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SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Abstract

All students have the right to a high-quality education. For students with learning disabilities,
special education services play an essential role in supporting their educational journey. Through
specialized instruction, high leverage practices, and specialized services, students with learning
disabilities are provided with access to curriculum while maintaining a least restrictive
environment. Highly-trained special education teachers collaborate with general education
teachers and a variety of specialized professionals to create an individualized education plan
designed to fit unique needs and establish customized goals. Special education teachers provide
targeted instruction and frequent progress monitoring to help students achieve their goals. With
intentional design, the implementation of inclusive practices provides students with disabilities
access to learn and grow alongside nondisabled peers in a safe and supportive environment. The
use of social-emotional learning (SEL) practices sets the stage for creating understanding and
welcoming learning spaces in classrooms and throughout a school building. To illustrate the
importance of each essential component to the IEP process as well as fostering inclusive
environments through the integration of SEL practices, this capstone paper will provide a

literature review, case study, and identification of interventions.
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Introduction

According to a study conducted by the National Center for Learning Disabilities in 2017,
approximately 8.25% of our student population in U.S. schools receive special education
services with an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) or support through a Section 504 Plan
(Barto, 2017). Put into context of a typical school setting, that means that in a classroom of 25
students, two students will likely have a learning disability or attention challenges. These
students participate, to the greatest extent possible, in least restrictive environments alongside
their general education, nondisabled peers. It is the right of a student with disabilities to be
educated in the general education system and not be excluded due to their disabilities or
differences. Therefore, mainstreaming students through an inclusion model has become an
overall international trend (Keles et al., 2022). Consequently, special education and general
education teachers alike should find meaningful ways to create inclusive classrooms and school
buildings so that all students feel supported and welcomed to learn. In the International Journal
of Emotional Education, a study illustrated how special education teachers determined that a key
prerequisite to addressing the needs of a student with disabilities was the creation of a supportive
school environment (Doikou, 2024). The implementation of social-emotional learning (SEL)
practices is an effective way to create positive and inclusive environments. There are numerous
ways to embed SEL routines into a classroom including daily greetings, questions of the day,
building a growth mindset, articulating emotional vocabulary, reflection journaling, and much
more. With these purposeful embedded strategies, special education students have authentic and
meaningful ways to connect and participate in activities with their nondisabled peers, setting the

foundation for continued success.
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Literature Review

All students have the right to attend school, where they can learn and grow socially,
emotionally, and academically. Special education requirements are established at a national level
through IDEA, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and ensures that students with
learning disabilities are provided FAPE, a free and appropriate public education. As special
educators, it is crucial to understand the key principles of IDEA and best practices to serve our
students. Through the essential components of special education, we identify the unique,
individualized needs of students, provide specialized instruction, and use inclusive practices and
SEL to support growth and success in a least restrictive environment.
PLAAFP

The Individualized Education Plan, known as an IEP, is at the core of planning and
documentation of special education. In the IEP process, the special education team will establish
present levels of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP). By thoroughly
reviewing data and input from a variety of sources, the team will identify a student’s strengths
and weaknesses. Evaluation should include assessments that go beyond academic achievement,
including adaptive functioning, developmental delay, social skills, and executive functioning. A
collaborative approach between the school psychologist and IEP team members is suggested
when evaluating students with autism spectrum disorder in order to generate the most
appropriate assessment plan and to understand the inclusion needs of the student (Dale & Bray,
2022). As a result of PLAAFP statements, measurable annual goals will be created to set a clear
target for instruction based on the needs of the individual student. Goals should reflect high
expectations for the student’s progress in the general education curriculum and support the social

and emotional growth needed for success in an inclusive classroom setting. For elementary
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students, it is especially important for the PLAAFP statements to consider the student’s early
literacy skills and inform goals that will improve them through comprehensive literacy
instruction (Zagona et al., 2024).
Assessment/Patterns of Strengths & Weaknesses

Special educators must consider a variety of assessment tools and methods in order to
obtain a diverse collection of data to inform a quality PLAAFP. A school psychologist will
conduct psychoeducational evaluations to review cognitive, behavioral, and achievement levels
of the student. Special educators use norm-referenced and curriculum-based measurement
assessments to identify academic levels. Input will be gathered from teachers, parents, and
related service professionals. With all the assessment data analyzed, a pattern of strengths and
weaknesses will be identified. In a recent development in intelligence testing, the PASS approach
looks at the four functions of brain systems; planning, attention, simultaneous, and successive
(Naglieri & Otero, 2024). When using the PASS evaluation system, patterns of strengths and
weaknesses can be identified through neurocognitive processes and will better measure
intelligence and the presence of a learning disability. Ensuring that meaningful and relevant data
is collected and analyzed is a critical component to the IEP progress.

A team of researchers, Gray & Reeve (2016), found that performance on dot enumeration
(DE) and spontaneously focusing on numerosity (SFON) were the best indicators of a child’s
math competency profile. Vocabulary was also marginally significant in determining math
competency. This means that assessing math skills are a better indicator of math competency and
are more informative as a pattern of strengths and weaknesses than general cognitive markers.
This study illustrates the importance of developing number sense through DE and SFON with

our at-risk preschool or young elementary students as an early intervention. For students with
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disabilities, assessing these two math specific processes can help us individualize math
instruction to strengthen critical foundational math skills.
Measurable Goals

Annual, measurable goals are a crucial component of the IEP that support progress in the
general educational curriculum. Special education teachers plan for targeted growth and should
identify learning goals that are meaningful and appropriately rigorous. Jung (2018) describes a
series of steps for effective planning processes and goal development. First, select the skills to
target. Next, determine the setting for support and develop growth attainment scales. Then, write
measurable goals and use interdisciplinary support strategies. Lastly, monitor progress with data
to inform next steps.

When establishing annual goals, special educators must identify goals that are
challenging and meaningful with the intention for significant impact on the student’s progress in
the curriculum. The ruling of the Supreme Court case of Endrew F. has established precedence
for IEPs to establish ambitious annual goals, the importance of parental involvement, relevant
statements of levels of performance, and systematic processes to measure progress (Chovanes et
al., 2021). Whether for academic goals in reading, writing, and math or social-emotional skills
that build a student’s capacity for success in an educational setting, annual goals must be driven
by data, be valuable in the learning continuum, and be measured through systems of progress
monitoring.

Specially Designed Instruction Using Evidence-Based Practices

Once annual goals are established, a special education teacher creates specially designed

instruction (SDI) and uses evidence-based practices to target the specific learning needs of the

student. The term SDI was broadly defined in IDEA intentionally to give special educators
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flexibility in addressing the unique needs of students, but this presents some issues. A broad
interpretation makes it difficult to measure if indicators of SDI are being achieved and what to
include in instruction (Rodgers et al., 2021). Therefore, the expertise of a special educator is
needed to carefully consider what, when, and how SDI will be implemented. A special education
teacher not only needs to create SDI in the core academic areas of reading, math, and writing,
they also must consider what SDI is needed to support the growth of executive functioning,
social and emotional learning, and other curriculum areas such as art, science, history, physical
education and more. In order to ensure FAPE, all areas of the school day and curriculum must be
considered. For example, when developing SDI for students with a physical disability, the
adapted physical education assessments and programming should be considered and clearly
embedded into the IEP to ensure FAPE is maintained, ensuring students have access to physical
education curriculum (Yell et al., 2021).
High-Leverage Practices

The Council for Exceptional Children has established 22 High-Leverage Practices
(HLPs) that are impactful and lead to positive outcomes for students with learning disabilities.
The HLPs are organized into four categories; collaboration, data-driven planning, academic and
behavioral instructional, and intervention practices. As special educators, we should be
well-versed and anchor our practices in HLPs. In order to prepare the next generation of
teachers, the technology of mixed-reality simulation is being used. It allows pre-service teachers
to interact with simulations and practice implementing HLPs in a safe environment to build their
instructional skills and behavior management before they have a real classroom full of students

(Driver et al., 2024). It is vital for all teachers to be comfortable using inclusive practices, so they
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are prepared to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities in the general education
setting.

High-Leverage Practices can be used in both the general education setting as well as a
resource room setting. For example, when working with students in the area of mathematics,
high-leverage practices such as providing explicit instruction, cultivating high engagement, and
adapting curriculum can lead to a stronger foundation of number sense and mathematical
thinking. Students with learning disabilities in mathematics or dyscalculia often struggle with
procedural steps, representing and receiving facts, and the concept of quantity. By using HLPs,
teachers can improve the student’s number sense and in turn improve their mathematical
reasoning(Gerzel-Short & Hedin, 2022).

Progress Monitoring

As targeted instruction, accommodations, and support are being implemented, special
educators must utilize methods to monitor their impact in student growth. Progress monitoring
must be done regularly in order to inform adjustments to instruction and identify when the
student is ready to advance to the next skills. Often data from curriculum-based measurements
(CBM) are organized in graphs to visually represent growth, stagnation, or regression. Mason
and Lembke (2023) determined in their research that intermittent progress monitoring had equal
to or greater accuracy than the traditional once-a-week progress monitoring schedule. In order to
make data-informed instructional decisions, special educators need to be comfortable and
capable of interpreting assessment data. Progress monitoring is an essential component to the
IEP process and therefore more preparation in reading, interrupting, and using CBM data is
needed in special education preparation programs (Toste et al., 2025).

Social-Emotional Learning & Inclusivity
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There is significant research regarding mental health and academic achievement. It is
important to consider how SEL interventions can lead to positive outcomes for students with
learning disabilities. In 2021, Naples and Tuckwiller conducted a study with early elementary
neurodivergent students and investigated their wellbeing as a result of social-emotional learning
interventions. It was found that students benefited significantly from interventions that focus on
strengths and include practices that build social, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral skills. The
study explored the impact a SEL intervention program had on neurodivergent students by
addressing four assets; (1) gratitude, (2) optimism, (3) persistence, and (4) zest. The findings of
the study indicated improvement in executive functioning and well-being.

Direct and explicit SEL instruction is one way to equip students with learning disabilities
with the skills needed to navigate general education inclusion. Special education teachers should
collaborate closely with general education teachers to support this process. In a 2022 study,
Griswold explored the impact SEL has on high school students with learning disabilities. It was
concluded that students benefited from collaborative consultation services and showed
improvement in all observable social-emotional competencies; (1) self-awareness, (2)
self-management, (3) social awareness, (4) relationship skills, and (5) responsible
decision-making.

In order to cultivate a sense of community and understanding across an entire school
building, SEL instruction should be provided to all students. Three approaches to improve
inclusion practices include instituting systemic frameworks, implementing awareness
interventions, and tailoring support strategies (Nel & Bornman, 2025). Inclusive education is
most successful when schools use intentional actions such as teacher training, inclusion policy,

classroom design, peer relationships, and partnership between family, school, and community.
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Inclusive practices should be implemented at all levels in education and are not a singular
intervention. When intensive SEL supports are provided to students with learning disabilities, it
has been found to reduce behavioral challenges in elementary and bullying in middle school, and
positively impacts academics and building relationships with others (Alsalamah, 2022).

Unfortunately, not all teachers feel prepared and comfortable teaching SEL. In order for
teachers to feel equipped to include SEL into their practices, more support and professional
development is needed. Furthermore, building an inclusive mindset among staff is key.
Kisbu-Sakarya and Doenyas (2021) examined methods of improving teacher willingness to
practice inclusion with autism spectrum disorder students. They found that professional
development training that focused on increasing knowledge regarding special education and
disabilities had a more positive impact on a teacher’s intention to use inclusion practices.
Training for educators is more effective when teachers are motivated by information that triggers
affective reaction or provides information and field experience.

As professional educators, we strive to do what is best for our students. Through passion
for the craft, implementation of best practices, and the framework and processes required by law,
special education services provide students with a learning environment where they can grow
and achieve their goals. The crucial components of the special education process provide the
recipe for success. Thorough analysis of strengths and weaknesses, purposeful assessment
practices, and the establishment of meaningful goals allow special educators to identify learning
pathways that will meet the needs of a student. Specialized instruction, progress monitoring, and
high-leverage practices increase positive learning outcomes for students. With inclusive practices
that honor a least restrictive environment, students with disabilities learn alongside their general

education peers. The integration of SEL practices and the development of SEL skills help
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students be more successful now and better prepared for adulthood. It is our mission to equip
students with the confidence, skills, and strategies that will benefit them for a lifetime.
Case Study

As a special educator, one of the most important aspects of my job is building a positive
relationship with my students. This allows me to get to know students as individuals.
Consequently, I am better informed to tailor an IEP to an individual’s needs, interests, strengths,
areas for growth, and suitable supports. Through the following case study, I will illustrate the
impact specialized instruction and SEL engagements have with one of my high school students.
For the sake of privacy, I will use the alias name Jack.
Demographics

Jack is a male, Caucasian student at Almont High School. He is in the ninth grade. Jack
qualifies for special education services with a specific learning disability in the areas of math
problem solving, written expression, and reading comprehension. Jack lives at home with his
parents and step-siblings. Jack has received special education services since he was in third
grade. Jack is seeking a diploma upon completion of high school and has interest in law
enforcement as a possible future career.
PLAAFP

Jack’s positive attitude, willingness to try, and hard-work are some of his greatest
strengths. Jack also has good self-advocacy skills and will ask for adult assistance on academic
tasks. As a reader, fluency and decoding are his areas of strengths. Jack’s instructional reading
level is at the sixth grade level. He struggles with comprehension and advanced vocabulary. As a
mathematician, Jack’s area of strength is computing the basic four operations with positive

integers. His areas of weakness are in algebraic thinking and problem-solving. As a writer, Jack’s
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area of strength is in idea development and organization. He struggles with spelling and
mechanics. While introverted, Jack establishes positive, respectful relationships with both peers
and adults.
Measurable Goals

In order to progress in the general education curriculum and close the achievement gap,
Jack has three academic goals included in his IEP. His first goal states that when given a
sixth-grade reading passage, Jack will answer multiple choice comprehension questions related
to the passage with 75% accuracy, as measured by teacher-created assessments. Secondly, Jack
will be able to calculate the value of expressions using positive and negative integers and the
operations of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division with at least 75% accuracy, as
measured by work samples. Lastly, when given sample writing passages or by using his own
composition, Jack will be able to revise run-on sentences with 75% accuracy.
Supplementary Aids and Services

Jack’s learning disability impacts his progress in the general education curriculum.
Experiencing an inclusive learning environment, Jack attends four classes in the general
education setting, where he requires accommodations to support his access to and success in the
general education curriculum. Jack is given the opportunity for extended time on assessments, is
provided word banks for vocabulary terms, and completes his assessments in alternative, small
group settings (such as a resource room). Jack may have his assessments read aloud, will be
given the opportunity to expand on written responses with additional oral response, and may
have access to student-created notes while taking assessments. Teachers may reduce assignments

for Jack in order for him to showcase his understanding in quality over quantity. Jack is able to
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use a calculator and has preferential seating near the front of the classroom to foster focus and
ease of access to the teacher for support.

Jack benefits from the specialized instruction and support services he receives in the
resource room. Jack attends my class, Guided Studies, in the resource room for one period a day.
This class is designed to dedicate time to specialized instruction related to Jack’s IEP goals as
well as academic support in the general education curriculum. Jack also attends the resource
room for an Algebra Essentials class, which is an adapted math class in the resource room taught
by one of my special education colleagues.

While Jack has learning disabilities that make it more challenging for him academically
in the classroom, he benefits from a least restrictive environment that affords him the opportunity
to learn in general education classes alongside his nondisabled peers. High school is a dynamic
setting for all students; one in which academics, social interaction, and exploration of the future
are all woven together. With the combination of academic support in his IEP and inclusive SEL
practices in the classroom, Jack has access to an education that will develop his skills and
knowledge in order to graduate high school and be better prepared for adulthood.

Intervention Lesson

To support Jack’s success in an inclusive learning environment alongside his peers, I use
a series of intervention lessons that provide specially designed instruction that combine writing
and components of SEL. Jack and I discuss and reflect on scenarios that allow us to explore
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible
decision-making. In addition to deepening his understanding of SEL skills, he composes written
responses to hypothetical situations. Then he edits his work to correct run-on sentences,

punctuation, and capitalization. This intervention series is specially designed to align to Jack’s
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writing goal and provides him with opportunities to build his SEL skills that can be translated
into the general education setting.
Explicit Instruction

The Council for Exceptional Children recognizes the importance of explicit instruction as
a high-leverage practice. While students can learn a great deal through observation and
experiential learning, explicit instruction allows us to be specific and direct while teaching the
skills, concepts, and processes needed to understand the learning objective. For Jack’s SEL and
writing intervention series, I use an “I Do, We Do, You Do” model. During the “I Do” portion of
the lesson, I use explicit instruction to introduce the SEL learning objective. For a lesson on
self-awareness, I begin the lesson by defining self-awareness, using a graphic organizer to
capture the definition and related words or phrases. I share an example story of a time when I
needed to use self-awareness. I engage Jack in a conversation, and I intentionally weave in
language related to self-awareness to explicitly highlight the connection between our
conversation and the SEL skill.

Moving onto the “We Do” portion of the lesson, Jack and I read a short story together.
The story is designed to illustrate a targeted SEL skill. To customize these short stories, I use
artificial intelligence (AI) websites designed for educators. With this tool, I can generate a story
to a specified length, at a specified reading level, and that incorporates a targeted SEL skill.
After reading, Jack and I locate and highlight key parts of the story that showcase the use or the
need for self-awareness. During this portion of the lesson, I use a “thinking aloud strategy” to
model how I consider what dialog, events, or inferences I can make about the story that relate to
self-awareness. I invite Jack to do the same and provide positive feedback when he is able to

highlight a self-awareness component of the story.
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Once Jack is able to demonstrate his understanding of the targeted SEL skill, I provide
him with a writing prompt related to self-awareness. In the “You Do” portion of the lesson, Jack
creates a one paragraph written response to the prompt. Once completed, we work together to
edit his work, specifically looking for run-on sentences, punctuation, and proper capitalization.
This directly relates to Jack’s writing goal and affords him the occasion to edit his own writing.
Scaffolded Supports

Throughout the series of intervention lessons, I use a variety of scaffolded supports
specific to Jack’s needs. I use visual aids and graphic organizers during the introduction to help
Jack understand the definition of the SEL skill and related key words or phrases. When reading
the social stories, I will read aloud to Jack while he follows along as well as offer for us to
alternate reading aloud paragraphs. While we analyze the story looking for examples of SEL
skills, I will use scaffolding to gradually release the responsibility to Jack. I may use hints, such
as “look back in the second paragraph”, or use questioning techniques, such as “how was the
character feeling in the cafeteria?” to assist Jack in successfully locating examples of SEL.
Lastly, when Jack is working on writing his response to the prompt, I will use scaffolding by
offering sentence starters or direct his attention back to our graphic organizer of the SEL skills to
suggest the use of related words in his writing. While editing, I use scaffolding by reading aloud
his completed piece, using the intonation in my voice to help him locate run-on sentences and
where to break apart sentences. As I use various scaffolding supports with Jack, I provide
positive feedback and encouragement to build his confidence and independence.

Progress Monitoring
Within a series of interventions, it is important to progress monitor learning and growth.

Using a document, I record data after each intervention lesson that notes Jack’s accuracy in
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identifying SEL skills in the stories, rates his level of usage of SEL skills in the written
responses, and his accuracy in editing run-on sentences. I also maintain a space on the document
to make note of any important observations, such as meaningful connections in our discussion or
the amount of scaffolding needed in a lesson. This data allows me to formatively assess his
progress and informs my next instruction. I can determine which SEL skills Jack understands
well and which we may need to revisit. I can determine his growth in recognizing and correcting
run-on sentences. Overall, progress monitoring uses data-based evidence to illustrate Jack’s
learning over time.

The specially-designed instruction I provide to Jack through this intervention series
provides him with an opportunity to strengthen his understanding of SEL skills. With a stronger
understanding, I hope to increase his use of the SEL skills in the classroom and other settings
throughout the school day when he is with general education peers. Furthermore, this
intervention series provides Jack with an authentic writing experience to practice his skills both
with SEL and writing conventions.

Conclusion

The role of a special educator is dynamic, grounded by the foundational principles of
special education and elevated by customization based on the unique needs of each student. This
paper has provided an overview of the essential components of special education, as well as the
importance of inclusive practices through SEL to ensure students with learning disabilities are
provided the opportunities to access curriculum and learning environments alongside
nondisabled peers.

An effective IEP captures a detailed, whole-child summary of a student and their needs as

a learner. By taking a deep dive into data to measure and evaluate a student’s present levels of
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achievement in the PLAAFP, a special educator gains insight into both a student’s strengths and
weaknesses. Specialized evaluations, such as the PASS approach that measures four areas of
brain function or math specific evaluations like dot enumeration or spontaneously focusing on
numerosity, illustrate valuable information about a student’s intellect and competencies. A
special educator uses a variety of evaluation data to set measurable goals, best suited to the
student’s needs. A measurable goal must strive to make a meaningful impact on the student’s
education, aligning to their personal need and designed to support progress in the curriculum.
Appropriate accommodations and support are outlined in the IEP to further customize a student’s
educational experience and propel their learning.

As experts in pedagogy and the learning process, special educators plan specially
designed instruction to support the student’s progress toward their personalized IEP goals and the
general education curriculum. With a whole-child mindset, specially designed instruction can
target academic areas as well as other areas that impact a student’s success in the classroom, such
as executive functioning, social-emotional learning, and skills related to the arts, sciences, and
physical education. The Council for Exceptional Children identifies high leverage practices that
are imperative for all special educators to embrace. High leverage practices are divided into four
domain areas including collaboration, data-driven planning, instruction in behavior and
academics, and use of intensive intervention. Used with fidelity, these practices are proven to
lead to positive outcomes for students with learning disabilities. Embedded within effective
instructional cycles, a special educator must implement frequent progress monitoring. Formative
assessments, such as student work samples, exit tickets, and practice problems, inform

instructional planning and help determine if reteaching with intensified instruction is needed or if
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a student is ready to move to the next skill. Data from curriculum-based measures allow a
special educator to track a student’s progress toward their goals and essential learning objectives.
As an exercise in FAPE, students with learning disabilities must be educated in a least
restrictive environment. They have the right to access the general education curriculum and peers
to the greatest extent possible. A school culture that embraces an inclusive mindset and
implements deliberate inclusive practice are key . With explicit instruction in social emotional
learning, students with disabilities are better equipped for success in a least restrictive
environment and have strategies that support their social, emotional, cognitive and behavioral
needs in the classroom. Explicit instruction in SEL benefits all students, not just those with
learning disabilities. Studies have found that strengthening the levels of students’ gratitude,
optimism, persistence, and zest have positive outcomes on their success among peers. Additional
studies have found that collaborative consultation between special educators and general
education teachers to address SEL in the classroom results in improved social-emotional
competencies of high school-aged students. It is vital that all special educators, as well as general
educators, are well-trained and prepared to foster an inclusive environment in their classrooms.
Special education is a highly-rewarding profession. It is a privilege to work so closely
with students. High leverage practices and specially-designed instruction elevate the art of
teaching. Embracing inclusivity and cultivating SEL creates a family-like atmosphere in the
classroom where all students can feel like they belong. Special educators make a significant
impact on a student’s educational journey as well as prepare them to live more independent,
successful lives in the future. With expertise and passion, special educators make a difference,

one student at a time.
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