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Preface 

Creating Compassionate Classrooms: Understanding the Continuum of 

Disabilities and Effective Educational Interventions was written for pre-service 
teachers, seasoned teachers, school psychologists, related service providers, 
school administrators, paraprofessionals, policy-makers, and families of 
children who have one or more identified disabilities under the categories 
determined by the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
(Center for Parent Information & Resources, 2017). Throughout the chapters 
of this book, the reader will be introduced to the thirteen disability categories 
included in IDEA (specific learning disabilities, emotional/behavioral 
disorders, autism, other health impaired, intellectually disabled, multiple 
disabilities, speech or language impairments, traumatic brain injury, hearing 
impairment, deaf/blind, deafness, visual impairment, and orthopedic 
impairment), using the legally established definitions. Lengthy descriptions 
of best practices, modifications and accommodations follow, offering a 
complete picture of each disability and how educators and parents 
collaboratively can assist the struggling student. This book, then, is meant to 
be a resource for all those whose path crosses with students in special 
education. 

Our motivation for writing this book comes from several concerns: 

 Our belief that students in these disability categories deserve the 

highest quality education that both schools and educators have to 

offer, which can only occur when essential information on best 

practices is shared; 

 Our knowledge that there is currently a special education teacher 

shortage in the District of Columbia and 48 out of 50 states, and that 

this shortage leads to classrooms where special education students 

may receive sub-par learning experiences (Carver-Thomas, 2017); 

 Our concern that approximately 13% of our student population 

receives some sort of special education support, preferably in an 

inclusion classroom, and that not all staff will be ready and able to 

support these students (Salem, 2018); 

 Our interest in sharing strategies and practices that will enhance 

student outcomes, and these must be taught explicitly to all staff 

members, not just to special education teachers; 
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 Our passion in providing recent and relevant research that will move 

the discussion forward on how to support our most needy students. 

To set the stage, the book begins with chapters that discuss special 
education in general, response to intervention as an intermediary step in the 
academic continuum of support, and the individualized education plan 
process. Subsequent chapters examine each of the thirteen aforementioned 
IDEA disability categories, which have not been commonly incorporated into 
one comprehensive resource; however, for the sake of brevity, some disability 
categories have been combined when doing so did not impact practice 
implications. Emphasis is placed on effective classroom strategies and 
interventions associated with each disability category with the intent of 
providing practitioners and those who support them with the information 
and tools necessary to support students with identified educational needs. To 
the extent possible, the primary authors sought to ensure this resource was 
practical and user-friendly for educators who work directly with students with 
the range of recognized disabilities. 

This book was written by an experienced team whose members, at one time 
or another, was a special education teacher, licensed psychologist, special 
education administrator, superintendent of schools, recreation therapist, 
parent, college professor, department chair, dean of doctoral programs, and 
international learning disabilities advocate. Collectively, they have over 
seventy years of experience working with families and students in a variety of 
settings to include both the general education and substantially separate 
classrooms, central office, and the college classroom. This wealth of 
knowledge has made this book possible. In a world where special education is 
bursting at the seams and staffing is not keeping up with classroom demand, 
it is imperative that all educators are well-prepared to meet the needs of 
today’s students.  

This book demystifies the special education process and disability 
categories as well as offers educators and their families the tools to help our 
students, who have one or more disabilities, find life-long success. Ensuring 
the best for our students with disabilities requires that we first acknowledge 
and support the hard work and deep commitment of those professionals and 
parents/guardians who devote their lives to teaching, reaching, mentoring 
and advocating for those most vulnerable in our classrooms. It is to those 
individuals, and they know who they are, that we offer our heartfelt thanks 
and appreciation. In the pages to follow, we trust you will find essential 
information that will help you in your most noble endeavors. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction to Special Education 

Angela C. Fain, Ph.D., 
University of West Georgia 

Today, more than ever before, many students with disabilities are served in 
inclusive educational settings alongside their non-disabled peers. Pre-service 
teachers, school psychologists, related service providers, school 
administrators, paraprofessionals, policy-makers, and families of children 
who have one or more identified disabilities determined by the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) all play important roles in special 
education. 

Definition of Special Education 

Special education is not a place where students go to get services. Special 
education is specifically designed instruction, services and supports provided 
to individual students with disabilities to help them make progress in school. 
IDEA ensures that all eligible students, ages 3 through 21, are provided a free 
appropriate public education (FAPE) and receive special education and 
related services (DoDEA, 2018; American Psychological Association, 2018). To 
be eligible for special education, a child must have an identified disability, the 
disability must adversely affect the child’s educational performance, and the 
child must require a specifically designed instructional program (American 
Psychological Association, 2018). A student must meet the criteria of one of 
the following 13 identified disabilities categories to include 

1. Specific learning disability (SLD) 

a. Dyslexia 

b. Dysgraphia 

c. Dyscalculia 

d. Auditory processing disorder 

e. Nonverbal learning disability 

2. Other health impairment (OHI) 

3. Autism spectrum disorder (ASD or AU) 
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4. Emotional disturbance (ED) 

5. Speech or language impairment (SLD) 

6. Visual impairment, including blindness (VI) 

7. Deafness 

8. Hearing impairment (HI) 

9. Deaf-blindness (B/D) 

10. Orthopedic impairment (OI) 

11. Intellectual disability (ID) 

a. Mild intellectual disability (MID) 

b. Moderate intellectual disability (MOID) 

c. Severe intellectual disability (SID) 

d. Profound intellectual disability (PID) 

12. Traumatic brain injury (TBI) 

13. Multiple disabilities (MD) 

Related, or supplementary, services are provided to students on an 
individualized basis and may be the only service a student receives. Examples 
of related services include interpreting services, psychological services, 
therapeutic recreation, counseling services, occupational and physical 
therapy, orientation and mobility, medical services, and social work services 
(Center for Parent Information & Resources, 2017). If a student does not 
qualify for special education, they may still meet the requirements for related 
services under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. Section 504 is a federal 
law that provides services and changes to the learning environment to meet 
the needs of students (United States Access Board, n.d.). To be eligible for 
Section 504, a student must have a disability and the disability must interfere 
with the child’s ability to learn in the general education classroom 
(Understood, 2018). This is a much broader definition than the IDEA 
definition of disability. 

Accommodations and Modifications 

Accommodations and modifications are considered and may be provided 
when a student has a disability. Accommodations are tools or procedures that 
provide students with disabilities equal access to instruction and assessment 
(Conderman, Liberty & DeSpain, 2017). Accommodations change how a child 
learns and can be provided for any student (Strom, 2018). Examples of 
accommodations include preferential seating, extended time, frequent 
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breaks, highlighted materials, listening to audio recordings instead of reading 
a text, using a calculator, and providing guided notes. 

Modifications are not the same as accommodations. Modifications are 
changes to what the student is taught and expected to do in school (Strom, 
2018). Assignment modifications include writing shorter papers, completing 
fewer or different problems than peers, answering fewer or different test 
questions, and creating alternate assignments, while examples of curriculum 
modifications include learning different material, being assessed using 
different standards than peers, and being excused from participating in 
specific projects or assignments. Only a student with an IEP or 504 Plan can 
have modifications (Strom, 2018). 

Key Vocabulary and Acronyms 

Special education has many important terms and acronyms that teachers 
need to be familiar with. Aside from the acronyms for the disability 
categories, below are some of the most common acronyms teachers often 
refer to when discussing students with disabilities. 

 IEP – Individualized Education Plan 

 RTI – Response to Intervention 

 FAPE- Free Appropriate Public Education 

 IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

 ADA – Americans with Disabilities Act 

 ESY – Extended School Year 

 NCLB – No Child Left Behind 

 ESSA – Every Student Succeeds Act 

 FBA – Functional Behavioral Assessment 

 BIP – Behavior Intervention Plan 

 LRE – Least Restrictive Environment 

High-Incidence and Low-Incidence Disabilities 

High-incidence disabilities occur with a relatively high frequency and include 
learning disabilities (LD), speech and language disorders (SLD), emotional 
disturbance (ED), and mild intellectual disabilities (MID) (Gage, Lierheimer, & 
Goran, 2012). Autism (AU), which is categorized as a low-incidence disability, 
has seen a dramatic increase in the last couple of decades, as have other 
health impairments and orthopedic impairments (OI); thus, it is possible that 
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