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The Effect of Daily Yoga on Students in a Self-Contained Classroom for  

Children with Emotional Disabilities: A Literature Review  

Maryclaire Ceallaigh 

Prince William County Public Schools 

 ñMiss Maryclaire, Miss Maryclaire!  Itôs time to call on our inner teachers!ò After 

only a week of daily yoga practice in a third grade self-contained classroom for children 

with emotional disabilities, the students come running into their classroom each morning 

filled with anticipation and retrieve their own yoga mats from the shelves.   Thus begins 

the school day in Room 37 at a public day school for children with emotional disabilities.   

The daily yoga practice, led by the special education teacher who is also a certified 

childrenôs yoga instructor, begins with yoga breathing.   Miss Maryclaire calls it ñbelly 

breathingò.  The children inhale trying to send the air all the way to just below their belly 

buttons.   On the exhale, they pretend to be a filled balloon let go!  With their ñsilliesò 

freed, the children settle and begin to call their inner teachers, ñOng Namo Guru Dev 

Namo,ò which means, ñI call upon my inner teacher.ò  The phrase is chanted and the 

teacher smiles because they sound like a choir and she knows the vibrations within them 

already are calming their emotion-controlled brains.  The practice moves on to classical 

yoga asanas (poses) embedded within a yoga story ï this is not a mini-adult class.  

Tadasana (mountain pose) finds all the children standing tall, strong, and brave, and they 

know that they will become all the elements within the Story of the Mountain wherein 

people come to tear the mountain down to exploit its treasures, but the mountain is saved 

by a bird and a little grey cloud.   

The children also know that they truly are brave and strong because each day they 

use bold voices to vocalize these affirmations ï arms in archer pose to demonstrate 

bravery, and ñmuscle-manò arms to show Miss Maryclaire their strength in body and in 

mind.   The students move on to their ñSa Ta Na Maò meditation using both chanting and 

fingers to remind themselves that everything has a beginning, a middle, and an end, 

including moods, situations (good and bad), and life, in general.   This is the meditation 

that they learn to use throughout the day to manage their own behavior.   Finally, it is 

time for shavasana ï corpse pose.   This is their ñbreak out of life.ò  This is relaxation 

time.   Early in the year, the children can lie quietly and concentrate on their breathing for 

only a few minutes.   By the end of the year, they retain the pose for upwards of 20 

minutes.   Miss Maryclaire reminds them that this is their time to relax, listen to their 

breathing, and listen to what is in their minds.   She reminds them that she is there, that 

their classroom is a safe place, and that this time of relaxation is all theirs.   Afterwards, 
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the children begin their schoolwork.   Overall, by the end of the year, Miss Maryclaire 

notes that her studentsô use of the schoolôs reorientation rooms (which include padded 

cells) is considerably less than their use of it during the prior school year, and that her 

students are well-behaved and eager to learn.    

 While the science of yoga has been around for centuries, it is relatively new to the 

western world.  In only the last five years, yoga for children has become popular as a 

fitness tool.   Yoga-minded business people have created companies aimed at getting 

children involved in yoga including, YogaEd, and YogaFit.   The practice of yoga is 

commonly known as a stress reducing activity.   The associated breathing techniques, 

asanas, meditations, and, of course, shavasana are credited with producing greater oxygen 

consumption, lower heart rates, and other physiological changes within the body that 

assuage stress mechanisms.   The question must be raised, however, is whether or not 

these attributes of yoga can produce the same physiological changes in a child with 

damage to the brain due to an overactive amgydala arising from events or situations 

begun in utero and/or infancy.  The sparse literature available indicates that it can.   

Miss Maryclaireôs classroom experience supports the idea that the effect of daily yoga on 

students in a self-contained classroom for children with emotional disabilities is 

efficacious. 

Emotional Disability 

Brain Research 

 The human brain is an amazing structure.  Scientistsô ability to study the brain has 

been vastly enhanced by innovations in technology including functional magnetic 

resonance imagery.  The brain is divided into four lobes: the frontal, which is involved 

with judgment, problem-solving, and creativity; the occipital, which is responsible for 

vision; the temporal lobes on both sides of the brain, which are involved for hearing, 

memory, and language; and the parietal lobe, which processes higher sensory and 

language functions.   Within the center of the brain lie structures known as the 

hippocampus, thalamus, hypothalamus, cingulate, basal ganglia, fornix, striatum, and 

amygdala.   It is this area of the brain that allows for feeling.  More important than these 

individual structures themselves is the fact that they are all connected by axons, 

neurotransmitters, peptides, and, of course, the corpus callosum, which is a bundle of 

nerve fibers that connect the right and left hemispheres of the brain. 

 It was once thought that the brain was a static structure, but that theory has been 

set aside as new research reveals more information.   Eric Jensen, an expert in the new 

field of educational neuroscience, asserts that ñthe most amazing new discovery about the 
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brain might be that human beings have the capacity and the choice to be able to change 

our own brainsò (Jensen, 2005, p.  10).   Life experiences can change the brain, 

according to Jensen.   He notes that ñthe brain is dynamic and constantly changing as a 

result of the world you live in and the life you leadò (Jensen, 2005, p.  11).   The brain 

builds new pathways as it learns and kills off pathways it believes it no longer needs.   In 

its own way, it is constantly changing. 

 Given this new information on brain dynamics, one must ask a question relating 

to the life experiences that may be changing the brain.   For instance, an infant or child 

with a nurturing mother who consistently provides opportunities to experience all the 

world has to offer is most likely promoting positive change within her childôs brain.   

New language, new sights, both bad and good experiences, offer her childôs brain a 

myriad of information on which to build.  Another infant lies in an orphanage.    Eric 

Jensen comments on this tricky point: 

Infants are often glamorized on television or in magazines as having amazing,  
fast-learning, soak-up-the-world brains.   But it works both ways: a brain that  
soaks in a brand-new language is the same one that soaks in trauma, abuse,  
and negative environments, too.   Children are not resilient; they need time  
to develop resiliency.   If you give a child an interesting, loving, and safe  
environment, you can expect healthy brain development.   But expose a child  
to abuse, neglect, injury, poor nutrition, or other environmental risk factors, and  
what you can expect ð and what you will almost certainly get ð is far different  
(Jensen, 2006, p.  12). 
 

Causes of Emotional Disabilities     

 It is the dynamics of the brain, then, that is influenced by life experiences.   A 

closer look into the infant brain can help one understand the precipitates to the emotional 

disability label.   Certainly habits like smoking, drinking, and poor nutrition during 

pregnancy put an infant at risk for brain damage, but there is a more insidious cause of 

damage to a childôs brain ï stress.  The abuse, neglect, and negative environments of 

which Jensen speaks are life experiences for many children.  According to Jensen, ñearly 

childhood exposure to stress, neglect, abuse, or violence can cause the brain to reorganize 

itself, increasing receptor sites for alertness and stress chemicals.ò He continues, noting, 

ñScary, abusive, or neglectful circumstances may lead to errant synaptic pruning in the 

frontal lobes and impaired emotional development can reduce the childôs future ability to 

regulate emotionsò (Jensen, 2005, p.  23).  It is in the first 24 months of life that a baby 

develops the emotional and social skills it will have for life (Jensen, 2005, p.  23).  

Research shows that such children likely will not be able to develop emotional skills later 

(Gunnar, 2001).   These children are stressed.   A more accurate term would be ñfearful.ò  
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Children with emotional disabilities are scared children.   Their brains, swimming in 

stress hormones, cannot regulate themselves.   They suffer from anxiety and fear, and 

these emotions show themselves often in outbursts.   The children ñact outò in an effort to 

assuage uncomfortable feelings within them.   Their emotions control their thoughts 

leaving their cognitive potential foundering in a sea of cortisol. 

    It is common knowledge that stress is bad for us.   Sue Gerhardt defines stress as 

ña state of high arousal that is proving difficult to manage, either because there is no 

respite or because the process of recovery isnôt workingò (Gerhardt, 2004, p.57).   When 

one is experiencing an event or situation that threatens the homeostasis of the body, the 

bodyôs stress response takes over.   Chemicals in the brain are released.   The most 

commonly known is cortisol.    Even in the womb, human bodies seek homeostasis ï 

internal stability.  Gerhardt notes, ñThe new babyôs priority is the internal regulation of 

body systems; adaptation to external conditions, which is largely managed by his 

emotional responses, soon follows.ò  The orbitofrontal cortex is the regulator of the brain, 

and according to Gerhardt, it controls the entire right brain (p.  36).  ñThe orbitofrontal 

cortex is very involved with managing emotional behaviors and responding to other 

people and their emotional cues.   This managerial role is achieved through its strong 

neural connections with the subcortical basic emotional systems,ò asserts Gerhardt (p.  

36.).   The master of the emotional systems is the amygdala.   Under stress, the amygdala 

releases cortisol to the hippocampus, which is regulated by the orbitofrontal cortex.   This 

flood of cortisol can damage the hippocampus via glutamates (Gerhardt, p.146), making 

it impossible for regulation to occur.   Stress for a baby is based in survival.   For most 

babies, their survival is predictable; they have learned when they cry, an adult comes to 

care for them.  They have a healthy attachment to a caregiver   For some babies, no 

attachment is made, however, and survival is not predictable.   Thus, the baby remains in 

chronic stress and high levels of cortisol are released. 

 High cortisol levels have been linked to several psychological disorders and 

emotional dysfunction (Gerhardt, p.78).   It can, however, have an adverse physiological 

effect, particularly on the hippocampus, which may be damaged by such an assault.   The 

orbitofrontal cortex becomes busy trying to regulate the hippocampus, but the latter is 

damaged by the overactive amygdala and there is no way to turn off the stress response.   

Gerhardt notes that ñhigh cortisol levels are linked to relatively high activity in the right 

frontal brain, the part of the brain which generates fearfulness, irritability, and withdrawal 

from othersò (Gerhardt, p.  78).   The hippocampus may shut down cortisol receptors in 

an effort to save itself from the onslaught as the amygdala continues to release it.   The 

tissue of the hippocampus may be damaged as a result. (Gerhardt, p.  139). 
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 Overall, it seems that the basis for emotional disturbance lies in the first two years 

of life when the systems to manage stress responses are forming.  Chemical reactions and 

pruned pathways reorganize the dynamic brain.   Children with emotional disabilities 

often have smaller brains than do children their same age.  According to Jensen, ña child 

who has been severely neglected may have a brain weight of 25 percent less than that of a 

typical healthy childò (Jensen, 2006, p.  13).   It is essential that caregivers of such 

children, especially teachers, are aware of the physiological basis of the child with an 

emotional disability.   The very structures needed to learn, remember (the hippocampus is 

responsible for memory), and apply knowledge may not be functioning fully, may not be 

fully developed, and most likely are constantly fighting their bodyôs stress response to the 

ongoing fear and anxiety they battle each day.   The first task for a teacher of children 

with emotional disabilities, therefore, is to make their students feel safe. 

 Strategies for working with children with emotional disabilities 

 Given that children with emotional disabilities are scared children, it is the 

responsibility of the special education teacher to provide first and foremost, a safe 

classroom environment.   It must be such so that the child can leave his armament, if you 

will, at the door and enter it willing and able to learn.   Poet Jeff Moss (1991) may have 

had this teacher responsibility in mind when he wrote the poem titled ñOn the Other Side 

of the Door:ò 

On the other side of the door 

I can be a different me 

As smart and as brave and as funny or strong 

As a person could want to be. 

Thereôs nothing too hard for me to do, 

Thereôs no place I canôt explore 

Because everything can happen 

On the other side of the door. 

 

Eric Jensen gives the teacher scientific evidence to confirm the importance of this 

responsibility in his book titled Super Teaching: ñThe brain stays alert and relaxed for 

learning in a safe and positive learning environmentò (Jensen, 1995, p.  26).   A safe 

classroom is a happy, positive, and engaging room.   Sandy Bothmer, author of the book 
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titled Creating the Peaceable Classroom: Techniques to Calm, Uplift, and Focus 

Teachers and Students, asserts that elements of feng shui, an ancient Chinese practice of 

design based in the idea that people are interconnected with the natural world, make for a 

positive environment for students: ñéteaching and learning interactions are impaired if 

the environment is not nourishing.   The three feng shui tenets of connectedness, balance, 

and vitality offer guides for making adjustments in your classroom that promote a 

nourishing environment for you and your studentò (Bothmer, 2003, p.  4).   Elements of 

fire include the color red and things that move, and classroom pets; earth elements 

promote support, like chairs, rugs, and pillows in a corner; metal represents boundaries ï 

something which all students need; the water element reminds students and teachers to be 

flexible in doings and thoughts and can be represented by a fish tank or a fountain; 

finally, the wood element represents growth in academics, creativity, and social skills 

(Bothmer, 2003).  Bothmer nods at alternative therapies for nurturing the child; Jensen 

takes a more western view backed in neuroscience in Teaching With the Brain in Mind.   

He notes that neuroscience decidedly shows that oneôs environment affects oneôs brain 

function.   In fact, a new discipline has arisen: Neuroscience for Architecture with John 

Eberhard founding the Academy for the discipline.   Neuroscience, according to Jensen, 

cites seating, temperature, lighting, noise, and color as essential environmental 

considerations (Jensen, 2005).  

   Teachers of children with emotional disabilities spend many hours teaching their 

students strategies to help them self-manage their behaviors.  Relaxation is primary to 

these strategies.   Bothmer recommends teaching children to use finger walking spirals, 

breathing techniques, ñcentering,ò visualization, affirmations, movement activities, 

music, and, no surprise, yoga (Bothmer, 2003).  Jensen, too, recommends movement 

activities, including yoga: ñTeach self-regulation strategies such as meditation, exercise, 

yoga, better nutritionéò (Jensen 2006, p.  183).   Neuroscience does point to the yogic 

philosophies including relaxation, movement, and meditation.   Dr.  Richard Davidson 

works with long-term Buddhist meditators.   He compared them to college students 

trained in Buddhist meditation.   The subjects were hooked up to an 

electroencephalograph (EEG) and an electrocardiograph (EKG) to measure brain waves 

and heart rates, respectively.   Davidson found changes in brain function in all subjects 

but, most notably, in some of the Buddhist meditators who were found to have the 

highest gamma waves (indicative that higher cognitive functions were at work) ever 

recorded in humans (Janaka, 2006, pp.  63-65).   Likewise, Sara Lamar of Massachusetts 

General Hospital found that daily meditation thickened parts of the brain's cerebral 

cortex, which is responsible for decision making, attention and memory ("How to Get 

Smarter, One Breath at a Time," 2006). 
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Yoga 

Philosophy 

 The word ñyogaò means to unite.   When one practices yoga, one is seeking to 

unite their physical self, their mental self, and their spiritual self.   Shakta Kaur Khalsa 

reminds us that yoga is a science not a religion.   ñIt can be practiced and experienced by 

all regardless of religious preferenceò (Khalsa, 1998, p.  114).  T.K.V.  Desikachar, 

another leading expert in yoga agrees with this idea of uniting, but adds that, ñAnother 

meaning of the word yoga is óto tie the strands of the mind together.ò He comments that 

while there are many understandings of the word yoga, ñthe content is universal because 

it is about the means by which we can make the changes we desire in our livesò 

(Desikachar, 1999, p.6).   Helping students with emotional disturbances make changes in 

their lives is a key element to teaching these children.   In order to change, one must learn 

to look into oneself; through the different elements of yoga, the yogi can learn to quiet his 

mind and focus.  

Elements  

 The elements of yoga come together to provide the mind with peace.   Asanas 

(poses), pranayama (breathing techniques), meditation, and relaxation all combine to 

restore the mind and body to what it seeks: homeostasis.   Jensen described the mind as a 

dynamic organ.   It is not static; rather it can change itself, growing as needed and 

pruning as needed.  B.K.S.  Iyengar, the worldôs leading yoga guru, discusses the brain 

and yoga connection in his book, Yoga, the Path to Holistic Health: 

The body and the mind are in a state of constant interaction.  Yogic science  
does not demarcate where the body ends and the mind begins, but approaches  
both as a single, integrated entity.   The turmoil of daily life brings stresses  
to the body and the mind.   This creates anxiety, depression, restlessness, and  
rage.   Yoga asanas, while appearing to deal with the physical body alone,  
actually influence the chemical balance of the brain, which in turn improves  
oneõs mental state of being (Iyengar, 2001, p.  11). 

  

Asanas 

 It is the asanas, or poses, of yoga that most people think of when one speaks the 

word ñyoga.ò  According to Iyengar, ñAsanas not only tone the muscles, tissues, 

ligaments, joints, and nerves, but also maintain the smooth functioning and health of all 

the bodyôs systemsé [Asanas] also boost metabolism, lymphatic circulation, and 

hormonal secretions, and bring about a chemical balance in the bodyò (Iyengar, 2001, p.  

17).   Iyengarôs comments are strengthened by research at the Semel Institute for 
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Neuroscience and Human Behavior at the University of California.   David Shapiro and 

colleagues questioned whether yoga was an efficacious complementary treatment of 

depression and used senior Iyengar yoga teachers to complete the intervention with 

twenty-seven subjects with unipolar major depression.   After 20 classes, significant 

reductions were shown for depression, anger, anxiety, neurotic symptoms, and low 

frequency heart rate variability (Shapiro, 2007, p.  499).   

 Pranayama 

 Our breath is our life force.   A better term for breath is pranayama.   Yoga makes 

use of the breath in all of its elements.   Children naturally breathe with their belly.   In 

other words, when children exhale, their abdominal area contracts and on inspiration, 

their abdominal area expands.   In breathing this way, they are using the entire capacity of 

their lungs.   As people grow older ï and experience the stresses of life ï they may 

breathe more shallowly.   Women do this, in particular.   The breathing takes place in the 

top third of the lungs and, often, one can see the chest rise and fall on expiration and 

inspiration with no abdominal movement at all.   Miss Maryclaireôs ñbelly breathingò 

sends the breath to the bottom of the lungs allowing them to fully oxygenate the body and 

consequently, feeds the entire body enabling it to function at its fullest capacity.   Yogic 

relaxation techniques focus on the breath.   Buddhist meditation uses it as the fulcrum of 

mindfulness.   One contemplates oneôs breath and as one hears other noises ï perhaps an 

airplane outside or a sniffle from a fellow meditator ï one acknowledges that particular 

sound as a valid life sound but immediately brings the mind back to the breath.  Shirley 

Telles and colleagues looked at oxygen consumption and respiration in subjects using 

yoga relaxation techniques.   Forty male volunteers were measured for oxygen 

consumption, breath rate, and breath volume prior and after either completing a yoga 

practice that included both asana and relaxation or simply a relaxation practice.   

Significant decreases were found in both groups' breath rate. Additionally, oxygen 

consumption and significant increases in breath volume were noted.   These results were 

considerably higher in the combined yoga/relaxation cohort, however, leading the 

researchers to conclude that the asanas combined with relaxation works to reduce arousal 

more than does relaxation alone (Telles, 2000).  Yoga for children with special needs is 

an emerging field.   Paula Boyajian, a yoga therapist, discusses belly breathing in an 

article in Exceptional Parent Magazine, ñThis breathing pattern plays a large part in 

reducing tension, blood pressure, and digestive problems, while boosting the immune 

system and promoting deeper sleepò (Boyajian, 2004, p.  26).   It seems that the act of 

simply breathing can soothe much of what ails us. 
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 Meditation/Relaxation 

 Meditation ñis letting go of unhappy, angry, or scary thoughts and feelings, and 

knowing that you are bigger than they are,ò Shakta Kaur Khalsa tells children in her 

book, Fly Like a Butterfly (p.99).   It isnôt necessary that the children know all that is 

going on in the brain during meditation; teachers and other researchers are aware of the 

many physiological and psychological benefits of relaxation activities.  The research of 

Shirley Telles, Richard Davidson, and others backs up regular yoga practitionersô claims 

that they have long attention spans, less illness, and more patience among the long list of 

beneficial feelings that come from relaxation techniques.  What is necessary is that the 

children like it!  Miss Maryclaire notes that while her students do love yoga class, their 

favorite part is ñshavasanaò wherein they lay in ñcorpseò pose and simply relax to the 

rhythm of their own breathing.   Tere Bowen-Irish, an occupational therapist who is a 

YogaKids facilitator in a public school, has found that the students do favor shavasana: 

 

 The final phase of the class is a form of relaxation, commonly known in  

 the yoga world as Shavasana.  This has been a consistent favorite for those  

 kids who are challenged with stillness.  In my opinion, the first and most  

 important aspect of Shavasana is breathing.  Deep, rhythmic inhalations and  

 exhalations are taught throughout the session and are emphasized in the last  

 fifteen minutes.  Yogakids, Inc.  suggests use of hands or a stuffed animal on  

 the abdomen to help the child regulate breathing patterns.  The abdomen rises  

 with inhalation and falls with exhalation.  For many children, the challenge of  

 this rhythm mimics how many of them are challenged with acclimating to the  

 rhythms of their lives (Bowen-Irish, 2007, p.  37). 

 

  An additional benefit of the meditation and relaxation phases of a daily yoga 

practice in the classroom may be unexpected: the teacher benefits too!  Jack Canfield, of 

the Chicken Soup series of books, spoke to parents and teachers at the 2007 Council for 

Exceptional Children Annual Convention and he offered strategies to teachers of children 

with special needs.   When asked what he thought teachers could do to improve their 

lives, his response was, ñLearn to meditate.ò  He stated that he felt that meditation was 
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ñunderused in educationò (Jack Canfield ï Much More Than Chicken Soup!, 2007).   It 

makes sense that meditation would benefit the stressed out teachers of special education 

for it holds for them the very same benefits it does for their students! In order to provide 

the safe and positive environment recommended for this population of students, the 

teacher must have the emotional and physical energy required for such a task.   Eight year 

veteran teacher, Jennifer Bradford offers more advice for the burning (or burned) out 

teacher: 

Teaching beats on both body and soul in ways that most people do not fathom.  

Our day involves incessant standing, walking, squatting, and kneeling.  Students 

may feel bored and idle; educators are anything but.  Consider also the emotional      

exhaustion that comes from comforting kids in trouble, kids with trigger tempers, 

and parents without hope.  Consider the effort it takes to create out of whole cloth 

a lesson that will meet the needs and desires of everyone--students, parents, 

administrators, national criticséMassage (or meditation or yoga) is a necessity in 

the act of self-centering.  Anger and frustrations dissolve, focus returns, and the 

world slows down.  And, in a profession as isolating as teaching, where adult 

contact is far too infrequent, one cannot underestimate the value of the "laying on 

of hands." 

Yogic elements provide this for the teacher, and, apparently, so does massage!  In other 

words, yogic elements in the classroom are really a double bang for the buck!  Both 

teacher and student realize the same benefits. 

Yoga and Children with Emotional Disabilities 

 Specific scientific data on the effect of yoga on children with emotional 

disabilities are sparse, if published at all.  Further studies are required on this distinct 

population.  It seems as though researchers are working their way to this disability, 

however; they have tended to focus on ADHD, autism, and other disabilities.   Many 

children with emotional disabilities have co-morbid conditions, including Attention 

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Schizophrenia, Bipolar Disorder, and often, 

children with Autism are mixed with children with emotional and behavioral issues due 

to aggressive tendencies.   By looking at studies that confront these areas, and by looking 

at studies done on children with no disabilities (children with emotional disturbances are, 

indeed, children first), one can surmise with some sense of validity whether or not such 

results may be consistent in this population.   There are a few studies that look at yoga 

from a cognitive standpoint.   Results show that yoga does improve cognitive function 

including memory, spatial skills, emotional balance, and attention, among other benefits.    
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 Heather Peck and colleagues, who researched the effects of yoga on children with 

ADHD noted, ñAlthough there is a dearth of current systematic studies in this area, some 

research studies have examined the effectiveness of yoga on various aspects of studentsô 

functioning.ò  They note that yoga improves concentration and static motor performance, 

as well as reducing state anxiety, heart rate, headaches, and tension and stress symptoms.    

It would seem sensible that childrenôs heightened body awareness, calmness, 

reduced tension, and improved concentration (Brosnan, 1982), especially for 

attention problems, would be conducive to learning (Hopkins & Hopkins, 1979).   

However, the effect of yoga on direct measures of childrenôs attention in the 

classroom has not been studied (Peck, 2005, p.  417). 

 Other researchers have noted that movement assuages the elements of ADHD and 

other disabilities. G. Duraiswamy and colleagues recommended yoga therapy as an add-

on treatment for patients with schizophrenia after studying 61 patients.  Those in the yoga 

group versus a physical activity group showed significantly less psychopathology and 

greater social functioning (Duraiswamy, 2007, p.228).  Shakta Kaur Khalsa notes that 

yoga is therapeutic for children with Sensory Integration Disorder because the music and 

chanting provides the body a vibration that is calming and helps to focus attention as well 

as developing language skills. The breathing techniques, too, are calming and develop 

breath support for speech and postural stability, as well as stabilizing activity levels in 

children with ADHD. Further, the asanas develop gross motor skills and body awareness; 

and finally, meditation/relaxation provides for improved attention spans and 

concentration.    

 Meditation/relaxation also relieves anxiety and allows the uncluttering of the 

mind so that learning can take place (Khalsa, Instructor Handbook, Level I, p.  11).   N. 

K.  Manjunath and Shirley Telles also believe that learning takes place following the use 

of yoga.   They compared 60 children divided into two equal groups: yoga camp and fine 

arts camp.  They wanted to know if either was more efficacious in improving spatial and 

verbal memory test scores in children aged 11 to 16 years.  The researchers reported that 

the yoga camp group showed at 43 percent increase in spatial memory scores while the 

fine arts cohort showed no change at all.  They concluded, ñThe results suggest that yoga 

practice, including physical postures, yoga breathing, meditation and guided relaxation 

improved delay recall of spatial information (Manjunath, 2004, p.  356).   Eric Jensen 

may agree that this result may have been found because the childrenôs brains had 

ñsettling timeò (Jensen, 2005, p.  142.).   Shirley Telles and colleagues also report in the 

literature that 90 children aged nine to thirteen years showed significant increases in 

steadiness after ten days of yoga training (Telles, 1993) and, additionally, another cohort 
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of 52 subjects, after completing one month of yoga training showed improved reversal 

ability, eye-hand coordination, and speed and accuracy in a mirror star tracing activity 

(Telles, 2006).   It appears that children, in general, who participate in a yoga practice, 

may be able to self-calm their minds so that the dynamic brain can learn and change.  

Children with emotional disabilities are children. 

Summary 

 Despite the growing popularity of yoga, it is still considered a complementary 

therapy or practice and thereby, not a mainstream strategy ï yet. Carolyn Cantu, an 

occupational therapist, questioned yoga as a therapy in an article in EP Magazine titled 

ñYoga: Popular Therapeutic Trend or Evidence-Based Therapeutic Modality?ò 

Qualitative evidence, she notes, supports the benefits of yoga in children with special 

needs.  Despite its use as a therapy for these children, she feels that ñyoga has limited 

evidence based research to quality it as a researched based therapeutic modalityò (Cantu, 

2005, p.  59). Apparently, researchers took note because the research is happening.       

Work with children with emotional disabilities already is happening in the classroom, at 

least in Miss Maryclaireôs.  Results of such studies will add much to the literature 

regarding working strategies for this population.  One must remember that the child with 

an emotional disability is a child first, however, and as such, one can infer that the 

majority of the benefits of yogic elements on their brains and bodies will be similar if not 

the same as other children.   The outcome may not be as obvious at first because the child 

with an emotional disability may have structural damage to his brain.   Nevertheless, this 

researcher believes that the physiological and psychological changes due to daily yoga in 

the classroom will combine in these children in such a way that they are able to begin to 

self-manage their behavior.  In order to enjoy the benefits of such a program, children 

must know about it.   Daily yoga in the classroom is the perfect venue.   Teachers of 

children with emotional disabilities have a wonderful opportunity to directly affect 

change in their studentsô dynamic brains ï and their own!  The literature shows that this 

is possible; the teacher must make it a reality. 
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Parent Interventionists in Phonodialogic Emergent Reading 

Sabra B. Gear 

 

                                                                Abstract 

 

The purpose of this article is to describe an activity-based intervention, dialogic reading 

with embedded explicit phonological awareness strategies, that parents can apply in their 

home settings with their young children. Helping young children learn phonological 

awareness skills are vitally important to the development of early reading (Ziolkowski & 

Goldstein, 2008; Anthony & Lonigan, 2004). Though there is ample empirical evidence 

on the contribution of phonological awareness to childrenôs reading skills, including 

parents as interventionists in the emergent reading development of young children has 

received noticeably less attention. The theoretical underpinnings of this phonodialogic 

approach to early reading, specifically phonological awareness, activity-based 

intervention, and dialogic reading will be briefly discussed. This article also describes the 

process through which parental phonodialogic reading may have the potential to create an 

observable positive treatment effect on young childrenôs phonological awareness skills.



21 

 

Parent Interventionists in Phonodialogic Emergent Reading 

 

Sabra B. Gear 
Old Dominion University 

 
 ñIt is not a small or unworthy task to learn ówhat the book says.ô ò (Thorndike, 1917) 

Introduction 

Reading proficiency is a national priority. Since the passage of The No Child Left Behind 

Act of 2001 (NCLB; P. L. 107 ï 110), there has been a major emphasis on student reading 

programs (Nunnery & Ross, 2007; Ross, et al., 2004), kindergarten through third grade, to ensure 

that every student achieve in reading at or above grade level, by the end of the third grade year. 

Effective instructional methods and materials to prevent reading failure and to remediate reading 

problems are essential activities in support of this national mandate.  

Reading is an elaborate language process and is not an easily learned task. Reading 

requires the ability to decode written language and activate reasoning to construct linguistic 

meaning (Perfetti, 1984; Stanovich, 1994; Thorndike, 1917; Walcutt, 1967). Furthermore, 

proficient reading results from the assimilation of a core of language knowledge and the 

application of a set of related skills, including phonological awareness, through which further 

educational and lifelong experiences evolve.  

 Identifying the role that phonological awareness plays in learning to read is ñprobably the 

most significant advance in the scientific study of reading and related skillsò (Pogorzelski & 

Wheldall, 2005, p.1). Phonological awareness has been demonstrated to have a clear and 

consistent relationship with later conventional literacy skills and is a strong predictive variable in 

literacy development (National Institute for Literacy, 2008). Many researchers have 

demonstrated that children as young as 3- to 5-years-old can begin to learn the process of 



 

developing phonological awareness, including rhyming and alliteration, blending, and 

segmentation (Burgess & Lonigan, 1998; Gillion, 2005; Lonigan, Burgess, Anthony, & Barker, 

1998; Lundberg, Frost, & Peterson, 1988; Rvachew, Ohberg, Grawburg, & Heyding, 2003). 

Further, an additional intent of NCLB 2001 is to improve student reading achievement by 

strengthening the coordination among family literacy programs, early literacy programs, and 

schools.  

 Among the children identified at highest risk for developing later reading difficulties are 

children from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Foster & Miller, 2007; McLoyd, 1998; Neuman, 

2007; Neuman & Celano, 2001; Neuman & Roskos, 2005).  Children whose early language 

awareness and literacy socialization needs have not been met in their home environment often 

enter school behind their peers in key aspects of cognition, including phonological and print 

awareness, oral language, and vocabulary (Hart & Risley, 1992, 1995; Justice, Bowles, Pence, 

Khara, & Skibbe, 2009; Marvin & Mirenda, 1993; Marvin & Wright, 1997). When a childôs 

early language and literacy skills are compromised, parental support and educational 

interventions are crucial to overcome these challenges. Parental involvement in the education of 

young children, who are either at-risk or have been identified with a disability, is considered a 

necessary component in the delivery of effective and efficient intervention (Bailey et al., 2006; 

Guralnick, 2002; IDEA, 2004). 

Phonodialogic Emergent Reading 

This article will present an activity-based intervention--dialogic reading with embedded 

explicit phonological awareness strategies--applied as a preventive approach that can be 

implemented by parents in their home settings. Helping young children learn phonological 

awareness skills, such as the ability to identify alliteration and rhyme, and the ability to blend 
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and segment onset and rime, are vitally supportive of emergent reading development 

(Ziolkowski & Goldstein, 2008; Anthony & Lonigan, 2004). Though there is ample empirical 

evidence on the contribution of phonological awareness to childrenôs reading skills, including 

parents as interventionists in the emergent reading development of young children has received 

noticeably less attention (Torgesen, Wagner, & Rashotte, 1994). Accordingly, the topography of 

the theoretical underpinnings of this intervention will be reviewed. Specifically the relationship 

between early language development and the role of phonological awareness in emergent 

reading, the role of dialogic parent-child reading activity as a context for learning and readiness 

for school, and the importance of a parentôs ability to use prevention intervention strategies with 

his/her child to prompt and scaffold the childôs language, emergent reading development, and 

phonological awareness will be presented. This will be followed by a description of the strategic 

steps that parents can apply at home within the context of an interactive storybook reading 

intervention. 

 Phonological Awareness  

 The research to date demonstrates that phonological awareness is a component of 

phonological processing and it has typically been defined as the ability to identify and 

manipulate increasingly smaller units of sound segments that comprise words (Lonigan et al., 

1998). Along a developmental continuum, childrenôs improvement in the ability to use deeper 

levels of their phonological awareness skills (e.g., phonemic vs. syllable) tends to better predict 

their early reading achievement (Anthony & Lonigan, 2004; Pufpaff, 2009). Due to the 

developmental hierarchy of these emergent reading skills, younger children around three- to five-

years of age may find shallower units (e.g., onset and rime) easier to identify and manipulate 

(Fox & Routh, 1975; OôConnor et al., 1993; Yeh, 2003). While there is considerable research in 



 

clinical and classroom settings with children at-risk for reading disabilities (e.g., socioeconomic 

disadvantage, developmental delays), a promising segment of this empirical evidence (Skibbe, 

Behnke, & Justice, 2004) focuses on adding explicit phonological activities to parent-child 

shared storybook reading. 

 Activity-Based Intervention 

 Studies in activity-based intervention provide the theoretical foundation for an effective 

family-focused approach to teaching emergent reading skills that includes a rigorous 

measurement system based on behavioral principles (Hancock, Kaiser, & Delaney, 2002; 

Losardo & Bricker, 1994; Macy, 2007). Enhanced quality in parent-child interaction can help 

parents become interventionists in facilitating their childrenôs language, communication, and 

behavior (Delaney & Kaiser, 2001; Hemmeter & Kaiser, 1994; Hester, Kaiser, Alpert, & 

Whiteman, 1995). Thus, an activity-based intervention combined with dialogic reading strategies 

has the potential to teach parent interventionists to facilitate the development of their childrenôs 

phonological awareness through everyday opportunities to read together. 

 Parents as Interventionists 

  Childhood learning patterns are clearly established in the early years (Novick, 1993). 

Although it is developmentally appropriate practice to follow a childôs lead, parents do not need 

to wait for children to demonstrate a need to learn to read before they initiate language and 

literacy activities. Well-timed recommendations and sufficient support for parents offered 

proactively about how to begin helping their children develop early language and reading skills 

can help propel them toward catching up with their peers (Alpert & Kaiser, 1992; Blom-

Hoffman, O'Neil-Pirozzi, Volpe, Cutting, & Bissinger, 2006). Parents are the secret ingredient---
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able to balance high challenge and expectations, to kindle motivation, and to supply bountiful 

support, crafting the best recipe for their childrenôs reading acquisition and attainment. 

 Dialogic Reading 

 Dialogic reading is a means of scaffolding childrenôs language and literacy skills through 

the interactive reading of picture or storybooks (Whitehurst et al., 1988; Whitehurst et al., 1994). 

It is an activity-based intervention that parents can use with the intention of teaching specific 

emergent reading skills to their children. In doing so, parents ask their children questions, 

provide positive and informative feedback, and modify their comments and questions in 

adjusting to the childrenôs responsiveness, growth, and in meeting their instructional goals.  

 The correlation and group design research base on dialogic reading is relatively extensive 

(Arnold et al., 1994; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Whitehurst et al., 1994; Whitehurst et al., 

1999; Zevenbergen et al., 2003), but rarely used is single-subject experimentation (Hockenberger 

et al., 1999; McNeill & Fowler, 1999; Ziolkowski & Goldstein, 2008). Moreover, there have 

been many dialogic studies examining childrenôs early language and literacy skills, such as 

concepts about print, letter knowledge, and verbalizations (Aram, 2006; Blom-Hoffman et al., 

2006;  Duursma et al., 2008; Hargrave, & Senechal, 2000; Justice et al., 2005). A largely 

neglected language domain to be addressed through dialogic reading is phonological awareness. 

 Although this line of research has not specifically addressed using dialogic reading to 

target childrenôs phonological skills, Whitehurst and colleagues (Arnold et al., 1994; Lonigan & 

Whitehurst, 1998; Whitehurst et al., 1994; Whitehurst et al., 1999; Zevenbergen et al., 2003) 

have conducted a series of randomized trials demonstrating the effectiveness of this intervention 

on increasing the rate of childrenôs language acquisition, increasing expressive vocabulary, and 

increasing narrative skills for children from lower-, middle- , and higher-income backgrounds. 



 

     According to Whitehurst et al. (1988), there are three general guidelines for organizing 

dialogic reading as an intervention. First, the parent uses questioning and related strategies to 

encourage the child to talk about the picture book, rather than limiting the childôs use of 

language by narrating the book as the child listens. This first guideline is a necessity as the 

intention of this approach is to create a contextual dialogue with the child through which the 

parent scaffolds learning objectives. For example, asking ówh-ô type questions will usually evoke 

more complex child responses, than questions that can be answered with a óyesô or ónoô or a 

single word response. Questions that begin with these words, for example ówhere,ô ówhat,ô 

ówhen,ô ówho,ô ówhy,ô and óhow,ô tend to request more information from the child, such as 

ñWhat is happening to Ernie?ò   

 Second, the parent uses positive and informative feedback to answer the childôs 

responses. Within the feedback, the parent embeds imitation and modeling, language recasts and 

expansions, and elaborations that highlight the differences between what the children have said 

and how they can extend their understanding into words, phrases, and sentences. This second 

guideline is a necessity as it builds the quality of the parent-child interaction, which can be 

naturally reinforcing to both parent and child.   

 Third, the parentôs criteria for mastery of the childôs learning goals need to show 

progressive growth that is sensitive and tailored to the childrenôs developing abilities. This third 

step is crucial as it provides a means for measuring and monitoring the childôs progress and goal 

attainment. It also provides parents with the flexibility and information to become aware of 

subtle, but strategic adjustments they can make to better meet their childrenôs needs and improve 

progress toward goals. Taken together, these three parameters provide the structure for parents to 

begin to think and instruct as an interventionist.  
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 In support of these guidelines two sets of strategies are presented to teach parents to 

implement phonodialogic reading with young children of preschool age across an eight-week 

intervention period. Teaching parents to implement a dialogic reading intervention with fidelity 

requires a systematic approach to improve their rates of success (Briesch et al., 2008). The uses 

of two acronyms encompass these strategies, which address the need for structure in 

implementing the intervention with integrity and may improve the rate of its success. The two 

acronyms that outline the strategy sets summarized in Table 1 are as follows: (1) PETER the 

rhyming strategy; and (2) PIPER the alliteration strategy. The acronym PETER is a way to 

remember the set of phonodialogic reading strategies that includes identifying and producing 

rhyming words. The acronym PIPER is a way to recall the strategies that include identifying and 

producing alliterative words.  

Table 1. PETER ï PIPER Phonodialogic Reading Strategies 

 

PETER 

 

 

PIPER 

 

 

Prompt your childôs picture labeling, and 

predicting about the story by asking your child what 

the story might be about, and what might happen in 

the story. 

 

Prompt your childôs picture labeling, and 

predicting about the story by asking your child what 

the story might be about, and what might happen in 

the story. 

 

Eavesdrop and evaluate your childôs responses, 

asking your child to help you identify all the 

rhyming words. For example, point to the word ball 

and say, ñThis is the word ball. Ball rhymes with the 

word _______.ò Pause for at least three seconds to 

allow your child time to complete the rhyme. If your 

child does not respond in three seconds, complete 

the rhyme for your child and repeat the question 

again. 

 

Identify  initial letter sounds of words by asking 

your child to help you complete a sentence. For 

example, say ñBall begins with the /b/ sound. óBô 

makes the /b/ sound in the word_____.ò Pause for at 

least three seconds to allow your child time to 

complete the word or sound. If your child does not 

respond after three seconds, complete the word for 

your child and repeat the question again. 

 



 

 

Talk about the tale and ask your child to tell how 

the story events relate to your childôs true life 

experiences.  

 

Pose purposeful questions such as ówhoô ówhatô 

ówhenô ówhereô ówhy,ô and óhow,ô to prompt your 

childôs responses.  

 

Expand and elaborate on your childôs responses, 

eliciting more details about the story.  

 

 

Expand and elaborate on your childôs responses, 

eliciting more details about the story.  

 

Reinforce your childôs right responses with positive 

remarks and praise, and repeat the reading on a 

regular basis. 

 

 

Reinforce your childôs right responses with positive 

remarks and praise, and repeat the reading on a 

regular basis. 

 

 

 

Summary 

 In reviewing the currently available studies on phonological awareness, activity-based 

intervention and dialogic reading, it is apparent that no single subject studies found to date have 

examined the specific contribution of parents employing dialogic reading for increasing 

phonological awareness skills of their young children at risk for reading disabilities or reading 

difficulties due to either developmental delays or socioeconomic disadvantage. Thus far, studies 

of dialogic reading strategies applied either by parents, teachers, or research assistants have not 

thoroughly examined the degree to which these techniques could have an effect on the many 

skills involved in phonological awareness. Therefore, it is important to establish whether dialogic 

reading can have an effect on key emergent reading skills, such as phonological awareness, 

because these early skills have been shown to have reciprocal causal effects on later reading 

acquisition and proficiency (Perfetti, Beck, & Bell, 1987). Whether making simple changes to 

the intervention (e.g., adding explicit prompts for blending and segmenting onset, rime, and letter 
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sounds) would result in substantial growth for childrenôs phonological awareness development, 

appears to be worth examining because the strategies can be easily taught to parents and the 

dialogic reading activity is inherently parent and child friendly.  
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What is Special about Special Education? 

Norah S. Hooper 

University of Mary Washington 

Daniel began to struggle with reading in kindergarten. He received help from his 

classroom teachers and the reading specialist, but his progress was slow. He had trouble 

decoding  and remembering words when he saw them a second or third time. His comprehension 

was poor since all of his energy went into sounding out unfamiliar words. At the end of his third 

grade year, Daniel was identified as having a learning disability in the area of reading. His 

teachers and parents developed an Individual Education Program to address his reading 

weaknesses. 

In fourth grade, Daniel went to the resource room every morning for 2 ½ hours. Students 

from three grade levels came and went on different schedules, and sometimes there were as 

many as 12 students in the room. Daniel and his fourth grade friend Roger worked with Mrs. 

Rockville, the special education teacher, on reading and vocabulary in a second grade book for 

about 20 minutes each day, and during the rest of the morning they independently completed 

workbook pages and worksheets on a first grade level. Daniel liked the resource room. Mrs. 

Rockville was positive and energetic, and everyone worked hard.  

Danielôs ability to read words on a first grade level was tested at the beginning and end 

of the year. His baseline level at the beginning of the year was 40 correct words per minute. At 

the end of the year, he read 39 correct words per minute. He made no progress in reading. While 

he was in the resource room each week for the number of minutes described in his IEP, Daniel 

received direct reading instruction for only a short period of that time. During the rest of the 

morning, he had to teach himself. 

In fifth grade, Daniel was placed in an inclusion classroom. The general education and 

special education teachers were trained and excited about working together. Most of the time, 

the general education fifth-grade teacher conducted whole group instruction. There were two 

reading groups in the class, and his special education teacher came in to teach Danielôs group, 

which consisted of eight students. They worked from the fifth grade reading book reviewing 

vocabulary, practicing sequencing activities, and reading aloud. Accommodations were provided 

to Daniel.  His tests were read aloud to him, he received extra time on tests when he needed it, 

and all notes were provided to him.  Daniel liked the regular fifth grade class. He had good 

friends and liked his teachers, who were always ready to help him.  

 He was again tested individually in first grade reading material. At the beginning of fifth 

grade, he could read 45 words per minute and his ending score was 47. Although he had made 

progress over the summer, his reading progress in fifth grade was minimal. In neither setting did 

the teachers use the test information to change the way they were teaching Daniel. After two 

years of special education, he remained barely fluent on a first grade level. Daniel got a very 



 

good general education in this setting. He got what most fifth grade students need, but not what 

he needed. He did not get a ñspecialò education. (adapted from Zigmond & Baker, 1994). 

So what does a good special education look like? What could Danielôs teachers have 

done to provide him with the educational program that he needed? How is special education 

different from general education? 

Daniel, and many students like him, has proven that he cannot learn as other students do. 

If he did not have a disability, Daniel would have learned to read in first or second grade. If the 

grade-level textbooks incorporated the approaches that worked for him, he would have become a 

grade-level reader. The identification of a student as having a disability is an acknowledgement 

of the fact that special types of instruction are needed in order for the student to make academic 

progress. And because students like Daniel are already behind by the time they are identified, 

they need to make more than one yearôs progress every year so the gap between them and their 

peers does not continue to widen.  

Many teachers, when asked about the difference between general and special education, 

respond with words like ñindividualizationò and ñaccommodationsò and ñmodificationsò. But 

what does the instruction look like when it is individualized? Is it the same type of teaching, only 

one-on-one? Are accommodations enough for Daniel, or does he need to receive individual help 

in improving his reading skills? 

Although accommodations are helpful, they are not enough, and the instruction itself 

must be different. As seen in Figure 1, It must have five basic elements: it must be more 

carefully sequenced, intensive, explicit, systematic, and frequently assessed. 

Figure 1: The Five Elements 

            Good Special Education is: 

1. More Carefully Sequenced 

2. More Intensive 

3. More Explicit 

4. More Systematic 

5. More Frequently Assessed 

 

More Carefully Sequenced 

The list of skills and information that Daniel and the other fourth and fifth graders were 

required to learn was a long one. For a student with a disability like Daniel, that list had to be 

examined and carefully prioritized. Which skills were essential because they were building 

blocks for later skills? Which skills were likely to give Daniel the most trouble? Which topics 

were likely to inspire Daniel to try his hardest? Considering the fact that he is now significantly 
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delayed in his academic development and will require intensive help in reading, where should 

the emphasis be placed? 

Determining the needed skills and the order of priority can be a tricky one, because it 

may not be productive to have Daniel master all lower level skills before moving to higher ones. 

For example, drilling letter sounds without also helping him read material at his interest level 

could make turn him off to reading altogether. Somehow, he has to find pleasure in reading so 

that he is motivated to continue his practice.  It seems obvious that multiplication facts should be 

mastered before division or algebra is taught, but some students who have extreme difficulty 

with memorization need to see the application of multiplication before they can commit the 

products to memory. A careful balance has to be maintained between remedial and grade level 

instruction, and it has to be done with the specific needs of the student in mind. This task can be 

performed as part of the annual Individual Education Program (IEP) process, and be incorporated 

into the annual goals. 

Another aspect of sequencing and prioritizing relates to what a challenged student should 

learn in a content-area course. Can he learn only part of the science and social studies 

information? If so, what part? Jay McTighe (Richardson, 2009) recommends that teachers look 

carefully at their content standards and divide them into three categories: ñnice to know, essential 

knowledge and skills, and enduring understandingsò (p. 38). Ellis (2002) calls this ñwatering upò 

the curriculum. If a smaller amount of information is going to be taught, it should be the most 

important information ï that which contributes to a student developing ñenduring conceptsò.  

Ellis describes several ways to do this in his article which can be accessed through LDonline   

(Figure 7) 

More Intensive 

An important element of the IEP development is determining the level of services. Based 

on Danielôs present level of performance and annual goals, how much time does he need with the 

special education teachers? It appears that he needs more instruction in reading that his grade 

level classmates, not less. He has a lot of ground to make up. The time specified on his IEP needs 

to be spent in direct contact with a teacher who is skilled in assessing specific needs, delivering 

directed instruction, using prompts and scaffolding, incorporating redundancy, measuring daily 

progress, and adjusting instruction accordingly (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2007). He needs well-

designed concentrated practice if he is going to learn this essential skill that has eluded him for 

five years. This can be achieved in either a self-contained or inclusion setting, but it must be 

carefully monitored, with the intensity and setting being adjusted if necessary.  

Daniel needs a high level of intensive preparation. It is true that he will always have 

dyslexia, but he can improve his level of reading significantly with concentrated expert help.  

 

 



 

More Explicit  

Students without disabilities often make intellectual leaps as they are learning. Their 

background experiences interact with the instructional situation and they apply the new 

information intuitively. The teacher points them down a specific path and they take off running.  

Teachers can count on this happening with many of their students, and find that they may not 

have to elucidate every step in a learning process. Students figure them out for themselves. This 

almost never happens with students with disabilities. In contrast, these students may become 

stuck on one aspect of a problem, needing explicit help in taking the next small step in the 

learning process. Instead of being able to make leaps, they must rely on solid bridges built by 

observant teachers to help them make steady progress. 

Students with disabilities may also become lost in a discussion or presentation in a 

general education classroom. Issues with attention, language, reading, math, or emotions can 

cause them to miss much of the incidental information that is imparted by teachers and fellow 

students.  Instead, important information must be given to them directly and explicitly. This need 

for explicit instruction can arise in social, procedural, or academic areas as demonstrated in the 

examples in Figure 2. 

Figure 2   Examples of Explicit Instruction 

Social Example 

Amy was not a popular student in the third grade classroom. The other girls complained that she 

was bossy, selfish, and a tattle-tale. Amy told Mr. Allen that they were mean to her, and was 

often in tears at the end of recess. Mr. Allen reviewed the information in her file about the 

emotional aspect of her learning disability and observed her interactions with her classmates. 

Amy stood watching a group of girls who were playing jump rope, appearing to be fearful at 

first; but then she moved toward them quickly and grabbed the rope. The game disintegrated and 

the group came complaining to you. Mr. Allen decided that Amy needed explicit instruction in 

asking to be included in a game. He talked to her and the two of them role-played procedures 

such as asking for a turn, offering to hold the rope, etc. He supported Amy emotionally as she 

tried the new approaches, discussed what worked well and what didnôt, and helped her to try 

again. Eventually her skills improved and she became a socially appropriate member of the 

class. 

 

Academic Example 

Marcus loved biology lab. He loved working with a partner, being able to stand up and move 

around the room when he needed to, and seeing the individual parts of the plants and animals. 

He appeared to be well behaved and focused during all the labs. The trouble was, he was failing 

biology because of low grades on lab assignments. Ms. Oliver watched him carefully for a few 

days and saw that, while he appeared to be doing the lab work as assigned, was actually totally 

lost. He became involved in the task but never transferred the information from the experiential 

to the conceptual level, from the specific to the general. The other students seemed to make that 
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transfer easily, but Marcus did not. So Ms. Oliver developed a graphic organizer that helped him 

make the connection between his activities in the lab and the concepts in his textbook. After he 

completed the organizer she talked to him about what he had done and made sure that he has 

understood the big picture. He did much better on the next test, and as she continued to have him 

complete the organizer for each lab, he was able to pass the course. 

 

Procedural Example   

The eighth grade students were required to complete a social studies project, but Mrs. Parr, the 

special education teacher, knew that assignment would be a major challenge for John. John had 

good ideas and was interested in history, but he had a very difficult time organizing anything. 

His locker and backpack were a mess, and he continually lost assignments. He seemed to have 

no concept of deadlines, with most of his work being turned in late after Mrs. Parr and his 

mother nagged him. This project, involving several research steps and a final paper, might never 

get done. Johnôs general education teacher discussed the process they needed to follow, but Mrs. 

Parr knew that John needed more support. She talked to him about his interests and helped him 

decide on a topic. Then she and he developed a list of the steps he would have to complete, with 

a due date for each step. She helped him place the list just inside his notebook, and every day she 

checked with him on his progress, requiring proof that each step was completed on time. At the 

end of the month John, his teacher, and his mother were all proud of the result of his efforts. 

 

       In each of these examples, the teacher had to be more explicit in passing on information to 

her students who had disabilities. What could have appeared to be personality, attention, or 

motivational problems were in fact difficulties caused by their disabilities. They did not absorb 

the social, procedural, and academic that was either implicit (in Amyôs case) or insufficiently 

explicit for their needs. They needed to be told, and shown, exactly how to achieve their goals. In 

the cases of John and Marcus, visual representations helped to move them to the next level of 

organization and understanding. With Amy, role playing and practice were used to make the 

techniques explicit. All three were also given support from a teacher who knew their strengths 

and weaknesses and carefully monitored their progress.   

More Systematic 

 This section focuses on the meat of special education ï the actual instructional 

components of a lesson. Once the objectives have been prioritized and the level of intensity 

determined, Danielôs instruction itself has to be systematically designed. Each dayôs instruction 

must be: 

A. based on a measurable objective related to an IEP goal 

B. connect explicitly to his prior knowledge 

C. build in a step-wise fashion upon skills mastered previously 

D. incorporate visual and kinesthetic activities and strategy instruction 

E. emphasize practice 

F. involve continuous evaluation (Tucker, Singleton, & Weaver, 2002).   



 

So how do you do those things? While it may seem to be a daunting task, these elements 

can readily be incorporated into the weekly lessons of a special education teacher.  The first step 

is to develop measurable daily objectives. 

A. Begin with Measurable Objectives 

 This is a task that has challenged many special education teachers as they write both 

annual IEP goals and the daily objectives used for instruction. In many ways, traditional 

objectives are related to what the teacher will do or the type of activity the student will complete 

rather than to what the student will learn and how the progress will be measured. Evaluate the 

following daily objectives. Are they measurable? Do they indicate what the students will know 

or be able to do at the end of the lesson? 

1. The students will read Chapter 2 in the history textbook and complete a Venn diagram 

comparing two Native American tribes. 

2. The students will listen to The Very Hungry Caterpillar and color in a picture of the 

caterpillar. 

3. After listening to a lecture on determining square roots, the students will work 

problems 1-10 on page 55 in the math textbook. 

4. The students will learn five new vocabulary words from To Kill a Mockingbird. 

In fact, none of these objectives are measurable. Objectives 1 and 4 do indicate what the 

teacher hopes the students will learn, but there is no criterion for mastery. How will the teacher 

know they have learned the difference between the two tribes or the meanings of the new 

vocabulary words? Objective 2 seems to be just an activity to fill time. What is the purpose of 

the coloring? Will it somehow measure how well the students listened? Will it enable the 

students to practice their fine motor skills? Do the students meet Objective 3 if they get all ten 

problems wrong?  

The objectives can be made measurable in the following way: 

1. The students will read Chapter 2 in the history textbook and compare two Native 

American tribes through the completion of a Venn diagram that contains 85% of the 

essential elements listed at the end of the lesson plan. 

2.  The students will listen to The Very Hungry Caterpillar read aloud and complete a 

worksheet sequencing the actions in the book with 100% accuracy. 

3. After listening to a lecture on determining square roots, the students will work problems 

1-10 on page 55 in the math textbook with 90% accuracy. 

4. After making flash cards for five new vocabulary words from To Kill a Mockingbird and 

practicing with a partner, the students will act out the meanings of the words with 100% 

accuracy. 
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The easiest way to think about writing measurable objectives is to ask three questions:  

 ñWhat do I want the student to know or do as a result of this lesson?ò 

 ñHow will I know that they have learned the information or the skill?ò 

 ñWhat level of mastery do I expect?ò 

 

Measurable objectives serve several functions: they help you design a good lesson, they enable 

you to determine whether or not the lesson was successful, and they serve as a means of 

communication.  

The level of mastery is often omitted from an objective, but unless it is addressed, then 

the objective has little meaning. For example, Danielôs teacher might indicate to his parents that 

her goal is for Daniel to improve in reading in his fifth grade year. Without a specific means of 

measurement and clear target, the teacher and parents may have very different unspoken 

expectations. Perhaps Danielôs parents believe that now that he is in special education heôll get 

intensive expert reading help and will make two yearsô progress in the coming year to make up 

for his delays. But at the same time Danielôs teacher may know that his is a difficult case and that 

they will all be lucky if he improves by six months.  

The objective may also be a means of communication with the student. It is hard to reach 

a goal that has not been specified. If the students know that they will be demonstrating their 

mastery of the vocabulary words through acting them out at the end of the class, then they will 

work harder than if they are just required to make the flash cards and practice. Measurement has 

a way of improving performance. 

 If you looked at all the IEPs in one school, there is good chance that a large majority of 

the goals have ñ80%ò specified as the level of mastery expected. It seems like a good number ï 

not too high, not too low. Teachers often donôt take the time to consider whether or not 80% is 

actually reasonable for that specific goal.  Consider this annual goal: ñJohn will refrain from 

making derogatory remarks to other students 80% of the timeò.  Do we really want to have him 

making ugly statements 20% of the class period?  If the goal is to eliminate the behavior 

altogether, which it should be, then it should read ñJohn will refrain from making any derogatory 

remarks to other students.ò This goal has a criterion ï zero (Bateman, 2007). 

This attention to criteria also applies to daily objectives.  Consider these two examples: 

1. Laura will read The Ugly Duckling and answer 10 fact-based comprehension questions 

with 80% accuracy. 

2. Anthony will decode the words in Little Bearôs Christmas with 80% accuracy. 

 

       The first goal makes sense, but the second does not. If Laura comprehends the material in 

her story with 80% accuracy, she understands it pretty well. She may be confused on a few 

points, but she probably has a good idea of what the story is about.  However, if Anthony can 

decode only 80% of his story, he is missing too much. If he is unable to read at least 20% of the 



 

words, he will not be able to reach anything close to 80% comprehension. To achieve acceptable 

comprehension, a student must decode with at least 90% accuracy. 

Well-conceived and well-written daily objectives are the backbone of a good lesson ï general 

education or special education. General education objectives can be less specific and less related 

to the needs of a specific student, but the more concrete and measurable they are, the better your 

lesson will be. See figure 7 for assistance in writing good goals. 

B. Connection to Prior Knowledge 

This activation of what students already know or have experienced is a component of all 

good lessons. Techniques such as K-W-L charts, simulation activities, prediction, and videos are 

commonly used (Gersten, Baker, Smith-Johnson, Dimino, & Peterson, 2006). It is particularly 

essential in special education lessons because studentsô disabilities students often cause them to 

have difficulty making connections.  

Emily, who has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), sees a new chart related to 

the Civil Rights Movement when she walks into her history class. But it looks complicated to her, 

and makes no sense. She moves quickly around the room checking in with all her friends, finally 

sitting down and rummaging in her backpack. She hopes that she can make it through class 

without dying of boredom. But then her teacher surprises her by asking all the people with blue 

eyes to move to the back of the room. By the time the activity on discrimination is concluded, 

Emilyôs attention is fully engaged. She begins to remember her parents talking about civil rights 

issues and canôt wait to find out more.  

Figure 3      Effects of Disabilities on Task Engagement 

Disability  Effect on Task Engagement 
 

Learning Disability - Reading May get little information from reading books 

or worksheets. Will benefit from role plays, 

lectures, class discussions, and partner work. 

Learning Disability ï Language and Auditory 

Processing 

May learn little from lectures, especially if note 

taking is required. Will benefit from written 

notes, graphic organizers, drawing pictures and 

diagrams. 

Learning Disability ï Visual Processing May be confused by diagrams and graphic 

organizers. Will benefit from verbal 

explanations, role plays, and class discussions. 
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Autism May learn little from social activities such as 

role plays and from verbal instructions. Will 

benefit from written notes, visual schedules, 

and consistent routines. 

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) 

Will have difficulty performing  sedentary 

tasks, concentrating on lectures, and reading 

long passages. Will benefit from role plays, 

structured partner work, experiments, and 

flexible project assignments 

Intellectual Disability Will have difficulty participating in class 

discussions, drawing conclusions, 

understanding terminology, and retaining 

information. Will benefit from simplified 

vocabulary, partner work, and memorization 

strategies. 

Emotional Disturbance May become overwhelmed or over stimulated 

by class activities, projects, and partner work. 

Will benefit from clear boundaries and 

expectations, prompts, and tight structure.  

 

The successful teacher finds ways to engage all of her students at the beginning of each 

lesson. She is aware of the individual needs of each of her students and knows that they will be 

successful if she grabs their attention and fires up their desire to learn more. According to the 

information given in Figure 3, however, this may seem to be a difficult task. Most of the students 

seem to benefit from role plays, but the observant teacher knows that Alex, who has autism, will 

shrink from the social exposure. She worries that Maria, with intellectual disability, will only 

become confused; and she fears that Henry, who has emotional disturbance, will lose control.   

So she assigns different tasks to those students when role plays are involved. Alex is the record 

keeper, Maria is in charge of materials, and Henry is her co-director, with specific 

responsibilities. Those same roles also work well when cooperative learning activities are 

scheduled. Everyone participates and everyone is motivated to engage in the new material. 

C. Build on Previously Mastered Skills 

The decision regarding what to teach each day is based on several criteria, such as state 

standards, IEP goals, and individual progress. Students with disabilities learn best when each 

lesson builds upon the achievements attained in the previous lesson. If Mark indicated through 

daily assessment that he had mastered vowel sounds on Tuesday, his teacher might decide to 

introduce the reading of consonant-vowel-consonant words on Wednesday. She would be sure 



 

Mark had mastered this skill before introducing consonant blends. Students without disabilities 

can often afford more flexibility in instruction. If most of the class has mastered a skill, the 

teacher must move on, and the student who is lagging will catch up with individual coaching.  

Students with disabilities cannot afford to have gaps in their knowledge. These gaps can 

snowball, creating further learning and emotional problems. It is crucial that special education 

teachers carefully each studentôs progress and use as much time as necessary to build a strong 

foundation before progressing. Always keep annual goals and daily objectives at the center of the 

student experiences you design. This may be clear in relation to academic skills, which are 

available in hierarchical lists, but it can be less clear when social skills are being developed. 

Consider the situation of Miguel. 

 Miguel, a fifth grader, had cerebral palsy. He used a wheel chair and a portable computer 

to help him to communicate. He was in a self-contained classroom for most of the time, but his 

IEP specified that he spend 30 minutes each day with non-disabled peers. So Ms. Mitchell, his 

special education teacher, arranged that he go to Mr. Jobeôs fifth grade classroom each morning 

with her aide, Mrs. Rogers. The trouble was, Mrs. Mitchell never communicated to Mr. Jobe why 

Miguel was there. Mrs. Rogers didnôt seem to have a goal in mind either. Miguel was wheeled 

into the room and sat by the door as the students completed their attendance and lunch count 

procedures and began their morning work. There was little time for social interaction. Mr. Jobe 

wanted to be helpful and inclusive, but he saw little value in Miguelôs presence in his room ï 

either for Miguel or for his students. Mrs. Mitchell thought she was complying with the IEP 

because Miguel was in a general education classroom each day. 

Hereôs what should have happened. At the beginning of the year, Mrs. Mitchell should have 

developed specific social and communication objectives for Miguel. They would build on each 

other and might address such issues as greeting his peers using his computer, having a brief 

conversation, having a longer conversation, and eventually participating in a board game. Then, 

in a consultation with Mr. Jobe she could find out what time of day these interactions might be 

possible in his classroom. Mrs. Rogers, the aide, should also be part of his conversation.  Each 

day when she brings Miguel to Mr. Jobeôs room Mrs. Rogers should have the objective for the 

day and a method to collect data related to the objective. If his goal is to greet students, Mrs. 

Rogers would note the number and type of greetings. She would also prompt Miguel when he 

needed help communicating with his peers. Back in the self-contained room, Mrs. Mitchell 

would develop an objective for the next day based on Mrs. Rogerôs report of Miguelôs 

performance in the general education classroom. Miguelôs communication and social skills 

would develop, and Mr. Jobeôs students would have the benefit of learning to interact with a peer 

who used a computerized communication system. 

 Once such a system is set up, it really does not take very much time to evaluate progress 

and develop new objectives, and the payoff is enormous. Miguelôs situation has the potential for 

many benefits for him and his friends, but only if specific objectives are developed and 
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measured. The education of students with disabilities cannot be left to chance or incidental 

experiences. It has to be systematically built with careful attention to foundation and continuing 

progress. 

D. Employ Focused Instructional Methods  

 Special education needs to be multisensory. As is evident in Figure 3, students with 

different disabilities respond to different methods of information delivery. A good teacher will 

always have visual, auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic instructional methods at hand.  

Danielle was a first grade student with Aspergerôs Syndrome. She had a particularly difficult 

time understanding mathematical concepts. Linda, her special education teacher, tried oral 

counting, working with manipulatives, and touching a number line but she could see that 

Danielle continued to be baffled by numbers. Finally, Linda thought about helping Danielle use 

her body to learn. She drew a large number line and she and Danielle jumped forward and 

backward on the line as they counted. It was the beginning of math understanding for Danielle. 

 When Lindaôs use of visual and auditory activities was not working, she turned to bodily 

movements. She was always thinking of new sensory ways to help Danielle experience the 

material. Students with disabilities have demonstrated that they need a different type of 

instruction than do non-disabled students. One of these differences is extra sensory input. 

Students can have different types of sensory input needs, and a creative, attentive teacher can 

make use of these differences to structure a successful lesson. 

 Erik was conducting a reading lesson with three 3
rd

 grade students. Clay and Joey had 

intellectual and learning disabilities and were having difficulty understanding the journey that 

the heroine was making in Mufaroôs Beautiful Daughters (1987).  Robbie, who had ADHD, 

easily understood the story and was jumping out of his chair with impatience. So Erik asked 

Robbie to be the illustrator. Robbie eagerly traced the characterôs path on the board, adding 

appropriate scenery. He was pleased to perform this active task of translating his visual images 

for the group, and Clay and Joey gained the visual help they needed in understanding the story.   

 Strategy instruction and graphic organizers also give students with disabilities the 

structured, explicit support they need in order to learn.  Successful students develop their own 

strategies when they are faced with a task such as comparing two concepts or understanding 

cause and effect.  Students with disabilities, however, must be taught specific strategies that help 

to begin an assignment and see it through to completion (Salend, 2008). The use of the routines 

and strategies needs to be carefully taught and practiced, but once they are an integral part of the 

studentôs learning repertoire, they become valuable learning tools (Tournaki, 2003). For 

example, the Strategic Instruction Model has a strategy called the Concept Anchoring Routine 

(Lentz, Deschler, & Kissam, 2004).   This strategy uses a visual organizer and specific steps to 

guide students through the process of linking a new concept to one they already understand. 

Once students have completed the process, they have a clear understanding (and visual 



 

representation for future reference) of the meaning of the new concept.  Eventually they become 

independent users of the strategy, pulling out the organizer when they encounter a new concept. 

 David Hyerleôs Thinking Maps (1995) are a more flexible type of visual representation, 

as the eight maps relate to thinking processes rather than specific tasks or content areas. They are 

simple constructions that students draw themselves. Once all students, especially those with 

disabilities, become adept at their use, they help students make the results of their thinking 

visual, so they can be used for task completion. The websites in Figure 7 will give you more 

information on strategy instruction. 

 Lindsay, a freshman in college, was starting to panic. She had a paper due for her 

American History course and she hadnôt even started it. Her real panic came from the fact that 

she didnôt know how to start. The whole process of writing a research paper seemed to be 

nothing but a blur. Hadnôt she learned anything in high school? Then she remembered her 

Thinking Maps training. She drew a Circle Map (generating ideas) and wrote down what she 

knew about her topic. She next drew a Tree Map (classification) and organized the information 

into categories. She realized that she needed more information, so she went to the library and 

did additional research, adding the new information to the Tree Map. Her last map was the Flow 

Map (sequencing), on which she wrote down her topics in a reasonable order. Then, using the 

Flow Map as a guide, she wrote her paper. 

 Lindsayôs predicament is one that is often faced by students with disabilities. They donôt 

know how to start. The student in your class who seems to take ages to begin a writing 

assignment may be having this difficulty. His thoughts are swirling around in his head and he has 

no idea how to translate this cloud into a well-organized paper. Once he has support in 

translating his thoughts into a visual format, either from his teacher or from strategies he has 

learned, it is likely that he will be able to complete the task successfully.   

 Incorporate Practice 

 ñDidnôt your fifth grade teacher teach you about adjectives and adverbs? You act as if 

youôve never heard of them! Iôll have to start all over again!ò Certainly this is a common 

complaint in schools ï students donôt seem to remember information and skills from one grade 

level to the next. The fifth grade teacher did ñcoverò adjectives and adverbs. She just didnôt help 

the students reach a level of fluency. 

 Adequate practice is a particular concern for student with disabilities. They easily lose 

skills and forget information from one day to the next. Therefore, practice time must be built into 

every special education lesson. The more multisensory and active this practice, the more 

effective it will be. In some subject areas practice is built in. Students learn letter sounds and 

then use them continually as they read more and more difficult books. Students learn 

multiplication facts and then draw on them as they learn to divide.  
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  But some topics, such as fractions and parts of speech, are taught only once during the 

year without review, so they slip away from the students. There are several ways to incorporate 

practice into daily lessons. The first ten minutes of each day could be devoted to a different topic 

for review, so that one day they do a fractions worksheet and the next they quiz each other on 

parts of speech. Or use an ñexit cardò procedure, in which the student must pull a card from the 

box and answer a review question before leaving the room. The important thing is to be aware of 

the importance of practice, and to give students a chance to use previously used information as 

often as possible. 

More Frequently Assessed 

 Assessment is a cornerstone of special education. In order for real improvement to take 

place, you need constant feedback regarding the current level of functioning. Without this 

feedback, the lessons are built on conjecture and hope rather than solid information. This may 

not be necessary in general education. You may be able to wait until the end of a unit to assess a 

student who learns in an average way. This student understands your lectures, knows how to take 

notes and review them daily, can incorporate information from the textbook into the framework 

you provide, and studies well for tests. He proceeds along the average path. 

 But the student with disabilities may not be able to process the lecture, take notes, or read 

the textbook. He may have an extremely difficult time sitting long enough to watch a movie in 

class. Overwhelming anxiety may prevent him from performing well on a test even if he does 

know the information. For these students, daily assessment is essential. While weekly lesson 

plans can be formulated, they need to be adjusted based on the assessment from the previous day. 

(Jenkins, Graff & Miglioretti, 2009). 

 Daily assessment is very possible when good measurable objectives are written. Refer 

back to the section on measurable objectives. Remember the rewritten objectives that had good  

measurements? The student in number 1 achieved the objective if his Venn diagram contained 

80% of the important elements, Student 2 if his worksheet grade was 100%, Student 3 if his math 

work grade was at least 90%, and Student 4 if his skits indicated that he knew the meanings of all 

the new words. If these objectives were not achieved, the teacher needs to take note and return to 

work on the skill until mastery is reached. This is different from general education, in which 

mastery is often assumed until the end of the unit. Special education teachers cannot wait until 

the end of the unit. They need information on progress every day. 

  The type of assessment used in special education and in other types of instruction is 

Curriculum Based Measurement (CBM). Teachers ask students to perform discrete tasks usually 

in a timed situation (Hosp, 2007). The assessment method used in the case of Daniel at the 

beginning of this chapter was CBM. His teachers were correct in using this means of assessing 

his progress; they just did it too seldom. CBM is designed to inform instruction, a fact that was 

missed by Danielôs teachers. If they had been measuring his ñcorrect words per minuteò each 

week, they would have seen that his progress was minimal. They would have increased the 



 

amount of time that he received individual, focused reading instruction and insured that he made 

progress. Danielôs case is an excellent example of good intentions, and perhaps even good 

instruction, without one of the key components of special education ï frequent progress 

monitoring. 

 CBM probes often take the form of timed sessions. Daniel was reading passages for one 

minute while his teacher counted the number of correct words he read. This can also be done 

with math, spelling, written expression, and even content areas (Idol, Nevin, & Paolucci-

Whitcomb, 1999). Pages with sets of questions or problems to work are developed, and students 

are timed as they complete the task. CBM makes the assumption that an increase in rate equates 

with an increase in skill.  

 Another important aspect of CBM is that each sessionôs results are transferred to a graph. 

This visual representation serves several functions: it gives a clear indication of the trend of the 

studentôs development so that instructional changes can be made as necessary, it provides 

valuable data to document progress at IEP meetings, and it is a source of motivation for both 

teachers and students. Several online resources allow computer plotting which students can do 

themselves (see Figure 7). A trend line is computed, enabling the teachers to make sure that the 

student is likely to achieve his goal if it continues on the same progress schedule. The graph in 

Figure 4 shows the progress Daniel might have made if he received the appropriate instruction. 

Figure 4 Curriculum Based Measurement Graph 

 

Imagine Daniel and his special education teacher plotting this data regarding his reading 

fluency each week. They would all be motivated by his progress (especially Daniel), and they 

could see whether or not he was on track to achieve his goal by the end of the year. If the scores 

began to deviate from the expected trend line, adjustments in instruction could be made before it 

was too late. Daniel would have had an even better year in fifth grade, since his reading 

competency would have made a significant leap.  
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Putting it all Together 

 So what does special education instruction look like in the classroom? It may look much 

like general education, but close examination will reveal that each student is working toward a 

measurable goal, that scaffolding and intensive instruction are provided when necessary, and that 

progress is monitored daily and weekly.  

 Examine Figure 5, an example of parallel general education and special education lesson 

plans. What differences you see?  

Figure 5  Sample Lesson Plans--Reading Component: Fluency 

General Education Lesson Special Education Lesson 

Objective: The students will read repeatedly 

the first five pages of a story to become 

familiar with the story. 

Objective: John will read at a rate of 50 correct 

words per minute. 

Materials: Story book on grade level 2.0. Materials: Story book on grade level 1.5, 

teacher copy of the story that can be written on, 

stop watch, graph, tape recorder 

Introduction: Discuss the book and pictures. 

Predict what will happen in the story. 

Introduction: Discuss the book and pictures. 

Predict what will happen.  

Activities:  The students will practice reading 

the first 5 pages with a reading buddy, taking 

turns reading and following along. Following 

the directions given, the students will discuss 

and retell the story with each other, the group 

and with the teacher. 

Activities:  The student will practice reading 

the first 5 pages with a reading buddy, taking 

turns reading and following along. Following 

the directions given, the students will discuss 

and retell the story with each other, the group 

and with the teacher. 

 Modification: If the student is experiencing 

difficulty reading, focus on the first few pages 

only, taking turns re-reading the pages with the 

teacher.  Teacher provides a model on how to 

read fluently.  Have student listen to himself 

read through a ñCò shaped PVC pipe. 

Daily progress noted: Observe students as they 

read and note any students who appear to be 

struggling. 

Assessment: Do a timed reading: Tell student 

when to start, start timer, note errors on teacher 

copy, stop timer after 1 minute, count how 

many words were read correctly, graph the 

results.  Discuss results with student. 

 

 

 



 

If you are a special education teacher, you are gaining a clearer understanding of the type 

of instruction and progress monitoring you should be providing to your students. If you teach 

general education, you now have the information you need to collaborate more effectively with 

your special education partner, insuring that all your students learn.  

Figure 7     Useful Websites 

Topic Sites 

  

Preparing 

measurable IEP 

Goals 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/cspd/F2.pps  

 http://www.wrightslaw.com/info/iep.goals.plan.htm  

 http://www.speakingofspeech.com/IEP_Goal_Bank.html  

  

Strategy 

Instruction 

http://www.thinkingmaps.com  

 http://www.ku-crl.org/sim/  

 http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources.html  

 http://www.ldonline.org/article/Watering_Up_the_Curriculum_for_Adolescents_w

ith_Learning_Disabilities,_Part_I:_Goals_of_the_Knowledge_Dimension)  

Curriculum Based 

Measurement 

http://www.interventioncentral.org  

 http://www.studentprogress.org/families.asp  

 http://research.aboutkidshealth.ca/teachadhd/resources/CBM_Toronto_1_4_07.pdf  

Graphing Help http://www.jimwrightonline.com/php/chartdog_2_0/chartdog.php  

 http://www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/cbmwarehouse.php  
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Our Kid has More Chromosomes than Your Kid Does! Waking Up With Jack 

E.OôNeill Hunter 

Elizabeth Hunter 
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Introduction  

This article investigates the evaluation of the medical community, physicians, and society 

regarding the pre-birth screening and elimination of people with intellectual disabilities 

particularly those diagnosed with Down Syndrome from the human population. Does the 

opportunity to predict the presence of the extra chromosome invade the equal right for a chance 

of life for people with Down Syndrome?  Our Kid Has More Chromosomes than Your Kid Does! 

Waking Up With Jack, takes a critical look at the ongoing discussion concerning the elimination 

of people with Down Syndrome despite the varying levels of ability they may have as a 

contribution to life. Those with disabilities often face insurmountable obstacles beginning at 

birth. Are they a burden to society or a joyful addition? The article discusses issues involving 

Waking Up With Jack, Trisomy 21 screening, and concludes with comments on the value of the 

life of every child.   

                                                         Waking Up With Jack 

Waking Up With Jack is a documentary film series that records Jackôs growth and 

achievements (Hunter, 2003).  As the family of a child with Down Syndrome, we were terrified 

by the implications that Jack may never eat, talk, walk, or function on his own. Before Jack was 

born, Down Syndrome never occurred to us as one of lifeôs issues.  More terrifying was the 

expert advice, recommendations, and consensus of some experts that it would be futile to try to 

raise our son and brother at home and it might be better to institutionalize Jack.  Confusion, 

incorrect information, negative assumptions and fear on the part of experts and much of society 



 

were motivating factors that influenced the development of the film series, Waking Up With 

Jack. 

Living and growing up with Jack has taught us more about life and love then we ever 

would have known.  We are proud and grateful for Jack and all that came with him. We believe 

that people who do not know what a wonderful experience it is to know and love someone like 

Jack could never truly understand what Down Syndrome really is.  The first two student videos 

of the documentary series, Waking Up With Jack I and Waking Up With Jack II-Journey, depict 

Jackôs beginnings, achievements and revealing opinions of those around Jack, including doctors, 

teachers, friends, and family. As we watched Jackôs persistence in his early struggles through 

life, we observed that the more he participated in every day activities the more he tried to 

function just like everyone else by overcoming lifeôs obstacles such as eating, talking, walking, 

and going to school. Jack, just like every child learns by watching and doing what others do. 

Though delayed, he is progressing through the stages of development by modeling others. As a 

special educator, researcher, sibling, parent, and family of a child with disabilities we are 

determined to help society to see the value and beauty of having someone like Jack in their lives.  

Down Syndrome Background 

 Down Syndrome is a genetic defect caused by the presence of an extra chromosome, 

ñTrisomy 21ò (Leshin, 2000, p.2).  ñDown Syndrome is the most common genetic 

(chromosomal) cause of mental retardation, caused in almost all cases by a third Chromosome # 

21ò (Fidler, Hodapp, & Dykens, 2000, p.5) and commonly found in pregnancies of women ages 

35 and older and diagnosed late in the pregnancy. Now Trisomy 21 pregnancies are being 

recorded as occurring in all age groups and in three different categories.    
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Further explanation of the syndrome reveals that, ñMedical scientists describe Trisomy 

21 as having three # 21 chromosomes rather than the ordinary two # 21 chromosomesò (Hunter, 

2005, p. 23.) found in a normal person.  There are two other chromosomal classifications of 

Down Syndrome. Translocation is genetically originated and those with Mosaicism who tend to 

have higher intellectual performance than the other classifications (Jagiello, Fang, Ducayan, & 

Sung, 1987). The presence of Trisomy 21 brings with it many physical health issues plus a 

medley of other symptoms that include ñdelay in physical, intellectual, and language 

developmentò (NDSC, 2007, p.1.). Although the development in these individuals is delayed, 

evidence that with adequate instruction and assistance some are able to function at normal levels.  

 A newspaper article (The Virginian Pilot, 2007) featured authors Dave and Jane Daulton 

who discussed the current affairs surrounding Down Syndrome. The Daultons were shocked to 

hear that those with the potential to carry the extra chromosome were being eliminated from the 

population. The article praised the new discovery of a pregnancy test that screened for the 

Trisomy 21. It was designed for the indication of a disagreeable symptom of a less than perfect 

pregnancy (NDSC, 2007).  The screening offered the possibility for new parents to screen and 

remove the defective fetus and is celebrated as scientific advancement.  

Implication  

 According to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, testing for Down 

Syndrome has now been implemented into the prenatal care of women of all age groups.  This is 

a result of the births being ñmanaged so successfullyò through the administration of this test 

(Daulton, 2007, p. B5). It has been suggested that pregnant women be administered the Down 

Syndrome determination test during the first trimester of pregnancy.   



 

This information makes the elimination of the problem possible very early on in the 

pregnancy.  Individuals with Down Syndrome should not be considered disposable, as most lead 

valuable lives and contribute to society. Those with this chromosomal disorder may be 

developmentally delayed, but some are able to read, write, graduate high school and even hold a 

job with the proper support.  A high school diploma and a minimum wage job is a universal 

occurrence in America.  These are common and achievable goals for those individuals with 

Down Syndrome.   

Published author and songwriter Melissa Riggio is a young adult with Down Syndrome 

and says that her life is a lot like ours and that she ñthinks about [her] future and [é] will be a 

singerò someday (Riggio, 2007, p.13).   Ms. Riggio is an excellent example of a strong, creative, 

and accomplished human being. Ashlee Birckhead provides another example of such 

accomplishments. She earns her own income and contributes to her household using her talents 

to express art (ashleesart.com, 2009). Individuals born with Down Syndrome have the ability to 

gain independence and hold a job, why then are they being eliminated from our population when 

they are people just like everyone else?   

Advocates for the implementation of the testing consider those born with Down 

Syndrome to be an unnecessary ñburdenò (McCabe, 2001, B5).  A main deterrence for allowing 

the birth of Down Syndrome babies is the fact that most children who are born with Down 

Syndrome will be born with various health problems.  Such health problems include, but are not 

limited to, heart, eye, ear, nose and throat problems, in addition to intestinal issues, low muscle 

tone and obesity.   

Jack was born with pyloric stenosis, as well as double vision and heart problems. Pyloric 

stenosis is a birth defect which essentially prevents proper food digestion and was preventing 
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Jack from receiving adequate nutrition, and nearly led him to starve to death.  Though Jackôs 

health problems were difficult and terrifying, they were solved with simple procedures.  In fact 

ñpyloric stenosis occurs in 75% of all first born males, and 50% of all first born femalesò in a 

family (A.A. Shoaibi, 1998).  Pyloric stenosis has a high occurrence within the general 

population and has nothing to do with Down Syndrome. The Down Syndrome population or any 

other individual to be targeted as a result of their health issues is a judgment made too quickly, 

and should be more closely examined.   

According to radio personality, Albert Mohler, the induction of this test into prenatal care 

is essentially ñeliminating Down Syndrome birthsò in our world (2007, p.1).  After all, who 

wants a developmentally delayed child if it can be avoided? The notion that those with Down 

Syndrome are considered to be ñdefectiveò reiterates the idea that these individuals could be 

facing genocide (Valko, 2000, p.1).  

In response to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists recommendation 

for implication of the determination test into prenatal care, the National Down Syndrome Society 

stated that, ñBalanced, accurate and up to date information to expectant parents shouldò be 

ensured along with administration of the test (NDSS, 2007, p.6).  This request was made in 

response to the ACOGôs recommendation that the elimination of preborn children who may 

carry the extra chromosome.  

In response to claims regarding the accuracy of the amniocentesis test, Dr. Edward 

McCabe of Mattel Childrenôs Hospital in L.A. feels as though the number of ñaffectedò children 

is being ñmanaged so successfullyò with the incorporation of the determination test that itôs 

implementation should continue (McCabe, 2007, B-5).  Through the implication of the 

determination test, the mother now has the ability to eliminate the pregnancy at as early as ñ11 



 

weeks after conceptionò, while still in the first trimester (Abbot, 2005, p.1).  Pediatric surgeon, 

Dr. Daniel Schneider, stated that he is ñunfortunately not able to treat those individuals with 

Down Syndrome because the pregnancyôs have been taken care ofò before he gets to see them 

(Schneider, 1998).  This information proves to be valuable as ñAmerica has seen a radical 

decrease in Down Syndrome birthsò. The babies are being eliminated as a result of the early 

determination now being available (Mohler, 2007, p.1).   

Down Syndrome comes with the challenge of acceptance, just as being a woman does, or 

being a Native American does. The reason given to eliminate a population of people is based on 

how hard doctors assume their lives would be. Jack definitely struggles and excels; he has his 

good days and his bad.  ñIt would be a sadder world indeed without these special people in it,ò 

and for members of the medical community and society to suggest this testing is the answer, 

shows they are not familiar with the joys that Down Syndrome individuals bring to our world 

(Daulton, 2007, p. B5). People diagnosed with Down Syndrome have thoughts, dreams, 

ambitions, and talents just like everyone else.  

Conclusion 

Jack surprises us every day with his new talents and leaps in cognitive, emotional, and 

psychological developments.  Jack is just like any other child who expresses strength, power, and 

heart.  Jack, though developmentally delayed potty trained himself and makes the Honor Roll. 

He is just as worth while as any other child, and this should be recognized.  We brag that Jack 

has more chromosomes than his classmates! This parent and siblingôs concerns for the future of 

their son and brother were fueled by their lifeôs experience. It has led to the expertise in special 

education and further research into the issues of equality and fair treatment of all children.  
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View student documentary film, Waking Up With Jack I: 

http://media.regent.edu/schcom/journey.wmv   

 

View student documentary film, Waking Up With Jack II Journey: 

http://media.regent.edu/schedu/jack/wakingupwithjack2h.wmv 

 

For use in bona fide educational settings. All marks remain the property of the respective 

licensee. Display and/or discussion of any given resource does not constitute endorsement of 

content nor product/services offered. 
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Loving Our Differences the Impact of Personality  

and Motivation on Special Education 

Hope M. Jordan 

Introduction  

 My 30 years of experience in education have led me down various intellectual paths with 

regard to educational research and practice.  Trends and issues seem to come and go.  Most 

teachers realize that there really is no need to take any new initiative too seriously because if 

they wait long enough, the pendulum will swing in another direction and the next favored 

technique will come along.  In the span of my lifetime I have seen numerous reading programs, 

behavior programs, math initiatives, assessment techniques, critical thinking initiatives, etc., etc., 

etc. be introduced, lauded, lose favor, and be gone!!!  This is true across the board at all grade 

levels, in public and private schools, in general and special education.   

What remains as a constant through all those educational initiatives, are the kids.  The 

students we work with everyday have not changed much over the years.  Students keep coming 

to our classes in various stages of preparation, with diverse backgrounds, an assortment of 

academic capabilities and a wide range of interests.  As a special education teacher, one thing 

that continually challenged me was those individual levels of student motivation.  I found a great 

many teachers who were repeatedly frustrated by students (often my special education students 

but not always) who just did not seem to want to do the work.   

I observed countless teachers over the years refer to students who did not want to work in 

various ways.  Sometimes they just considered them hopeless and labeled them lazy.  Often they 

felt helpless and considered motivation outside the realm of their academic expertise.  Once in a 

while, I would find a teacher who gave up and basically just said, ñIt is not my problem.  I did 

not raise the child this way and there is nothing I can do with them during my class.ò    In any 
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case, motivation and especially motivation for those students with the most need (special 

education and other at-risk populations) is a complicated and frustrating concept to deal with in 

schools. 

A Definition  

 Most definitions for the word ñmotivateò include a reference to incentive, moving to 

action or to impel (Answers.com, 2010).  Motivation then refers to the process of utilizing 

incentives that move a person to action.  Motivators or incentives help determine behavior.  

Sometimes those incentives are internal while other times they are external.  Hallahan and 

Kauffman (2006,) define motivation for special needs students as ñéfeelings about their ability 

to deal with many of lifeôs challenges and problemsò (p. 190).  Lavoie (2007) discusses 

motivation as the key to learning that includes components of performance inconsistency and 

learned helplessness.  One result of a lack of motivation is, as Levine (2003) discusses a ñlack of 

outputò that some characterize as laziness. Selig, Arroyo, Jordan, Baggaley, & Hunter (2010) 

emphasize the impact of stress on levels of motivation.   

External motivators sometimes play a role in providing incentives in schools.  A carrot on 

the end of the stick, whether that is M & Ms for small children or participation in sports as an 

incentive for older students, concrete rewards can be motivating for some children and even 

adults.  External motivators should not be used as short-term incentives as internal motivation is 

the ultimate goal.   

Students who struggle in school often feel as if external factors are in control with regard 

to their academic success and external motivators can ultimately decrease self-determination.  

When students give control to those external factors they also take less responsibility for success 



 

or failure.  Learned helplessness may result when motivation and academic failure intersect to 

negatively impact students with disabilities (Hallahan & Kaufman, 2006). 

 Conversely, internal motivators provide students with a sense that they are in control and 

able to accomplish what they are determined to do.  When students are able to complete projects 

and tasks that are within their capability they develop a sense of control and are more likely to 

take responsibility for their own achievement.  Teachers who scaffold assignments, making them 

increasing more difficult as the student is ready, and allow enough time for students to complete 

the work set the scene for success and increase that internal motivation.   Rewarding for 

productivity instead of grades is important (Levine, 2003).   

Basically ï the question becomes -- what is it that makes people tick?  This is a very 

complicated question.  Why do some students seem to come to school excited about almost every 

topic and ready to participate and learn while others lack interest and refuse to complete 

assignments or participate in class activities?  Why is it that some students have the ability to 

deal with the challenges and problems that they encounter at school while others cannot cope at 

all? 

The Problem 

 Hence, the problem, how do we motivate students in the educational K-12 setting moving 

away from external motivation with internal motivation as the ultimate goal?  Student 

achievement is impacted by motivation or lack thereof.  Some students come to school unable to 

function and this impacts their output.  How do teachers deal with those students who do not 

seem to be motivated by either internal or external means, regardless of their ability?   
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Motivation Research and Literature 

 Huetinck, L. & Munshin, S. N. (2008) summarize over 20 years of research on 

motivation and learning.  Their work emphasizes the fact that motivation is often learned through 

discovery activities and that success begets success. They note that enthusiastic teachers who are 

interested in their students are more likely to motivate their students toward success (Huetinck, 

L. & Munshin, S.N., 2008). 

 The National Association of Special Education Teachers highlighted a small study on 

high school students with learning disabilities (LD) in the JAASEP Research-based Journal in 

Special Education.  Creating a Motivating Classroom (2010) investigated motivational factors 

that lead to academic success (Boon, Spencer & Jeffs, 2006).  Five factors emerged as the most 

important with regard to motivation for LD students in school.  LD high school students are 

motivated by their friends and given the importance of friends to teenagers this is an expected 

finding.   With regard to teacher behaviors, learning disabled students in this study preferred 

teachers who were respectful and interesting.  They also noted that their favorite teachers 

inspired, encouraged and motivated them while engaging them in classroom activities (Boon, 

Spencer & Jeffs, 2006).  Voke (2002) expands on this conversation with her discussion of 

motivation and the components of student engagement.  Student engagement is another 

important component of motivation.   

 There is a great deal of literature (both classic and modern) that addresses motivation and 

how research and practice should inform instruction.  This plethora of information can be 

confusing.  Motivation, as complicated as that may be, impacts output.  Any teacher knows that 

when students are excited about a project, an assignment, or an activity, they work harder and do 

a better job.  Ultimately the question becomes; how do we get the attention of our students and 



 

help motivate them to take charge of their own learning so that they become life-long learners 

long after they leave our classroom?   

 Another Solution, Loving Our Differences ï Motivation, Talents & Personality 

 Loving Our Differences for Teachers (Selig et al., 2010) suggests that teachers start by 

having a better understanding of their studentsô motivation levels, personality style, and talents.  

Maturation plays a key role in motivation and knowing whether a student is at the ñmeò level, the 

ñapprovalò level, the ñpersonal relationshipò level, or is more ñothers-orientedò is important to 

understanding how to approach that student.  Likewise, knowing if your student is a ruler, a 

promoter, a server, or a designer also provides guidance.  Selig et al. (2010) explains the 

importance of knowing whether a student has a talent for leadership, teaching, encouragement, 

service, compassion, or insight can also support how a teacher handles a student in the 

classroom.  

In Loving Our Differences (2010), the authors suggest that diversity goes beyond 

ethnicity, culture, gender, etc. and starts with individual differences in personality, talents, and 

motivation.   Getting to know students better on an individual basis, their personalities, 

motivation levels, and talents will give the teacher more tools to effectively plan appropriate 

academic and behavior plans for their students.  When instruction is planned with the unique 

ability and style of the student in mind, it results in engaged students who are motivated to take 

control of their own learning.   

Classroom Strategies 

Teacher Traits play an important role in motivating students.  Malikow (2005) found that 

teachers who set expectations reasonably high and challenged students, had a sense of humor, 
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were enthusiastic, creative and caring, explained the material well and had flexible instructional 

styles were most likely to motivate students.  Other studies show that teachers who are interested 

in their students, enthusiastic, respectful, know both their students and how they impact their 

students also have a positive impact on students in their classrooms (Boon, Spencer & Jeffs, 

2006).  Loving Our Differences for Teachers (Selig et al., 2010) suggests that teachers get to 

know themselves first in order to understand the impact they will have when they interact with 

their students.  Teachers need to be aware of their own personal traits and how these are 

exhibited in their professional setting so that they are able to intentionally exhibit those traits in 

their classrooms. 

Motivating classrooms present an overall environment that is welcoming, engaging, and 

supportive.  This environment includes both the physical setting and the general psychological 

atmosphere that sets the scene in any learning environment.  Each teacher should ask whether 

their setting looks and feels like a place that is fun, safe, creative and celebrates diversity. Rick 

Lavoie (2007) suggests that classrooms need the 6 Côs ï Creativity, Community, Clarity, 

Coaching, Conferencing, and Control.  Just as teachers need to intentionally exhibit traits that set 

the scene for motivating students, they also need to address the issue of what kind of an 

environment they are setting to encourage student motivation. 

Teacher who are exhibiting motivational teacher traits and have set scene to motivate student 

learning through their environment must focus daily on motivational instruction.  Knowing 

studentsô academic strengths and weaknesses as well as their interests allows teachers to set the 

scene for success through instructional techniques that meet the students where they are and 

scaffold the material through to that reasonably, challenging level.  Comer (2004) suggests 

considering a childôs developmental levels in order to facilitate self-interest thus engaging 



 

students in their own learning as they develop aspirations and the motivation to learn.  Utilizing 

differentiated instruction that addresses studentsô academic and developmental levels as well as 

interests is fundamental to providing motivating lessons.  The National Association of Special 

Education Teachers (NASET, 2010) provides several suggestions for motivating instruction 

including but not limited to; culminating events, interesting guest speakers, meaningful choice, 

fun activities for review, student participation, use of real-world examples, hands-on concrete 

activities, and celebrating achievement.   

 Motivating students is a complicated issue but one that all teachers know is important to 

academic achievement.  Teachers can only do so much to enhance student motivation and there 

are many components beyond teacher control.  However, all teachers can be aware of their own 

teacher traits and make ongoing efforts to develop traits to enhance student motivation, provide a 

motivating environment and instruction.  The following list summarizes the concept of teacher 

traits, environment & instruction with regard to enhanced student motivation.   

1.  Teacher Traits To Enhance Student Motivation Include Teachers Who are  ï interested, 

enthusiastic, respectful, fun, creative, caring & self-aware  

2. Environments that Enhance Student Motivation are ï welcoming, engaging, safe & 

supportive 

3. Instruction that Enhances Motivation  ï differentiates instruction,  scaffolds lessons and 

assignments, builds in success,  is reasonably challenging, provides choice, engages 

students through activities, relates to the real world, and celebrates incremental success 

Conclusion 

One of the first concepts most teacher preparation programs present is that of the impact 

each teacher has on students.  Student success can become a self-fulfilling prophecy and that can 
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be positive or negative.  If teachers expect students to learn and succeed, students will most often 

step up and meet those expectations.  Teachers have complicated jobs and are not the only 

variable with regard to student motivation but they are the most important variable in their own 

classrooms for several hours of every school day.  Special education teachers support those 

students who have the most difficult time finding academic success and those students are 

therefore at greater risk for low levels of motivation.  Though challenging, this can be the most 

rewarding group of students with whom teachers have the opportunity to work.  Accept the 

challenge, focus on teacher traits through personal and professional awareness, enhance the 

environment, and provide engaging instruction to make that self-fulfilling prophecy positive! 
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Simple Strategies for Parents to Use 

at Home to Help to Teach Children to Read 

Loren J. Lilly  

Sealston Elementary School, King George County Schools 

Introduction 

In their book, Annual Growth for All Students, Catch-up Growth for those who are Behind, 

Fielding, Kerr and Rosier (2007) provide a table from the National Childrenôs Reading 

Foundation which lists the following targets for incoming kindergarteners: 

Language and Reading: 

  enjoys being read to and can retell a story; 

  recognizes and names 10-15 alphabet letters and their sounds; 

  repeats beginning and ending sounds in words; 

  speaks in complete sentences; prints his or her first name; 

  understands 4,000 to 5000 spoken words (p. 206). 

 

These targets ñare set at a level that assure entering kindergarten students, making normal growth 

during grades K-3, will be able to read . . . on grade level by the end of third grade without 

remedial or pull-out interventionsò (p. 205).  Quite simply, these are the minimum skills that 

students need to have to get off to the best start in school.  Since most teachers do not have any 

contact with the children before the first day of kindergarten, they must rely on the parents of 

those children to make sure these targets are achieved or exceeded.  Though there are plenty of 

books and research articles written about the subject of teaching children to read, our education 

system is still dealing with children who cannot read well at all levels in school. 

The Role of Parents in the Education of their Child 

The term ñparentò is used here to refer to anyone who has primary responsibility over a child.  

Since they are usually the essential caregivers, parents are the ñfirst and most important teachersò 

of children (Padak & Rasinski, 2007, p. 350) .  I am reminded of my own experience in my sonôs 

IEP (Individual Education Program) meeting.  My husband and I were accused by the principal 

of not being ñteam playersò because we were pushing hard for services for our son.  My husband 

replied that if we (the IEP team) were to be thought of as a team, then it was important to 

remember that he and I were the owners and managers, since our son was our responsibility and 

everything that affected him affected our family.  He clarified, however, that we did not expect 

the teachers to teach our child without our full cooperation.  If we were to work as a team, we 

needed to be part of the plan and we knew that we must advocate for our son in every way 

possible.  We would work with the teachers and provide any support necessary to make him 

succeed. 



 

To elaborate on the idea of parents as team managers, parents are the people who coordinate all 

the activities in which their child participates.  We immediately think of the obvious: team 

sports, extracurricular activities, etc.; but these are only a fraction of the daily activities parents 

must synchronize.  This coordination varies from the simple question of what time to get up in 

the morning to the complex idea of whether the child needs additional tutoring to succeed in 

school.  As the child matures, more responsibility is taken off the parents and given to the child.  

While children are at school, some of the responsibility falls upon the teacher and staff; however, 

it is still the ñteam managerôsò job to make sure that the ñtrainingò the student is receiving is of 

high quality and effective.  This necessitates parent involvement. 

In their study on parent involvement in preschool, Arnold, Zeljo, Doctoroff and Ortiz (2008) 

discuss the importance of parent involvement in all years of education.  Though this study is 

done with preschool children, they make the point that there is much research to support that 

there is a positive relationship between parent involvement in school and academic achievement, 

especially preliteracy development, of their children.  ñInvolved parents likely help build positive 

relationships between children and their teachers, foster positive feelings about school in their 

children, and generally support childrenôs social and academic development, all of which may 

facilitate learningò (Arnold, et al., 2008, p. 77).  For this study, teachers completed a 

questionnaire rating parents predominately on how involved the parents were with the teacher 

about their studentôs experience at school.  This included questions about interactions with the 

parents and parental attitudes toward their childôs education.  Less emphasis was placed on 

parents actually working in the classroom.  The results supported the hypothesis that parentsô 

participation in their childôs preschool experience was related to their preliteracy development.  

Though the study was small, the results were consistent with the studies done with older children 

and reconfirmed the idea that parents are great contributors to childrenôs success in school.  In 

Collaboration in Special Education, Whitbread, Bruder, Fleming and Park (2007) refer to 

several studies showing that parent involvement has positive consequences across race, ethnic, 

income, and educational boundaries. 

Some parents may assume that because they send their children to school to be taught, all 

learning is done in schools.  The truth is, however, that much of what children learn is acquired 

within the first few years of life before they ever enter school, and continues throughout their 

lives in interactions both inside and outside of school.  As discussed above, parentsô involvement 

in preparing their children to read is imperative.  In Becoming a Reader (2004), OôDonnell and 

Wood assert that ñliteracy development begins in infancy and continues as children accumulate 

experiences and encounters with language in their environmentsò (p. 16).  Children are exposed 

to language as soon as we begin speaking words to them.  Morrow (2005) discusses exposing 

infants to the sounds of language through nursery rhymes, songs, or one-way conversation.  She 

also discusses ñbook languageò (p. 75) and its distinctive rhythm and intonations, confirming 

that reading to children as soon as possible is essential.  As children develop, they should 
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continue to be exposed to language as much as possible.  Their vocabularies develop 

dramatically as each year passes.  Padak and Rasinski (2007) discuss the following: 

Hart and Risley (2003) found that ñthe 42 children [grew] more like their parentséin 

vocabulary resources, and in language and interaction stylesé.86-98% of the words in 

each childôs vocabulary consisted or words also recorded in their parentsô vocabulariesò 

(p. 7).  They also found a stunning difference in childrenôs access to language, perhaps 

the major finding of this important study.  In brief, children from the wealthiest families 

heard over 1,500 more words each hour, on average, than children from the poorest 

families (616 vs. 2,153).  Over four years, this amounts to a 32-million-word difference!  

Moreover, a follow-up study of 29 of the original children showed that the childrenôs rate 

of vocabulary growth and vocabulary use at age 3 was strongly associated with their 

grade 3 standardized test scores in receptive vocabulary, listening, speaking, semantics, 

syntax, and reading comprehension (Hart &Risley, 2003 as cited in Padak and Rasinski, 

2007). 

 

The study referenced by Padak and Rasinski (2004) was an observation of family talk among 42 

families with different socioeconomic status (SES).  They indicate, however, that the emphasis 

should be placed on parents conversing with their children as much as possible, not the SES 

differences. 

Unfortunately for children, many factors do result in differences in exposure to language.  Some 

factors, such as socioeconomic status (SES) and single parent situations may limit parent 

interactions with children.  In addition to Padak and Rasinskiôs discussion of family talk quoted 

above, Natsiopoulou, Souliotos and Kyridis (2006) refer to a study in western culture that 

indicates a dramatic difference in experience with picture books between average middle-class 

children (1000-1700 hours) and lower-class children (25 hours).  OôDonnell and Wood (2004) 

note that although the experiences within the homes of children in poverty may be different, it 

should not be assumed that these children have had no exposure to literacy outside the 

classroom.  These children may have been exposed to food labels, words on televisions, street 

signs, etc.  Though the amount and quality of literary exposure varies greatly, it is still present 

and can be useful. 

ñLearning to read is a cumulative processò (Arnold et al., 2008, p. 76), though many teachers, 

theorists, and researchers cannot agree on the number or order of steps through that process.  It is 

generally believed, however, that language acquisition and development is the first step.  From 

birth, children are immersed in languageò (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004).  Over the years, we 

demonstrate the use of language to them and reward them with praise for their progress.  

Children gradually progress from one-word utterances to full sentences.  Corrections are made 

and speech is refined through feedback from adults around the child.  Morrow (2005) discusses 

the stages in language development and the rules that govern the structure of language:  



 

phonology, syntax and semantics.  Children learn to distinguish the 44 phonemes using 

appropriate articulation, pronunciation and intonation (phonology).  They learn how to structure 

a sentence that makes sense (syntax) and get their message across (semantics).   

During this time, children are also developing both physically and emotionally.  They are 

learning self-control, which allows them to sit for periods of time.  They are gaining gross and 

fine motor skills, which allow them to hold and manipulate things.  They learn to discriminate 

sounds (important for phonemes) and visual cues (important for print discrimination) (Morrow, 

2005).  As they are being read to, they learn left-to-right and top-to-bottom movements, which 

are the basis for following along and are key to reading. They begin to make the connection 

between what they hear (oral) and what they see (visual).  These all are important steps for 

getting them ready to read. The more young children are read to, the more they see the details of 

books.  Shapes become letters.  Letters form words with spaces between them.  They begin to see 

that a certain pattern (a word) makes the same sounds.  These are only a part of a list of word-

study skills that will lead to independent reading (Morrow, 2005), the ultimate goal. 

Though teaching reading can appear to be simple, or complex, depending on the learner, most 

experts agree that there are five areas of reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr & Osborn, 2003).  Phonemic 

awareness is the ability to understand and break down words into their individual sounds 

(phonemes).  For example: the word ñtapò is made up of the three sounds /t/, /a/, and /p/.  

Phonics is connecting the sounds (phonemes) to the symbols (graphemes) that make them.  For 

example:  /f/ and /ph/ look quite different, but make the same sound.  Fluency involves being 

able to read text accurately and quickly.  This is important for word recognition.  If the child is 

struggling to put together sounds (decoding), they will miss the meaning of the words and 

sentences.  Vocabulary refers to being able to understand the words we see.  Fluent readers can 

use their oral vocabulary to help them understand the words they are reading.  Students can 

expand their vocabulary by researching words or interpret meaning by reading the words around 

the troubling text.  Comprehension is being able to put all the words together and understand the 

meaning and purpose of text.  It is the reason for reading.  If students do not comprehend the 

text, they are not really reading (Armbruster, et al., 2003).   

All these details come down to the ultimate goal of this paper: we must provide parents with the 

simplest tools so they can to prepare their children for reading, and aid them in their quest to 

make their children good readers.  If children cannot read and comprehend the material, then 

they cannot learn independently of a teacher.  The ability to read opens the world for our children 

and allows them to explore it freely. 

What Do Parents Need to Do? 

The first thing that parents should understand is that the journey of learning to read is not the 

same for all children.  Though all children go through similar stages, they do not do it in the 

same order or at the same rate.  Each will take his or her own ñindividual routes to reach the 
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same destinationò (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004, p. 22).  It is up to the teachers and parents to help 

guide and encourage them through these stages.  It is also important that parents know that they 

need not be alone in their quest to help their child.  In their conclusions, Arnold, et al. (2004, p. 

85) suggest that the role of involved parent be broadened to include extended family.  As ñteam 

managersò, parents can recruit siblings, grandparents, friends, neighbors, etc., to read or 

encourage literate activities.  Any trusted individual can be a guide through the childôs excursion 

to language and reading. 

When the child is an infant, parents should talk to them as much as possible.  They should 

encourage direct eye contact while completing simple tasks, such as changing a diaper.  Morrow 

(2005) discusses having a rather lengthy conversation with her grandson.  Though he wasnôt 

actually speaking, she indicates he was ñvery active participantò (p. 88) with body movements 

and noises in response to her facial expressions and voice intonations.  As they get older and 

learn to look at specific people or wave when prompted, children learn that speech is 

communicative and purposeful (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004).  As early as possible, someone 

should start to read to them, even if it is not from formal books.  Instead of reading the 

newspaper article silently, parents can read it out loud to their child.  What is important is that 

someone needs to be talking to the child so that child can hear as much language as possible.   

Parents should also establish a literacy-rich environment early.  ñChildren from literacy-rich 

environments, where reading and writing materials are abundant and literate activities are an 

integral part of the everyday lives of the adults around them, generally are at an advantage in 

learning to read and writeò (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004, p. 21).  This does not mean that parents 

need to go out and buy as many books for their children that they can, or cannot, afford.  It 

simply means that they should surround the child with printed material and demonstrate reading 

as much as possible.  In addition to books, there are magazines, newspapers, mail and any other 

printed material available (Padak & Rasinski, 2007).  Even food labels, signs, and 

advertisements can be used.  Parents should point to words as they use them.  Some parents turn 

on the closed captioning on their television sets for many programs (Opitz & Rasinski, 1998).  

Another simple idea is to write a word on a piece of paper as it is added to their childôs oral 

vocabulary, and tape it to the wall.  Parents should point to the word so that the child can begin 

to associate that word with the sounds it makes.  Parents can be creative.  Activities do not have 

to always be perfect and focused only on reading.   

Literacy not only refers to reading, but also includes writing.  ñSome researchers have suggested 

that writing develops before readingò (Morrow, 2005, p. 342).  Parents should make sure that 

materials are made available that allow the child to draw a picture and attempt to write about 

stories or events that they think about.  Again, these opportunities do not have to be formal.  

Scraps of paper and old crayons can be used to inspire them to scribble down their thoughts or 

stories.  They should be encouraged to tell someone about their creation.  Parents can also leave 

notes for their children even before they are old enough to read them.  They should use as many 



 

opportunities as possible to demonstrate writing as another form of communication at home, 

such as posting lists.  They should praise the child for any attempts to write notes back. 

As children get older and enter school, parents should continue to interact with their children as 

much as possible.  The interaction between parent and child will reinforce the information 

learned at school (Bailey, 2006).  Chances are, the teacher read or told a story to the class 

sometime during that day.  They should ask the child to retell the story to them and help her 

elaborate on the details.  If the child brings home a list of vocabulary words, they should see if 

they can find the objects somewhere in the house, or discuss how they use the objects or words 

in a sentence. 

In her book, Morrow (2005) cites the National Reading Panel Report (2000) that states that 

children should receive 18 hours of phonemic awareness in the kindergarten year, which equates 

to 6 minutes per day in a 180-day school year.  Parents can contribute to, or enhance, this effort 

by spending just a couple of minutes speaking directly to their child and articulating the sounds 

in words they use every day. The child should repeat the sounds back to the parent to insure that 

the child understands the differences.  This does not need to be done in a planned and formal 

setting.  It can be done simply while sitting and eating a snack, or in the waiting room at the 

doctorôs office.   

As the child learns to read, it is important for someone to continue to read out loud to them and 

point to words.  Children need to continue to hear language spoken correctly as they read the 

print.  English has many exceptions to rules and students may only be able to learn these through 

experience. Parents should also have the child read to them to provide feedback.  I recently 

worked with a young fourth grade student.  She told me that she enjoyed reading and read by 

herself frequently.  We discussed some of the popular books for girls her age.  I had her read to 

me from one of those books.  It quickly became obvious that although she may have read 

frequently, her fluency and decoding skills were not to grade level.  It was apparent that she was 

not receiving the feedback necessary to correct the simple mistakes that children make while 

learning to read.  Parents should encourage their children to read, but should also listen to make 

sure that it is acceptable.  If the parents cannot be available, they may be able to have the child 

make a tape recording of their favorite book (Cunningham, 2005) so that the parent can listen to 

their childôs reading at their convenience. 

It is important to note at this point that parents may want to provide appropriate books for their 

children to read independently, but that they do not understand reading levels well enough to 

choose books for them.  Padak and Rasinski (2007) discuss the ñFive-Finger Rule of Book 

Selectionò: 

The child opens to a page in the middle of a book and begins to read, raising a finger each 

time he or she encounters an unknown word.  If five fingers are raised before the page is 

complete, the book is probably too challenging for the child to read independently (p. 

351). 
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This is a simple rule that is easily remembered.  Parents should also know that it is acceptable for 

children to read material that is too easy, or read the same book repeatedly (Padak & Rasinski, 

2007). 

Parents should continue to be involved with their childôs reading even into the middle and high 

school levels.  Although Bailey (2006) is discussing Interactive Homework specifically in her 

study of middle school children, she makes the point that the interaction of students and parents 

ñhelps promote educational interest and academic achievementsò (p. 156).  If parents show an 

interest in what the children are reading, they are more likely to do better.  Again, this does not 

need to be done in a formal setting.  Having the child read her assignment to the mother or father 

while they are cooking dinner would be acceptable. 

The most important thing that parents can do is to encourage and help motivate their child to 

read as much as possible.  We have all heard the saying, ñpractice makes perfect.ò  This is 

especially true of reading.  The more children read, the more exposure they have to language and 

the more information they will retain. 

What do Teachers Need to Do? 

Telling parents to read to their children for 30 minutes each night in not sufficient.  Parents are 

given that advice all the time, but may not follow it because of factors beyond their control.  It is 

up to the teachers to provide them with enough information and tools to help them find the 

hidden opportunities in their everyday life.  Teachers must also let parents know that what they 

can do for their children does NOT have to be perfect.  Many parents may not read to their 

children because they donôt have the ñrightò books.  As teachers, we should let them know that 

material that is functional and ñrealò (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004, p. 23) is also acceptable.  If 

parents indicate that their child is only interested in reading specific things, such as video game 

manuals, then let the parents know that this is also acceptable.  Keeping children motivated to 

read is critical.  Choice and social collaborations are two important experiences in motivating 

students to read (Morrow, 2005).   

Teachers should provide materials for their students to take home: both books from the library 

and discarded items such as old newspapers.  They should not wait for the parents or students to 

ask for reading materials and should not expect them to have materials available at home.  A 

simple idea is to provide cloth bags of books for students to take home.  One kindergarten 

teacher sent home a colorful cloth bag, with a book in it each week.  The cloth bag offered 

protection for the book and served as a reminder that the book belonged to the teacher.  One of 

the ñcraftyò parents made the bags from donated scrap material.  There was also another special 

reading activity: one small suitcase containing a book, stuffed animal and journal that went home 

with a different student each week. Parents were asked to read the book out loud while the child 

held the stuffed animal.  During the week, the child and parent were to log an ñadventureò in the 

journal, true or imagined.  Many times, parents donated objects to the suitcase that were part of 

the described escapade.  Sometimes the journal became far more interesting than the original 



 

story.  These are just some simple ideas.  Teachers should try to find their own ways to 

encourage reading at home. 

While there is a tremendous amount of research material telling teachers how to teach reading to 

their students, much of it agrees that students are influenced primarily by their parents and will 

emulate what they see at home.  It is important for teachers to encourage the parents to get 

involved and give them tools to enhance their experience. 

Reading in Special Populations 

Parents can use some pre-reading activities to help their children (OôDonnell & Wood, 2004). 

They should read the text of the book through and write down words that they think their child 

either cannot pronounce or will not know the meaning.  They should review the words before 

reading and help the child with pronunciation and functional definitions (parents donôt 

necessarily need to use the dictionary, just common sense).  Have the child write down words 

that they are still not comfortable with so they can ask the teacher at school.  

If a child tends to become fatigued or discouraged, partner reading may help. The parent and 

child share the book ï each reading one page or one paragraph before letting the other read a 

similar amount. It can even be made into a game, with each one developing different voices for 

characters, etc. The reading process should be fun, and should help to strengthen the bond 

between parents and children. In this way, children will continue to view reading as a positive 

experience even if it is a struggle for them. 

  If the parents do not know English well, they should be encouraged to have a sibling, friend or 

neighbor read to the child in English.  Even if the parents do not know any English at all, the 

child can still read to the parent.  While having the child ñteachò the parent English, both will 

benefit.  Children love to teach and will learn in the process. 

Conclusion 

OôDonnell and Wood (2004), summarize student variability in learning to read: 

In spite of the fact that learning to talk is based on innate capabilities while learning to 

read is not, all children except those who have major disabilities are capable of eventually 

becoming functionally literate, given the necessary conditions for literacy learning.  

Teachers must not only believe but convey their belief to parents and children alike that 

all students will learn to read and write.  Too many adults doubt the truth of this and 

convey their anxiety if a child is not learning to read and write on a predetermined 

schedule.  Within critical periods of time, children learn to talk at different rates; they 

also acquire literacy at different rates.  Special concern and concerted interventions are 

called for only when children lag far behind the norms in developing literacy (p. 21). 
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I found this quote to be both positive and negative.  While it is reassuring that most children will 

be able to read and write it also brings to mind the idea that some children lag behind.  

Unfortunately, the child whose reading capabilities are poor is probably not learning other 

subjects in school at the same rate as the readers. This supports my point that the ability to read is 

one of the most important skills we can give our children and we should provide them with as 

many tools as they need to learn to read well as early as possible.  Parents must be encouraged to 

do all they can to facilitate this learning and we must not only tell them why, but provide them 

with some simple strategies to help. 

As a result of doing the research for this paper, I developed a simple brochure that provided 

parents with ideas of what they can do to encourage their children to read.  Even though we 

continually tell parents that it is important to read to their children, we still have schools full of 

struggling readers.  I would like parents to know that there are alternatives to formal reading 

sessions with their child and to provide them with some strategies that they can use to give their 

children the best start before they even enter school.  In addition, I have provided some simple 

strategies for teachers to use to encourage reading at home. 
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Reading to your child for 30 minutes a day isnõt as 

complicated as it soundséé.. 

 

 
A pamphlet  to help parents prepare and teach their children to read.  
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

As parents,  we are constantly being told that reading to our children for 20 -30 minutes 

per day is one of the most important things we can do for them.  It s eems simple enough, 

but as complicated as our lives have become, it may not be possible to devote a chunk of 

our day to sitting down and formally reading a book with our children.  This pamphlet is 

intended to give parents and teachers some simple ideas that parents can work into their 

routines at home that will help children learn to read well.  

The National Child renõs Reading Foundation lists the following Language and Reading 

targets for incoming kindergartners:  

 enjoys being read to and can retell a story;  

 recognizes and names 10-15 alphabet letters and their sounds;  

 repeats beginning and ending sounds in words;  

 speaks in complete sentences; prints his or her first name;  

 understands 4,000 to 5000 spoken words.  

 

Although it is not a requirement that children know how to read when they enter 

kindergarten, they should at least have this foundation to be successful.  Learning to read 

is a process that begins right after birth and continues throughout their schooling. When 

a mother first talks to her child, she is exposing him or her to language.  From that 

moment on, the child is constantly exposed to the words and phr ases that make up our 

language.  Parents teach their children by talking to them.  The child hears the different 

sounds of words (phonemes), as well as the tones (intonation).  They begin to respond to 

certain words and eventually learn to say words to get  a reaction from the parents.  

Studies i ndicate that the more words children hear  at younger ages, the more successful 

they will be in school.  That is why it is important that parents begin working with their 

children in infancy and continue throughout th eir schooling. The simple efforts that 

parents put out in the early years will have long -term benefits in the school age years and 

beyond. 

 


