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xvii

Introduction

Introduction and Purpose

W elcome to Special Education in Today’s Diverse Classrooms: Meeting the Needs of Students With Exception-
alities. This book is not your typical introduction to special education. Rather than focusing heavily on 

clinical perspectives, this text places children and families at the center, emphasizing humanity and diversity 
within the special education landscape. As Maya Angelou eloquently stated in her conversation with Oprah 
Winfrey, “Human beings are more alike than we are unalike.” This principle is woven throughout the pages of 
this book that aims to connect readers to the lives of real people with disabilities, their families, and the support 
systems within schools.

The primary goal of this book is to provide all educators with high-leverage practices (HLPs) and evidence-
based strategies that are both practical and inclusive. Through the lens of HLPs, this text puts the primary 
focus on universal design for learning (UDL), tiered supports, culturally inclusive practices and pedagogy, and 
evidence-based practices (EBPs). This book serves as a comprehensive resource for creating positive learning 
environments for all students. This text addresses the history and legal aspects of the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act and the disability categories set forth by the act. The characteristics and experiences of 
students are interwoven throughout the text, while offering insights into how students with these disabilities 
can be supported in inclusive classroom environments.

HLPs are a way to narrow down the long list of initiatives, professional development topics, and research 
on EBPs to provide effective education to students. These are practices for educators to use for students with 
disabilities regardless of their classroom environment or type of teacher. This textbook focuses on this smaller 
set of practices and aims to provide knowledge to educators of all types. But keep in mind that for general 
educators and special class educators, the course in which this text is used may be the only one specifically 
aimed at the use of evidence-based, practical, and inclusive strategies. This book is an introduction to special 
education with the premise that if someone is becoming a special education teacher, they will dive deeper into 
much of this content in additional methods courses.

Structure

The structure of this textbook is carefully designed to guide readers through key concepts and practices in 
special education. Each chapter offers an overlap of inclusionary practices, making this book a valuable resource 
not just for understanding theory but also for applying it in diverse classroom settings. The chapters include 
vignettes—true accounts from individuals with disabilities, their families, and educators—offering authentic 
perspectives that go beyond case studies. Due to the authenticity of these vignettes that serve as case studies 
often requested by educator preparation programs, readers will see many positive educational experiences but 
sometimes be exposed to negative interactions students or families have experienced as well. Each vignette gives 
context to one student and family, but throughout the chapter, the applications to that student are intended to 
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bring real-world authenticity to the fact that all children are different even if they have the same disability. 
It also allows for bridging theory to practice with the realization HLPs and evidence-based strategies can 
be used with a variety of children with and without disabilities.

Learning outcomes are aligned with the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) Initial Practice-
Based Professional Preparation Standards for Special Educators and the High-Leverage Practices (HLPs) 
for Students With Disabilities. These HLPs, originally introduced by McLeskey and colleagues (2017) and 
revised and updated by the CEC and the Collaboration for Effective Educator Development, Accountability, 
and Reform (CEEDAR) Center (Aceves & Kennedy, 2024), are not merely mentioned but are the focal point 
of the book, offering tomorrow’s educators strategies to support all learners effectively. HLPs 2.0 are driven 
by collaboration, data-driven planning, instruction in both behavior and academics, and intensifying and 
intervening as needed, which are referred to as domains. There are six HLP pillars practiced under these 
domains that are described as “the most essential HLPs for educators to master and implement” (Aceves & 
Kennedy, 2024, p. 10). The embedded HLPs under the pillars are key to implementation of the pillar prac-
tices and are all covered in practical approaches within this textbook, as shown in Figure I–1 and Table I–1.

HLP 1

Collaborate with 
professionals to 
increase student 

success. 

HLP 3

Collaborate with 
families to support 

student learning 
and secure needed 

services. 

HLP 6

Use student
assessment data, 

analyze instructional 
practices, and make 

necessary
adjustments that 
improve student 

outcomes. 

HLP 7

Establish consistent, 
organized and

responsive learning 
environments.

HLP 16

Use explicit 
instruction.

HLP 10: Conduct
functional behavioral

assessments to
develop individual 
student behavior 

support plans.

HLP 20

Provide intensive  
intervention for 
academics and 

behavior.

HLP 4: Use multiple sources of 
information to develop a 
comprehensive understanding 
of a student's strengths and 
needs. 

HLP 5: Interpret and
communicate assessment 
information to collaboratively 
design and implement
educational programs. 

HLP 11: Identify and prioritize 
long and short-term learning 
goals.

HLP 12: Systematically design 
instruction toward a specific 
learning goal. 

HLP 9: Teach social behaviors. 

HLP 18: Use strategies to promote 
active student engagement.

HLP 13: Adapt curriculum 
tasks and materials for 
specific learning goals.

HLP 15: Provide sca�olded 
supports.
HLP 17: Use flexible grouping.

HLP 8/22: Provide positive and 
constructive feedback to guide 
students' learning (HLP 22) and 
behavior (HLP 8). 

HLP 19: Use assistive and 
instructional technologies.

HLP 21: Teach students to 
maintain and generalize new 
learning across time and 
settings.

HLP 14: Teach cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies to 
support learning and 
independence.

HLP 2: Organize and
facilitate e�ective meetings 

with professionals and families. 

Collaboration
Intensify and 

Intervene as Needed

 Instruction in 
Behavior and 

Academics 

Data-Driven
Planning

Figure I–1. High-leverage practices pillars. Source: © CEEDAR Center, The Council for Exceptional Children. Used 
with permission.
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TABLE I–1.  Chapters in the Text and the High-Leverage Practices Covered

Chapter and Titlea HLP HLP Summary 

3. Collaborating With School 
Professionals for Student Success

1 Collaborate with professionals to increase student 
success (HLP Pillar). 

4. Fostering Effective Home-School 
Partnerships to Support Student Learning

2 

3 

Organize and facilitate effective meetings with 
professionals and families (Embedded HLP). 

Collaborate with families to support student learning 
and secure needed services (HLP Pillar).

5. Understanding Students’ Strengths and 
Needs Through Multiple Sources and 
Assessment

4 Use multiple sources of information to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of a student’s strengths 
and needs (Embedded HLP). 

6. Involving Collaborators in Assessment 5 Interpret and communicate assessment information 
to collaboratively design and implement educational 
programs (Embedded HLP).

7. Data-Driven Planning 6 Use student assessment data, analyze instructional 
practices, and make necessary adjustments that 
improve student outcomes (HLP Pillar). 

8. Establishing Safe, Positive, and 
Culturally Sustaining Classroom 
Environments

7 

8/22

9

Establish a consistent, organized, and responsive 
learning environment (HLP Pillar). 

Provide positive and constructive feedback to guide 
student learning (HLP 22) and behavior (HLP 8) 
(Embedded HLPs).

Teach social behaviors (Embedded HLP). 

9. Conducting Functional Behavior 
Assessments to Increase Positive 
Behaviors

10 Conduct functional, behavioral assessments to 
develop individual student behavior support plans 
(Embedded HLP). 

10. Designing Instruction Toward 
Specific Learning Goals

11

12

Identify and prioritize long- and short-term learning 
goals (Embedded HLP). 

Systematically design instruction toward a specific 
learning goal (Embedded HLP). 

11. Adapting Curriculum and Identifying 
Assistive Technology to Meet Student 
Needs

13 

19 

Adapt curriculum tasks and materials for specific 
learning goals (Embedded HLP). 

Use assistive and instructional technologies 
(Embedded HLP). 

12. Implementing Strategies to Support 
Learning

14 Teach cognitive and metacognitive strategies to 
support learning and independence (Embedded HLP).

13. Scaffolding Toward Independence, 
Maintenance, and Generalization

15

21

Provide scaffolded supports (Embedded HLP).

Teach students to maintain and generalize new 
learning across time and settings (Embedded HLP).

(continues)
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Professional Organizations and Resources

This textbook aligns with the standards set by prominent organizations in the field of special education. The 
CEC, the largest professional organization dedicated to the success of individuals with disabilities, provides 
the foundational standards upon which this book is built. Additionally, CEEDAR focuses on preparing 
educators to support students with disabilities in achieving college and career readiness.

Embedded throughout the chapters are QR codes that provide links to resources to increase exposure 
and knowledge about specific topics. These resources, alongside chapter glossaries, learning outcomes, and ques-
tions to prompt thinking, are designed to enrich the reader’s understanding and application of inclusive 
practices.

Embedded Concepts, Language, and Features

By focusing on both people-first and identity-first language and embedding UDL, multi-tiered systems of 
support (MTSSs), inclusive education, and culturally inclusive pedagogies and practices (CIPP) within each 
chapter, this textbook strives to prepare educators to meet the needs of all students, creating a more inclusive 
and supportive learning environment for everyone. Specific examples of UDL and MTSS are found throughout 
the text to lean into these general education concepts for all students. It is known that MTSS is the preferred 
and current framework that uses research-based strategies to support a student’s holistic needs. The authors 
also acknowledge that not all schools have transitioned from response to intervention and positive behavioral 
interventions and supports separately to MTSS so there will be nods to those specific frameworks as well.

Throughout the book, you will see the use of CIPP, which is an inclusive term that encompasses other 
similar concepts such as culturally responsive, culturally sustaining, and culturally relevant practices. To be 
more inclusive and acknowledge the diverse structures of today’s families, the term family is used in most 
of the text’s content. Family could potentially include guardians, grandparents, siblings, or other caregivers 
who actively participate in a student’s education.

14. Making Instructional Decisions for 
Student Success

16

17 

20

Use explicit instruction (HLP Pillar).

Use flexible grouping (Embedded HLP). 

Provide intensive instruction for academics and 
behavior (HLP Pillar). 

15. Engaging Students in Active Learning 18 Use strategies to promote active student engagement 
(Embedded HLP). 

Note. HLP = high-leverage practice. Adapted from High-Leverage Practices for Students With Disabilities (2nd ed.), by 
T. C. Aceves & M. J. Kennedy (Eds.), 2024, Council for Exceptional Children and CEEDAR Center.
aChapters 1 and 2 cover foundational aspects of the text and therefore do not include specific HLPs. 

TABLE I–1.  (continued)

Chapter and Titlea HLP HLP Summary 
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Supplementary Materials to Aid Teaching and Learning

To support the learning journey, this textbook offers a range of supplementary materials. On the companion 
site, readers and instructors will find presentation slides, test banks, quizzes, and further activities designed 
to deepen their understanding and application of the material. The book aims to create an interactive experi-
ence, linking online content with the text to encourage a broad perspective on the information presented.

Key components essential for all educators, such as positive classroom environments, assistive tech-
nology, data-driven planning, and timely interventions, are integrated throughout the chapters. Throughout 
this text and in future editions, the authors will provide information on current research, trends, and topics 
related to special education. This edition presents concepts such as trauma, neurodiversity, social and 
emotional learning, assistive technology, and new instructional technologies such as artificial intelligence 
(AI). With the increase in the use of AI to provide ways to support educators, the authors utilized it to 
generate the Application to the Classroom questions section of each chapter.

The supplementary materials further provide educators with the tools and strategies needed to effec-
tively implement these practices in their classrooms. Title II requires teacher preparation programs to 
identify the activities that prepare general education teachers to teach students with disabilities effectively, 
participate as members of Individualized Education Program teams as defined in the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act, and effectively teach students who are limited English proficient. It also requires 
documentation that the program prepares special education teachers to do the same. This textbook and its 
supplementary materials will assist educator preparation programs in effectively meeting that requirement.

Summary

This textbook serves as a bridge between research and definitions of disabilities and the practical approach to 
educating students, offering an inclusive and comprehensive framework for educators navigating the diverse 
needs of students with exceptionalities. By placing a strong emphasis on culturally inclusive pedagogy and 
EBPs, it equips readers with tools to create meaningful and equitable learning experiences. The unique struc-
ture, enriched by authentic vignettes and aligned with professional standards, ensures practical application 
of frameworks for HLPs, UDL, and MTSSs. Additionally, the book underscores the importance of family 
engagement, making it a vital resource for fostering collaboration in education. Through its innovative 
approach, this text inspires educators to not only meet students’ needs but also celebrate their individuality, 
preparing them to succeed in dynamic, inclusive classroom environments.

Shantel M. Farnan, EdD
Ruby L. Owiny, PhD
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12

Implementing Strategies 
to Support Learning
Ruby L. Owiny and Shantel M. Farnan
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LEARNING OUTCOMES

1.	 Define high-leverage practice 14—teach cognitive and metacognitive 
strategies to support learning and independence. (CEC 3.2; HLP 13,  
14, 19, 20)

2.	 Identify specific learning needs based on a student’s learning profile. 
(CEC 5.6; HLP 17, 20)

3.	 Design instruction and implement adaptations to meet individual needs. 
(CEC 2.1, 5.3, 5.6; HLP 1, 3, 4, 6, 12, 16, 17, 20)

4.	 Brainstorm key factors for consideration when designing the learning 
environment for students. (CEC 2.2, 5.6; HLP 1, 3, 4, 7, 8 17, 20, 22)

5.	 Determine appropriate cognitive and metacognitive strategies to meet a 
student’s individual learning needs. (CEC 5.3; HLP 12, 16)

6.	 Interpret the definition of specific learning disabilities. (CEC 2.1; HLP 1, 3, 4, 6)

7.	 Describe how the characteristics of specific learning disabilities may 
manifest in a school or classroom setting. (CEC 3.2; HLP 13, 15, 19, 20)

8.	 Analyze the differences between the models of identification of specific 
learning disabilities. (CEC 3.2; HLP 13, 15, 19, 20)

CHAPTER GLOSSARY

Basic Psychological Processes: mental processes that provide the capacity to learn, 
adapt, remember, retrieve information, and apply it.

Cognitive Processing: ability to take input, remember it, retrieve it, and use it correctly; 
involves the speed at which this occurs.

Discrepancy Model: means by which a student can be eligible for a specific learning 
disability when there is a distinctive gap between IQ and academic achievement.

Dyscalculia: specific learning disability impacting one’s ability to understand 
mathematics concepts and apply them.

Dyslexia: specific learning disability that affects reading and related language-based 
processing skills.
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Metacognitive Processing: ability to “think about one’s thinking”; to reflect on the mental 
processes used to complete a task and assess performance on that task.

Self-Regulation: one’s ability to recognize feelings, interpret what is happening in the 
environment, and react appropriately.

Specific Learning Disabilities: difficulty learning at a rate similar to peers due to genetic 
and/or neurobiological factors that alter brain functioning in a manner that affects one 
or more cognitive processes related to learning.

Strategy: specific plan to complete a task or accomplish a goal.

1.	 How do the characteristics of a specific learning disability overlap with 
other disabilities or other learning needs not necessarily associated 
with a disability?

2.	 Why are metacognitive and cognitive strategies important for a 
student with a specific learning disability or those who exhibit similar 
characteristics of learning needs?

3.	 How can metacognitive and cognitive strategies be embedded in the 
general education classroom to meet all students’ needs?

4.	 What important information will an educator need to provide to 
analyze and evaluate student needs for identification for special 
education supports and services if a learning disability is suspected?

5.	 What models of identification are used for eligibility as a student with 
a specific learning disability, and what information is needed?

QUESTIONS TO PROMPT YOUR THINKING
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Quinten’s Story

Quinten enjoyed kindergarten, and 
his teacher mentioned he was bright 

and enthusiastic. Throughout first grade, his 
teacher noted he enjoyed school and was social 
but exhibited limited phonemic awareness and 
lacked fluency in high-frequency words (those 
words that are commonly found in written text  
and should be read instantly; University of 
Florida Literacy Institute, n.d.). As his parents, 
we attended every parent-teacher conference, 
regularly communicated with the educators, and 
attended the school functions that fit into our 
family’s schedule. During the fall conference, his 
general educator shared that the student assis-
tance team (SAT) recommended Quinten begin 
Tier 2 interventions, which meant more evidence-
based, intensive phonemic awareness and 
phonics instruction for him. He was not making the 
progress they hoped for in Tier 1 instruction, which, 
they explained, is the curriculum and instructional 
activities that his whole class followed. However, 
with intensive instruction using explicit instruction, 
they were hopeful he would more quickly learn 
the skills he needed to be a proficient reader. 
Thankfully, he developed the skills he needed for 
reading fluently and was near grade level by the 
end of first grade. The school wanted to keep him 
in Tier 2 instruction for the beginning of second 
grade to ensure any summer regression would be 
remediated. By midway through second grade, 
he was no longer receiving Tier 2 instruction.

However, as he moved into third grade, while 
he was reading at grade level with appropriate 
fluency, reading comprehension and written 
expression seemed to be areas of continued 
struggle for him. As the year progressed, data 
indicated that he was learning differently when it 
came to his reading comprehension and written 
expression. Placement in response to interven
tion (RtI) Tier 2 was initiated again, and inter
ventions to address reading comprehension and  
written expression started during the second 
quarter. We knew he had the ability to learn these 
skills, he was just learning them differently and 

at a slower pace, making interventions neces-
sary. These increased in intensity, frequency, and 
duration in Tier 3 over 12 weeks, and there was 
some progress, but with this intensive instruc-
tion needed and a slower rate of progress than 
expected, the SAT suspected a specific learning 
disability (SLD) and contacted us for a meeting. 
At that meeting, the Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) team, which included his class-
room teacher, an interventionist, a special edu
cator, the school counselor, and us, made the 
decision to refer him for special education.

The initial review of existing data revealed 
he sometimes still struggled with decoding and 
reading fluency, but the biggest concern was 
with his ability to comprehend written text. In 
reading comprehension, specifically, he strug-
gled with understanding the main idea of a text 
and identifying important details, which affects  
his ability to summarize and respond to reading 
prompts. He had difficulty organizing his thoughts, 
which were disjointed, with details frequently out 
of sequence or missing entirely, making it chal-
lenging for him to produce coherent written work. 
He had great ideas for stories with a plethora 
of details to enhance them but struggled to 
organize his thoughts, thus planning a well-
organized writing piece was an area for growth.

His struggle to organize thoughts also mani-
fested itself in daily tasks. His desk and backpack 
were frequently messy, making it difficult for him  
to find materials. Throughout the special edu
cation process, the IEP team shared the same 
concerns related to his disorganization and 
difficulty in planning and prioritizing. The team 
explained those skills are related to executive 
functioning. As we continued to share what we 
saw at home, the team assisted us in under-
standing those aspects aligned with the mental 
processes of planning, organizing, focusing, 
remembering, and completing tasks—all execu-
tive functioning tasks.

Throughout the IEP process, the team conti
nually reminded us of Quinten’s strengths. He 
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is intelligent and excited to learn. His working 
memory is strong, and thus, memorization of 
information is easy for him. They also recognized 
his strengths in nonacademic areas such as his 
athleticism and compassion for others. He was 
quick to see a need and to help fulfill that need. 
Also, he was frequently seen engaging with other 
students who do not have many friends. This  
was important for us to hear as the team also 
focused on the areas in which he was having 
difficulties and where his progress appeared 
to plateau. Despite these concerns, he was 
determined, hardworking, and socially adept. 
We encourage Quinten to be well-rounded 
in his abilities, and because he continues to 
enjoy running, he continues to participate in a 
morning running club that the physical educa-
tion teachers lead 15 min prior to school starting.

After Quinten was found eligible as a student 
with SLD in reading comprehension and written 
expression, he began to receive specialized 
instruction to work on goals in reading com
prehension, written expression, and executive 
functioning for organization, including planning 
and prioritizing tasks. He received specially 
designed instruction in the general education 
classroom with co-teaching as a service delivery 
model to reach his goals, along with two and 
half hours per week of resource room support. 
The specialized instruction that helped him 
continue to improve his reading comprehension 
skills included direct, explicit instruction using 
graphic organizers and strategy instruction like 
note-taking and summarizing that helped him 
process, remember, and express the informa-
tion he was learning. The explicit instruction 
has focused on specific reading comprehen-
sion strategies, such as predicting, questioning, 
clarifying, summarizing, and synthesizing. This 
has also been used to teach him the writing 
process, including prewriting, drafting, revising, 
editing, and publishing. On the other hand, he 
did not do well with large group work time as he 
often needs a quiet space and does not begin 
tasks. He benefits from accommodations such 
as noise-canceling headphones, a study carrel, 

or being in a separate area of the room with less 
noise and traffic.

Setting goals and prioritizing tasks have 
helped Quinten to be successful in planning and 
completing tasks. He does well when breaking 
down tasks into smaller, manageable parts 
and prioritizing them based on importance and 
due date. He is learning to set specific goals for 
completing each part of the task and to track 
his progress. He still sometimes has difficulty 
with task initiation in reading and writing, but 
this has lessened over time. With writing, assis-
tive technology like text-to-speech and word 
prediction software has helped him immensely. 
He has learned to analyze the writing task and 
was taught some metacognition strategies, 
such as questioning. He now asks himself ques-
tions prior to beginning a writing task, such as 
the following: What is the writing prompt asking 
me to do? What prewriting strategy might I  
use? Other accommodations and modifica-
tions that have been utilized in the classroom 
and have been helpful in Quinten’s academic 
success include extended time on tests and 
assignments, small group instruction, sentence 
starters, word banks, breaks as needed to support 
attention and focus, cue cards with options for 
strategies to use and specific cards with the 
steps to use for the strategy chosen, extended 
time for reading and writing assignments and 
assessments, preteaching vocabulary and 
concepts, and building/assessing background  
knowledge.

stockfour / Shutterstock
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Introduction

Quinten’s story provides information for understanding how a specific learning disability (SLD) may 
manifest in a learning environment. There are infinite ways a SLD impacts daily life. In Quinten’s case, 

reading comprehension and written expression were greatly impacted along with executive functioning, 
particularly in the area of organization. Quinten is not unlike many students who struggle with an aspect of 
reading or learning, and therefore, the high-leverage practices (HLPs) and evidence-based practices (EBPs) 
described in this chapter should be generalized to use with any student based on their learning needs.

Students with SLD have a learning profile conducive to teaching metacognitive and cognitive strate-
gies. SLD manifests itself differently among those with it; however, there are generally some overlapping 
characteristics between individuals. In fact, some of the characteristics of SLD can be exhibited in students 
who are not determined eligible as a student with SLD. The difference between one found eligible with an 
SLD and one not is the intensity and level in which the characteristics of the disability impacts learning and 
behavior. A student without a SLD may exhibit a characteristic of SLD, but the intensity or level at which 
it impacts learning and behavior is lower, and fewer characteristics are manifested. For example, some 
characteristics of SLD are challenges with attention, memory, perception, limited vocabulary, processing, 
organizing, ordering events, social skills, feeling lonely, and being rejected by peers within one or more of 
the content areas in reading, written expression, and mathematics (Cassidy & Sande, 2022). A student with 
SLD may exhibit challenges in most of those characteristics, whereas a student without SLD may exhibit 
only one or a few of those characteristics. The disability will significantly impact the student’s achieve-
ment, whereas a student without SLD may only experience some slight frustration. Given the struggles 
any student might experience with memory, organization, comprehension, and so forth, the metacognitive 

and cognitive strategies addressed in this chapter can 
benefit many students.

High-Leverage Practice 14 Defined

In the Instruction in Behavior and Academics and 
Intensify and Intervene as Needed domains are the 
pillar practices of HLP 7 (establish a consistent, orga-
nized and responsive learning environment) and  
HLP 16 (use explicit instruction). The embedded prac-
tices are split into two categories including What to 
Teach and How to Teach (Aceves & Kennedy, 2024). 

As we reflect back on this journey, I want to 
share this, “Encourage families to be involved in 
the process; they know their child best. Build trust 
by listening, asking questions and respectfully 
sharing your expertise. Each team member is a 
vital member of the IEP team for the perspec-

tive they bring to decision-making. Because the 
IEP teams have worked together so well over 
the years, I am thrilled that Quinten desires to 
go to college and major in accounting after 
high school and has developed the skills to be 
successful.”
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