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hat effect is the standards

reform movement having on

the education and classroom
placement of students with disabilities?
Are we able to meet the requirement to
educate these students in the least
restrictive environment? Are we able to
include such students in general educa-
tion curriculum, instruction, and assess-
ment? What can districts do to ensure
the success of their students with dis-
abilities in a climate of higher expecta-
tions and high-stakes assessments? (see
box, page 20, “What Does the Literature
Say?”).

With the guidance provided by
research findings, the Anne Arundel
County (Maryland) Public Schools initi-
ated a staff development program to
improve outcomes for students with dis-
abilities. This program guides educators
through an improved IEP process that
provides a better alignment of IEP goals
with general education curricular out-
comes. This article describes this pro-
gram and teachers’ responses to it dur-
ing the 1999-2000 school year.

Staff Development Program on
the General Education
Curriculum

The district planned a staff development
program to assist special education
teachers in aligning IEPs with general
education curriculums. A major strategy
of this program was to ground the train-
ing in general education school
improvement planning and to involve
general education teachers in the plan-
ning stages of this effort. The rationale
for this strategy was based not only in
recognition of the historic absence of a
coherent knowledge of general educa-
tion curriculum among special educa-
tors (Pugach & Warger, 1993), but also
to ensure wide acceptance and imple-
mentation of training practices and
materials. In addition, the district want-
ed to provide curricular materials and
procedures that could facilitate and
expedite the IEP development process
for teachers with limited IEP planning
time.

An initial issue to resolve for teach-
ers expected to align IEP goals with gen-
eral education curriculum was to identi-
fy and explain to them what was meant

by “curriculum” (McLaughlin, 1999). In
practical terms, how can a special edu-
cation teacher at the high school level
align the IEP of a 9th grade student
reading at the Sth grade level with the
general education curriculum when the
reading curriculum for the 5th-8th
grades is not accessible to this teacher?
How can this teacher develop instruc-
tional goals for this student in the read-
ing area without guidance from a scope
and sequence of reading skills con-
tained in the general education curricu-
lum? In Maryland, we found the solu-
tion to this problem in the recently
approved state content standards,
which provide a K-12 curricular frame-
work with specific goals and indicators
delineated at grades 3, 5, 8, and 12. Our
first staff development task, therefore,
was to ensure that these content stan-
dards were readily available to special
education teachers in all schools.
Accordingly, we developed an IEP
Alignment binder for teachers that
became the central medium and mes-
sage of the staff development training
entitled “Aligning Student IEPs with
Maryland Curricular Standards: A Tool
for IEP Development.”

Included in the IEP alignment binder
were the Maryland Content Standards
for English, Math, Social Studies, and
Science, as well as student outcomes for
Maryland’s alternative assessment pro-
gram (Independence Mastery Assess-
ment Program, IMAP), and detailed
directions and examples to develop IEP
goals aligned with general education
curriculum. The district provided a staff
development program (3 hours) for
more than 600 special education and
related services staff. The program was
planned by a committee of teachers
from both special education and gener-
al education with the purpose of accel-

Teacher Comments

”The curriculum alignment
organizer is great. It gives me a
focus. So is the IEP alignment
book.”

“It is so wonderful having all of
the content standards in one
place.”

“Alignment may help in raising
teacher expectations of IEP stu-
dents.”

erating student achievement using the
IEP planning process. The introduction
to the IEP alignment binder recognized
that, “for too long, teachers have pro-
vided instruction based solely on where
students with disabilities are currently
functioning, not on where they need to

gO.”

Rationale for Aligning IEPs
with Curricular Standards

We began the staff development pro-
gram with a brief overview of the new
IEP provisions of IDEA 1997—particu-
larly the requirements for access to the
general education curriculum for stu-
dents with disabilities and the need to
involve general education teachers in
the IEP process. In an effort to positive-
ly affect the beliefs of participants, we
provided an overview of the rationale
for the special education policy changes
with reference to the extensive research
demonstrating that students with dis-
abilities benefit when access to general
education curriculum is maximized and
high expectations are maintained.

The overview also addressed the
need for special education teachers
involved in the IEP alignment training
to understand the overall context and
genesis of the standards-reform move-
ment and its effect on general educa-
tion. The district emphasized research
findings that suggest a correlation
between the intensity of curriculum and
student achievement (McDonnell, et al.,
1997). The trainers pointed out that
both special and general educational
research has supported the involvement
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Higher and more rigorous expectations for students in general education class-
rooms pose “great implications for students with disabilities” (Scarpati, 2000,
p. 2) and challenge us all within the special education field to “preserve the
rights of the individual students within the framework of common standards”
(McDonnell, McLaughlin, & Morrison, 1997, p. 65).

Recent revisions of special education policy (1997 Amendments to the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, IDEA, Public Law 105-17) with
regard to accessing general education curriculum by students with disabilities
provide us with specific requirements and direction to ensure that students
with disabilities are included in systemic initiatives to improve educational
outcomes for all students.

But in a climate of standards-based reform and high-stakes assessments,
many educators wonder how students with disabilities will be able to meet
graduation requirements (Chard, 1999). This concern is particularly valid in
light of research documenting that students with disabilities have historically
had twice the high school dropout rate of their peers without disabilities
(Wagner, Blackorby, Cameto, Hebbeler, & Newman, 1993). High dropout rates
have devastating long-term effects, such as high rates of unemployment and
problems with the law. Indeed, the stakes for students with disabilities are
high, and the response from public schools must be equal to the task.

A suggested starting point for school systems seeking to respond to the
challenge of standard-based reform on students with disabilities is a review of
the research that supports the new provisions within IDEA for meaningful and
measurable access to the general education curriculum for students with dis-
abilities. The finding that integration into general education programs increas-
es the likelihood that students with disabilities will stay in school with
improved outcomes after graduation (Hehir, 1999) has provided a firm basis
for planning efforts. A second step is a recognition that a process exists to
develop a specific support system for each student with disabilities in the form
of an individualized education program (IEP). However, schools must first rec-
ognize and correct the historical inadequacies of, and passive compliance
with, an IEP process (Smith, 1990) that does not communicate the individual
needs of students and does not serve as a useful instructional guide for teach-
ers (Giangreco, Dennis, Edelman, & Cloninger, 1994).

The strengthening of the IEP process “as a formal mechanism for deciding
how individual students with disabilities will participate in standard-based
reform,” as recommended by the Committee on Goals 2000 and The Inclusion
of Students with Disabilities (McDonnell et al., 1997, p. 9), is critical to the
successful provision of appropriate special education services to students with
disabilities. Moreover, the Committee on Goals 2000 reminded us that “before
attaching significant stakes to the performance of individual students, those
students should be given an opportunity to learn the skills and knowledge
expected of them” (p. 10).

of students with disabilities in high cur-
ricular standards.

We then introduced the process of
aligning IEPs to curricular standards as
a means of comparing a student’s cur-
rent level of performance to the expec-
tations for peers without disabilities of

20 =« THE COUNCIL FOR EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN

the same age group, identifying the
skills needed for successful involvement
in the general education curriculum,
and ensuring that teachers teach the
content that is measured on standard-
based assessments. We stressed the
importance of linking the IEP needs of

Teacher Comments

“The IEP alignment book is help-
ful though I do not agree with
the concept of unified standards
in special education and general
education.”

“Expecting a special education
child to meet new state standards
is somewhat unrealistic.”

students with daily classroom lesson
planning and instruction.

Alignment Process

Surveys of special education teachers
(Sands, Adams, & Stout, 1995) have
revealed that, in the absence of curricu-
lum to provide direction for special edu-
cators, “instructional decision making
and practices are often haphazard and
widely divergent” (p. 69). Therefore, we
emphasized that the alignment process
must begin with collaboration with gen-
eral education teachers regarding the
instruction needed to enable students
with disabilities to meet curriculum
standards. Indeed, the most critical
decision made by special and general
education teachers regarding the
instruction of students with disabilities
may be what is not necessary for all stu-
dents to learn to meet high content stan-
dards. Rather, we need to be asking
what are the essential skills needed “for
adequate performance on a curriculum
standard and which are optional”
(McLaughlin,  Nolet, Rhim, &
Henderson, 1999, p. 70).

To assist IEP teams in making these
critical decisions, particularly in deter-
mining the impact of a student’s per-




For too long, teachers have
provided instruction based
solely on where students
with disabilities are
currently functioning, not
on where they need to go.

formance levels on his or her ability to
successfully achieve general education
curricular outcomes, we developed a
“curriculum  alignment organizer”
adapted from earlier efforts of the
Aurora, Colorado, Public Schools
(Fognani-Smaus, 1999). The curriculum
alignment organizer (see Figure 1) con-
sists of a worksheet that lists the con-
tent standards in each of the major con-
tent areas with columns in which the
teacher can check how a student will
meet the standard:

¢ In the same way as a student without
disabilities (the column marked “G”,
for “general standard”).

e With accommodations (GA, or “gen-
eral standard, with accommoda-
tions”).

e Through a modified standard (M).

¢ Through an alternate standard (IMAP,
or Independence Mastery Assessment
Program).

If the teacher chooses a modified
standard, he or she references the con-
tent standards within the IEP alignment
resource book to note the particular
indicators that align with the student’s
level of functioning. These indicators
from the K-12 scope and sequence
would then serve as the source of the
IEP objectives for that student. If the
student could meet the standard with
accommodations, the teacher noted the
accommodation on the worksheet for
inclusion in the IEP. Students with dis-
abilities working toward alternative cur-
ricular goals would have IEPs refer-
enced to Maryland’s IMAP.

Providing access to the general edu-
cation curriculum for students with dis-
abilities begins with orienting special
education teachers to this curriculum
and improving their understanding of it

(McLaughlin, 1999). Special education
teachers must be able to interact and
communicate with general education
teachers about the curriculum. The cur-
riculum alignment organizer (Figure 1,
p. 22) can serve as an index and guide
for special education teachers to learn
and access the general education curric-
ular outcomes as they relate to the indi-
vidual needs of students with disabili-
ties. It also provides a common lan-
guage to facilitate the critical collabora-
tion and decision making that must
occur over time among IEP team mem-
bers.

Along with introducing the curricu-
lum alignment organizer and providing
training activities for participants to
practice its usefulness in accessing the
general education curricula, the staff
development program also reviewed the
difference between an accommodation
and a modification for a student with
disabilities.

The challenge for special
education teachers is to
find the instructional time
to help students with
disabilities learn rigorous
content standards while
remediating critical skill
deficits.

® An accommodation is a change in
how a student accesses and demon-
strates learning, but it does not sub-
stantially change the instructional
content.

¢ A modification is a change in what a
student is expected to learn and
demonstrate.

The difference is critical in light of
the high-stakes assessments, which may
affect a student’s ability to receive a
high school diploma. That is, teachers
who decide to reduce or limit the
instruction to students with disabilities
through an IEP modification must be
aware of the essential learning that stu-

Teacher Comments

”As a first-year teacher, I think it
is nice to have a guide to fol-
low/refer to when writing IEPs
so that I can make them as effec-
tive as possible.”

dents need for successful participation
in state and district assessment pro-
grams (Green, & Sireci, 1999).

Our training program also empha-
sized that part of the alignment process
is providing materials or strategies (e.g.,
the use of a scientific calculator, a mem-
ory strategy) that students may need to
access the general education curricu-
lum.

Linking IEPs with Instructional
Planning

In recognition of the historical inade-
quacies of the IEP as a guide for class-
room instruction (Smith, 1990), the sec-
ond major goal of the staff development
program was to provide strategies and
materials to enable special education
teachers to link IEPs with the instruc-
tional planning and to better communi-
cate student needs with general educa-
tion teachers. To assist teachers plan les-
sons based on a summary of the IEP
needs of students and to make instruc-
tional grouping decisions based on stu-
dents’ diverse learning needs, we pro-
vided participants with a chart used to
identify the “big picture” of common
instructional needs of a group of stu-
dents with disabilities. We used this
chart as an activity to engage partici-
pants in the practice of instructional
decision making. We recommended
using the “big picture” matrix (Figure 2,
p. 23) as a way to provide a visual sum-
mary of the instructional needs of a

Special education teachers
must be able to interact
and communicate with
general education teachers
about the curriculum.
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class of students. This matrix was also a
Figure 1. Curriculum Alignment Organizer simple means to inform and involve
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Teacher Comments

“The ‘Big Picture’ will help meet
students’ individual needs better
if general education teachers

— have the time/resources to incor-
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Figure 2. “The Big Picture” Matrix

| Students
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agreement (94%) with the guidance
provided by the IEP alignment book
appeared to affirm previous endorse-
ments by special educators for a cen-
tralized framework that standards pro-
vide (McLaughlin, Henderson, & Rhim,
1998). The “assessment anxiety” felt by
special education teachers regarding
how “some” students may or may not
meet more rigorous  standards
(McLaughlin et al., 1998), however, was
reflected in lower agreement (64%)
with the question whether “aligning
IEPs with Maryland Content Standards
will benefit students with disabilities
with higher levels of achievement.”
With regard to materials and strate-
gies provided in the staff training pro-
gram, participants indicated high levels
of agreement with the benefits of the
“IEP alignment book” (94%), the “cur-
riculum alignment organizer” (77%),
and the “Big Picture” matrix (80%).
Moreover, participants indicated high

levels of agreement with achievement of
the training outcomes relating to being
informed and aware of the importance
of IDEA regulation changes in the IEP
process (88%), and being better able to
align IEP goals and objectives with con-
tent standards (85%). Less agreement
was found with outcomes relating to
improved ability to involve general edu-
cation teachers in the IEPs of students
with disabilities (68%). The latter
responses appeared to reflect a general
concern among special education teach-
ers with both limited planning time and
limited instructional time to identify,
prioritize, and teach the critical skills
needed for successful participation in a
more rigorous general education cur-
riculum. The responses of secondary
teachers to the training outcome regard-
ing improved ability to involve general
education teachers in IEPs (47%)
appeared to indicate particular concern
with their ability to modify the curricu-

lum standards of high-stakes, content-
specific secondary classrooms for stu-
dents with disabilities.

A second and more long-term assess-
ment of the outcomes of the staff devel-
opment initiative was implemented as
part of the routine classroom observa-
tion and teacher rating process. That is,
the training outcomes have been imbed-
ded in the countywide lesson planning
and classroom observation guidelines
with specific expectations that the IEP
needs of students be reflected in daily
classroom instruction relative to general
education curricular outcomes. Because
these expectations for special education
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Figure 3. Correlation of Classroom Obsevation Form with
Instructional Lesson Plan Guidelines for Special
Education Teachers
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teachers were to be observed during the
1999-2000 school year, the district tar-
geted 5 of the 47 items on the classroom
observation form (see Figure 3) as rep-
resenting the lesson-planning expecta-
tions of the IEP alignment staff training
initiative. As Coordinator of Special
Education during the 1999-2000 school
year, I collected teacher-performance
data on these items from more than 80
special education teacher observations
(N = 83). I reported the results as an
assessment of teacher compliance with
instructional planning based on IEP
alignment with general education cur-
riculum outcomes.

The first item on the assessment was
the provision of a “comprehensive les-
son plan and supporting materials.” We
found a high rate of compliance with
this item (95%). Likewise, in light of
long-standing county lesson plan guide-
lines and administrative requirements
for posted student outcomes and daily
assessment procedures, the second and
third items were also highly compliant;
that is, planning was based on
“Maryland Student Performance Pro-
gram outcomes and indicators” (88%),
and the lesson plan included “an appro-
priate assessment of the attainment of
student outcomes” (88%). We found
much less compliance with two final
items: Only 59% of the observed class-
rooms included methods for the appro-
priate grouping of students and in just
72% of the lesson plans did teachers
address the “assessed needs of stu-
dents.”

The challenge for special education
teachers is to find the instructional time
to help students with disabilities learn
rigorous content standards while reme-



Figure 4. Correlation of Classroom Observation Form with the
Teacher Rating Report Including Guidelines for Special
Education Teachers
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diating critical skill deficits. For this to
happen, teachers must daily infuse IEP
learning objectives into general educa-
tion curriculum instruction. We must
correct the missed opportunities indicat-
ed in the classroom observation sum-
maries, either through a lack of consid-
eration of the assessed needs of the stu-
dents (which a “big picture” would
facilitate) or through a lack of skill in
planning grouping strategies to address
the multiple and different needs of stu-
dents with disabilities. Indeed, the use
of instructional approaches that pro-
mote small-group learning and grouping
practices to address the diverse learning
needs, styles, and pace of students in

general is a critical need for most teach-
ers confronted with standards-based
reform (McDonnell et al., 1997).

Final Thoughts and Future
Plans

The tools that the Anne Arundel educa-
tors developed, an “IEP alignment
binder,” a “curriculum alignment organ-
izer,” and a “big picture matrix,” were
designed to improve the curriculum
based decision-making process for spe-
cial education teachers and enhance the
communication and interaction with
general education teachers regarding
the needs of students with disabilities.
They can be easily duplicated and

adapted by other school systems in their
efforts to align IEPs and classroom
instruction with local general education
standards.

We were encouraged by surveys of
staff training participants that indicated
that special education teachers strongly
supported the need for IEP alignment
with general education curriculum out-
comes to ensure that students with dis-
abilities are not left behind in the stan-
dards reform movement. We plan to
develop further training programs to
address the “assessment anxiety” on the
part of special education teachers across
the United States.

As a result of the training program
and observations described in this arti-
cle, Anne Arundel County has adapted
the special education observation and
rating procedures to include the IEP
alignment and lesson planning practices
recommended by this staff development
effort to better assist administrators in
their routine supervision and monitor-
ing of special education in their build-
ing. In addition, the district is develop-
ing further training programs to assist
educators in differentiating instruction
and in using other small-group strate-
gies to ensure the success of all learners.
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