
      
 

      
        

    
    

         
           

        
             

          

             
        
              

        

           
             

            
              

      
  

           

             
             

 

         

     

     

        

  

        
  

             
      

          
            

        
           

           
 

      

Principles of Effective Instruction in ELA 
Transcript 

The Dynamic Learning Maps® (DLM®) Alternate Assessment System is an 
assessment designed to more validly measure what students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities know and can do. This presentation will describe 
Principles of Effective Instruction in English language arts (ELA) for students with the 
most significant cognitive disabilities who will complete the alternate assessment. 

This training, Principles of Effective Instruction in English Language Arts, is one in a 
series of training videos that support teachers of students with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities in their efforts to teach and assess. This training is part of the 
professional development efforts of the DLM Alternate Assessment Consortium. 

College and Career Readiness Standards were designed to build on former 
standards, but compared to prior standards, they tend to be fewer in number and 
clearer. They were written based on existing research with a focus on rigorous 
content as well as the application of knowledge and skills. They are also intended to 
extend higher to better prepare today’s students against international benchmarks 
to increase overall global competitiveness. Finally, as the name suggests, they are 
intended to prepare all students for college and career beyond school. 

The focus of this module is on principles of effective instruction that apply to ELA. 
The standards for ELA encompass four areas or strands. They are reading, writing, 
listening and speaking, and language. 

In ELA, the College and Career Readiness Standards emphasize 

• learning that builds over time

• the application of knowledge and skills

• active participation and interaction in learning activities

• collaboration and communication

• ongoing comprehensive instruction in reading, writing, listening and speaking,
and language

While the standards do not define how teachers teach, the emphasis on learning 
and applying knowledge, interaction, collaboration and ongoing comprehensive 
instruction requires that we consider certain general instructional principles. In 
addition, we must consider the fact that students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities may have accompanying motor, sensory, or communication challenges 
that can make it difficult for them to actively participate in reading, writing and 
communication activities. As educators, how can we provide the opportunity for all 
our students to learn and apply the comprehensive ELA knowledge and skills as 
emphasized in the College and Career Readiness Standards? 
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Transcript Page 2 

Let’s look at each of these areas of emphasis and consider examples that illustrate 
how instructional principles apply. 

If looking at the ELA standards in College and Career Readiness Standards, you will 
notice how they build from one year to the next. Instead of mastering new skills at 
each grade level, students are expected to apply knowledge and skills in more 
complex ways. Consider the progression of one of the Reading Foundational Skills 
standards from kindergarten through grade 4. 

This standard focuses on the ability to know and apply grade-level phonics and 
word analysis skills in decoding words. In kindergarten, students are expected to 
learn basic sound-letter correspondence and read common high-frequency sight 
words. In grade 1, they are expected to apply letter-sound knowledge to decode 
regularly spelled one-syllable words. In grade 2, the complexity increases, and 
students are expected to decode two-syllable words with long vowels, common 
prefixes and suffixes, and irregularly spelled words. In grade 3, students are 
expected to decode multisyllabic words, and finally, in grade 4, students combine 
all these skills to read unfamiliar multisyllabic words in and out of context. This is 
one example of learning that builds over time. 

As expectations for what students will know and learn increase across grades, 
expectations also increase within a school year. We know from research and 
experience that students with the most significant cognitive disabilities benefit from 
repetition, but that repetition should offer as much variety as possible. 

When teachers instruct using repetition with variety, students receive multiple 
opportunities to work on the target goal in different ways. Repetition with variety 
also encourages cognitive engagement. Rather than only memorizing or 
recognizing information, the student must think at a deeper level because 
information is being used in a slightly different way or for a different purpose. 

This repetition with variety should not be confused with more common forms of 
repetition through which the same information is presented in the same way until 
students demonstrate mastery. Students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities who are taught using repetition without variety typically have difficulty 
generalizing the skill to other settings or using the skill in a flexible manner. 

Repetition with variety is one key to ensuring that students with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities learn in a way that leads to the application of knowledge and 
skills in ELA. Let’s look at an example of repetition with variety in action. 

In this video, two students address phonics through a “making words” activity. In this 
type of lesson, students are presented with a group of letters that they use to spell 
words. The teacher begins by asking students to spell simple two-letter words, and 
as the lesson progresses, the target words require students to add, change, or 
rearrange the sequence of letters. 
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This type of instruction provides repetition with variety because students do the 
same type of task but use a different set of letters each day. Rather than working 
with the same letters, sounds, and words until they are mastered, students learn 
how letters and sounds work in reading and spelling, and they can apply this 
information in a flexible manner. 

[Play Video] 

Teacher: Okay, are you ready? I want you to take two letters from your group and 
make the word “in.” Do you have “in”? 

Student: Mm-hmm. 

Teacher: Yours is so close. You got the right letters. Okay. Awesome. Okay, good. 
Now, let’s see. Take, use your same letters and just add one letter. Take one letter 
and make “pin.” Move the letters “pin” to spell “nip.” The puppy will nip at your feet. 
Use the same letters, and we’re gonna change them around. You, you’re gonna use 
the same letters, and we’re gonna spell “nip.” How would I change these letters? 

[End Video]  

As you saw in the video, the students did not spell each word correctly, and 
because this is an instructional activity, that is fine. The goal is to have multiple 
opportunities to apply letter-sound knowledge to figure out how to spell words. This 
requires cognitive engagement as students make thoughtful attempts and receive 
informative feedback from their teacher rather than working on the same letter-
sound correspondences until they are mastered. 

The application of knowledge and skills is another area of emphasis in College and 
Career Readiness Standards. In addition to providing adequate repetition with 
variety while teaching knowledge and skills, teachers and students must have 
cognitive clarity regarding the purpose of all instructional activities. Cognitive clarity 
occurs when the teacher knows what they are trying to do in a lesson or task and 
why it is important. As educators, we need to understand why we are targeting the 
things we teach and how that will help our students learn valuable skills and 
information. 

When students have cognitive clarity about a task, they are more likely to persist in 
their efforts because they anticipate the value of the final result. Students may 
wonder, “Why do I have to do this?” All too often, students with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities complete tasks to receive a reward or participate in a favored 
activity when they are done. If students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities are going to be successful with the College and Career Readiness 
Standards, we must refocus our efforts on helping them understand what they are 
asked to do and why they are asked to do it. 
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Let’s watch a student as they read a book to their teacher. As you will see, the 
student is not a conventional reader but is working hard to learn how to read. As you 
watch the video, notice what the student understands about reading. The student 
cannot read words yet but is very clear about the purpose of reading. How does the 
student demonstrate cognitive clarity and reading as a worthwhile pursuit? 

[Play Video] 

Student: Sit here. (inaudible) Look. 

Teacher: They tipped out, didn’t they? 

Student: Why? 

Teacher: Why did they? 

Student: Cards. 

Teacher: Yeah, right it’s cards. 

Student: Cards you put away (inaudible) 

Teacher: That’s a nice gift. 

Student: Yeah, a good gift. (inaudible) One, two, three! 

Teacher: Okay. He’s counting his valentines? 

Student: Yeah. 

[End Video]  

The student understands that you can share both information and enjoyment from 
reading. The student is also having a good time and can be easily engaged in 
reading instructions that focus on letters, sounds, and decoding because they 
understand what those skills will allow them to accomplish. 

There are two principles of effective ELA instruction that apply to active 
participation and interaction during learning activities. 

The first principle is a “personal connection with the curriculum,” which can be 
accomplished by activities that are meaningful and motivating to students. The 
teacher should explain how an activity relates to students’ own lives and 
experiences. 
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The second principle is a “more knowledgeable other.” Teachers play an important 
role in interpreting and acknowledging a student’s work and providing informative 
feedback and guidance. 

The following video shows Scott and Blake actively participating and interacting as 
they write a book about a horse they saw recently. Notice the role of the 
knowledgeable other and the value of writing about a topic with which the students 
have a personal connection. 

[Play Video]  

Teacher 1: Okay, “at.” 

Teacher 2: “At,” perfect. 

Teacher 1: “Camp.” 

Student 1: How do you spell it? 

Teacher 1: Well, let’s try it. What do you hear? 

Student 2: S, (inaudible) T, P. 

Teacher 2: “Camp.” What sounds do you hear? 

Student 1: C. 

Student 2: P. 

Teacher 2: Yeah, well, that would be much better than S if that’s what you hear. 
“Camp.” 

Teacher 1: “Camp.” 

Student 1: K. 

Teacher 2: Okay. 

Student 2: Oh, P. Do P. 

Student 1: P. 

Student 2: P, P, P. Do two of them. 

Student 1: Do two of them? 

Student 2: Yes. 
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Student 1: There. 

Teacher 2: Excellent. 

Teacher 1: There we go. 

Teacher 2: And tell me, what’s the name of your book? 

Student 2: It’s by Scott, Blake. 

Teacher 2: By Scott and Blake, and what’s the name of it? What’s the title? 

Student 2: (inaudible). 

Student 1: (inaudible) Fun at Camp. 

Teacher 2: Fabulous. 

[End Video]  

The students are motivated to write about a topic that was enjoyable to them and 
based on their experience. They also relied on the two adults, or knowledgeable 
others, who were working with them. Their strategy for figuring out how to spell an 
unknown word was to ask the adult. Rather than give them the answer, the adults 
provided guidance to help the students figure out the spelling on their own. 

Although they did not spell a word correctly, their attempt revealed that they know 
something about letter-sound correspondence, and after thinking and collaborating, 
they were able to determine the initial and final letters of the word “camp.” 

If students are to collaborate and communicate, it is imperative that all students have a 
means of expressive communication. There are many students with significant 
cognitive disabilities who have accompanying communication challenges that 
impact their ability to interact and collaborate with others. Use of augmentative and 
alternative communication is a solution for students who cannot use speech to 
meet their communication needs. Let’s look at some augmentative and alternative 
communication systems. 

Augmentative and alternative communication, or AAC, is a broad term that applies 
to all forms of communication (other than oral speech) that are used for expression. 
We all use AAC when we make facial expressions or gestures, use symbols or 
pictures, or write. American Sign Language is also a form of AAC. AAC systems can 
range from a high-tech, electronic device to no-tech symbols printed on paper, with 
many types of mid-tech systems in between. 

We will review more about AAC systems in future modules, but it is important to 
remember that they can include symbols, text, or both. Communication symbols are 
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useful for students who have not learned to read yet. The number of symbols that 
you provide for students depends on many factors, including their vision, their stage 
of language development, and their ability to either point to or select from a choice 
of symbols. Obviously, we could never include every word a student might want to 
say, so choosing the most effective vocabulary can feel like a daunting task. Luckily, 
if we examine the research, there is guidance for vocabulary selection. 

Because communication and collaboration are emphasized throughout the ELA 
College and Career Readiness Standards, students who use AAC need vocabulary 
that applies across a variety of activities and settings. DLM alternate assessments 
provide vocabulary that students will need to communicate while addressing 
grade-level standards. In addition, educators will be provided with modules like this 
one that address how to use the vocabulary during instruction. 

When we consider the emphasis on ongoing comprehensive instruction in reading, 
writing, speaking and listening, and language, it becomes obvious that a significant 
portion of instructional time needs to be allocated to these strands of ELA. 
Historically, the only aspects of reading addressed for students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities were letter- and sight-word identification. Writing 
was limited to copying or tracing words and letters. 

Now, however, College and Career Readiness Standards require students to receive 
comprehensive language and literacy instruction that includes the application of 
knowledge and skills. Comprehensive instruction takes more time than simply 
working on a few isolated literacy skills. General education elementary students 
receive 90 to 120 minutes of literacy instruction each day. If students without 
disabilities require this much instructional time, it seems that students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities will also need at least this much instructional time 
dedicated to ELA. 

Although this module presented the seven Principles of Effective ELA Instruction as 
areas emphasized by the College and Career Readiness Standards, they should also 
be applied across all instruction. These principles are important in all areas of ELA 
and in all types of instructional activities. Future professional development modules 
will provide guidance for educators and instructional examples based on these 
principles. 

For more information about the College and Career Readiness Standards, Essential 
Elements, and the DLM Alternate Assessment System, please go to 
www.dynamiclearningmaps.org. Thank you for your participation. 
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