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The role of the special educator has changed. Similar 
to general educators, we are more accountable, 

more specialized, and more collaborative (Turnbull, 
2005; Yell, Katsiyannas, & Shiner, 2006). To be effec-
tive in this new role, special educators need to recom-
mit to the founding principles of the discipline and 
embrace the tools that allow us to meet the needs of 
students with disabilities. This requires defining the 
principles and practices of the field and then determin-
ing how those principles can be translated into collabo-
rative partnerships with general educators. 

Current legislation (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act, 2004; No Child Left Behind 
Act, 2001) holds special educators accountable for con-
tent knowledge understanding. Special educators not only 
must understand the material needed to be taught but must 
possess additional core areas of knowledge and be expert 
in the content knowledge of special education. This 
knowledge includes (a) the characteristics of students 
with disabilities, (b) instructional design and modifica-
tion, (c) a variety of instructional strategies, and (d) core 
legal processes associated with special education (see 

Figure 1). Special educators who are firm in their knowl-
edge of these domains are better able to determine the 
specific roles required of them as collaborative teachers. 

This article is divided into four sections. In the first 
section, the relationship between knowledge of charac-
teristics of disabilities and effective instructional prac-
tices is presented. The second section focuses on how 
special educators can use their knowledge of special 
education law to implement instructionally sound 
individualized education programs (IEPs). The third 
section addresses strategies for creating meaningful 
accommodations and modifications for students with 
IEPs who are served in general education settings. 
The fourth section pulls each of these domains 
together and outlines a plan for developing collabora-
tive partnerships.
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Knowledge of Characteristics 
of Students With Disabilities

What is the content knowledge of the special educa-
tor? By definition, special education is intended to pro-
vide instruction that is different in some way from the 
instruction given to students without special needs. 
Therefore, special educators must first know and under-
stand the processes, language, expectations, and con-
cepts of general education (i.e., the de facto environment). 
Then, special educators must know the characteristics 
and instructional needs of students with disabilities. 
Finding the intersections between the general education 
environment and the needs of students with disabilities 
is at the heart of special education today. 

The foundation of all teacher preparation programs in 
special education is a study of the characteristics of indi-
viduals with disabilities. Knowing these characteristics 
can assist educators in defining (and identifying students 
for) special education, but more important, these charac-
teristics guide the development of instruction. For col-
laborative teachers, this foundation should serve as a 

funnel to contextualize communication. For example, 
teachers who share a general understanding of the char-
acteristics of students with learning disabilities can com-
municate better and gain a deeper understanding of the 
unique needs and characteristics of the particular student 
identified as having a learning disability (LD). Special 
education teachers should be well versed in the general 
characteristics of the populations they serve. Sharing 
broad definitions and explanations of disabilities can 
provide a context for helping general education teachers 
who serve students with special needs to focus their atten-
tion on individual student learning behavior. 

One strategy for applying knowledge of characteris-
tics in a collaborative setting is to prepare characteristic-
specific fact sheets. A fact sheet can serve two important 
functions: (a) to communicate factual information 
gleaned from research regarding characteristics of the 
particular population and (b) to sensitize the teacher to 
areas of particular concern (e.g., academics, social–
emotional needs, communication requirements). The 
factual information dispels myths or assumptions (e.g., 
students with dyslexia read backward and need vision 

Special Education Law: IEP Implementation
IEP “Cheat” Sheets/Instructional Planning Guides  

IEP Procedures and Development 
Best Practice in Implementation  

Accommodations and Modifications
Accommodations and Modifications   

Types of Quality Instructional Supports 
Instructional and Assessment Strategies 

COLLABORATION
PLANNING

IN THE CONTEXT OF
THE

GENERAL EDUCATION
CLASSROOM 

Characteristics of Students with Disabilities
Information and Facts about Specific Disabilities

Social and Academic Implications
Terminology and Language     

Figure 1. Knowledge base of special educators. IEP  Indi vidualized Education Program.
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correction; all students who have autism are savants). 
Fact sheets should also highlight students’ skills and 
abilities. For example, highlighting the variability in 
challenges faced by students with LD from student to 
student and even potentially uneven profiles of achieve-
ment within a student may prevent generalized lowered 
expectations on behalf of the general educator. Figure 2 
is an example of a fact sheet on learning disabilities.

The facts, in combination with the IEP, become the road 
map for planning accommodations or modifications within 
the classroom. In addition, fact sheets can provide com-
mon language. Crafting your fact sheet to reflect people-
first language (i.e., student with a disability, not disabled 
student) or to emphasize how to label or talk about student 

needs creates a starting point for mutual understanding. 
Without a background in special education, a general edu-
cator can feel lost regarding how to define the challenges 
that he or she is experiencing in the classroom and how to 
articulate what needs to be done. Fact sheets can also pro-
vide educationally useful statements that can be used in 
place of common (sometimes pejorative) language. Many 
national organizations have ready-made fact sheets. 
Teachers may find that these sheets are sufficient for 
their needs, or teachers may need to synthesize several 
publicly available resources to capture the appropriate 
information. The National Diss emination Center for 
Children with Disabilities (www.nichcy.org) provides 
fact sheets on a variety of disabilities. 

Learning Disabilities Fact Sheet
Students with learning disabilities represent a varied group. Not all students with learning disabilities will experience the same challenges 
or present the same needs. Research on students with learning disabilities, however, highlights general characteristics and instructional 
practices that are effective across a wide-range of students. 
Definition 

A learning disability is a neurological disorder that affects the brain’s ability to receive, process, store, and respond to information 
(NCLD, 2007). Individuals with learning disabilities will have average to above average intelligence, but experience difficulty in one 
or more of the following areas: listening, speaking, reading, writing, and/or mathematics. The majority of individuals with learning 
disabilities have difficulty in the area of reading (~80%). 

Characteristics
Academic 

Difficulty with reading (learning to read and/or comprehension)  
Specific examples may include: lack of phonemic awareness, difficulty with developing vocabulary, slow reading rate, 
poor comprehension and retention of material, difficulty retelling a story, difficulty identifying salient features of text 
(e.g., main ideas, story grammar) 

Difficulty with writing
Specific examples may include: difficulty expressing ideas through writing, poor penmanship, poor pencil grip, 
difficulty mastering the conventions of writing (e.g., grammar, spelling, punctuation), frequent spelling errors

Difficulty with mathematics 
Specific examples may include: difficulty learning basic facts, difficulty copying problems, difficulty comprehending 
word problems, difficulty remembering multi-step computational processes 

Social-Emotional
Difficulty with pragmatics (understanding the nuances of language in a social context), which leads to difficulty understanding 
jokes or informal language

Instructional Strategies 
Potential “Hot Spots” or Challenges for Students with LD 

Text written above a student’s reading level 
Multi-step projects that require considerable outside-of-class time 
Lectures that require extensive note taking 
Competitive group learning formats with non-specified roles 
Discussion-oriented classes that are dependent upon “incidental” learning—picking up salient topics and content through 

 listening to peers and teacher interactions 
Recommended Strategies 

Break large assignments into several smaller assignments with progressive due dates
Provide copies of lecture notes (PowerPoint or overheads); assign a note-taker 
Provide alternative sources of text information (e.g., e-texts, trade books, alternative text) 
Provide extended time to read and/or complete assignments
Require the use of an assignment notebook for tracking assignments and progress 
Vary instructional methods to include direct instruction with frequent student interactions
Use a variety of information processing strategies such as graphic organizers, mnemonics, provide visuals for directions and  

 processes, ample practice opportunities
Organize content, “chunk” information by providing frequent reviews within the lesson
Create study guides

Figure 2.  Learning disabilities fact sheet.
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The second purpose of the fact sheet is to engender sen-
sitivity on behalf of the general educator to particular areas 
of concern. For example, a general education teacher who 
runs a fast-paced, discussion-oriented classroom is about to 
have two students with learning disabilities included. What 
hot spots should this teacher consider? The general fact 
sheet might include a statement such as the following:

Students with learning disabilities have difficulty with inciden-
tal learning. That is, they perform better and retain more infor-
mation if it is provided explicitly and directly. Particular 
instructional areas of concern may include whole class discus-
sions, exploratory labs, or open-ended assignments. Instructional 
supports for students with learning disabilities may include 
providing summaries of key classroom information through 
written notes, study guides, or daily written objectives.

In reviewing the fact sheet with the special educator, 
the classroom teacher might be prompted to print notes 
from an electronic whiteboard at the conclusion of class 
discussions or create wrap-up sessions at the end of 
each class to highlight key concepts. Fact sheets should 
encourage discussion related to the development of 
student-specific accommodations and modifications. 
Fact sheets should not be used as a tool for dramatically 
altering a teacher’s curriculum or method of instruc-
tion, unless it is determined that the instruction is not 
meeting the needs of many students in the classroom. 

General fact sheets can be useful tools for communica-
tion and sensitization, but an important caution should be 
heeded prior to the development and implementation of 
these fact sheets. Special educators must clearly commu-
nicate that these fact sheets contain general principles 
extracted from research on the characteristics of the popu-
lation at large and that not all students will present each of 
these characteristics. That is, not all students with behav-
ior disorders (BD) will demonstrate all of the charac-
teristics listed on a BD fact sheet. These fact sheets are to 
be used as a general orientation to the field and as an initial 
step in the implementation of a particular student’s IEP. 
When not followed by student-specific planning, the use of 
fact sheets can lead to unfair generalizations or lowered 
expectations. Special educators can combat these possible 
negative outcomes by creating specific instruction and goal 
sheets for the students on their caseloads. 

Special Education Law: 
Implementation of Individualized  

Education Programs

In addition to possessing general knowledge of the 
characteristics of disabilities, special educators should be 

well versed in the legislation associated with the educa-
tion of students with special needs. From identification 
to IEP development to IEP implementation, special edu-
cators are an invaluable resource for those with whom 
they work. Various roles that special educators can take 
include serving on the Teacher Assistance Team (Child 
Study), school-wide behavior management committees, 
or curriculum planning committees. In these capacities, 
special educators can put into place practices to ensure 
that legal processes are followed. 

IEP Cheat Sheets 

One of the most powerful ways special educators can 
ensure legally correct practices is to keep the IEP as the 
guiding instructional document for their students. Serving 
as the necessary complement to the fact sheet is the IEP 
cheat sheet or IEP instructional planning guide. These 
guides translate key aspects of the IEP into an instructional 
how-to for both the general and the special educator. The 
guide should contain information about the unique 
strengths and needs of the student, IEP goals, and a list of 
possible strategies for implementation. The student-
specific instructional planning guide allows special edu-
cators to extract the important elements of the IEP that 
will provide the foundation for transforming that IEP into 
instructional practices. Ideally, special educators would 
create different planning guides specific to the needs of 
the general educator with whom they are collaborating. 
Figure 3 is an example of an instructional planning guide 
created for a sixth-grade language arts teacher. A different 
planning guide that includes only the specific math IEP 
goals would be created for the mathematics teacher. 

The instructional planning guide provides a one-page 
reference for the classroom teacher. Planning guides should 
contain important IEP information at a glance. Specific top-
ics to include are (a) student name and identified disability, 
(b) topic of focus (e.g., mathematics, social–emotional 
domains, reading), (c) summary of relevant IEP goals and 
progress markers, (d) required IEP modifications and accommo-
dations, and (e) suggested instructional strategies. 

Knowledge of Modifications 
and Accommodations 

When many educators think about instructional 
accommodations, things such as preferential seating, 
extended time on tests, or note-takers/scribes come to 
mind. Although important for many students, these 
accommodations do not get to the heart of instructional 
delivery or to the core needs of many students with 
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42  Intervention in School and Clinic

disabilities. Given the range of learners who receive 
their instruction in the general education classroom for 
part or all of their day, all teachers will be asked to 
engage in instructional modification or accommodation 
at some point in their careers (U.S. Department of 
Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services, 2004). Illuminating the difference between 
modifications and accommodations can shed light on 
the variety of ways students with disabilities can be sup-
ported in general education settings.  

Modifications are a change in the objective or con-
tent of what is taught. Modifications require a different 
set of instructional objectives for the student or stu-
dents with an IEP. For these students, teachers modify 
their curriculum in a way that changes the nature of 
what they are teaching and testing. Accommodations, 
on the other hand, are adjustments in how students 
learn. Students receiving accommodations still will be 
expected to master the same content, but how they will 
learn or demonstrate that knowledge may differ from 

their peers without disabilities. Thinking about the 
nuances associated with implementing accommodations 
or modifications helps educators think deeply about 
their instructional practices. The collaborative conversa-
tion becomes richer as both educators discuss how and 
what is being taught rather than focus on ways to make 
the student with disabilities fit into the current instruc-
tional milieu. Figure 4 provides examples of modifi-
cations and accommodations. Collaborators should begin 
to focus on performance outcomes as a result of the 
accommodation (i.e., the direction and intensity of 
change in learning or behavior). 

Develop a Plan for Collaboration 

Using the fact sheets, IEP instructional planning 
guides, and lists of accommodations and modifications 
as the starting point, the special educator now develops 
the plan for collaboration—the delineation of roles and 
responsibilities within the classroom. Frequently, 

IEP Instructional Planning Guide: Language Arts
Student: Katelyn Marsh 
Disability: Learning Disability
Class: 6th Grade Language Arts 
Classroom Teacher: Mr. Abbott  

Overview of Strengths and Needs: Katelyn is a bright student who enjoys creative writing. She has difficulty with the conventions of 
writing (grammar, spelling, punctuation, etc.). Katelyn is shy and tends not to participate in class. She does enjoy participating in her 
literature circles when she is with students with whom she feels comfortable. Katelyn has difficulty with organization and following multi-
step directions. 

IEP Goals and Progress Markers (P.M.)   Accommodations and Modifications 

Writing 
Goal: Given a writing assignment, Katelyn 
will write a multi-paragraph essay that 
includes a clear thesis statement, supporting 
examples and details, and no more than 3 
spelling errors.

P.M.: Katelyn will select a graphic 
organizer 100% of the time when 
preparing a writing draft. 
P.M: Katelyn will generate one main idea 
or thesis statement for the topic 4 out of 
5 times.
P.M.: Katelyn will be able to generate 
supporting examples or details for each 
main idea. 
P.M.: Katelyn will correctly spell high 
frequency words and make fewer than 5 
errors per multi-paragraph writing 
assignment.  

TESTING ACCOMMODATIONS

Accommodations: 
Use of pencil grips 
Allow student to type homework 
Reduce amount of in-class writing required (e.g., provide a copy of class notes, 
reduce length of journal entries required) 
Provide a checklist for checking conventions of writing 
Divide long writing assignments into “chunks” with individual due dates; for example, 
first the graphic organizer is due, then the rough draft, then the paper with teacher 
checklist, and finally the finished paper
Write daily agenda and objectives on the board 
Require a homework organizer 

Modifications: (can be delivered by the general educator, special educator, or a related 
service provider)

Work on proper pencil grip
Provide mini-lessons on grammar, punctuation, and other writing conventions 
Receive specific instruction in spelling at least 3x per week; instruction should 
include work with high frequency words and instruction in spelling conventions 
Teach specific writing graphic organizers such as Story Maps, Webbing, Compare 
and Contrast, or Sequence Chain

Extended time on tests
Use of the computer, if requested by student

Figure 3.  Sample Individualized Education Program (IEP) instructional planning guide. All names are pseudonyms. 
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educators define collaborative relationships in terms of 
what they look like (e.g., team teaching, one lead 
teacher and one support teacher, parallel teaching) 
(Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007). Strong col-
laborative relationships will look different depending 
on the general education classroom context and the 
particular needs of the students with disabilities who are 
a part of that classroom. In some cases, team teaching may 
be the face of a strong collaborative partnership. In 
another case, students using the same study guide or 
differentiated materials may be signs of the collabora-
tive relationship at work. In the end, how the collabora-
tive relationship looks is not a sign of educationally 
meaningful collaboration; rather, the instructional out-
comes for the students with disabilities within the gen-
eral education setting are the benchmark for measuring 
success. 

General and special educators will tell you that 
personality, teaching styles, school leadership, and 
policies all factor into how collaborative partner-
ships are developed. These factors are indeed impor-
tant, but strategic partnerships should begin with an 
examination of the classroom culture and its inter-
section with student needs. In a study conducted by 
Klingner and Vaughn (2002), the special education 
teacher varied the ways in which she co-taught as she 

moved from classroom to classroom. The teacher 
described the challenge of role definition:

It is a hard role [collaborative special educator], because the 
special education teacher continually has to adjust and change 
their style depending on the teacher that they are working 
with. I work in three classrooms very differently. (p. 25) 

Collaborative partnerships will take on different shapes. 
Who takes what role within the classroom should be 
determined in response to defining the intersections. One 
way to elicit where those intersections occur is to develop 
a plan for collaboration. 

In preparation for developing a collaborative plan, spe-
cial educators should first prepare (or collect) relevant fact 
sheets and then create individualized instructional planning 
guides for each student on their caseload. Bringing these 
pieces of information to the planning meeting clearly com-
municates the specialized content knowledge of the special 
education teacher. Similarly, general educators should 
come prepared with curriculum guides or maps as well as 
any information related to their typical classroom 
procedures. It is the task of the special educator to under-
stand and explore the context of each classroom first and 
then collaboratively determine appropriate supports for the 
included students. The following are steps that special edu-
cators can use for setting up a collaborative plan.  

Accommodations
Do not change WHAT students learn;  
Accommodations change HOW students learn or how 
knowledge is demonstrated.

Pacing 
Chunking, frequent examples, breaks 

Environment
Structure, clarity in environmental print, physical 

 environment  
Instructional Presentation/Student Response

Variety of opportunities for engagement, guided practice,  
 modeling, advance organizers 

Breaking down longer assignments, provide assignment 
 notebook, oral or visual cues

Study guides, concrete model, problem-solving guide 
Materials/Software 

Tape-recorders, calculators, computers, copies of notes,  
 e-texts, specialized software programs

Grading
Modified grading scale, use of checklist or rubric for grading 

Reinforcement 
Use of positive reinforcement (formally or informally),  

 repeated directions, study guides, performance charts or  
 curriculum-based measurement

Testing Adaptations 
Read aloud (for non-reading tests), change test formatting 

 to allow for more space or larger print

Modifications
Modifications change the OBJECTIVES and 
CONTENT of what is to be learned. 

Objectives
Different set of learning objectives 

Content 
Non-grade level material or skills 

Grouping 
Placement in homogeneous groups for the purpose of  

 teaching specific, non-grade level material or skills;  
 Remediation or acceleration is the goal  

Placement in heterogeneous groups with ability specific  
 role assigned (e.g., a student with a learning disability  
 may only need to identify one alternative source while  
 other student must locate three)  

Strategy Instruction 
Instruction in a specific strategy in order to facilitate  

 participation, understanding, or work completion (e.g.,  
 teaching a student with ADHD self-monitoring techniques 
 for paying attention and appropriate participation in class) 

Evaluation 
Development of student specific rubric, checklist, or  

 criteria based, alternative test 

 

Figure 4.  Educationally meaningful accommodations and modifications.
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1. Gather information about the general education setting. 
Questions can be asked in an interview format or sent as a 
premeeting questionnaire. Given typical time constraints 
and demands on teachers, most teachers prefer succinct 
information gathering (see Hollingsworth, 2001, for sample 
needs assessments). 
a. Define the general education classroom:

i. What are general expectations? (e.g., classroom 
rules, formats, routines) 

ii. What are the primary modes of instruction? (e.g., 
lecture, group work) 

iii. How would you define your teaching style within the 
class? (e.g., directive, collaborative) 

iv. What is your experience in working with students 
with disabilities? 

b. Describe what kinds of collaborative partnerships have 
worked for you in the past. 
i. What roles can you imagine a special educator serv-

ing in your classroom and on behalf of the students 
with disabilities?

ii. What roles or responsibilities are you comfortable 
sharing within your classroom?

2. Share information from fact sheets and instructional plan-
ning guides. These materials can be provided in advance of 
the meeting. 

3. Solicit feedback and questions from the general educator. 
Concerns should be received in a neutral fashion and writ-
ten down for further discussion. To address questions, 
concerns, or ideas related to the specific needs of the 
student with an IEP, you can use the Accommodations and 
Modifications overview to explore various ways to support 
the students. 

4. Finally, collaboratively generate a list of instructional tasks 
that occur within the setting. 
a. Brainstorm with the general educator concerning all of 

the things that the general educator does in the class—
grades journals, takes attendance, teaches the whole 
class as well as small groups, remediates, communicates 
with parents, develops tests. 

b. Brainstorm with the general educator concerning all of 
the tasks of the special educator—develops IEPs, runs 
remedial groups, communicates with parents, reports 
IEP progress. 

c. Begin to assign tasks. Some tasks will be done by both 
teachers, and it may be necessary to assign a lead teacher 
for specific roles. Be as specific as possible so that expec-
tations are clear about who will do what and when. 

d. Revisit the list frequently to make adjustments. Use 
student data (classroom performance and IEP monitor-
ing) as a guide when making adjustments. Teaching style, 
classroom demands, and teacher responsibilities will all 
play a role in defining the collaborative relationship, but 
student success should remain the guiding factor. 

Conclusion

The job of special educators in today’s schools is both 
exciting and challenging. Working side by side with gen-
eral educators to provide exceptional special education in 
general education settings is a rich and rewarding 
endeavor. Even though changing educational climates 
make it appear that the delivery of special education is a 
moving target, the heart of what we do has not changed 

since the passage of P.L. 94-142 (1975). Special educa-
tors still ensure that specially designed instruction is 
delivered to exceptional students. Researchers in special 
education will continue to study and improve upon what 
we know about our content—characteristics, IEP imple-
mentation, and the delivery of effective instruction—
and it is the job of each special education teacher to 
remain up to date and knowledgeable about that content. 
Although these aspects remain the core content of spe-
cial education, the context and climate will continue to 
challenge and move us forward. Whether it is diving 
deeper into subject-matter content knowledge or learning 
the language and pedagogy of collaborative, content area 
partners, special educators can bring their knowledge of 
individualizing education into these new domains. The 
strategies outlined in this article can provide the founda-
tion for developing mutually beneficial collaborative 
partnerships and will ensure the delivery of effective 
instruction for all students. 
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