
Carmen is 15 years old and attends
ninth grade at her neighborhood
school. She is learning to communi-
cate by using two-step switch scanning
on a voice-output communication aid
(VOCA) and can also use partner-
assisted scanning to make choices.
With a combination of eye gaze, part-
ner-assisted scanning, and her VOCA,
she participates in the activities of her
school community. She is learning to
drive her electric wheelchair and
access a classroom computer to
engage with text during academic
activities. As a member of the school
community, she attends student coun-
cil meetings, participates in elective
classes, and socializes with her peers
in and out of school. Her educational
team has ensured that she has oppor-
tunities to make choices, chat, read, or
write during each activity. Because of
her team’s intentional planning,
Carmen’s literacy skills have increased.
As a result, she has even more oppor-
tunities to participate in activities with
her peers.

Jeremiah, who is 7 years old, is
also learning to use a VOCA and elec-
tric wheelchair. His classroom teacher
and special education teacher collabo-
rate to modify and adapt the curricu-

lum so that he can fully participate in
his second-grade class. For example,
during a cross-curricular unit on Arctic
animals, Jeremiah read computer-
adapted versions of several of the
books and answered comprehension
questions. He researched polar bears
at his local library, used assistive tech-
nology to create a poster, presented his
project to the class using his VOCA,
and answered questions from his
classmates and teachers. Outside the
classroom, he is enjoying the typical
activities of a second-grader at his
neighborhood school. He greets and
socializes with his friends in the hall-
way. He played a valued role in the
school’s music performance as the
announcer and master of ceremonies.
As a member of the school’s ecology
club, he uses assistive technology to
help write a quarterly newsletter and
create posters encouraging teachers
and students to recycle. Like Carmen’s
team, Jeremiah’s team has intention-
ally planned his school experiences to
include multiple opportunities to read,
write, listen, and speak throughout the
day. As a result, Jeremiah has a rich
academic and social life.

Reading, writing, listening, and speak-
ing are four essential components of
literacy (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). We
read because we want to understand
what a text has to offer; we speak and
write because we have something
important to say to someone else. As
Duke, Caughlan, Juzwik, and Martin
(2012) point out, learning improves
and becomes deeper through purpose-
ful and authentic activities. Moreover,
teaching becomes more interesting and
invigorating when students engage in
tasks of genuine importance (Duke et
al., 2012). Unfortunately, many stu-
dents with significant disabilities are
not accessing literacy learning within
meaningful and purposeful contexts.

Reading, writing, listening,
and speaking are four essential

components of literacy.

The vignettes at the beginning of
this article illustrate how literacy devel-
opment links with the context in which
instruction occurs. Interactions with
peers offer natural opportunities for
engaging in language-building activi-
ties, and peers can also furnish support
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during academic and social activities.
Literacy does not start and end with
reading or language arts time but
instead extends through every activity
during the day. Greeting peers in the
hallway, writing a journal entry, fol-
lowing directions during physical edu-
cation or music class, and choosing a
book to read during sustained silent
reading—these are just some examples
of ways that educators can embed the
literacy skills of reading, writing, listen-
ing, and speaking into multiple activi-
ties. Teaching literacy across many
different settings also allows teachers
to capitalize on natural opportunities to
teach students to generalize skills and
to apply them in varied environments,
with different materials, and with dif-
ferent people.

Research on Literacy in
Inclusive Settings

Research has demonstrated that stu-
dents are more likely to be engaged in
learning the general education curricu-
lum in general education classrooms
than in special education classrooms
(Wehmeyer, Lattin, Lapp-Rincker, &
Agran, 2003). Educators have success-
fully used systematic teaching strate-
gies—including time delay, differential
reinforcement, and error correction—to
teach recognition and comprehension
of grade-level and life-skills texts (Col-
lins, Hager, & Creech-Galloway, 2011).
Teachers and paraprofessionals can fur-
nish life skills and academic literacy
instruction matched to students’ needs
within general education settings.

Peers, working with adults, can also
provide modeling and support during
writing instruction in general education
classrooms. With support from adults
and assistive technology, students can
increase the length and complexity of
jointly written stories over the course
of a school year (Bedrosian, Lasker,
Speidel, & Politsch, 2003). Similarly,
students can improve their writing by
participating in authentic literacy activ-
ities such as creating a brochure about
their state or creating a children’s book
about a science concept (Erickson,
Koppenhaver, Yoder, & Nance, 1997).
Access to meaningful writing activities
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and peer and adult modeling are inte-
gral to the development of students’
writing. Writing is also a form of inter-
personal communication that affords
opportunities for literacy learning and
fosters relationships (Forts & Luckas-
son, 2011), and writing development is
essential for using social media and
e-mail (Moni & Jobling, 2001).

Community-based vocational
instruction is another arena in which
educators can enhance the literacy
skills of students for an authentic pur-
pose (Foley & Staples, 2003). Inside
and outside the classroom, maintaining
and following a schedule or daily plan-
ner can help students develop reading
and reading comprehension skills
(Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2001).
At work, increasing the availability of
print; providing reading materials in
break areas; and writing notes, lists,
and announcements can enhance liter-
acy (Foley & Staples, 2003).

The General Education
Classroom

Because students can most readily
access the general curriculum in gen-
eral education classrooms (Wehmeyer
et al., 2003), augmenting activities in
general education classrooms with sys-
tematic, individualized literacy instruc-
tion can facilitate access to grade-level
literacy and life skills simultaneously,
thereby maximizing the students’
opportunities to benefit from instruc-
tion. But how can teams implement
literacy instruction within general edu-
cation classrooms for their students
with significant disabilities?

Reading and Writing in
General Education Classrooms

Most general education classroom
activities require reading and writing.
Educators often consider the difficulty
level of reading and writing activities
in general education classes to be a
barrier to literacy instruction for stu-
dents with significant disabilities
(Ruppar, Dymond, & Gaffney, 2011),
and this barrier might cause teachers
to pull students out for instruction. The
curriculum planning guide Choosing
Outcomes and Accommodations for
Children (COACH; Giangreco, Clon-

inger, & Iverson, 2011) suggests three
options for planning instruction in gen-
eral education classes that educators
can apply to literacy instruction:

1. In multilevel-same content, students
with disabilities might read an eas-
ier version of the same text or
respond to the same writing prompt
as their classmates but at a simpli-
fied level.

2. In multilevel-different content, stu-
dents with disabilities might read a
different text on the same topic that
their peers are reading about or
spell words from an individualized
list while other students write
essays.

3. In curriculum overlapping, students
with disabilities address skills differ-
ent from those taught in the general
curriculum; for example, a student
might read the names of his or her
classmates and sort them into coop-
erative groups while the teacher
reviews material for an exam, or the
student might arrange his or her
weekly schedule on a laptop com-
puter while the class listens to a
teacher’s lecture.

By using multilevel and curriculum
overlapping strategies, the teacher can
enable a student to access literacy cur-
riculum in different ways throughout a
lesson or unit.

To enhance maintenance and gener-
alization of skills, literacy materials
should resemble those encountered in
everyday life as closely as possible.
Educators can also modify and adapt
connected texts—such as novels, short
stories, and textbooks—for use during
direct instruction or shared story read-
ing (Hudson & Test, 2011). Educators
can make difficult texts more under-
standable by shortening or summa-
rizing them. When adapting texts,
assessing the individual needs of each
learner is important to ensure that
modifications are only as special as is
necessary.

Listening and Speaking in
General Education Classrooms

Listening and speaking broaden oppor-
tunities for students to demonstrate lit-

eracy skills. For students who use aug-
mentative and alternative communica-
tion (AAC), reading and writing are
essential to communicate. For example,
any student who uses a picture to
request an item or activity must iden-
tify and comprehend the visual infor-
mation in the picture and then use the
picture to indicate a choice to another
person. Educators can embed commu-
nication opportunities throughout the
day. Asking or answering questions,
requesting needed items, responding to
directions, or commenting on an activ-
ity are a few examples of ways to
embed listening and speaking into
activities in the general education
classroom.

Planning for Instruction in
General Education Classrooms

Planning in the context of general edu-
cation classes can be difficult. Teachers
have noted that they face challenges
identifying when and how instruction
will occur. These challenges can be a
barrier to literacy participation (Ruppar
et al., 2011). Table 1, “Planning Liter-
acy in General Education Classrooms,”
displays practical guidelines for plan-
ning the logistics, content, and materi-
als for literacy instruction in general
education classrooms. Peers are a rich
resource for modeling, natural com-
munication opportunities, and direct
instruction. The box “Literacy Supports
That Peers Can Provide” displays sug-
gestions for using peers as an instruc-
tional resource.

The School Community

The school community provides
inclusive opportunities for learning
literacy skills in age-appropriate
contexts beyond the classroom (Dy-
mond, 2011). Hallways, the cafeteria,
music and arts classes, physical edu-
cation, elective classes, sporting
events, the playground and other
spaces where students congregate,
as well as extracurricular activities—
these are examples of settings that can
be fertile ground for literacy instruc-
tion. Advantages to teaching outside
the classroom include materials that
are more likely to be natural and an
increased likelihood that students will
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apply the skills that they have learned
to new settings, materials, and people.

Reading and Writing
Around School

Reading does not merely mean decod-
ing text but can include any type of
visual information, such as a visual or
written schedule posted inside a locker
door to target reading skills between
classes (Alberto, Fredrick, Hughes,
McIntosh, & Cihak, 2007). To provide a
natural purpose for reading, a student
may have a classroom or school job
that requires the student to read signs
so that he or she can make deliveries
to teachers and staff throughout the
school. The box “Texts That Occur

Naturally in Schools” gives examples of
texts that occur naturally in school set-
tings. Educators should use systematic
instruction to increase students’ identi-
fication and comprehension of environ-
mental print (Schloss et al., 1995).

Educators often use computer labs
for classes, club meetings, and casual
student congregation. In computer
labs, students can use e-mail or social
media or perform web searches. These
tasks all incorporate important writing
skills needed for communication. A
school newspaper or yearbook is an
extracurricular activity that offers
authentic opportunities for students
with and without disabilities to
enhance their writing skills. Educators

can embed systematic instruction into
the routines of a variety of school com-
munity activities, and peers as well as
adults can provide these opportunities.

Speaking and Listening
Around School

An important benefit of participating in
school activities is the opportunity for
socializing. Socializing makes school
fun and can motivate students.
Speaking and listening are essential
communication skills for everyday
social interactions. Chats with friends
in the cafeteria, in the bus line, during
passing time, or during after-school
activities are natural opportunities to
target speaking and listening. More
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Table 1. Planning Literacy in General Education Classrooms

Step Components Examples

Scheduling
instruction

Activity-based: Instruction is embedded
in classroom routines

• Communicative functions (requesting, accepting,
rejecting, commenting)

• Following directions
• Asking partner-focused questions
• Using vocabulary (e.g., when making choices or

answering questions)
• Reading environmental print in the classroom
• Writing journal entries

During breaks between activities,
transitions, small-group and individual
work time

Providing direct instruction of sight words, decoding,
phonemic awareness, phonics, or comprehension

Planning and
instruction

Material preparation • Adapting and modifying texts
• Preparing assistive technology and augmentative and

alternative communication (AAC)

Skill acquisition Providing systematic instruction
• Constant time delay
• Least-to-most prompting
• Most-to-least prompting
• Simultaneous prompting

Generalization and maintenance • Using materials that resemble those in natural contexts
(e.g., same font and layout)

• Teaching and probing in application settings

Data collection and monitoring Collecting data daily, thereby facilitating decision making
in a timely manner

Identifying
instructors

Peers • Using direct instruction
• Using natural communication partners
• Using modeling

Adults (e.g., paraprofessionals; special
education teacher; general education
teacher; related services)

• Using direct instruction
• Using modeling



structured opportunities for students to
participate meaningfully in the school
community include making a speech at
an assembly, performing in a school
play, or giving the morning announce-
ments. An added benefit of these roles
is that others in the school community
highly value them, so they can poten-
tially lead to increased social status for
the student with a disability in addition
to giving the student further opportuni-
ties for inclusion (Wolfensberger,
1983).

Integrated Reading, Writing,
Listening, and Speaking
Around School

Educators can also capitalize on activi-
ties or routines that integrate reading,
writing, listening, and speaking for nat-
ural purposes around school. For
example, using a lunch menu, ordering
lunch, and paying for lunch are oppor-
tunities to target students’ reading,
writing, listening, and speaking skills.
If a student lacks the literacy skills nec-
essary to engage in a particular activ-
ity, the teacher should try to see it as
an opportunity for instruction rather
than as a barrier to participation.

The General Community

The general community (Dymond,
2011) is the community outside the
school. The general community as an
educational context becomes increas-
ingly important when students grow
older and require instruction on age-
appropriate life skills needed for func-

tioning in everyday nonschool con-
texts. Some researchers indicate that

literacy is curriculum content in gen-
eral education but that the reading,
writing, listening, and speaking skills
needed in everyday life are life skills.
However, Dymond (2011) points out
that almost all life skills require some
type of academic knowledge. In the
community, practical applications of
literacy are numerous, and systematic
community-based instruction can
increase literacy skills. Educators
should also individualize community-
based instruction on the basis of a stu-
dent’s current and future environments
(Dymond, 2012). Community-based
instruction is not a field trip. Instead, it

should be a regularly scheduled activ-
ity using routines that meet a real and
immediate need.

As in other nonclassroom environ-
ments, a single activity often requires
reading, writing, listening, and speak-
ing skills. Therefore, thinking in terms
of routines rather than in terms of les-
sons for community-based literacy
instruction can be helpful. For exam-
ple, a student may visit a nearby gro-
cery store to purchase items for use in
cooking during a home and careers
class. Within this routine, the student
might create and follow a written or
picture-based shopping list (writing
and reading), locate items (reading),
and interact with a cashier (listening
and speaking), or use a self-checkout
line (reading and listening). These

activities are real-life community-based
literacy experiences that fill a genuine
need. Table 2, “Community-Based
Literacy Experiences,” illustrates other
examples of authentic community-
based literacy experiences.

Literacy skills are almost always
necessary for functioning within work-
place environments. Therefore, com-
munity-based vocational instruction
should be a key context for literacy
instruction for transition-aged students.
Integrating literacy materials and aug-
mentations of environmental print into
work environments increases students’
opportunities to learn and practice lit-
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Literacy Supports That Peers Can Provide

• Reading aloud.

• Holding a book.

• Modeling voice-output communication aid (VOCA) use or spoken language.

• Programming VOCA with age-appropriate and relevant messages.

• Modeling interactions with peers, and modeling for peers how to interact
appropriately with the student.

• Asking and answering questions during conversation.

• Pointing out and reading environmental print.

• Providing systematic instruction on vocabulary during independent work or
breaks between activities.

• Helping with note-taking.

• Helping maintain an assignment notebook.

Texts That Occur Naturally in Schools

• Men’s and women’s restroom signs.

• Scores on a scoreboard during physical education or sporting events.

• Morning announcements, read over the loudspeaker.

• School lunch menus.

• Sign-in and sign-out sheets in classrooms or offices.

• Attendance lists.

• Login and passwords for computers; web addresses; e-mail.

If a student lacks the literacy skills necessary to engage in a
particular activity, the teacher should try to see it as an opportunity

for instruction rather than as a barrier to participation.



eracy skills. Schedules and planners
can enhance a variety of literacy skills.
For example, a student can read a
visual schedule of work activities; prac-
tice writing by maintaining a daily
planner using pictures, word-prediction
software, or handwriting; or practice
listening skills by following auditory
prompts from headphones and an Mp3
player. These skills increase independ-
ence and literacy. Students, with the
assistance of their educational teams,
might select job experiences on the
basis of the student’s interests as well
as the opportunities for literacy learn-
ing that a position offers. For example,
reading children’s picture books is not
typically an age-appropriate activity for
a high school student; however, read-
ing books to children at a day-care cen-
ter gives the activity an authentic
purpose that can relate to occupational
goals.

In-school literacy activities can com-
plement community-based instruction
and community-based vocational
instruction to promote skill acquisition
and generalization (Dymond, 2012). To
prepare for community-based instruc-
tion, educators can use individualized
social stories to enhance reading skills
and prepare students for participation
in community routines (Steere &
DiPipi-Hoy, 2013). Simulations and
community-referenced instruction fur-
nish opportunities for distributed and
repeated practice of skills that commu-
nity-based instruction alone may not
offer (Collins, Branson, & Hall, 1995;
Dymond, 2012). Community-referenced
instruction uses natural school and
general community contexts simultane-
ously as settings for instruction on
skills needed in the community,
whereas simulations approximate com-
munity-based routines (Dymond,
2012).

Final Thoughts

Reading, writing, listening, and speak-
ing are skills necessary for effective
communication in everyday settings.
Students are more likely to generalize
and maintain literacy skills learned
through authentic activities. To ensure
that instruction is interesting and
meaningful to the student, literacy
activities should occur within age-
appropriate contexts of use and should
target communication for authentic
purposes. The strategies outlined in
this article are a starting point for pro-
gramming individualized literacy
instruction in age-appropriate inclusive
contexts.
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