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ABSTRACT 

Many secondary students with disabilities need specialized instruction in basic skills and 

strategies in addition to what they receive in their core content courses to achieve 

academic and post-secondary success. The Brandywine School District established the 

academic support class period to support the success of students with disabilities who are 

in the general education classroom. This class was to be a proactive step in helping 

students with disabilities build and maintain the skills necessary to engage and succeed in 

the inclusive general education classroom. However, academic support teachers appear to 

spend more time assisting students in the completion of their content coursework rather 

than instructing them in basic skills and strategies needed for success. My goal was to 

create a structure, including supports for educators working in the academic support 

class, that would promote students’ acquisition of academic skills and strategies to 

increase success in the inclusive general education classrooms. I implemented the 

following strategies to achieve this goal: (a) identified current teaching practices, 

perceptions, and resources related to the academic support class; (b) provided a 

professional development plan outlining key instructional strategies; (c) identified and 

defined clear expectations for the academic support class for administrators, teachers, and 

parents; (d) created resources to help teachers identify and organize instruction 



 

 x 

grounded in evidence-based practices to promote students’ acquisition of needed 

strategies and skills; and (e) provided administrators with a tool to ensure that they 

implemented research-based instructional practices in the academic support class. Having 

a standard structure for teachers, administrators, and parents’ that connects instruction 

and accountability for the success of students with disabilities in the academic support 

class. With clearly defined expectations, the system establishes periodic checks to ensure 

that teachers and administrators are held accountable for student learning through the 

implementation of highly effective instruction in the academic support class. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Many students with learning disabilities at the secondary level face challenges 

emotionally, socially, and academically. Moreover, inclusive settings reflect a high level 

of rigor at a fast pace with little support for students struggling due to a lack of skill 

acquisition (Deshler, Schumaker, Bui, & Vernon, 2006; Hock et al., 2009; Lenz, Deshler, 

& Kissam, 2004). Consequently, many of these struggling students have not developed 

the skills necessary for academic success. According to the Brandywine School District’s 

2015–2016 testing data on 11th graders who took the SATs (See Table 1), only 14% of 

students with disabilities were proficient in English Language Arts, and 2% of students 

with disabilities were proficient in math (State of Delaware, 2017a).  

To address the achievement gap for secondary students with disabilities in the 

Brandywine School District, I focused attention on the implementation of instruction 

through the academic support classes. Consequently, I approached the problem by 

reviewing the literature on best practices in reading for students with disabilities, and then 

developed a model to identify short- and long-term goals that could impact the success of 

students with disabilities participating in the academic support class. Moreover, I 

administered a survey (See Appendix C, Figure 3) to teachers who provided instruction in 

the academic support class. The data from this survey outlined teachers’ levels of 
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perceived knowledge relating to the operationalization of instructional practices and 

barriers preventing implementation. Additionally, the information suggested the need for 

a teacher and administrator observation tool, professional development, and resources to 

help with implementation. Included in this portfolio are ten artifacts that support the 

understanding of how to support the academic success of students with disabilities 

through high-quality instruction in the Academic Support Class  an overview of each is 

listed below. 

1. Education Leadership Proposal Document: This artifact defines the problem 

of inconsistent instructional practices in the implementation of skill and 

strategy instruction in the Academic Support Class for students with 

disabilities across the secondary schools in the Brandywine School District. 

This artifact also highlights research on how the implementation of quality 

strategy and skill instruction helps to close the achievement gap for 

secondary students with disabilities, and describes the current practices 

occurring within my organization. These proposal documents intended to 

outline and guide my Education Leadership Portfolio work (SEE 

APPENDIX A).  

2. Synthesis of Selected Literature on Learning Strategies for Students with 

Disabilities: This artifact  is grounded in research that explains the current 

struggles students with disabilities face in secondary schools. It then 
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highlights research-based practices that support successful implementation 

of  strategies to decrease the achievement gap for students with disabilities. 

(SEE APPENDIX B). 

3. Logic Model for Academic Support Class in The Brandywine School 

District: This model explains the resources, activities, outputs, short and 

long term goals, and the desired impacts needed for successful 

implementation of the Academic Support Class in the Brandywine School 

District. (SEE APPENDIX C) 

4. Academic Support Survey- The goal of this survey was to a) identify the 

teachers’ level of satisfaction with the implementation of instructional 

practices in the Academic Support class and b) to better understand the 

challenges or barriers teachers face with the implementation of instructional 

practices during the Academic Support class. Outcome data from this survey 

helped to create resources and the professional development plan to assist 

teacher in instructional implementation (SEE APPENDIX D).  

5. Academic Support Observation Tool: The this tool meant is to assist in 

outlining the key teaching behaviors one would observe in the Academic 

Support Class. This tool is specifically geared toward educators who teach 

and Academic Support Class as resource to reflect upon their instructional 

implementation. (SEE APPENDIX E).  
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6. Academic Support Expectations Flyers- This artifact consist of one-page 

flyers for each the administrators, teachers, and parents of the Brandywine 

School District that outlines a common set of expectations for the Academic 

Support Class. Each flyer is created to appeal to each of the specific 

audiences but still has a set of common expectations for instruction and 

learning. (SEE APPENDIX F).    

7. Higher Leverage Practices Matrix with Skill Area of Needs Student 

Organizer: This is a one-page teacher resource that outlines the twelve most 

effective research-based practices for students with disabilities. This 

resource summarizes each of the twelve practices, describes the research 

behind these practices, and links skill and strategy instruction that support 

learning in each of the twelve areas (SEE APPENDIX G). Accompanying 

the Higher Leverage Practice Matrix is the Skill Area of Need Organizer. 

This organizer allows teachers to identify common and individualized areas 

of need amongst students in the Academic Support Class so they can better 

plan their instruction (SEE APPENDIX H). 

8. Academic Support Professional Development Plan: This artifact is an 

overview of the professional development content and timeline for the new 

implementation of strategy and skill instruction in Academic Support Class. 
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Included is an introduction power point that will be used with teachers and 

administrators (SEE APPENDIX I). 

9. Academic Support Lesson Plan: This artifact is a resource for teachers to in 

plan and preparing for their Academic Support Class. The lesson plan 

includes the skill (s) the teacher intends to cover, the connection to a high 

leverage practice, and the specific actions both the teacher and the student 

will take during the Academic Support class. This artifact also includes an 

annotated version of what is expected in each section to help guide teachers 

through their planning (SEE APPENDIX J).  

10. Academic Support Walkthrough Tool- This tool is for the use of building 

and district administrators who evaluate teachers through the Delaware 

Performance Appraisal System II (DPAS-II). This tool guides administrators 

on what evidence supports learning in terms of planning, management, and 

instructional practices when walking through the Academic Support Class 

(SEE APPENDIX K).  
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Chapter 2 

PROBLEMS ADDRESSED 

Many students with disabilities at the secondary level lack skills necessary to 

meet the demands of the rigorous curriculum required to reach graduation (Deshler et al., 

2006; Doren, Murray, & Gau, 2014; Harris, Schumaker, & Deshler, 2011). In fact, their 

struggle intensifies by the promotion of full inclusion without support for skill acquisition 

(Deshler et al., 2006; Hock et al., 2009; Lenz et al., 2004). Research on secondary content 

instruction for students with disabilities points to the significance of teaching self-

regulated educational strategies and providing more intensive instruction to close the 

achievement gap (Lenz et al., 2004; Reid, Lienemann, & Hagaman, 2013).  

For secondary students with learning disabilities, the instructional environment must aid 

students in skill acquisition and transfer. Furthermore, educators must be cognizant of the 

needs and strengths of their struggling students so they may provide relevant instruction 

(Askell-Williams, Lawson, & Skrzypiec, 2012; Lenz et al., 2004). When teachers 

understand the ways children  learn, they can systematically provide them with cognitive 

strategies to become independent learners. Research indicates that students who use 

cognitive strategies to overcome textual challenges can become metacognitive in their 

learning, and therefore, independent (Askell-Williams et al., 2012; Berkeley, Mastropieri, 

& Scruggs, 2011; Blachowicz & Fisher, 2000; U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services [USDHHS], 2000). In the Brandywine School District, the academic support 
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class was intended to provide a learning environment where special education teachers 

refocused students toward academic independence and students’ chances of post-

secondary success.  

The Brandywine School District serves students located in the northern part of 

New Castle County, Delaware. Students in this district derive from diverse backgrounds, 

creating heterogeneous groupings throughout the 16 elementary and secondary schools 

(State of Delaware, 2017b). Over the past decade, this diversity has influenced the 

Brandywine School District to provide a more inclusive model in their schools which 

provides students with and without disabilities to learn and access the same curriculum 

together.  

According to the Delaware Department of Education’s public records as of 2017–

2018 school year, the Brandywine School District serves 5,514 students in their six 

secondary schools, grades 6 through 12. Moreover, 12% of this population receives 

special education services (State of Delaware, 2017b). These secondary schools comprise 

of three middle schools, grades 6 through 8, and three high schools, grades 9 through 12. 

Inserted into a content area class, such as English language arts, math, science, or social 

studies, are special education teachers who co-teach with a general education teacher. In 

the role of the special education teacher, there is a mandate to provide services, such as 

differentiated instruction and accommodations to students with disabilities within the 

general education classroom environment as they collaborate with the cooperating 
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general education teacher (Brandywine School District, 2008). Most of these students 

with disabilities are identified with high-incidence disabilities, such as a learning 

disability. In addition to working within the general education classroom, special 

education teachers have a 90-minute block of academic support time every other day 

(Brandywine School District, (2008). During this time, teachers provide students in their 

caseload with specialized instruction to master the skills outlined in the Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP) goals.  

These classrooms were homogeneous groupings of special education students, 

and content was modified and implemented at a considerably slower pace. When the 

district moved to a more inclusive model, they added the academic support class for 

students who were typically in self-contained classrooms so they could be successful in 

the general education curriculum (C. A. Ward, personal communication, March 9, 2015). 

I joined the Brandywine School District as the secondary special education 

coordinator in September 2015. Part of my responsibility as the secondary coordinator 

was to assist special educators in providing superior instruction that fostered student 

success. I provided professional development on instructional practices and coached 

teachers on the execution of these practices to close the achievement gap between special 

and general education students. Moreover, my role had become especially significant 

with the addition of Results Driven Accountability mandated by the Office of Special 

Education Programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). This mandate meant 

monitoring was not just about IEP compliance. Instead, there was an emphasis on results 

of IEP implementation. At one time, states were monitored for the construction of the IEP 
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components. Results Driven Accountably now evaluated effectiveness of the IEP in 

serving students with disabilities to be successful in the general education curriculum. 

During the 2016–2017 school year (See Table 1), the Brandywine School District 

struggled with student achievement, predominantly in grade 11 (Delaware Department of 

Education, 2018). This struggle produced further examination into interventions and 

specialized skill instruction that could be developed to abet the success of students with 

disabilities. My role was to educate teachers about instructional practices that would 

successfully guide students with disabilities.  

 
Table 1. 
 
Brandywine School District Performance SAT 2015–2016 
 

          Percent proficient  Scale Score Mean 
 Number 

in Group 
Grou

p 
District State Group District State 

All Students  
 
ELA 

623 62 63 52 513 514 490 

Students 
with 
Disabilities  
 
ELA  

42 14 14 11 394 395 393 

All Students  
 
Math 

623 2 2 4 505 506 482 

Students 
with 
Disabilities 
Math  

42 2 2 4 380 381 394 

Note. Data derived from Delaware Student Assessment Reporting & Analysis for the 
Public (ver. 2017). Retrieved from 
https://pubapps.doe.k12.de.us/DSARA_Public/default.aspx 
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As a coordinator, I answered to the director of special services, but I am not an 

evaluator of teacher performance. I could only suggest changes and educate teachers on 

why and how to create an instructional change. Therefore, if they refused to change their 

instructional implementation, I was unable to leverage consequences for deficiencies of 

implementation. However, I worked diligently with the secondary school administrators 

overseeing special education teachers, the special education director, the director of high 

schools, and the director of curriculum and instruction. My role was to ensure that (a) 

funds were available for programs needed for students’ skill-building during academic 

support, and (b) intervention programs used were evidence-based and promoted the skills 

required to access core content.  

Although there was time allotted for skill instruction, I observed that many special 

education teachers used the academic support class to assist students in the completion of 

classroom or homework assignments. There appeared to be insufficient instruction on 

skill and strategy building by the academic support teacher. Most of the teachers’ time 

was expended helping students finish assignments from other classes. The academic 

support classes often functioned as a glorified study hall. Further, across the six schools 

and within each school there was an inconsistency with the curriculum and instruction in 

the academic support class.  

My concern was that student learning was compromised when teachers did not 

best utilize their time in academic support. For example, students were not expending 

time in academic support or other classes, learning strategies and skills necessary to 

tackle the demands of their rigorous curriculum. This misuse of time in academic support 
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was causing many special education teachers to modify the curriculum so students could 

achieve albeit at a lower level of rigor. When this occurred, the teacher compromised 

expectations of the students’ abilities, and the result was an inequitable education 

compared to their peers without disabilities. The increase in curriculum modification in 

core content areas and the lack of skill and strategy instruction during academic support 

hindered students from becoming independent learners. The absence of focused 

instruction as well as inconsistent expectations of academic support was harming 

students’ achievement and their probabilities of postsecondary success.  

One solution to school completion for students with disabilities is the successful 

acquisitions of skill and strategies that can be generalized into the content areas (Bear, 

Kortering, & Braziel, 2006). The attainment of these skills and strategies is only 

achievable through evidence-based, intensive, explicit instruction (Fuchs, Fuchs, & 

Vaughn, 2014; Torres, Farley, & Cook, 2014). Therefore, the objective is to craft an 

academic support class in the Brandywine School District consistent throughout the six 

secondary schools by targeting student needs through teacher implementation of 

instructional practices. 
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Chapter 3 

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES  

The academic support class provides an opportunity for special education teachers 

at secondary schools in the Brandywine School District to provide students with 

disabilities the tools necessary to close the achievement gap. In fact, research 

demonstrates direct instruction for students with disabilities is one of the most effective 

practices a teacher can offer (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Reviewing research on skills 

and strategic instructions aided my understanding of methods to equip and provide 

special educators with resources. These synthesized findings were included in the 

Synthesis of Selected Literature on Learning Strategies for Students with Disabilities 

(See Appendix B), which explained the current struggles students with disabilities face in 

secondary schools. The literature review discussed how teachers could implement 

strategies to decrease the achievement gap. For example, in the Brandywine School 

District, this instruction should take place in the academic support classroom. During the 

class, students with disabilities have the opportunity and time to receive direct instruction 

in the skill areas of need.  

It was essential to create a logic model to comprehend all the mechanisms and 

methods that played a part in the desired outcomes of my Educational Leadership 

Portfolio. Within the academic support class in the Brandywine School District Logic 
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Model (See Appendix C), there is an explanation of the resources, activities, outputs, and 

the 

short- and long-term outcomes necessary for successful implementation of skill and 

strategy instruction in the academic support class. The ultimate goal is to create  

consistency across the six secondary schools in their implementation of highly effective 

instructional practices to promote skill and strategy acquisition in the academic support 

classroom. By creating this structure, the number of modifications made to the general 

education curriculum for students with disabilities should decrease, and the structure 

should promote more rigor and higher expectations for students. Consequently, I 

addressed the following short-term outcomes from the logic model to reach the long-term 

goals: 

1. Develop resources and a professional development plan to increase gaps in 

teacher knowledge. 

2. Establish consistent expectations for the academic support classes across all 

secondary schools and among all stakeholders.  

3. Create a way for administrators to hold teachers accountable for providing high-

quality practices that support skill and strategy acquisition.  
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Outcome 1 

Develop Resources and a Professional Development 

Plan to Increase Gaps in Teacher Knowledge 

Understanding the perceived level of knowledge and satisfaction teachers had 

with the current implementation of strategy and skill instruction in the academic support 

class was crucial to creating resources and professional development.  Consequently, I 

sent an electronic survey (See Appendix C) to 69 special education teachers of all 

genders, ages, and levels of teaching experience at the secondary school level who taught 

an academic support class in the Brandywine School District. The goal of this survey was 

to (a) identify the teachers’ level of satisfaction with the implementation of instructional 

practices in the academic support class, and (b) understand better the instructional 

practices in the challenges or barriers teachers face when implementing instructional 

practices during the academic support class. I collected 29 special education teacher 

responses from 69 potential participants. In the first part of the survey, teachers were 

asked to identify their level of agreement with ten statements on a Likert-type scale 

concerning the academic support class. For example, statements incorporated teacher 

knowledge and satisfaction of instruction relating to the academic support class period. 

Teachers rated each item from 1 (strongly disagree) to (4) (strongly agree), with an 

option to answer item 5 (I am not sure). Additionally, the last two survey items consisted 

of open-ended questions related to barriers and needs for instructional implementation 

during the academic support class. I created these items through informal observations of 

the current academic support class. 
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Once I identified the areas of need concerning the implementation of strategy and 

skill, I reviewed resources for the teachers. The first teacher resource I created was based 

on the McLeskey et al. (2017) article on high leverage practices to support struggling 

students, organized in one front-to-back page across three columns that identified the 12 

most effective instructional practices for students with disabilities (See Appendix F). 

Briefly, the first column highlighted the essential points on the instructional practice. 

Next, the second column identified the research behind the practice. Finally, the third 

column informed teachers of the practical instructional uses by identifying strategies, 

skills, or programs associated with the practice.  

Based on the findings in the literature, I created the Skill Area of Need Student 

Organizer (See Appendix G) for teachers to consider which practices would best meet the 

needs of their students. This tool can help teachers plan classes based on students’ needs. 

When teachers have completed the organizer, they can identify which students’ needs 

overlap and which needs are outliers. From this information, teachers can better plan 

lessons for academic support since they will be able to see what skills and strategies they 

can teach in a group setting and which ones will need individualized instruction.  

The second prong of this tool requires teachers to identify their students’ areas of 

need and match the practices that best meet those needs. In other words, it provides a way 

for teachers to work through the lesson and plan their instruction. To assist with this 

process, I created the Academic Support Lesson Plan with an annotated version (See 

Appendix J). This document can assist teachers in planning and preparing for their 

academic support class. The lesson plan includes the skills teachers intend to cover, the 
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connection to a high-leverage practice, and the specific actions that both the teachers and 

students will take during the academic support class. Accompanying this lesson plan is an 

annotated version of the teacher walk-through the process.  

With these resources created, teachers and administrators need a way to learn the 

materials and instruction expectations for the academic support class. Accordingly, I 

created a professional development plan that incorporates training for teachers and 

administrators (See Appendix I). This plan is an overview of the method in which 

professional development will be rolled out to the teachers and administrators on the 

academic support class. The professional development plan begins with an introduction 

to the higher leverage practices and maps out what training will occur each month. This 

professional development plan will allow teachers to increase their knowledge of how to 

implement highly effective instructional practices with the result of increasing the 

acquisition of skill and strategies for students with disabilities in the academic support 

class. 

Outcome 2 

Establish Consistent Expectations for the Academic  

Support Classes Across All the Secondary  

Schools and Among All Stakeholders 

As a result of my work in the secondary schools, it became evident there was 

extreme diversity in methods teachers were utilizing the academic support class within 

the schools and across the district. Administrators also had unclear expectations of what 

instruction should be occurring during this time. Most teachers and administrators 
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understood the academic support class as a time dedicated for students to take 

assessments and make up missed assignments. Parents also may have misunderstood 

expectations. Sitting in IEP meeting, I have heard parents acknowledge the academic 

support class as a time for their child to work on class assignments with the assistance of 

the special educator. These misconceptions from all have added to the glorified study hall 

perception of the academic support class.  

Therefore, it was essential to create and share the expectations of the academic 

support class with teachers, administrators, and parents. An effective way to do this is 

through a one-page flyer for each stakeholder (See Appendix F). All three flyers are 

grounded in the research on the positive academic effects skill and strategy instruction 

has on students with disabilities. Each flyer contains specific information appealing to the 

targeted stakeholder group but has the same expectations for the academic support class.  

The plan is to provide the flyer with the district achievement data for students 

with disabilities to the administrators during their Professional Learning Community. 

During this time, I would outline the expectations and goals of the academic support 

class. Teachers will receive their flyer at the beginning of the school year during their 

professional development day. During that time, I can also meet with all special 

education teachers from each of the secondary schools who teach an academic support 

class to go through the research on best practices and explicitly address the expectations 

and goals of the academic support class. The parent flyer is more simplistic and outlines 

the goals and the expectations of the academic support class. This flyer also contains 

information about whom the parent can contact with questions related to their child’s 
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involvement in the academic support class. The parent flyers will be distributed through 

academic support teachers at the beginning of the year, during each secondary schools’ 

open house, and during the parent council night in the spring 2018 and fall 2018. The 

intended outcome will be a common understanding of expectations for the academic 

support class in its efforts to provide students with disabilities the skills necessary to 

achieve academic success in school and in their post-secondary endeavors. 

 
Outcome 3 

Create a Way for Administrators to Hold Teachers  

Accountable for Providing High-Quality Practices  

That Support Skill and Strategy Acquisition 

One method to ensure schools provide teachers with high-leverage practices is to 

hold teachers accountable for their students’ learning. Once we provide teachers with 

practices that support skill and strategy instruction, they must be held accountable for 

implementing that instruction in the classroom. Administrators are tasked with observing 

and holding teachers accountable for student success. A problem that has arisen in some 

of the secondary schools concerns the level of comfort and knowledge the building 

administrators have with special education instruction. In my discussions with 

administrators, they told me they want to learn and understand their role in observing the 

academic support classroom. To meet this need, I created the Academic Support Walk-

Through Tool. This tool will guide administrators through the evaluation of teachers in 

the academic support class related to the Delaware Performance Appraisal System II 

(DPAS-II). Therefore, the walk-through tool outlines what an administrator observes in 
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the academic support class as it aligns to three components: (a) planning and preparation, 

(b) classroom environments, and (c) implementation of instruction. The result should be 

the implementation of this tool in the upcoming school year with the intention to hold 

teachers accountable for providing high-quality instructional practices to support skill and 

strategy acquisition.  

The resources and research I have completed have created the strategies to 

promote the successful implementation of the academic support class. Furthermore, it 

will aid in improving the quality of instruction for students with disabilities in the 

academic support class by (a) developing resources and a professional development plan 

to increase gaps in teacher knowledge, (b) establishing consistent expectations for the 

academic support classes across all  secondary schools and among all stakeholders, and 

(c) creating a way for administrators to hold teachers accountable for providing high-

quality practices that support student skill and strategy acquisition. 
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Chapter 4 
 

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES RESULTS 

Restructuring the academic support classroom is in the early stages at the 

Brandywine School District. However, the special education department supports the 

shift in efforts to provide students with disabilities at the secondary level the best 

instruction to promote post-secondary success. Since I began working in the district, I 

have set short-term outcomes to begin to alter the implementation of instruction in the 

academic support class. The ultimate goal remains the same: to create consistency in the 

academic support classroom instruction based on the implementation of high-leverage 

practices, such as direct instruction in skill and strategy acquisition. This consistency will 

decrease the number of modifications made in the general education curriculum for 

students with disabilities while maintaining the rigor and expectation that are equitable 

for all students. This chapter highlights the results of the short-term outcomes thus far.  

Outcome 1 

Develop Resources and a Professional Development 

Plan to Increase Gaps in Teacher Knowledge 

Based on the findings from the Academic Support Survey (See Appendix C), 

teachers expressed dissatisfaction related to resources and training. Over half of the 

teachers surveyed (55%) agreed that they did not have enough curricular materials to 
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meet the needs of their students. Seventy-one percent of the teachers agreed they needed 

more training in the implementation of instructional practices to build useful student 

skills and strategies. Fifty-nine percent of teachers identified lack of curricular materials 

as one of the principal barriers to the implementation of instructional skills and strategies 

in the academic support class.  

The results of the survey led me to further examine the types of practices that 

would help teachers more effectively provide strategy and skill instruction. In the fall of 

2017, the Council for Exceptional Children published a meta-analysis that identified the 

twelve most highly effective practices for the success of students with disabilities 

(McLeskey et al., 2017). The twelve practices identified focus on (a) student engagement 

strategies; (b) prioritizing; (c) systematic instruction; (d) accommodations, 

differentiation, and modification; (e) cognitive and metacognitive strategy instruction; (f) 

scaffold supports; (g) explicit instruction; (h) flexible grouping; (i) assistive and 

instructional technologies; (j) intensive instruction; (k) maintenance and generalization; 

and (l) constructive feedback (learning and behavior).  

Along with the support and assistance of special education and review by the 

curriculum department, the High Leverage Practice Matrix came to be (See Appendix F). 

The goal was to introduce this tool to all special education teachers in the six secondary 

schools during their professional learning communities (PLC) as a way to improve 

student success through high-quality practices. Special educators have been tasked to 

review the High Leverage Practice Matrix and go through each of the twelve practices 

during their PLCs. Each of the secondary schools has a minimum of 45 minutes at least 
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once a month devoted to special educators’ meetings to review important district 

information. They also discuss curricular materials and supports teachers can provide to 

help with student success. Up to now, each school has received an introduction from me 

to the higher leverage practices during their PLC. However, only one school has gotten to 

the next level of breaking the practices apart and identifying how they can be utilized in 

their academic support class. This middle school had pairs of special education staff 

research each practice. The teachers were then tasked to share their findings through a 

presentation with their team during the special education PLC. The presentations I have 

observed thus far have been overflowing with information and resources to help teachers 

implement skill and strategy instruction within and outside the academic support class. 

Hopefully, this strategy will be replicated with the remaining five secondary schools. 

Once teachers learn the practices, they can implement skill and strategy 

instruction during their academic support class. Teachers in Delaware are expected to 

plan and prepare lessons as part of the DPAS-II. Teachers must demonstrate they can 

select instructional goals and design coherent instruction to be considered highly 

effective in this area. They also must demonstrate their knowledge of content and 

pedagogy, knowledge of students, and the ability to design student assessments. The Skill 

Area of Need Student Organizer (See Appendix G) and Academic Support Lesson Plan 

(Appendix I) have yet to be rolled out to the teachers. Both tools align with the 

expectation of the DPAS-II related to planning and preparation. If teachers follow align 

their practice to reflect the areas of walk-through tool, they are likely to be rated higher in 
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the area of planning because they will have tools necessary to plan their lessons to match 

instructional practice with the student needs.  

The Academic Support Observation Tool (Appendix D) outlines the successful 

implementation of skill and strategy instruction. This tool is based on Schumaker’s 

(1989) research on effective implementation of strategy instruction through specific 

teaching behaviors. Teachers can use the observation tool as a way to identify what needs 

to occur pre-, during-, and post-instruction.  

Outcome 2 

Establish Consistent Expectations for the Academic  

Support Classes Across All the Secondary 

Schools and Among All Stakeholders  

Historically, most teachers have used the academic support class as a way to 

support students through their content assignments. The lack of implementation of 

instructional skills and strategies is due to the perception that teachers are helping 

students to succeed. Teachers help to support students through their content assignments 

and assessments but are not providing the fundamental skills necessary for the students to 

have post-secondary success. Additionally, the district never articulated expectations for 

the academic support class. Rather, this task was left to the building staff. The results of 

the Academic Support Survey (See Appendix C, Table 7) indicated 51% of teachers 

disagreed with the idea that they did not have clear expectations of what instruction 

should be occurring during the academic support class. However, in response to the open-
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ended question, 21% of teachers identified unclear expectations as a barrier to the 

implementation of instruction during the academic support class. 

Often, teachers rely on the building administrator to guide their expectations. 

Most administrators do not have the instructional background necessary in special 

education to know what to expect from teachers in their schools as it pertains to the 

academic support class. Therefore, the implementation of instruction varied depending on 

the administrators’ expectations across the six secondary schools.  

During the next school year, this barrier will be addressed by establishing district 

expectations for the academic support class. The result will be a common vision and goal 

for the implementation of highly effective practices to increase skill and strategy 

instruction in the academic support class. The expectations will be communicated to 

teachers, administrators and parents to ensure the success of students with disabilities.  

Outcome 3 

Create a Way for Administrators to Hold Teachers Accountable 

For Providing High-Quality Practices That Support  

Skill and Strategy Acquisition 

Currently, in the Brandywine School District, there is no walk-through tool that 

helps building administrators evaluate the academic support classes. Once teachers learn 

skill and strategy instruction best practices, administrators must determine how to hold 

teachers accountable for implementation. There have been times when the district 

provided professional development opportunities for teachers but the information learned 

was not assimilated into their instructional practices. Therefore, teachers must be held 
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accountable for what students learn. The walk-through tool outlines what an 

administrator should observe in the academic support class as it aligns with the three 

components (planning and preparation, classroom environment, and instruction) as per 

the DPAS-II. The hope is to implement this tool in the upcoming school year with the 

intention that teachers are held accountable for providing high-quality instructional 

practices to support skill and strategy acquisition.
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Chapter 5 

REFLECTIONS ON IMPROVEMENT EFFORT RESULTS 

In an age of increased rigor and a focus on closing the achievement gap, it has 

become increasingly important for students with disabilities to succeed academically and 

become college and career ready as outlined in the Common Core State Standards. The 

momentum toward achievement can be overwhelming for teachers and students alike. 

However, providing students with the tools necessary to become independent learners can 

help increase their chance for post-secondary success. In the Brandywine School District, 

we are fortunate to have the 90-minute academic support period dedicated to working 

with our secondary special education students. When this learning environment is 

structured to provide evidence-based instructional interventions, teachers can decrease 

the number of modifications to the general education curriculum. Therefore, the goal of 

this project was to create an academic support class in the Brandywine School District 

that is consistent with the implementation of skill and strategy instruction across all six 

secondary schools. The short-term outcomes which helped to scaffold the success of this 

goal were as follows:  

1. Developed resources and a professional development plan to reduce the gaps in 

teacher knowledge. 

2. Established consistent expectations for the academic support class across all 

secondary academic support classrooms and with all stakeholders. 
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3. Created a method for administrators to hold teachers accountable for providing 

high-quality practices that support skill and strategy acquisition.  

Parts of the desired outcomes have been successful while others must be fully 

implemented. In particular, I must gain support from secondary administrators and 

acceptance from special educators. Schools whose administration supports the philosophy 

of full inclusion and equitable education for all students have been the most successful in 

engaging teachers in professional development on instructional practices from the High 

Leverage Practice Matrix. For example, teachers from one middle school have embraced 

learning new practices to support students in the school. Moreover, this school has taken 

the 12 higher leverage practices and created meaningful presentations and resources to 

share with each other to increase student success. In this school, they are confident they 

will meet the improvement goal due to the support of the administrator, the desire to learn 

and grow, and the belief that all students can be successful in the general education 

curriculum.  

The schools that were not as successful in embracing and planning for the 

implementation of these strategies seem to have similar barriers. These barriers include 

unsupportive administration, lack of PLC opportunities, and contradictory philosophical 

beliefs. Through conversations with administrators, I found various reasons why they 

were unsupportive of the implementation. Some administrators feared without teachers 

assisting students with the completion of homework and class assignments, those special 

education students would not pass and graduate. Others did not pre-plan the schedule to 

meet the needs of the academic support class. The most common reason, however, was 
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that many administrators lack the knowledge in special education instructional practices 

and are unsure how to be supportive. 

Another barrier to implementation has been the lack of PLC opportunities. I have 

established at least 45-minute PLCs with each of the secondary schools. During this time, 

I can only meet with the special educators in the school. However, I do not meet 

consistently at each school and never know which teachers will attend. For example, I 

meet with one school several times a month; however, only six teachers of the 13 can 

attend because there is no coverage for their classes. Therefore, it is difficult and 

inefficient when I am providing professional development for less than half the staff. At 

other schools, I only see them once a month. Some of the time I meet with them must be 

dedicated to compliance issues, such as the structure of the IEP, which limits time spent 

on the higher leverage practices. So, it has been challenging to implement the 

professional development plan across all six schools in the district consistently.  

Another barrier has been the changing teacher perceptions of the academic 

support class’s purpose and the belief about what their students can do. It has been a 

struggle for many teachers to shift their mindset from the reactive to the proactive. Many 

teachers have expressed that students who do not have an opportunity to work on their 

content area assignments during the academic support class will not pass. Moreover, they 

believe they must create modifications to the complexity of the general education 

curricula resulting in weak content, which causes many of the students to fall further 

behind in meeting the standards. When the students move from middle to high school and 

grade to grade, they are ill-equipped to meet the rigorous demands, and the cycle 
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continues. When these students are unsuccessful, teachers expressed the desire for self-

contained content classes. Research showed us that by separating students based on 

perceptions of ability, we attribute their failures to their disabilities and inherently lower 

our expectations (Clark, 1997; Grimes, 1981). Teachers must accept the sound research, 

which illustrates skill and strategy instruction through well-designed instructional 

practices, enables students to become independent, successful learners. By teaching 

students the skills they need and how to use them, they become less reliant on special 

educators holding their hands through assignments. This is also why teachers must 

embrace professional development and ongoing coaching to support student 

independence through skill and strategy instruction,  

Although these barriers still exist, the implementation of the lesson plan, 

academic support expectation flyer, and walk-through tool are more important than 

originally hypothesized. The one-page flyers define the goal and expectations for the 

academic support class in a consistent manner for each stakeholder. The lesson plan lets 

teachers plan instruction based on the needs of their students and provides a clear format 

for the class period. Finally, the walk-through tool will help administrators observe 

instruction in the academic support class by clearly defining what planning, management, 

and instruction, should look like and correlating this to the teacher appraisal system, 

which will hold teachers accountable.  

The next step in completing this project involves the support and collaboration 

from the special education department, the head of secondary schools, and the curriculum 

department. We must all use identical vocabulary, emphasize consistent expectations, and 
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share the same goals relating to the instruction of our students with disabilities in the 

academic support class. Part of the message that must come explicitly from each 

department is that all students with disabilities have the potential for success with the 

implementation of quality instruction. In the next school year, I plan to have two special 

education PLCs per month with one dedicated to compliance and IEPs and the other to 

instructional practices. Once the expectations are communicated, I will observe academic 

support classes to identify whether expectations have been fulfilled with consistency in 

the secondary schools. 
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Chapter 6 
 

REFLECTIONS ON LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

Over the last seven years, I have been fortunate to increase my potential as a 

leader through the positions I have held, the professional development opportunities I 

have been afforded and, most of all, the opportunity to be part of the Educational 

Leadership Doctoral program at the University of Delaware. I joined the ACCESS 

(Adapting Curriculum and Classroom Environments for Student Success) Project at the 

University of Delaware’s Center for Disabilities Studies in the fall of 2011 as an 

instructional coach for the state. As a young teacher, I was inexperienced in my role as a 

teacher-leader but was eager to learn. It was imperative that I learn how I could make a 

difference for students with disabilities. As I began doctoral classes in the spring of 2012, 

I learned my passion lay in making an effective, systematic change to increase the 

success of students with disabilities.  

During my time at the ACCESS project, I concurrently took classes and 

incorporated what I was learning into my work. After each class, I had more confidence 

in the decisions I was making because they were grounded in research. I also learned that 

when I worked with teachers who were challenging, persuading them with best practices 

based on research helped with their buy-in and also gave them confidence in my abilities 

as a coach. As an instructional coach, I worked with all districts in the 
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state, which afforded a decent representation of different systems within the state. 

Furthermore, I applied my knowledge of the different leadership models to the various 

school systems I worked with across the state.  

The classes I took at the university also prepared me for my role as a leader in the 

Brandywine School District. As such, my studies at the university helped me to 

determine in what way to work with each of the leadership styles I had encountered thus 

far. This was significant for my Educational Leadership Portfolio (ELP). I have matched 

strategies for school acceptance and implementing instruction with the vision and 

leadership styles in each of the secondary schools in the district.  

Another class that has significantly helped with my ELP has been the program 

evaluation class. The skills I learned in this class helped me to assess the current 

conditions of the academic support class. For example, we learned methods to create a 

logic model to identify ways to reach the ultimate program outcome. Moreover, I used 

what I learned to create the Academic Support Logic Model for the Brandywine School 

District. From this, I identified my short- and long-term outcomes and considered how to 

improve the program.  

The reading research classes taken as part of my doctoral journey have also 

contributed greatly to my work on the academic support class. For example, these classes 

led me to understand research methods to support instructional practices. In fact, I have 

used the literature reviewed concerning best practice to identify quality curricular 

materials and instructional practices to share with students. Reading plays such a critical 
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role with our student with disabilities. If they have the skills to comprehend what they 

read, their world opens up greatly.  

Overall, the work on my ELP has made me a better leader. I have learned to work 

with the differing leadership styles throughout our district, which has made me well 

rounded in working alongside leadership Moreover, I have reviewed programs to make 

research-based decisions about best practices for students using the knowledge I learned 

from my classes. Most of all, I have begun to shift the current system to help students 

with disabilities become successful learners and increase their potential for post-

secondary success.
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APPENDIX A 

ELP PROPOSAL DOCUMENT 

To achieve academic and post-secondary success many secondary students with 

disabilities need specialized instruction in basic skills and strategies in addition to what 

they receive in their core content courses (Lenz et al., 2004; Reid et al., 2013). The 

academic support class period was established in the Brandywine School District to 

support the success of these students who were included in the general education 

classroom. This class was to be a proactive step in helping students with disabilities build 

and maintain the skills necessary to engage and succeed in the inclusive general 

education classroom. However, the academic support period has become a glorified study 

hall where teachers appear to spend more time assisting students in the completion of 

their content coursework rather than instructing them in basic skills and strategies needed 

for success. My goal was to create a structure, Steps to Successful Academic Support 

(See Figure 2), to assist educators working in the academic support class. Specifically, 

this structure promotes students’ acquisition of academic skills and strategies to increase 

their success in the inclusive general education classrooms. As shown in Figure 2, the 

steps included the following strategies that (a) identified current teaching practices, 

perceptions, and resources related to the academic support class, (b) gathered data via a 

teacher survey and a literature review, (c) provided a professional development plan that 

outlined key instructional strategies, (d) identified and defined clear expectations about 



 

 39 

 
Observe current practice Observations of the current instructional practices in the academic support 

classroom. An observation tool will look for the instruction of skill and 
strategies, evidence-based practices, and other instructional practices used in 
the academic support class.  
 

Survey teacher 
knowledge and 
additional literature  

Gather data to determine teacher knowledge about strategy and skill 
instruction and current curricular materials or programs teachers are utilizing 
in their academic support class. Also, gather data on intervention programs 
and curricula that will assist teachers with skill acquisition related to 
evidence-based practices.  
 

Provide professional 
development 

Provide professional development on instructional strategies, skills curricula, 
diagnostic assessments, and lesson planning for the academic support period 
during Brandywine PLCs that occur bi-monthly. 
  

Establish clear 
expectations for 
academic support.  

This will help with the consistency of what instruction is occurring in the 
academic support classrooms. Expectations will include suggested timing of 
skill instruction, as well as suggested Lesson Planning tools for instruction 
during this class.  
 

Create curricular 
resource guide  

This will be a resource guide for teachers to review and help make decisions 
on what skill and strategy instruction can best fit the needs of each class and 
student.  
 

Observe Fidelity  Use classroom observation tool to determine if teachers are utilizing newly 
learned strategies and skills, and as a way for teachers struggling to see what 
the class period can look like.  
 

Figure 2.  Steps to Successful Academic Support 
 

the academic support class for administrators, teachers, and parents, (d) created resources 

to help teachers identify and organize instruction grounded in evidence-based practices to 

promote the acquisition of needed strategies and skills and (f) provided administrators a 

tool to ensure research-based instructional practices are implemented in the academic 

support class. I learned there is a need for a common structure among all schools for the 

academic support classes, including specific expectations, resources, professional 

development on strategies and skill instruction, and administrator feedback. The next 

steps for the successful implementation of the academic support class included gaining 

administrator and teacher buy in and support. Creating this structure required that (a) 
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administrators be trained on the expectations and observation of educators during 

implementation of instruction in the academic support class, and (b) professional 

development for teachers include critical teaching behaviors, expectations of the 

academic support class, and instructional resources that promote the success of skill and 

strategy acquisitions for students with disabilities.  

Organizational Context 

The Brandywine School District serves students located in the northern part of 

New Castle County, Delaware. Students in this district come from diverse backgrounds, 

creating heterogeneous groupings throughout the 16 elementary and secondary schools. 

Over the past decade, this has helped the Brandywine School District move to a more 

inclusive model in their schools. Consequently, the school environment is established to 

promote a condition where students with and without disabilities can learn and access the 

same together.  

As of the 2017–2018 school year, the Brandywine District serves 5,514 in their 

six secondary schools, grades 6 – 12. Twelve percent of this population is receiving 

special education services. The secondary schools are made up of three middle schools, 

grades 6 – 8, and three high schools, grades 9 – 12. Each special education teacher is 

inserted as a co-teacher in a content area class, such as English language arts, math, 

science, or social studies. Furthermore, the role of the special education teacher is to 

provide services to students with disabilities within the general education classroom 

environment as they collaborate with the cooperating general education teacher. Most of 

the students with disabilities who are in the inclusive classroom are identified with high-
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incidence disabilities, such as a learning disability. In addition to working within the 

general education classroom, special education teachers have a 90-minute block of time 

every other day scheduled during the 5th period used for academic support. During this 

time, teachers provide students in their caseload with specialized instruction to support 

their mastery of skills outlined in the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) goals.  

These classrooms were homogeneous groups of special education students 

working on modified content that was taught at a much slower pace. When the district 

and school adopted a more inclusive model, they added the academic support class to 

help students who were typically in self-contained classrooms be successful in the 

general education curriculum (C. A. Ward, personal communication, March 9, 2015). 

 Currently, many special education teachers use the academic support period to 

assist students in the completion of classroom or homework assignments. My preliminary 

observations have suggested there the academic support teachers provide insufficient 

instruction on skill and strategy building. Instead, much of the teacher’s time is spent 

helping students complete assignments they needed to finish for other classes, so they do 

not fail that particular content area. Therefore, the academic support period functions 

much as a glorified study hall. Further, across teachers, there is no consistency of 

curriculum or instruction.  
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Organizational Role 

After joining the Brandywine School District as the secondary special education 

coordinator in September 2015, part of my responsibility was to assist special educators 

in providing quality instruction to foster student success. I provided professional 

development on instructional practices and coached teachers on the implementation of 

these practices with a goal of closing the achievement gap between special and general 

education. My role had become even more important with the addition of Results Driven 

Accountability mandated by the Office of Special Education Programs (2016). 

Accordingly, they are monitoring not just IEP compliance, but results as well. In the past, 

states have only been monitored the construction of the IEP components. Results Driven 

Accountably examines how well the IEP is being implemented to help students with 

disabilities access and be successful in the general education curriculum. During the 

2014–2015 school year, the Brandywine School District struggled with student 

achievement, particularly in grade 11, which was also seen at Brandywine High School 

(DDOE, 2016). This caused a further examination of various interventions and 

specialized skill instruction to help the success of students. My role was to help educate 

teachers in instructional practices that work best for students with disabilities and provide 

methods to use with the time given throughout the school year.  

As a coordinator, I answer to the director of special services, but I am not an 

evaluator of teacher performance. I can only suggest changes and educate teachers about 

why and how to make an instructional change. Therefore, if they refuse to change their 

instructional implementation, I am unable to leverage consequences for their lack of 
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implementation. Therefore, I work closely with the Brandywine High School’s special 

education administrator, the teachers, the special education director, the director of high 

schools, and the director of curriculum and instruction to ensure (a) they receive and use 

funds for programs needed to help students’ skill-building during academic support, and 

(b) intervention programs used are evidence-based and help promote the skills needed to 

access core content.   

Problem Statement 

Many students with disabilities at the secondary level lack the skills needed to 

meet the demands of the rigorous curriculum required to fulfill graduation requirements 

(Deshler et al., 2006; Doren et al., 2014; Harris et al., 2011) Their struggle is intensified 

by full inclusion with little support for skill acquisition (Deshler et al., 2006; Hock et al., 

2009; Lenz et al., 2004). Research on secondary content instruction for students with 

disabilities points to the importance of teaching self-regulated educational strategies and 

providing more intensive instruction to close the achievement gap (Lenz et al., 2004; 

Reid et al., 2013)  

Based on my initial observations and discussions with teachers and students, it is 

my impression that academic support is used as a study hall. Teachers appear to spend 

more time coaching students on assignment completion than working with students on 

skills outlined in their IEPs. The environment is more reactive than proactive. My 

concern is that when teachers do not correctly utilize the time in academic support, the 

consequences may be detrimental to student learning. For example, students are not 

spending time in academic support or in their other classes, learning strategies and skills 
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to help them tackle the demands of the rigorous curriculum. This poor utilization of time 

is causing many special education teachers to modify the curriculum so students can 

achieve albeit at a lower level of skill. When this happens, the expectations of the 

students’ abilities are compromised, and the result is an education that is not equitable 

when compared to that of their peers without disabilities. The poor academic outcomes of 

students with disabilities are evident in Table 2 below, which demonstrates the results of 

state reading and mathematics assessments for students in 11th grade for the 2014–2015 

school year.  

 
Table 2 
Brandywine School District Performance and Participation, Smarter Grade 11, 2014–2015 

        Brandywine School District Statewide 
Group Mean 

Scale 
Score 

Percent 
Proficient  

Participation 
Rate  

Mean 
Scale 
Score  

Percent 
proficient 

Participation 
Rate 

All Students  
 
ELA 

2603 59 95 2582 52 91 

Students 
with 
Disabilities  
 
ELA 

 

2460 

 

5 

 

91 

 

2476 

 

12 

 

91 

All Students  
 
Math 

2562 28 94 2541 23 90 

Students 
with 
Disabilities 
Math  

 

2439 

 

3 

 

80 

 

2438 

 

2 

 

70 

 

The increase in curriculum modification in core content areas and the lack of 

focused skill and strategy instruction during academic support is hindering students from 

becoming independent learners. Teachers may not have the skills necessary to teach skill 
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and strategy acquisition, and therefore, feel more comfortable with assisting in content 

work completion. Students are becoming more reliant on their teachers’ assistance to help 

them continue with the content since they are not equipped with the skills and strategies 

to overcome a difficult learning situation. The lack of focused instruction and 

inconsistent expectations of academic support may be hurting student achievement and 

their postsecondary success.  

Improvement Goal 

One key to school completion for students with disabilities is the successful 

application of the academic skills they have learned (Bear et al., 2006). Therefore, the 

goal is to create an academic support class structure that promotes students’ acquisition 

of academic skills and strategies. Acquisition of these skills and strategies will support 

the academic success of students with disabilities in inclusive classrooms. When students 

use skills and strategies learned they are more likely to overcome textual challenges 

because they become metacognitive in their learning, and therefore, independent (Askell-

Williams et al., 2012; Berkeley et al., 2011; Blachowicz & Fischer, 2000; USDHHS, 

2000.) This is only possible through intensive, explicit instruction of skills and strategies 

that are evidence-based (Fuchs et al., 2014; Torres et al., 2014).   Consequently, my plan 

will include nine artifacts (See Table 3) that support the understanding of how to support 

the academic success of students with disabilities through high-quality instruction in the 

academic support class. 

 
Table 3 
 
Proposed Artifacts  
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Number Artifact Type  Audience Description Status Timeline 

1 The 
Importance of 
Learning 
Strategies for 
Struggling 
Students with 
Learning 
Disabilities in 
the Secondary 
Schools 

Leadership 
and Teacher 
Communicat
ion 

Curriculum 
Department
, 
Administrat
ors, and 
Teachers 

This paper 
explains the 
current struggles 
students with 
learning 
disabilities face 
in the secondary 
schools. It then 
looks at the types 
of strategies 
teachers can 
implement to 
help increase 
student 
achievement. 

Completed as part 
of EDUC 802 
Reading 
Development and 
Instruction and 
submitted with 
proposal. Will 
revise format to 
become shorter 
briefing-style 
paper to express 
the need for skill-
based instruction 
to building 
administrators and 
teachers.  

Spring 2016 

2 Logic Model Argument/ 
Account 

District 
office, 
Administrat
or and 
Teachers 

This logic model 
explains the 
resources, 
activities, 
outputs, short and 
long-term goals 
and desired 
impacts need for 
a successful 
implementation 
of academic 
support in 
Brandywine High 
School. 
  

Draft submitted 
with proposal 

Spring 2016 

3 Academic 
Support 
Observation 
tool 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3. 
(Continued) 
 

Product/Tool
; Empirical 
Analysis 

District, 
Administrat
ors and 
Teachers 

I will create this 
tool to align with 
the expectation of 
instruction 
aligned to 
academic support 
based on 
evidence-based 
practices and the 
logic model I will 
use this to assess 
the current 
implementation 
of skills and 
strategies in the 
Academic 
support classes at 
Brandywine High 
School. I will 
observe 5 
teachers 1 time  
 
 
 
and summarize 

Draft tool 
submitted with 
proposal 

Tool 
completed 
Spring 2016; 
Observations 
and analysis 
completed by 
end 2016 
Academic year.  
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key findings. 
Following 
professional 
development, the 
tool can be 
adapted for use 
as fidelity of 
implementation 
tool (see below).  
 

4 Teacher 
Survey of 
Current 
Academic 
Support  

Empirical 
Analysis 

Brandywine 
High 
School 
Teachers 
(general 
and special 
education) 

Teachers who 
have an academic 
support class in 
the Brandywine 
School District 
will be given this 
survey during the 
same time 
observations are 
being conducted 
to assess 
teacher’s 
perceived needs 
for utilization of 
academic 
support. This will 
help to identify 
what the current 
needs are and 
what teachers 
feel are essential. 
This information 
will supplement 
the observations 
of academic 
support and taken 
into 
consideration 
when developing 
the District 
Expectations for 
academic support 
and professional 
development. 
 

Draft tool 
submitted with 
proposal 

Tool 
completed 
Spring 2016; 
Analysis 
completed by 
the end of the 
2016 
Academic 
School year. 
 

5 District 
Expectations 
for Academic 
Support 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3 
(Continued)  

Product/Tool District, 
Administrat
ors, and 
Teachers 

There needs to be 
a shared set of 
expectations for 
the academic 
support class 
period so all 
students have the 
same 
opportunities for 
success at the  
 
 
 
secondary level. 

Not yet created Present as 
artifact at final 
defense  
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This will be a 
statement on our  
special education 
website where all 
teachers, 
administrators 
and parents can 
access it. 
  

6 Resource 
Guide for 
Academic 
Support  

Product/Tool Teachers This will be a list 
of curricular 
materials and 
programs that 
include skill and 
strategy 
instruction to 
help meet the 
needs of students 
in the classroom. 
This is intended 
to help guide 
special education 
teachers working 
in the academic 
support 
classroom to find 
curricular 
material that will 
help meet their 
student’s needs. 
Once the 
resource is 
identified 
teachers can 
receive 
professional 
development on 
the 
implementation. 
  

Not yet created, 
but in the process 
of researching the 
best evidence-
based practices to 
teacher reading 
and math skill to 
students at the 
secondary level.  

Present as 
artifact at final 
defense 

7 Professional 
Development 
on Strategy 
and Skill 
Instructions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3. 
(Continued) 
 
 

Product/Tool Brandywine 
HS 
Academic 
Support 
Teachers 

This will include 
how to 
implement and 
monitor skill and 
strategy 
instruction to 
ensure all student 
needs are being 
met and, if not, 
what changes 
must be made to 
do so. Delivered 
during 
Brandywine 
PLCs for special  
 
 
 
education starting 

Not yet created PD delivered 
Spring 2017; 
Outline of PD, 
related 
materials, and 
summary of 
teacher 
feedback 
presented as 
artifact at final 
defense 



 

 49 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

in the winter that 
occurs bi-
monthly. Will 
include 
opportunity for 
teacher feedback 
. 

8 Lesson Plan 
Template for 
Academic 
Support 

Product/Tool District 
Academic 
Support 
Teachers 

This will be a 
Lesson Plan 
created for 
academic support 
Specifically to 
help teachers 
plan for their 
class period. Tool 
will be piloted 
with special 
education 
teachers who 
have an academic 
support period 
and refined 
. 

Not yet created Develop Fall 
2016; Present 
as artifact at 
final defense 

9 Fidelity 
observation 
walk-through 
tool 

Product/Tool District 
Administrat
ors, 
teachers 

This tool will 
align with the 
lesson plan 
components and 
used as a walk-
through tool so 
administrators (a) 
know what 
instruction they 
should look for 
when observing 
academic 
support, and (b) 
can hold teachers 
accountable for 
their instruction. 
Tool will be 
piloted in Spring 
2017 classrooms 
and refined. 

No yet created Develop Fall 
2016; Present 
as artifact at 
final defense. 
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APPENDIX B 

SYNTHESIS OF SELECTED LITERATURE ON  

LEARNING STRATEGIES FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITES 

Introduction 

Reading is an essential life skill. The ultimate goal of reading is to comprehend 

and make meaningful connections with text. Therefore, the development of skills needed 

for reading begins at an early age and progresses through stages into adulthood (Chall, 

1996). Within the early stages of reading development, children begin learning and 

acquiring these specific skills. Moreover, many of the skills learned during early 

childhood are constrained skills. Constrained skills are the quickest to develop and 

master, such as decoding, fluency, and word recognition (Kintsch, 2004; Paris & 

Hamilton, 2009). As children acquire and become automatic in these reading skills, these 

constrained skills aid the child in a smooth transition to the later stages of reading 

development where there is a heavy focus on unconstrained skills. Unconstrained skills 

such as comprehension, vocabulary, and composition, continually develop over time 

making them much more complex with uncertainties of when or how they become 

automatic (Kamhi, 2009; Kintnsch, 2009; Paris & Hamilton, 2009). However, the 

acquisition of constrained skills in the early years aids the transition to these later 

complex stages of development. Therefore, the more quickly they are learned with 

automaticity, the better the chances a student has of becoming proficient in reading 
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comprehension (Benjamin & Shwanenflugel, 2010; Chall, 1996; Kintsch, 2004; LaBerge 

& Samuels, 1974; Paris & Hamilton, 2009; Rasinski, Reutzel, Chard, & Linan-

Thompson, 2011).  

For some children, their movement through the stages will be fluid, and they will 

acquire the reading skills necessary for academic success and life through everyday 

classroom instruction. However, for many students with learning disabilities, acquiring 

and mastering the constrained skills within the framework of the typical classroom 

instruction will not come naturally. Struggling with early mastery can lead to poor 

reading comprehension at the secondary level where the focus is on content knowledge 

instead of the instruction of reading skills. Kamhi (2009) explained that 70% of students 

who lag behind would never be proficient readers. Additionally, among these students, 

three out of four who struggle to read in third grade will continue to experience reading 

difficulties as they progress through secondary school. For students with learning 

disabilities who struggle to master the skills necessary for reading complex text, they face 

the risk of becoming pigeonholed in Chall’s (1996) early stages of reading development, 

and therefore, may never progress to become successful readers as they painfully struggle 

through the reading process at all levels of school (Lenz et al., 2004; Stanovich, 1986; 

Vaidya, 1999). Many of these students will be poor readers due to their lack of decoding, 

fluency, or word recognition skills, and therefore, will have poor comprehension. These 

lack of skills makes reading performance and achievement a primary concern for students 

with learning disabilities at the secondary level (Cowden, 2012; Gough & Tumner, 1986; 

Harris et al., 2011; Paris & Hamilton, 2009; Sencibaugh, 2007).  
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As a result, secondary students with learning disabilities need an instructional 

environment to aid them in successful skill acquisition and transfer. Therefore, educators 

must be cognizant of the needs and strengths of their struggling students to meet their 

learning needs (Askell-Williams et al., 2012; Lenz et al., 2004). When a teacher can 

comprehend how a child learns, she can systematically teach students cognitive strategies 

so they can become independent learners. Students who use cognitive strategies to 

overcome textual challenges can then become metacognitive in their learning, and 

therefore, independent (Askell-Williams et al., 2012; Berkeley et al., 2011; Blachowicz & 

Fischer, 2000; USDHHS, 2000).  

The ultimate goal of educators is for students to become literate, successful adults 

who will contribute to society. Educators must understand the process of learning and 

how their students learn. When this takes place, the teacher supports the students to 

understand their learning process and provides them with learning strategies to increase 

metacognition (Askell-Williams et al., 2012). At the secondary level, this is essential as 

there is an increased expectation for all students to meet the demands of the rigorous 

curriculum required for graduation (Deshler et al., 2006; Doren et al., 2014; Harris et al., 

2011). 
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Challenges for Secondary Students  

with Learning Disabilities 

Students with disabilities comprise approximately 11% of the student population, 

and over half of this population are identified as having a learning disability (Lenz et al., 

2004, p. 29). Learning disabilities, as defined by the National Center for Learning 

Disabilities (2014), are “neurological differences in brain structure and function and 

affect a person’s ability to receive, store, process, retrieve or communicate information” 

(p. 3). Furthermore, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (2004) 

defines a learning disability as a disorder that affects one or more of the basic processes 

involved in understanding or using language, spoken or written. Students receiving 

special education services under IDEA must demonstrate that their disability significantly 

impacts their learning. For many students who struggle to read because of a learning 

disability, they perceive and sense the impact their disability has on their learning.  

Students with learning disabilities at the secondary level face many challenges, 

including emotionally, socially, and academically. This is especially accurate in the 

current educational climate where the inclusive environment reflects a high-level of rigor 

at a fast pace with slight support for students struggling with skill acquisition (Deshler et 

al., 2006; Hock et al., 2009; Lenz et al., 2004). Harris et al. (2011) reported that, as of 

2007, over 8,000,000 adolescents identified with learning disabilities had not mastered 

the reading skills necessary to meet the rigorous demands of secondary schools. Many of 

these struggling students have not developed the skills essential for academic success. 

This lack of skills causes there to be an enormous gap between the skills a student with a 
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learning disability possesses and the skills they need for success at the secondary level. 

Due to the differences in skills, the gap expands instead of contracts, making proficiency 

in reading for students with learning disabilities an even bigger challenge at the 

secondary level (Deshler et al., 2006; Harris et al., 2011; Hock et al., 2009). As the gap 

continues to expand for students, the risk for potentially harmful outcomes increases, 

such as (a) students may show a lack of motivation toward reading because of their 

frustration, (b) students may have feelings of being broken and needing to be fixed while 

attributing their failures to their inabilities since they do not have the skills to be 

independent learners, and (c) students may struggle with skill deficits and have poor 

grades in subjects involving reading, which increases their risks of graduating without a 

standard diploma (Dorren et al., 2014; Hock et al., 2009 Lenz et al., 2004 p. 258).  

Imagine a world in which no matter your effort, you seem to be unsuccessful 

every time, especially when compared to others around you. This is how many of these 

students feel facing tasks related to reading. These feelings can lead to downward spirals 

where the lack of skill acquisition leads to a larger achievement gap, known as the 

Matthew Effect, of the poor getting poorer (Stanovich, 1986). With such consequential 

risk factors for student success, it is essential to learn the types of support available to 

begin closing the gap. Students with learning disabilities can read. However, they are just 

not cognizant of the process necessary for success. Accordingly, this is where the role of 

the teacher becomes vital Teachers can aid students in acquiring and transferring the tools 

necessary to access missing skills needed for meaningful comprehension of text.  
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Hock et al. (2009) discovered that many students who identified as poor readers 

lacked proficiency in fluency, a constrained skill. Therefore, due to this skill deficit, the 

student struggles to become proficient in comprehension. One method to overcome this 

challenge is by teaching students cognitive learning strategies that allow them to confront 

reading directly. When struggling readers with learning disabilities at the secondary level 

are systematically taught learning strategies and are explicitly instructed on when to use 

each strategy, they can become successful independent learners (Lenz et al., 2004; 

Deshler et al.; Harris et al., 2011; Hock et al., 2009; Kintsch, 2004; Fritschmann, Deshler, 

& Schumaker, 2007; Vaidya, 1999). Therefore, explicit, systematic instruction in a range 

of cognitive learning strategies is essential to improving reading for students with 

learning disabilities at the secondary level.  

Cognitive Learning Strategies and How They Impact  

Reading Achievement and Metacognition 

for Students with Learning Disabilities 

The acquisition and transfer of learning strategies may be one of the most 

influential pieces in increasing reading proficiency for students with learning disabilities. 

A learning strategy defined by Vaidya (1999) is a “systematically thought out approach 

which enables us to get from one point to another” (p. 186). Cognitive strategies allow 

students to use methods and processes to confront a reading challenge independently 

(Berkeley et al., 2011: USDHHS, 2000; Vaidya, 1999).  

For this paper, cognitive and learning strategies will be referred to as learning 

strategies with the understanding that the cognitive strategies are approaches to get from 
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one point to another. Learning strategies address skills taught explicitly through 

systematic instruction to help students with learning disabilities acquire and access grade 

level text in a meaningful way (Hoy & Hoy, 2013, Lentz, et al., date). The skills required 

at the secondary level demand a high level of reading proficiency in many subject area 

texts. For struggling students with learning disabilities, this can be a challenge. Strategy 

instruction can help reduce the frustrations associated with these challenges and empower 

struggling readers to become independent and proficient in the way they tackle rigorous 

demands.  

 Almost all learners use strategies to help them in the face of these challenges, 

although some are better than others at this task. Many students with learning disabilities 

struggle to know what process to use and when. Moreover, they must be taught explicitly 

these strategies because many of the students have not found effective ways to monitor 

their learning, and therefore, are unable to comprehend what is read (Lenz et al., 2004; 

Berkeley et al., 2011). Most of their time reading is spent on struggling and exerting all 

their brainpower to learn constrained skills with decreasing ability to comprehend the text 

(Benjamin & Schwanenflugel, 2010). Instruction in learning strategies can help decrease 

the time students spend struggling through constrained skills and increase their time 

making meaning of the text. When students have the tools to help themselves learn in the 

face of challenge, they become metacognitive and can understand their thinking and use 

the appropriate strategies to achieve their goals and evaluate their progress (Askell-

Williams et al., 2012; Berkeley et al., 2011; Catts, 2009; Viadya, 1999).  
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Not only is learning strategy instruction important at the secondary level, but it is 

also essential for students with learning disabilities. Alexander and Fox (2011) argued 

that the neurological changes occurring in the adolescent brain create the best time for 

students to become cognizant of their learning. During this period of adolescence and due 

to an increase in gray matter, students can remember better by elaborating, accumulating 

large amounts of problem-solving strategies, and developing their ability to recognize 

text structures and features. This makes students with learning disabilities at the 

secondary level well-equipped to benefit from strategies that help them become better at 

independent learning. As a result, learning strategies taught explicitly can optimize the 

opportunity for academic success during the adolescent years to increase reading 

proficiency. 

There are many learning strategies that can help students become successful 

readers. For this paper, I will go through a few in detail that are most influential in the 

acquisition of reading comprehension. Each strategy is taught explicitly through a multi-

step process that includes when, where, and why students would use the specific strategy.  

Morphological Analysis 

Morphological analysis involves the learning of words in their smallest unit, 

called morphemes. First, students learn these morphemes as prefixes, suffixes, and roots. 

They then learn how to break the word apart by its morphemes. Once this happens, they 

can identify the meaning of each morpheme in the word to understand the meaning of the 

word as a whole. Students who learned and utilized this strategy were more likely to 

increase their word learning and apply this knowledge to all subject areas (Harris et al., 
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2011; Nagy & Hiebert, 2011; Nagy, Carlisle, & Goodwin, 2013). Word meaning is vital 

when trying to comprehend, but many students struggled through high-level vocabulary 

in text. Once students were proficient in this strategy, they could help themselves learn 

unknown words quickly to comprehend text.  

Inference  

Making inferences helps students to create meaning of the text by identifying 

textual clues and responding to specific inferential questions as they take notes on what 

they know as they read. While reading through the text, students refer back to their 

responses from the inference questions, their contextual clues, and the notes from what 

they already learned to help cue their prior knowledge of the textual content. Students 

who received instruction in the inference strategy increased their ability to respond to 

inference questions derived from the text as determined by a pre- and post-assessment 

(Fritschmann et al., 2007). This strategy also helped students activate their prior 

knowledge to increase meaningful comprehension (McKeowin, Beck, & Blake, 2009; 

Paris & Hamilton, 2009) The importance of inference-making relates to the current 

curricular focus on high-level thinking skills established by the Common Core State 

Standards. The acquisition and generalization of this skill will help students with reading 

comprehension by encouraging students to think about what their reading means to them. 

Self-Questioning and Visual Imagery  

In using self-questioning and visual imagery, students learned to self-chunk text 

into sections and either talk about what pictures they had in their head at the end of each 

chunk or asked what question they may have had about the text (Deshler et al., 2006). For 
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the self-questioning strategy, students learned how to ask an appropriate question. After 

instruction in both of these strategies, researchers demonstrated that students’ 

comprehension scores significantly increased (Deshler et al., 2006). These strategies also 

encouraged students to reflect on what they had read to create a mental image or 

question, thereby helping students to use high-level thinking skills to create meaning of 

the text (Blachowicz & Fischer, 2000; Deshler et al., 2006; USDHHS, 2000)  

Learning strategies that are taught in a systematic way help struggling students 

with learning disabilities at the secondary level to access and engage in the grade-level 

text in a meaningful way. The report of the National Reading Panel (USDHHS, 2000) 

also acknowledged the important impact that learning strategies have on the acquisition 

of reading comprehension. For students with learning disabilities, instruction in these 

strategies can have a strong impact on their reading and learning for positive outcomes in 

their post-secondary endeavors (Deshler et al., 2006; Lenz et al., 2004). Learning 

strategies impact how students with disabilities access text and equip themselves with the 

tools needed to overcome curricular challenges at the secondary level. It is important to 

note that for learning strategies to truly impact student achievement, they must be taught 

explicitly and systematically (Lenz et al., 2004). Teachers must instruct students on 

correctly using each strategy and teach when to use each strategy based on their needs for 

engaging with the particular text. Once this occurs, students have the means to overcome 

challenges presented by difficult text.  
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Conclusion 

The ability to read and comprehend text in a meaningful way is critical to success 

in life. For students with learning disabilities, attempting to overcome academic adversity 

as it pertains to reading can be constant, overwhelming, and exhausting. Many students 

will consistently put forth energy and effort, yet never yield the desired success. This 

repeated feeling of failure can ultimately lead to feelings of helplessness for students with 

learning disabilities (Grimes, 1981). Learned helplessness is a student’s perception that 

their efforts have no influence their capability to learn; therefore, their ability is seen as 

fixed, and failure is inevitable. By the time struggling readers with disabilities reach the 

secondary level, they have given up on themselves as becoming competent readers. Their 

lack of constrained skills has hindered their attempts at success, and, therefore, they have 

always met reading tasks with failure.  

Learning strategies provide students the ability to see reading as success through 

effort and the acquisition of skills to use when faced with challenges. This feeling of 

failure can decrease when students have ownership of their learning through learning 

strategy instruction. When students learn in what way to learn, they can engage and 

create meaning out of text through the use of higher-level thinking skills as independent 

learners (Askell-Williams et al., 2012; Berkeley et al., 2011; Sencibaugh, 2007; Viadya, 

1999). Students that can effectively use learning strategies can become metacognitive, 

understand what they know and do not, and use strategies to help them face the skills that 

may have previously threatened them. When given the correct tools, students with 
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disabilities can overcome reading challenges to comprehend and create text 

meaningfully. 
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APPENDIX C 

ACADEMIC SUPPORT SURVEY 
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APPENDIX D 

ACADEMIC SUPPORT SURVEY 

Academic support is a class designed to assist students identified with high 

incidence disabilities, such as learning disabilities or other health impairments, in gaining 

the skills needed to be successful in the general education classroom. The Secondary 

Special Education Coordinator of the Brandywine School District sent an electronic 

survey out to 69 special education teachers. Teachers who were asked to complete this 

survey must have taught an academic support class at the secondary school level. The 

goal of the survey was to (a) identify the teacher level of satisfaction with the 

implementation of instructional practices in the academic support class and (b) to 

understand better the challenges or barriers teachers face with the implementation of 

instructional practices during the academic support class. 

Participants 

I sent an electronic survey to the 69 special education teachers of all genders, age, 

and levels of teaching experience at the secondary school level that taught an academic 

support class. The secondary schools in the Brandywine School District are comprised of 

three middle schools (PS DuPont Middle School, Springer Middle School, Talley Middle 

School) and three high schools (Brandywine High School, Concord High School, and 

Mount Pleasant High School). Twenty-nine teachers out of the possible 69 completed and 

submitted a survey. All secondary schools are represented in the analysis. As outlined in 
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Table 4 below, the majority of responses were from PS DuPont Middle School, and 

Mount Pleasant High School. All teachers identified themselves with one of the six 

secondary schools except for one.  

 

Table 4  
 
Survey Participation by School  
 

School Count Percent 
PS DuPont Middle School 9 31 
Mount Pleasant High 
School 

6 21 

Talley Middle School 5 17 
Concord High School 3 10 
Springer Middle School 3 10 
Brandywine High School 2 7 
Response with no school 
affiliation 

1 3 

Note. N=29   
 

Survey Method 

Each of the teachers completed a survey on their satisfaction of the academic 

support class. In the first part of the survey, teachers were asked to identify their level of 

agreement with ten statements about the academic support class through a Likert scale. 

Statements incorporated teacher knowledge and satisfaction of instruction as it related to 

the academic support class period. Teachers rated each item as strongly disagree, 

disagree, agree, strongly agree, with the option to answer I am not sure. The last three 

survey items consisted of open-ended questions that related to the barriers and needs for 

instructional implementation during the academic support class. I created items through 
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informal observations of the current academic support class. The survey document is 

shown below. 

ELP Academic Support Survey Instrument 
 

Stephanie DeMayo, the Secondary Special Education Coordinator at the 

Brandywine School District and a doctoral student at the University of Delaware, is 

asking you to fill out this survey about the Academic Support Class. All Academic 

Support Class instructors are being asked to participate in the survey. The survey should 

take no more than 20 minutes to complete.   

A summary report will be generated based on the information collected that may 

help guide professional development and restructuring of the Academic Support Class 

period. The report will be shared with district administrators and Ms. DeMayo’s doctoral 

committee. 

There are no risks to your participation. Participation is entirely voluntary, but 

your perspectives would be greatly appreciated. Please rest assured that all responses are 

confidential. You will not be asked for any identifying information, and none of your 

responses will be associated with you. Any responses taken from these surveys will only 

be reported in aggregate form. There are no consequences if you choose not to 

participate.   

If you have any questions concerning the survey, please contact Stephanie 

DeMayo (Stephanie.demayo@bsd.k12.de.us).  

If you agree to participate in this survey, please press the "Next" button to 

continue or, if you are completing a print copy go to the next page and return your 
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completed form in the unmarked envelope that is provided.  

For each statement about the Academic Support class indicate your level of agreement 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Agree 
(3) 

Strongly 
Agree 

(4) 

I am 
not 
sure 
(5) 

1. Academic Support is a good use of time to 
help my students to be successful.  m  m  m  m  m  

2. I have clear expectations of what should be 
occurring during the Academic Support 
class period.  

m  m  m  m  m  

3. General education teachers understand the 
purpose of Academic Support.  m  m  m  m  m  

4. My administrators are supportive of 
Academic Support.  m  m  m  m  m  

5. I use Academic Support as a time to help 
my students complete unfinished or missing 
assignment.  

m  m  m  m  m  

6. I use Academic Support as a time to help 
teach my students skills and strategies to 
support their learning.  

m  m  m  m  m  

7. I plan written lessons for my Academic 
Support class.  m  m  m  m  m  

8. I have enough curricular materials to meet 
the skill needs of all the students in my 
class during Academic Support.  

m  m  m  m  m  

9. I need more training on curricular materials 
and skills that will help my students 
succeed during Academic Support. 

m  m  m  m  m  

10. I am comfortable with understanding results 
from assessments used with my student to 
identify skill areas (10). 

m  m  m  m  m  

11. Please	
  explain	
  the	
  barriers	
  to	
  the	
  implementation	
  of	
  planned	
  instruction	
  during	
  the	
  Academic	
  Support	
  class. 
	
  

12. What	
  will	
  help	
  you	
  the	
  most	
  with	
  the	
  implementation	
  of	
  planned	
  instruction	
  during	
  the	
  Academic	
  Support	
  
class	
  and	
  why? 

	
  

 
Figure 3. ELP Academic Support Survey Instrument 
 

Results 

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize responses for items 1–10 (See 

Table 7). Open-ended responses were analyzed through coding process. Responses were 
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reviewed until key themes emerged (See Tables 8, 9, and 10). Overall, 86% of special 

education teachers agreed or strongly agreed that the academic support class is a good use 

of time. Ninety-two percent of teachers agreed that the academic support class time is 

used for assisting in the completion of core academic assignments. Eight-six percent of 

teachers agreed that they also spend time supporting student success through skill and 

strategy building. Overall, the survey reflected their agreement on the purpose of the 

academic support class as being a keystone in increasing the academic success for their 

students. 

Areas in which teachers expressed dissatisfaction related to resources and training. Over 

half of the teachers surveyed (55%) responded they did not have enough curricular 

materials to meet the needs of their students. Seventy-one percent of the teachers agreed 

that they needed more training in the implementation of instructional practices to help 

build student skills and strategies to use. There is also a need, based on the responses, to 

further explore training for general educators as it relates to the purpose of the academic 

support class. In many schools, contents are put into silos wherein special education is 

one. Therefore, not all general education teachers have had opportunities to have 

professional development in special education and learn how the academic support class 

can increase student success in all subjects. Teachers were evenly split in response to 

item number 3 about whether general educators understand the purpose of the academic 

support class. Forty-four percent responded that they agreed or strongly agreed and 

another 44% disagreed or strongly disagreed. Therefore, professional development would 
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be beneficial for all educators so they can help special education students be successful 

through new instructional practices.
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Table 5. 
 
Academic Support Survey Responses 
 

Item Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree N Mean SD I am not 
sure 

n % n % n % n %    n % 
1. Academic support is a 

good use of time to help 
my students to be 
successful 

0 0.0 3 10.3 12 41.4 13 44.8 28 3.1 .68 1 3.5 

 
2. I have clear expectations 

of what should be 
occurring during the 
academic support period.  

 
2 

 
6.9 

 
6 

 
20.7 

 
9 

 
31.0 

 
11 

 
37.9 

 
28 

 
3.0 

 
.96 

 
1 

 
3.5 

 
3.  General Education 

teachers understand the 
purpose of the academic 
support class.  

 
7 

 
24.1 

 
6 

 
20.7 

 
10 

 
34.5 

 
3 

 
10.3 

 
26 

 
2.3 

 
1.02 

 
3 

 
10.3 

 
4. My administrators are 

supportive of academic 
support.  

 
2 

 
6.9 

 
3 

 
20.7 

 
12 

 
41.4 

 
9 

 
31.0 

 
26 

 
3.0 

 
.89 

 
3 

 
10.3 

 
5. I use academic support as 

a time to help my students 
complete unfinished or 
missing assignments. 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
2 

 
6.9 

 
19 

 
65.5 

 
8 

 
27.6 

 
29 

 
3.2 

 
.55 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
6. I use academic support as 

a time to help teach my 
students skills and 
strategies to support their 
learning.  

 
1 

 
3.4 

 
3 

 
10.3 

 
9 

 
31.0 

 
16 

 
55.2 

 
29 

 
3.3 

 
.82 

 
0 

 
0.0 
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Table 5. (Continued) 
 

        

Item Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree N Mean SD I am not 
sure 

n % n % n % n %    n % 
7. I plan written lessons for 

my Academic Support 
class.  
 

3 10.3 7 24.1 11 37.9 8 27.6 29 2.8 .97 0 0.0 

8. I have enough curricular 
materials to meet the skill 
areas of need for all 
students in my academic 
support class.  

9 31.0 14 24.1 5 0 0 3.5 28 1.8 .70 1 3.4 

 
9. I need more training on 

curricular materials, skill 
and strategy building to 
help my students succeed. 

 
1 

 
3.5 

 
5 

 
17.2 

 
11 

 
37.9 

 
10 

 
34.5 

 
27 

 
3.1 

 
.85 

 
2 

 
6.9 

 
10. I am comfortable with 

understanding results from 
assessments used with my 
students to identify skill 
areas to plan instruction.  

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
6 

 
20.7 

 
12 

 
41.4 

 
9 

 
31.0 

 
27 

 
3.1 

 
.75 

 
2 

 
6.9 

 
Note. N=29 
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A majority of teachers agreed they plan lessons for academic support (64%). 

However, this response may be skewed owing to the work I do with the teachers. 

Instructional planning is one of the areas I have concentrated on with the teachers. So, 

they may have been hesitant to admit they have not been lesson planning in fear that it 

would reflect negatively on their annual evaluation regardless of the anonymity of this 

survey. Three and a half participants did not show their level of agreement at all. The 

results from the open-ended questions are shown below in Tables 9–11.  

The most common responses to the barriers of implementation related to 

resources, the varied skill level of students, and unclear expectations. The barriers 

overlapped with the resources that teachers identified as assisting in the implementation 

of instruction during the academic support class. The most common response about 

resource needs related to curricular materials, classes based on common ability level, and 

clear expectations.  

Teachers responded that they lack both curricular and technological resources. 

Responses indicated that access to both curricular materials that match student need and 

technology would help with student success.  

Table 6  
 
Barriers to Implementation of Instruction During the Academic Support Class  
 
Response n Percent 
Lack of resources 10 34 
Varied skill level 8 28 
Unclear expectations 6 21 
Scheduling 4 13 
No response 3 10 
Student absence/tardiness 1 3 
Note. n=29   
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Table 8 
 
Additional Comments About the Academic Support Class 
 
Response N Percent 
No response 18 62 
Unclear expectations 5 17 
Scheduling concerns 3 10 
Professional development 
for general educators and 
building administrators 

2 6 

Lack of student 
motivation 

1 3 

Note: n=29   
 

Discussion 

Access to curricular materials is a reoccurring theme throughout the survey. Of 

course, there may be many underlying reasons the teacher expressed this need throughout 

the survey responses. For example, secondary schools do not have a plethora of age-

appropriate evidence-based practices for implementation in school. Further research 

should be done to identify curricular materials that are evidence-based, simple to 

implement and meet the needs of various student skill levels. Also, teachers do not 

necessarily know the resources required to teach the skills essential for student success. 

Table 7 
 
Needed Resources for Implementation of Instruction During the Academic Support Class 
 
Response n Percent 
Curriculum 17 59 
Clear expectations 9 31 
Common skill level 7 24 
Technology  4 14 
Profession development 3 10 
No Response 3 10 
Planning time 2 7 
Note. n=29   
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Moreover, teachers identified that further professional development in the curriculum 

would be helpful with the implementation of robust skill and strategy building (as 

exhibited by responses in Table 9, 71%; Table 10, 10%; and Table 11, 6%). The school 

can address this area of teachers’ needs through the use of a teacher resource toolkit 

accompanied by training on the resources to meet students’ needs.  

Another barrier to implementation of instruction based on teacher responses 

relates to the grouping of students. Twenty-eight percent of teachers responded that wide-

ranging skill levels among students are a barrier to the implementation of instructional 

practices. Currently, most schools schedule students based on the master schedule instead 

of need. Therefore, there may be a wide range of skill level and need in any one academic 

support class. Many teachers’ responses expressed concern about how to teach these 

numerous and differing needs in one class. Consequently, 24% of the teachers responded 

that grouping students by common skill area would best help with the implementation of 

instruction. These groupings could be a solution. Nevertheless, grouping classes based on 

skills needs requires that building administrators be willing to schedule special education 

students principally based on student data, such as student’ IEP, data, and progress. 

Subsequently, the school would place each student in the academic support class based 

on their need. Although this is the ideal situation, many schools lack the resources and 

knowledge to bring this type of scheduling to fruition.   

Of course, there is a chance that schools would group students by need based on 

perceived ability rather than actual data. If teachers perceive student deficits as 

unchangeable and stable, teachers may unconsciously lower their academic expectations. 
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Assumptions concerning lowered competence due to perceived ability rather than data 

can reduce the teacher’s expectations for students in this population (Shifrer, 2013). 

Thus, the academic support class would not look the same for all students.  

As a result, there is a need for clear expectations of the academic support class. 

Twenty-one percent of teachers responded there were unclear expectations about how the 

academic support classroom should appear, what administrators and general educators 

believe it to be, and what students’ might expect from the class. The academic support 

class is implemented differently from school to school and classroom to classroom. 

Eight-six percent of teachers responded they use the academic support class time for skill 

and strategy instruction. However, 92% of the teachers use this time to complete 

assignment and homework for the core content areas, which is counter to the goal of 

academic support: to assist students in the acquisition of skill development to be 

successful, with accommodation, in the general education class. This goal has not been 

transparent, and therefore, some general educators rely on special educators to use the 

academic support time to aid students with assignments and finish assessments rather 

than building skills to foster academic achievement. Since expectations have not been 

transparent, 3% of teachers reported it has been challenging to motivate students to 

participate. Some of the teachers’ responses reflected lower expectations for the class 

because academic support does not provide a letter grade. For this reason, it will be 

critical to provide educators and administrators with professional development 

concerning the importance of skill-building in the academic support class.  
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Although teachers responded they had a high-level of satisfaction with the 

academic support classes, they identified areas that remain a work in progress. This 

information will help guide the future of the academic support class to ensure enhanced 

student success in closing the achievement gap.
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APPENDIX E 

ACADEMIC SUPPORT OBSERVATION TOOL 

 

 
 

Note. The academic support tool observation is used to assist in outlining the key teaching 
behaviors one would observe in the academic support classroom. This tool is specifically geared to 
teachers and has two prongs. This form outlines the expectations of systematically teaching a 
strategy or skill. New teachers who are in the statewide mandatory mentoring program can also 
use it as a tool to observe seasoned special educators to learn how to implement strategy and skill 
instruction into their academic support class. 
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APPENDIX F 

ADMINSTRATOR, TEACHER, PARENT  

ACADEMIC SUPPORT FLYER 

 

 

Figure 4. Administrator Flyer. 
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Figure 5. Teacher Flyer. 
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Figure 6. Parent Flyer 
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APPENDIX G 
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APPENDIX H 

SKILL AREA OF NEED STUDENT ORGANIZER 

The Skill Area of Need Student Organizer is a resource for teachers to help them 

organize and visualize the areas of skills needed for each student based on their 

Individual Education Plan (IEP). Many of students with disabilities have similar skill 

areas of need. However, in a class of 15, it is often difficult to plan for these needs. When 

using this organizer, teachers place a check mark next to the areas of need for each 

student. Once the organizer is complete, it can provide a matrix to assist teachers in 

identifying which student’s needs overlap and which areas of need are outliers. Based on 

this information, teachers can better plan lessons for the academic support that meets the 

needs of all students. Teachers can have a visual of the skills they teach through small 

group lessons or centers and identify which outlying skills they can teach one-on-one.  
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APPENDIX I 
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APPENDIX J 
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  APPENDIX K 

ACADEMIC SUPPORT WALK-THROUGH  

EVALUATION TOOL  
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APPENDIX L 

IRB/ HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL  
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