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Executive Summary
This research was a continuation of a study that first investigated reasons for success and failure on the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) English test for middle school students with learning disabilities (LD). (Please see separate MERC research brief and prior report on our website below.) Phase two concentrated on the best practices used for students with LD used in five MERC school divisions including: Chesterfield, Colonial Heights, Hanover, Henrico, Hopewell and Richmond City. Three groups of educators were asked to respond to an open-ended questionnaire. They were 1) teachers of students with LD, (2) general education teachers who taught English to students with LD and (3) and special education coordinators/consultants.  In total there were 46 responses from all the groups which were aggregated for reporting the results. Five areas were queried each having four questions: (1) professional development (2) IEP design (3) instructional strategies (4) inclusive practices and (5) school leadership. Data were collected from January to May, 2006.

The following trends were seen in the five respective areas.

I : Professional development 

     
Provide opportunities for teachers to share best practices 

     
Survey teachers to pinpoint training needs

     
Train special and general education teacher teams together

II : IEP Design

     
Align IEP goals with English SOL requirements

    
General and special education teachers should develop IEPs together

     
A wide array of accommodations are effective for SOL testing

III : Instructional Strategies

      
Small group instruction is very effective

     
Success is fostered by constant practice, repetition and review 

      
Test-taking strategies are very important to success

      
Reading strategies are important along with computer-assisted learning

IV: Inclusive Practices

      
Success is predicated on effective collaboration between general and special

                education teachers

      
Success can only be achieved through continuous effective planning

      
Small class size works very well with students with LD in inclusive settings

V :School Leadership

      
School leaders need to share and facilitate effective teaching strategies

     
Teachers expect effective staff development practices

      
School leaders are expected to serve in a variety of support roles

      
Best practices stem from school leaders being in touch with the realities of 

               classrooms where students with LD are taught

   Introduction

This paper reports the findings of Phase II of a MERC study on middle school students with learning disabilities (LD) completed during academic year 2005-2006. Phase I investigated the success and failure of students with LD on the English SOLs by analyzing three consecutive years of individual education plans (IEPs). (Please see the MERC report titled “Accountability Testing and Students with Learning Disabilities: Factors of Passing and Failing the Virginia SOL Tests”(2004) for findings of the study.) 
The goal of Phase II was to obtain best practices used for preparing students with LD on English SOLs in MERC’s school division’s middle schools on English SOLs.  Students with LD were specifically targeted because: 1) they are the highest incidence disability group in the public schools (more than 50 percent of students with disabilities); 2) they are typically educated in general education classrooms with non-disabled students; and 3) they have a probability of 80-85 percent that they have challenges in reading as part of their LD profile.
The participating MERC school divisions of the study were: Chesterfield County, Colonial Heights, Hanover County, Henrico County, Hopewell, and Richmond City. All middle schools in those school divisions were asked to participate in the study. The research was aided by a study team of one representative per school division. Each member had a role in their school division as a direct service provider, a consultant or administrator in the area of special education. The study team members were: Joline Allen, Chesterfield County; Jo Read, Colonial Heights; Patrick Humphrey, Hanover County; Rhonda Banks, Henrico County; Cheryl Webb, Hopewell; and Marjorie Watts-Valentine, Richmond City.
Research Procedures
Instrumentation


The instrument for this project was constructed through a series of stages. In stage one the MERC study group generated a list of seven potential areas for inquiry. Those areas were embellished via a series of focus group sessions with middle school teachers from the school divisions that participated in the study. 
          Stage two of instrument development involved a refinement of the potential areas of inquiry and a nominal group technique procedure to identify the five top priority areas to study. The five areas that were selected were: 1) professional development, 2) IEP design, 
3) instructional strategies, 4) inclusive practices, and 5) school leadership. Each section of the survey contained four open-ended questions, a total of 20 questions. They were designed so respondents could complete the questionnaire in approximately 20-25 minutes. In addition, the instrument was piloted by members of the MERC study group team. Subsequently, only minor changes were made in the wording of a few items.
Participants

All of the middle schools in the six MERC school divisions were asked to participate in the study. The total number of respondents from the school divisions was 46; 18 teachers of students with LD, 23 general education teachers who taught students with LD in inclusive classrooms, and 5 special education consultants/coordinators. All participants were queried between January and May, 2005. All procedures pertaining to informed consent prescribed by the Virginia Commonwealth University Institutional Review Board (IRB) were followed in this study. 
Results
The results of the study will be conveyed according to the findings of each of the five areas queried. Because of a wide variety of responses most of the data are displayed without frequency counts. Responses from the three constituent groups were aggregated for reporting purposes. Moreover, none of the findings are specific to any one school division.

Presentation of Results
Only the items that are noted with numbers (1-3) indicate high frequency counts and are listed in priority order. The other items are listed in order that all best practices are represented. Moreover, in order to increase the utility of study findings, the data are presented mostly in a question-response format. A definition of each area queried is provided for the reader at the beginning of each section.
Area I - Professional Development
Professional development consists of high quality, sustained intensive and classroom-focused activities that have a long-lasting impact in classroom instruction and the teacher’s performance in the classroom, and are not one-day or short-term workshops or conferences (NCLB, 2001).
What has proven to be the most effective professional development practices that have contributed to successful outcomes of the English SOL tests for students with LD?

· VCU T/TAC (technical assistance) training
· CRISS training, Kansas Learning Strategies, Mulligan Strategies training
· Training LD and general education teachers together as teams

· Learning successful practices from other collaborative teams

What kinds of professional development activities have made a difference in the work of collaborative teams who teach students with LD on material tested by the SOL English tests?
1)
Training collaborative teaching strategies in teams

2)
LD teachers and general education teachers receive same training (for
      

team cohesiveness)
· Practical strategies that can be used in classroom 
· Sharing successful practices with other teachers

What skills need to be developed via professional development that can potentially have a positive effect on the SOL English performance of student with LD?

1)
Collaborative teaching skills  
· Content area workshops

· Teaching reading comprehension skills

· Differentiating instruction

· Evaluation of student performance

· Utilizing a variety of teaching strategies
· Aligning of lessons with SOL blueprints
· Data mining to focus SOL teaching
· Using accommodation and modification strategies

How should in-services be planned and implemented to contribute to the success of students with LD on SOL English tests? 
1) Survey teachers to see what skills are needed

2) Train LD and general education teachers together

3) Sharing good ideas and effective practices

· Use time to plan and work – not just talk about it  (instead of putting 
  

       teachers in one auditorium or convening a whole county in-service)
· Identify areas that need improvement and evaluate them during the school year
Area I - Professional Development Response Trends
1.  Wide array of professional development practices are most effective 

2.  A wide array of practices need to be introduced through professional development

3.  Train general and special education teachers (teams) together

4.  Survey teachers to pinpoint professional development needs

5.  Provide opportunities for special education and general education teachers to
     share best practices
Area II - IEP Design
IEPs are individualized education plans that are prescribed by federal law (Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Education Act of 2004, P.L.108-446). They are specifically written for students with identified disabilities as prescribed by law. An IEP is an annual plan for educational placement, program goals, and supports. It drives the assessment, teaching and learning process (Lerner, 2006). 
 What IEP instructional arrangements have proven to foster success on the English SOL test for students with LD? 
· Classes aligned to SOL requirements

· Target areas of weakness

· “Buddy pairing” students with LD in general education classes

What kinds of interactions/activities regarding IEPs have been helpful in collaborative teams that have had a positive effect on the SOL English test for students with LD?

· LD teachers and general education teachers both have input on IEP’s
· LD teachers and general education teachers review old SOL tests together
· Limit the number of general education teachers that LD teachers work with
· Time for team collaboration for communication, planning, and
implementation of  programs
· Help general education teachers become aware of all possible SOL accommodations

What kinds of IEP goals have contributed to success on the SOL English test for students with LD?
· Goals that are English SOL-based
· Focus on reading comprehension and writing
· Aligning IEP goals to SOLs

· Contrary point #1 - IEP goals are individual and not written to SOLs

· Contrary point #2 – Goals that are not SOL-driven.

(Note: Last two items contributed by consultants/coordinators.)
What are the most effective accommodations for students with LD when they take the English SOL test?
 
1)
 Oral administration and necessary pacing

· Small group administration
· Extended time (limited)
· Untimed testing (Note: all students take the SOLs untimed)
· Computer assisted testing
· Separate testing area

· Tape recorded test

 Area II - IEP Design Response Trends
1. Success is seen when instruction is aligned with SOL requirements
2. When general and LD teachers work together on IEPs, go over old SOL tests, and

     collaborate in classrooms, there is greater probability for success
3.  A wide array of accommodations are used in SOL testing

Area III: Instructional Strategies

Instructional strategies determine the approach a teacher may take to structure appropriate learning experiences that can be implemented to achieve learning objectives.
What are the most effective instructional strategies that promote success on English SOL tests for students with LD?
1)
Repetition and review of material
2)
Small classes and small teacher/student ratios
· Direct instruction

· A lot of reading strategies 

· Test-taking strategies

What are the most effective test-taking strategies taught to students with LD to aid them in passing the English SOL test?

1) Basics of test taking strategies

2) Practice SOL format weekly

· Simulate test conditions

· Practice reading and writing

What are the most effective computer and assistive technology aids used to help students with LD be successful on the English SOL test?

1) On-line practice

2) Spell-check

3) Inspiration software

· Sites that focus on SOLs

· Working all the time on computers on English  skills

What kind of instructional strategies are most useful in collaborative settings that foster success on the English SOL test?

1)
Small group instruction

2)
Working on an effective collaborative team

· Repeated instruction

Area III: Instructional Strategies Response Trends
1.  Small group instruction is very effective

2.  Success is fostered by practice, repetition and review

3.  Test taking strategies
4.  Reading strategies including computer assisted learning

Area IV- Inclusive Practices
Inclusive practices refer to the placement of students with learning disabilities (as well as other students with disabilities identified under IDEIA) into general education classrooms for instruction with appropriate supports (Lerner, 2006).
What are the important elements of successful inclusion that foster success for students with LD on the English SOL test?

1)   Good working relationships in collaborative teams
2)   Working at a slower pace
· Working in small groups 
· Having an active special education teacher in the class
· “Not being forced to do it” (collaborative teaching)
What kinds of inclusive practices are effective in fostering success for students with LD on the English SOL test?
1)  Teamwork where both teachers have shared responsibility
2)  Differentiating instruction according to the needs of LD profiles
· LD and general education teachers using same strategies

· Students with LD use same materials as other students

· Teachers having high expectations for all students
What are the best inclusive practices typically used in the classroom that lead to successful English SOL outcomes for students with LD?
1) Review of information needed for SOL testing
· Ensure students with LD can be successful before placement
· Good co-teaching with effective co-planning

· “Pull-out” students with LD for direct instruction 
What can school administrators do to facilitate effective inclusive practices leading to students with LD passing the English SOL test?

1)  Common planning times for teachers

2)  More planning time 
3)  More workshops on inclusion

4)  Smaller class size

· Cull data that helps target instruction

· Choose willing teams to collaborate

· Do not overwhelm special education teachers

· Better separation of students with LD and ED - “be attentive to mixture of students”

Area IV - Inclusive Practices Response Trends
1.  Success is predicated on effective collaboration between general and special
     education teachers
2.  Success is seen when collaborative teams plan effectively

3.  Success can be fostered by smaller class size

4.  Following basic tenets of effective collaboration practices increase likelihood of 

     success
Area V: School Leadership

School leadership is enhancing the skills and knowledge of the people in the organization (school), creating a common culture of expectations around the use of those skills and knowledge and holding individuals accountable for their contributions and collective results (Elmore, 2006).
How do effective instructional leaders facilitate success on the English SOLs for students with LD?

1)  Total support of collaborative teams
2)  Putting the right people together to create collaborative teams
3)  Bring best ideas to teachers to use in their classrooms (best practices) 

    
4)  More planning time

5)  More opportunities for professional development 

· Well planned staff development

· Provide diagnostic data for instructional planning

· Create placement options for those students with LD who do not fit the collaborative model

· Do what is right for students, not what is convenient for staff

What are the best ways school leadership personnel make all those involved with students with LD accountable for success on the English SOLs?
1)   Know what is really going on in collaborative classrooms
· Have an open mind to provide time for collaborative planning

· Make sure general education students and LD students get the same instruction

· Have specialized teachers teach specific subjects
· Praise work by teachers that is done well
What can special education coordinators do to promote more success on the English  SOL test for students with LD?
1)   Targeted professional development
2)   Pass on valuable test data to target instruction
3)   Make sure teachers are trained in content areas
4)  Share good teaching techniques and ideas (even before school year starts)

· Not feel pressured by administration to write IEPs that are not truly individual
· Listen to department concerns; attend department meetings 
· Work with department chairs to form effective teams
· Observe in classrooms and give helpful ideas
What is the best kind(s) of information and training that school leadership personnel need in order to support the success of student with LD on the English SOL test?
· Ideas from other middle schools
· Keep up-to-date with information pertaining to LD and SOLs
· Monitor teachers and work closely with them throughout year
· Be required to teach at least one block per month to experience the 

 

      challenges and stress of the classroom
Area V: School Leadership Response Trends
1.  Share effective teaching strategies with teachers within schools and with other

     schools
2.  Deliver effective staff development programs that are relevant and timely
3.  Serve in a support role, sharing effective ideas and providing encouragement to

      teachers
4. Be “in touch” with realities of classroom challenges in both collaborative and

      resource rooms
Discussion

Each of the five areas presented above have their own unique trends. However, if one looks at the transcendent trends of the study, the data provide guidance with respect to the best practices of working with students with LD at the middle school level in order to prepare them for the English SOLs.  Seven overall trends seem to have promise for practice.
1) Targeted professional development is highly valued by the educational personnel who participated in the study. The key word is “targeted” which infers professional development has relevance, and that there are areas of needed skill development for teachers who teach students with LD.  The spirit of the responses is that “one size should not fit all” when it comes to professional development. Moreover, the most effective strategy for professional development is implementing a needs assessment and responding to the ideas of teachers with a sustained and systematic effort to foster change for effective educational programming.  

2) The data imply that the better the collaborative models of instruction are implemented to meet the needs of students with LD in general education (collaborative) classrooms, the better the outcomes of English SOL testing results. Since the majority of students with LD are delivered instruction in general education classrooms then their outcomes are predicated on effective and efficient teams meeting their educational needs as articulated in their IEPs. Subsequently, the standard for teacher accountability and learner effectiveness is passing the English SOL.
3) It is important for students with LD to have access to the same accommodations listed on their IEP (and used in every day instruction) when taking the English SOL test. The difference of having appropriate testing accommodations can be the difference between passing and failing. In essence, it is important for students with LD to demonstrate what they know in the area of English as measured by the English SOL, and not what they cannot do because of adverse testing conditions and/or format issues. Therefore, it is incumbent for both general education and special education teachers to work together to ensure that the proper accommodations are utilized when the English SOL test is administered to students with LD.
4) Throughout the five areas of inquiry small group instruction was deemed an important practice. Simply put, the educational needs and individualized instruction for students with learning disabilities was viewed as much more effective in smaller groups. Large group instruction did not emerge as a practice that provided the knowledge and skills of students with LD when preparing for the English SOLs.

5) It is important that instructional strategies for students with LD include test-taking strategies. Familiarity with the English SOL format was thought to be very important. Moreover, multiple practice sessions focusing on drill and repetition were highly valued. This practice is not unlike prior preparation of all students who take the English SOLs, but it is particularly important for students with LD who thrive on structure and not being surprised by new situations such as standardized testing.
6) Targeting instruction predicated on past SOL testing was viewed as being a fruitful practice. In addition, participants in the study believed it was helpful to mine data from past English SOL performance in order to pinpoint needed instruction for students with LD. Whereas this idea was generated as a best practice, it really can best be described as a “best idea”. Currently, data mining does not seem to be a current practice of any of the schools in the study.
7) Educational personnel who responded in this study emphasized that it was important to have time to share best practices with each other. Moreover, teachers from a variety of schools need to have a forum to share best practices. This is one idea that can make professional development time a valuable experience. The data also point toward a need for school leadership personnel to facilitate the exchange of best practices on a timely and ongoing basis.
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