Frequently Asked Questions From Special Educators

The definition of significant gains for special educators includes the growth, content mastery, and IEP mastery measures.  Does that mean I need to demonstrate my students’ academic gains in all three ways?
No.  You may certainly opt for a goal that is aligned with the general education significant gains definition if it suits your placement, but ultimately your goal should grounded in your students’ individualized needs.  

I have been told that there are regulations on how many times I can formally assess my students.  I also have an idea of where my students are based on their IEPs.  Do I still need to diagnose?

YES!  It is essential that you have a clear understanding of your students’ strengths and weaknesses.  Also, your students’ IEP goals do not account for retention over the summer and unknown variables with the way progress was reported by the last teacher.  That said, you are correct about over-testing.  Many of the assessments administered to students with special needs, (i.e. WRAT, Woodcock Johnson, etc.) can only be given every three years in order to be statistically valid.  That said, when thinking about how to diagnose your students, consider using the same diagnostics that the general educators are using to assess their students.  Also, authentic assessment tends to be more informative for your on-going practice.  When you are getting started, it is also a good idea to use informal assessments based on the objectives in the current IEPs to test the exact skills/ concepts to determine the level of mastery on those goals.   

I understand that ambitious IEP goals should be aligned to grade-appropriate standards*.  When going about this, how do I know which standards are the most important?

There’s no quick-fix answer to this question.  For starters, you should review your students’ already existing I.E.P. goals and find the standards that most closely align.  (For example, if the student’s goal is to write a paragraph in 6th grade, you might write a goal that requires the student to write an essay, which is more closely aligned with the 6th grade standard, that is broken down into manageable objectives and includes modifications and accommodations.)  Also, you can look at the standards with a veteran teacher who can help you identify which skills and content areas are most crucial to your student’s success in future grades and in becoming a successful citizen.  Please note, this does not simply mean a fifth grader who can’t read should have a goal to read and comprehend chapter books within a year.  One of the most important pieces of the IEP is the modification and accommodations section.   Ultimately, this is about using the standards as a guide to help you better understand how to break your students goals down into manageable learning objectives. 

*See examples of IEP goals that are aligned to grade-appropriate standards on page 15.

What if I inherit I.E.P.s with annual dates that do not correspond with the school calendar?

First, be sure the goals are truly ambitious and don’t need to be re-written at the beginning of the year.  From there you should keep track of the percent of students who mastered their goals by the annual date.  You will be rewriting goals for the following year so you should determine which goals you plan to have your students achieve by the end of the year and then calculate the average according to the goals that they are intending to achieve in order for the student to be on track to mastering all of the goals by the following annual date.   Average that with the percent mastered on the earlier annual date to determine overall mastery. 
What if I am responsible for a caseload of students that are not necessarily my own so that I’m writing IEPs for students whom I don’t teach, and teaching students whose goals I do not write?  

Ideally, you should ensure the students on your case load, as well as the students you are teaching have ambitious goals.  Given the realistic challenges you face, you would need to pay closest attention to ensuring that you are pursuing ambitious goals with the students you teach.  You should diagnose your students to be sure the goals are indeed ambitious.  If you find that they are not, (i.e. the student is well on their way to meeting them already or the goals are not aligned to grade-level standards), then you will need to come up with more appropriate goals.  If you cannot influence the caseload teacher to rewrite the IEP, you should teach according to their more ambitious goals.  When it comes time for the annual review, you should be persistent about sharing this information so as to help inform the students’ new goals.  (When you talk about significant gains, you should use the more ambitious “fill-in” goals to discuss percent mastery.)

How do I address my students individualized needs if I’m teaching a scripted program for the whole class? 

This is certainly a challenge for all teachers!  Be sure to use the diagnostics and assessments to determine when you can group and where you can use your Instructional Assistants, (if you have them),  to pull out individuals/ monitor smaller groups.  If you suspect that students are ahead of where the program requires them to begin, try giving them the end of unit assessments as a pre-test to determine who can opt out of that unit and be placed into a faster paced group.  Ultimately, the key is to really differentiate within the parameters of the program.

How can I talk about significant gains when I am spending so much time on behavior modifications?

It may very well be appropriate and ambitious to set behavioral and social/emotional goals.  The key is that you can clearly articulate the rationale for why these types of goals are ambitious.  Also, you should have a clear way to assess and track progress towards these goals.  These goals should be included when calculating the overall percent of IEP goals mastered.
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