’s ability to perform written expression assignments at grade level.  

Behavioral 

Greyson is a 4th grade student who enjoys earning rewards and playing with peers. 

According to SWIS data, Greyson has not had any behavioral referrals for the 2025/26 school 

year. Greyson gets along well with others; however, he struggles with verbalizing appropriate 

responses. His classroom teacher reports that Greyson normally has a smile on his face, but she 

is concerned that he does not comprehend when another student is not being kind to him and will 

often become upset. It is noted that his challenges in social skills greatly hinder his ability to 

interact with peers effectively, but his interactions with peers are positive when is makes the 

initial contact.  
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Medical 

Greyson’s mom states that Greyson does not have any medical diagnoses, take any 

medication, nor does he participate in any services outside of the school setting. Greyson has had 

vision and hearing screenings performed at school when available and has passed all of them.  

Impact Statement 

Greyson’s cognitive impairment impacts his ability to participate in grade-level 

curriculum, function independently in the general education setting, make progress in the general 

education setting, and effectively and clearly communicate throughout the school environment. 

With specifically developed specialized instruction, High-Leverage Practices, measurable math, 

reading and writing goals, as well as appropriate supplementary aids and services, Greyson is 

expected to make progress in the general education setting. 

Measurable Goals 

Greyson will require measurable goals for resource room services, speech and language, 

and occupational therapy. These goals will be based upon Greyson’s current baseline data as 

outlined in the PLAAFP and be reviewed annually to ensure that appropriate progress is 

achieved. Each goal should be based on the current present level and written to promote 

Greyson’s learning and success. 

Resource Room 

Greyson will increase his reading level from Level B to Level D by; decoding words with 

beginning blends increasing from 20% accuracy to 50% accuracy, reading Dolch Primer words 

in isolation and in context increasing from  67% accuracy to 96% accuracy, and answering  “wh” 

questions (who, what, when, where, and why) comprehension questions about a text he has read 

at his independent reading level increasing from 50% accuracy to 98% accuracy by the end of 
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the IEP year. The following evaluation procedures will be used: analysis of work samples, 

documented observations, teacher-made tests, and teacher observations. 

  Given a topic or manipulatives, Greyson will independently write 2-3 simple sentences 

with primer sight words, increasing from a baseline of 1/4 opportunities to 3/4 opportunities by 

the end of the IEP year. The following evaluation procedures will be used: analysis or work 

samples, documented observations, teacher-made tests, and teacher observations.  

Greyson will demonstrate his ability to add two-digit numbers with regrouping increasing 

from 0% accuracy to 50% accuracy, subtract two-digit numbers with regrouping increasing from 

0% accuracy to 50% accuracy, and identify three-digit numbers increasing from 0% accuracy to 

50% accuracy by the end of the IEP year. The following evaluation procedures will be used: 

analysis of work samples, teacher made tests, and teacher observations. 

Speech and Language 

Greyson will improve his expressive and receptive language skills by; increasing his 

understanding of negation from 20% accuracy to 80% accuracy, identifying described items 

improving from 0% accuracy to 60% accuracy, using plural s and Es increasing from 0% 

accuracy to 60% accuracy and answering some simple “wh” questions with minimal visual cues 

improving from 0% accuracy to 60% accuracy by the end of the IEP year. The following 

evaluation procedures will be used: documented observations. 

Occupational Therapy 

Greyson will demonstrate improved legibility of written output (size, spacing of letters 

and numbers), indicating improved visual and motor skills evident by meeting the following 

objectives during OT tasks: Greyson will produce two sentences stating his parents’ names and 

where he lives on grade-level paper increasing from 68% accuracy to 80% accuracy, and leave 
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adequate spacing within and between each word increasing from 85% accuracy to 90% accuracy 

by the end of the IEP year. The following evaluation procedures will be used: documented 

observations. 

Supplementary Aids and Services 

  Due to Greyson’s deficit producing letters and numbers, and his cognitive and 

achievement scores, all assignments will be reduced by 50% to match his skill level while 

meeting his needs within the general education learning environment in the general education 

classrooms. 

To aid in comprehension and task completion, allow Greyson the use of manipulatives, 

(such as a number line, calculator, hundreds chart, etc....), to complete math problems in the 

general education classrooms.  

Allow Greyson to utilize read to or text to speech for all local, district, and state 

assessments when they are written above his instructional level. Allow questions, directions, and 

answer choices for any assessment measuring reading skills. Allow all aspects for any 

assessment not measuring reading. The location for all of the above will be in the general 

education classrooms. 

Due to Greyson’s specific cognitive, processing challenges and to reduce distractions, 

allow him to take any assessments in a small group setting in the general education classrooms. 

Greyson will be provided with seating near the teacher or point of instruction to provide 

frequent check-ins and aid in comprehension. The location will be in the general education 

classroom. 
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Due to Greyson’s cognitive deficits, allow the use of a calculator to complete math 

problems beyond single digit addition and subtraction on all math assignments and assessments 

when not assessing fact fluency throughout the general education classrooms. 

 

Intervention 

 

 To demonstrate how a special education teacher implements explicit, scaffolded, 

specially designed instruction for a student with a learning disability, consider the following 

scenario based on Greyson, Mr. Walker’s student. Information is obtained from Greyson’s case 

study, which Mr. Walker used to create an intentional lesson plan with explicit instruction to 

focus on Geryon's IEP goal of: Greyson will increase his ability to decode words with beginning 

blends both in isolation and texts, increasing from 20% accuracy to 50% accuracy by the end of 

IEP year. The lesson plan follows the Gradual Release of Responsibility (GRR) approach, also 

known as the “I do, we do, you do” approach. This approach allows for intentional and clear 

teacher modeling that transitions into guided practice where the teacher can provide immediate 

feedback, and finally independent practice which allows the student to apply the learned skills as 

they develop mastery toward the skill. Data collection during these levels of performance allows 

progress monitoring and formative assessments to occur as well as any required adjustments in 

instruction to increase outcome.  

Lesson Plan 

 The learning objective for this lesson plan is for Greyson to increase his ability to decode 

words with beginning blends both in isolation and text. The necessary materials include word 

cards containing beginning blends of 3 various patterns, picture cards representing the word 

cards, an alphabet chart with letters and pictures, and preprinted sentences containing the words 

from the word cards. Prior to the lesson, Mr. Walker reviews the previous blends that Greyson 
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has shown mastery with from previous lessons by having him read the word cards and state the 

beginning blend. Mr. Walker continues with the review by reviewing the letters that will be in 

the new blends, along with the sounds each letter makes individually as well as when they are 

part of a blend. The review finalizes what blends are: a combination of two or three consonants 

at the start of a word with each letter makes its own sound, but we say them together. Upon 

completion of the review, Mr. Walker begins with the “I do” portion of the GRR approach. 

I Do   

 During the “I do” portion of the lesson, Mr. Walker will begin by stating the purpose of 

the lesson, which is to decode words with beginning blends both in isolation and in sentences. 

Mr. Walker will begin by placing the cards with the beginning blend on the table and reviewing 

each blend as he places it on the table. He will then choose a picture card from the pile and state 

what the picture represents. Next, he will then say the word slowly and state the blend that it 

begins with. He will then take the picture card and place it next to each blend to repeat the word 

and state if it matches that blend card or not. He will continue this process until there are several 

cards under each heading. Next, he will take a pile of word cards, which match the picture cards, 

pick one and decode the word, and then place it on top of the correct picture card. Once all the 

word cards are placed on top of the appropriate picture card, he will then read ten sentences 

containing blends from this lesson.  

We Do 

 After this explicit instruction, Mr. Walker moves forward with the next section of the 

lesson which involves providing Greyson with guided instruction opportunities. During this “we 

do” section of the lesson, Mr. Walker will provide Greyson with scaffolded support that includes 

positive and corrective feedback through verbal and visual clues. Mr. Walker watches Greyson 
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pick up the picture card representing the word “sparkle” and states the word but is unsure of 

which blend card to place it under. Mr. Walker models how to say the word sparkle slowly to 

ensure Greyson hears the beginning blend. Greyson then repeats what Mr. Walker said and 

repeats the /sp/ blend several times. Mr. Walker then points to the /br/ blend card and asks 

Greyson what sound the blend makes. He responds correctly, and Mr. Walker provides positive 

feedback and then asks him what blend he hears at the beginning of the word sparkle. Greyson 

again responds correctly and is given positive feedback after he quickly states that they do not 

start the same. He then goes to the next blend and states, /sm/, shakes his head no, and then 

moves on to the last blend. He then points to the blend, /sp/, states the sound and then places the 

sparkle card under the correct blend card and is again given positive feedback. As Greyson 

continues working through the picture cards, Mr. Walker takes turns also picking up cards and 

providing appropriate support to encourage learning and engagement. 

You Do 

 After opportunities of scaffolded learning through explicit instruction, Greyson is now at 

the “you do” portion of the lesson where Mr. Walker will allow him to work independently. 

During this portion of the lesson, Mr. Walker will observe and collect data on Greyson’s ability 

to decode the words with blends as well as his ability to read words with blends in isolation and 

in text. Mr. Walker begins by presenting Greyson with the three blend cards they will be working 

with that day. Greyson looks at the first card and instantly says, /sp/. Mr. Walker responds by 

telling him he is correct and then points to the next blend card. Greyson then points to the next 

card and quickly responds with the correct, /sm/ sound. Greyson then looks at the next card and 

instantly responds by saying, “I don’t know that one.” Mr. Walker encourages Greyson to try 

each sound individually, which he does with the sounds for “b” and “n.” Mr. Walker encourages 



           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

21 

 

Greyson to look at the “m” on the alphabet chart and asks him what sound the letter made. 

Greyson responds with, /m/ and Mr. Walker responds with a thumbs up and refers him back to 

the /br/ blend card and reminds him to look at each letter. Greyson looks at the card and states 

that he said the wrong letter sound. He then uses his alphabet chart to find the letter “r” and looks 

at the picture and says, "rainbow,” repeats the word again slowly, and then states, /r/. He then 

looks back at the blend card and states the correct sound for the /br/ blend. Mr. Walker again 

gives him a thumbs up and tells him that he is doing an excellent job. Greyson is then given the 

stack of picture cards to independently sort under the correct blend card. Mr. Walker provides 

scaffolded support if he notices Greyson becoming frustrated with a word as well as taking notes 

on which picture cards are difficult for him. Greyson continues until all the picture cards are 

sorted, and then Mr. Walker gives him the word cards that have been shuffled. Greyson looks at 

the first card and says brown and places it on the correct picture card. Greyson works through the 

pile of cards, and Mr. Walker provides support as needed with decoding and referencing Greyson 

to use his alphabet chart to help with decoding. Mr. Walker indicates in his notes that Greyson 

has difficulty with producing sounds for the letters: r, n, u, g, j, and w as well as reading the 

words with the “br” blends. Greyson then moved on to reading ten sentences that contained 

blends from this lesson, as well as other words that Greyson was able to read automatically. Mr. 

Walker recorded the words with blends that Greyson was able to read correctly as well as those 

that he had difficulty with. The lesson concluded after Greyson had completed reading the 

sentences.  

Progress Monitoring 

 Part of Greyson’s IEP plan is that Mr. Walker will perform bi-weekly progress 

monitoring to ensure that Greyson is continuing to make progress on his IEP goals. The data 



           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

22 

 

from this lesson allowed Mr. Walker to make any necessary adjustments to future lessons to 

ensure that Greyson is making meaningful progress toward his IEP goal. The data from this 

lesson indicated that Greyson is currently able to decode words with blends, in isolation, and in 

text with 60% accuracy. Mr. Walker was further able to determine that Greyson can read 

previously taught words containing “sp” and “sm” blends with 80% accuracy, and the newly 

taught words containing “br” blends with 40% accuracy. This data indicates that Mr. Walker 

should continue working with Greyson on the remaining blend patterns, while introducing new 

patterns as others are mastered. Upon completion of introducing all blend patterns, Mr. Walker 

will complete a summative assessment to measure overall accuracy. This information will then 

be used to determine if Greyson was able to meet his goal, and it needs to be adjusted to reflect 

his present level or if additional support is needed for this goal.  

 Mr. Walker understands the importance of implementing explicit instruction with 

scaffolded support along with specially designed instruction to support Greyson with progress 

toward his IEP goal. Mr. Walker follows the GRR approach, “I do, we do, you do,” as a tool in 

providing teaching moments for Greyson. This approach allows Mr. Walker to present concepts 

slowly and reduces the amount of stress and frustration Greyson may encounter, which may lead 

to his refusal to participate in the lesson. Mr. Walker also understands that Greyson responds 

positively to this type of instruction, and it has previously produced positive results. A highly 

qualified special education teacher also understands that each student responds differently to 

several types of instruction at various times, which require adjustments that need to be made to 

support the student at that point in time. Evidence-based strategies to introduce and teach a 

concept is a crucial component of any professionally written lesson plan and provides a starting 

point for teachers to use and adapt for their special education students.  
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Conclusion: What Every Special Education Teacher Must Know 

 Special education teachers navigate a complex array of responsibilities: developing and 

implementing IEPs, progress monitoring, administering district, state, and classroom 

assessments, delivering differentiated instruction, delivery of SDI, implementation of HLPs, 

collaboration with staff and families, and ongoing professional development. In addition to this, 

teachers are continuously transforming their current practices to provide students with learning 

disabilities with appropriate opportunities for academic growth and success. As discussed in this 

paper, it is essential for SE teachers to understand and thoroughly implement specially designed 

instruction aligned with high leverage practices in each area of need. Both of which are essential 

in supporting students with disabilities to make meaningful progress toward their IEP goals. 

Furthermore, this conclusion will summarize what every special education teacher needs to know 

about the importance of identifying and supporting students with dyslexia.  

 Once a student is identified with a learning disability, there are several steps that follow 

to ensure each student receives appropriate special education services and support to meet their 

needs. This begins with the development of a well-crafted Individualized Education Program 

with a supporting PLAAFP section which outlines the student’s current abilities, strengths, 

weaknesses, and relevant baseline data. This platform is used to determine if and how the 

student’s disability affects their ability to participate and make appropriate progress in the 

general education setting in each area of need. The data in the PLAAFP is then used to generate 

annual goals that are meaningful and relevant to the students’ learning and accommodations and 

supplemental aid and services aimed at providing additional support for the student with their 

learning.  
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Equally significant as the IEP goals themselves, is specially designed instruction tailored 

to meet the needs of students using evidence-based practices to obtain the best possible outcomes 

for each student, while making sure the student is making meaningful progress on their IEP goal. 

This is often obtained by adapting the delivery of curriculum content and the implementation of 

instruction to meet the needs of special education students. Effectively providing SDI requires 

that SETs master a set of professional skills-HLPs. These 22 HLPs were created by The Council 

for Exceptional Children (CEC) and the CEEDAR Center to identify best practices for teachers 

to use in guiding their instruction to provide essential support to all special education students in 

their classroom.  

Monitoring the effectiveness of specialized instruction is a requirement of an IEP that 

requires consistent and accurate use of progress monitoring. Collecting data for progress 

monitoring can be done in multiple ways based on the needs of the student but must follow what 

is listed in the IEP goal. Special education teachers use various tools for this in order to monitor 

the effectiveness of instruction and make real-time changes as needed. This data is collected 

either weekly or bi-weekly and compared over time to confirm the student is making meaningful 

progress toward their IEP goal. These outcomes over time can be used to make any necessary 

adjustments to an IEP goal to maintain effectiveness and progress toward the annual goal.  

Additionally, to understand the importance of a well-developed IEP with measurable 

goals, specially designed instruction using evidence-based practices, high leverage practices, and 

progress monitoring, this paper also highlights the importance and responsibility of every special 

education teacher in identifying and supporting students with dyslexia. Dyslexia is a specific 

learning disability in which a student has difficulty accurately and fluently decoding words as 

well as difficulty with spelling; however, they have adequate oral language. It is important for 
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students with dyslexia to be identified as early as possible so appropriate support can be 

implemented. Due to recent understanding of this, two new Michigan Laws will go into effect 

starting with the 2027-2028 school year aimed at identifying and providing appropriate support 

for students with dyslexia. The appropriate identification of assessments and support and 

services will be provided by these laws in an effort to make sure all students with dyslexia are 

able to be identified and given the appropriate tools for success.  

Special education teachers have always filled a demanding role that requires a lot of 

dedication, but it is also one that comes with many rewards. Being a special education teacher 

comes with an understanding that an IEP is a legal document that must be followed while 

providing a rich learning environment filled with specially designed instruction and high 

leverage practices to support special education students. This capstone has demonstrated through 

extensive research and a comprehensive case study that special educators must not only possess 

extensive knowledge pertaining to special education laws and practices but also about supports 

and strategies to support students with learning disabilities in making meaningful progress based 

on their needs.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

26 

 

References 

 

Burns, M. K., Lembke,E. S., Duesenberg, M. M. D., Hopkins, S., Hirt, S., Romero, M. E.,  

      Thomas, E., Steinbauer, J. A., Del, G. A., & Crooks, S. (2023). The relationship between 

      quality of the present level of academic achievement and functional performance 

statement and student learning. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 23(4), 

365–374. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12606  

Carter, M., Webster, A., Stephenson, J., Waddy, N., Stevens, R., Clements, M., & Morris, T.  

     (2022). The nature of adjustments and monitoring for students with special educational 

needs in mainstream schools. Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education, 

46(1), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2021.21 

Daniel, J., Clucas, L., & Wang, H. (2025). Identifying students with dyslexia: Exploration of  

      current assessment methods. Annals of Dyslexia, 75(1), 19-41.  

      https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-024-00313-y 

Fogle, K. C., Pua, D., & Wilt, B. (2024). Paraprofessional to teacher: Attracting and preparing 

      special educators for a critical shortage. Teacher Education and Special Education, 

47(3), 242-256. https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064241238450  

Goodwin, K., Farquharson, K., Yeager Pelatti, C., Schneider-Cline, W., Harvey, J., & Bush, E.  

      (2020). Examining the quality of individualized education program (IEP) goals for 

children with traumatic brain injury (TBI). Communication Disorders Quarterly, 43(2), 

96-104. https://doi.org/10.1177/1525740120976113 

Hannant, P. (2021). Ineffective pathways and the price of conjecture. Support for Learning,  

      36(3), 356-379. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12368  

Kervick, C. T., Meyer, L. E., Swindlehurst, K. A., & Shepherd, K. G. (2025). A rural  

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12606
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2021.21
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-024-00313-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064241238450
https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064241238450
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525740120976113
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12368


           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

27 

 

  university’s response to the polycrisis facing special education teacher preparation. Rural  

     Special Education Quarterly, 44(2), 76-88. https://doi.org/10.1177/87568705251318370 

Kranz, A. E., Serry, T. A., & Snow, P. C. (2024). Twice‐exceptionality unmasked: A systematic  

     narrative review of the literature on identifying dyslexia in the gifted child. Dyslexia  

    (10769242), 30(1), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1002/dys.1763  

Maki, K. E., McGill, R. J., Conoyer, S. J., Fefer, S. A., & Ward, T. (2020). Assessing the impact  

      of sequential data presentation on specific learning disabilities identification decisions 

using patterns of strengths and weaknesses methods. Journal of Psychoeducational 

Assessment, 39(3), 372-380. https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282920983951  

Mathews, H. M. (2022). Developing a theory of program vision as professional socialization in    

     special education teacher preparation. Teacher Education and Special Education: The 

Journal of the Teacher Education Division of the Council for Exceptional Children, 

46(1), 5-25. https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064211058901  

Nelson, G., Cook, S. C., Zarate, K., Powell, S. R., Maggin, D. M., Drake, K. R., Kiss, A. J.,  

      Ford, J. W., Sun, L., & Espinas, D. R. (2022). A systematic review of meta-analyses in 

special education: Exploring the evidence base for high-leverage practices. Remedial and 

Special Education, 43(5), 344-358. https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325211063491  

Passmore, A.H., Huges, M.T., Maggin, D. M., and Barcus, C.L. (2020). Exploring the utilization  

      of high-leverage practices by teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, Volume 131.  

    https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2023.104201 

Riccomini, P. J., Morano, S., & Hughes, C. A. (2017). Big ideas in special education: Specially  

https://doi.org/10.1177/87568705251318370
https://doi.org/10.1177/87568705251318370
https://doi.org/10.1002/dys.1763
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282920983951
https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064211058901
https://doi.org/10.1177/08884064211058901
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325211063491
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2023.104201


           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

28 

 

      designed instruction, high-leverage practices, explicit instruction, and intensive 

instruction. TEACHING Exceptional Children, 50(1), 20-27. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0040059917724412 

Rodgers, W.J., Weiss, M.P., & Ismail, H.A. (2021). Defining specially designed instruction: A  

      systematic literature review. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 36(2), 96-109.  

      http://doi.org/10.1111/ldrp.12247  

Ruble, L., McGrew, J., Dale, B., & Yee, M. (2022). Goal attainment scaling: An idiographic  

      measure sensitive to parent and teacher report of IEP goal outcome assessment for 

students with ASD. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 52(8), 3344-3352.  

      https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-021-05213-3 

Schneider, W.J., Flanagan, D.P., Niileksela, C.R., and Engler, J.R. (2024). The effect of  

      measurement error on the positive predictive value of PSW methods for SLD 

identification: How buffer zones dispel the illusion of inaccuracy. Journal of School 

Psychology, Volume 103. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2023.101280 

Sleeman, M., Everatt, J., Arrow, A., & Denston, A. (2024). Exploring the distribution and  

      cognitive profiles of poor readers across varying levels of reading difficulty: Implications 

for identification and support. Journal of Research in Reading, 47(4), 431-453.  

     https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12454 

Sugita, T., Busse, R. T., & Aryadad, A. H. (2023). After Endrew: Progress monitoring methods  

      for supporting IEP teams. California School Psychologist, 27(2), 317-323.  

     https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-021-00389-y 

Zagata, E., & Coyne. (2025). State-level dyslexia laws: A systematic review. Ann. of Dyslexia.  

      https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-025-00339-w 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0040059917724412
http://doi.org/10.1111/ldrp.12247
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-021-05213-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2023.101280
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12454
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-021-00389-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-025-00339-w


           TEACHING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 

29 

 

Zagona, A. L., Lansey, K. R., Kurth, J. A., Loyless, R., & Stevens, E. A. (2024). Analysis of  

      literacy content in IEPs of students with complex support needs. The Journal of Special  

     Education, 58(3), 138-149. https://doi.org/10.1177/00224669241228871 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00224669241228871


Jody Nicaise Capstone
Final Audit Report 2026-06-23

Created: 2026-06-15

By: Karen Carman (karenanncarman@gmail.com)

Status: Signed

Transaction ID: CBJCHBCAABAARO4d79e3hSRJe8FkCrSF4HOXNgePKMy-

"Jody Nicaise Capstone" History
Document created by Karen Carman (karenanncarman@gmail.com)
2026-06-15 - 11:49:15 PM GMT

Document emailed to Dr. Peggy Yates (yatespa@alma.edu) for signature
2026-06-15 - 11:49:21 PM GMT

Document emailed to Dr. Sean Burke (burkesd@alma.edu) for signature
2026-06-15 - 11:49:22 PM GMT

Email viewed by Dr. Peggy Yates (yatespa@alma.edu)
2026-06-16 - 11:07:34 AM GMT

Document e-signed by Dr. Peggy Yates (yatespa@alma.edu)
Signature Date: 2026-06-16 - 11:09:02 AM GMT - Time Source: server - Signature Appearance Selected: TYPE

Email viewed by Dr. Sean Burke (burkesd@alma.edu)
2026-06-16 - 12:02:50 PM GMT

Email viewed by Dr. Sean Burke (burkesd@alma.edu)
2026-06-23 - 11:47:42 AM GMT

Document e-signed by Dr. Sean Burke (burkesd@alma.edu)
Signature Date: 2026-06-23 - 11:48:59 AM GMT - Time Source: server - Signature Appearance Selected: IMAGE

Agreement completed.
2026-06-23 - 11:48:59 AM GMT


		2026-06-23T11:49:02+0000
	Certified by Adobe Acrobat Sign




