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The CASE Publications Committee is excited to 
announce the upcoming publication of Great Instruc-
tion Great Achievement for Students with Disabilities:  
A Roadmap for Special Education Administrators, 2nd 
Edition.  This updated edition will include much new 
content and tools to assist any administrator in meeting 
the needs of students with disabilities.  The author, 
John O’Connor, has also written an article highlighting 
many of the key aspects included in the new edition.   
Enjoy!

10 Big Ideas to Increase the Learning and 
Achievement of Students with Disabilities

© John O’Connor

Your job is huge!  As a special education administrator, 
you are responsible for: meeting deadlines, leading 
challenging IEP meetings, ensuring your teachers meet 
hundreds of compliance-related regulations, staffing 
special education positions and so on and so on and so 
on.  On top of all of that, you are charged with increas-
ing the learning and achievement of students with 
disabilities.  In fact, that might be your most important 
responsibility, even though it seems impossible to “get 
to that” with all of your other job duties.  To make your 
work just a little easier, below are listed 10 concrete 
steps you can take to systematically enhance student 
learning.  

1. Analyze your district’s LRE data.  If your
inclusion rate is significantly lower than the nation-
al data, make improving inclusive practices your
top priority.  Many states and districts have been
implementing inclusive practices for years, and really
decades.  Yet, there are still some states and districts
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who can make significant improvement.  If you work 
in one of those districts, increasing inclusive practices 
will probably have the greatest impact on student 
achievement. 

2. Help principals and others develop their
schools’ master schedules.  You have probably asked
principals to schedule their students with disabilities
first on the master schedule many times, but that does
not mean it is happening.  By sitting side-by-side with
school administrators as they develop the master
schedule (over several sessions), you will avoid many
barriers that negatively impact effective instruction
such as a lack of co-teacher common planning, or
having too many students without IEPs who struggle
being placed in co-teaching classes.

3. Focus on instruction and message that
continuously.  In the field of special education, it is
easy for all of our time and messages to focus on com-
pliance issues.  Unfortunately, that creates the misun-
derstanding that special education equals compliance,
not implementing the instruction that students need.
To change that, make improving instruction your most
prevalent message.

4. Observe all types of classes and look for
students who are trying to be invisible.  Our students
with disabilities need much more practice and feed-
back, at least in their challenging subjects, than their
peers without disabilities.  Yet, many of them avoid
full participation in their classes (Don’t we all avoid
activities that are very challenging for us?).  To get a
sense of how much students are benefitting from their
classes,  observe  general  education,  co-teaching, and
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pull-out special education classes and look for students 
who are trying to be invisible.

5. In co-teaching classes, set the expectation
that both teachers should lead different small
groups at the same time. In many co-teaching classes,
we are paying two teachers to do the job that one teach-
er can do.  If one of the teachers is merely circulating
around the room, or interjecting during whole group
instruction, the student experience is not different than
a one-teacher classroom.  To consistently improve the
student instructional experience, set the expectation
that co-teaching classes should routinely, almost
always, include small group instruction with each
teacher leading a group.  There can also be a maximum
of one group who is not participating in teacher-led
instruction.  All groups should be flexible and there
should never be the special education group and the
other group.  By setting that expectation and providing
lots of modelling, coaching and support, the instruc-
tional experience for all students will be greatly
enhanced.

6. In order to ensure that all students, includ-
ing students with disabilities, have tons of practice
and feedback, promote the Engagement Cycle in all
classes (mid-2nd through 12th grade).  This will
ensure that students have lots of attempts and receive
tons of feedback from their peers, themselves and their
teachers.

7. Partner deeply with Principals and Assistant
Principals with training, support, and coaching
regarding effective instruction.  If you can get school
administrators to develop a clear vision of effective co-
teaching, or pull-out instruction, or behavioral support,
etc. then you have almost won the race.  They can have
a tremendous impact on the instructional practices of
all teachers if they know you offer great expertise and
are there to support them.

8. Partner deeply with the Curriculum and
Instruction Department.  Since 64% of students with
disabilities across the country spend at least 80% of
their school day in general education settings (U.S.
Department of Education 2020), the Curriculum and
Instruction Department has a huge impact on the
instruction provided to all students.  Establish strong
relationships as they launch Tier 1 efforts so that they
include explicit and systematic instruction, the
foundational instructional need for students with
disabilities.

9. Help schools implement effective reading
instruction.  Way too many of our students with
disabilities struggle with reading and that can be
avoided.  Help your district implement reading
instruction that is grounded in the well-established
science of reading so that all students become
proficient readers.
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10. Define specially designed instruction.
Personnel cannot implement what has not been
defined.  Instead of asking personnel to implement
specially designed instruction that meets the unique
needs of students with disabilities, which is
certainly in the federal legislation, but is much too
vague, adopt a list of about seven specific
instructional practices that constitute the foundation
of specially designed instruction in your district.
Operationalize those and provide tons of ongoing
training, coaching, and support so that they are
implemented with great fidelity.  Some students will
need more than that, but by setting a clearly defined
foundation, you can see more effective instruction.
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John O’Connor led school improvement 
initiatives at the state and local level during 
his 30 years in public education.  He 
started his career as a special education 
teacher serving students with orthopedic 
impairments.  After that, he held a variety 
of administrative positions. For nine years 
while working at the Georgia Department 
of Education, he led state-wide initiatives 
to improve  the achievement  and  learning   

of students with disabilities.  He also served in local districts as an 
Assistant Director for Special Education, Executive Director for 
Special Services, Assistant Superintendent for Student Services and 
Director for Interventions. John has written five books, including his 
most recent, the 2nd Edition of   Great Instruction Great Achievement 
for Students with Disabilities: A Road Map for Special Education 
Administrators.  He also co-wrote a textbook chapter, a desk guide, 
and numerous articles.   Since his retirement, John has provided 
training, school visits, and coaching to thousands of educators from 
Hawaii to South Carolina.

Register Here!

https://case.memberclicks.net/giga
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