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An Introduction to the New Normal 

 

 
Michael Fitzpatrick & Raschelle Neild 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The overarching goal of this special issue was to draw upon experts in the field of special 

education and begin addressing the vast void in the literature related to teaching and 

learning during the new normal. This article serves as an introduction to the six articles 

within the Special Issue entitled, Special Education: Inclusive Pedagogy & Online Learn-

ing in the Era of the New Normal.  

 

Keywords: Special Education, Covid-19, Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act 

 

 

The theme for this special issue focuses on contemporary K-12-to-postsecondary Special Educa-

tion Inclusive Pedagogy & Online Learning. The scope draws from a robust field of researchers 

and educational professionals representing various disability classifications including but not lim-

ited to learning disabilities, emotional and behavioral disorders, Deaf and hard of hearing, and 

physical disabilities. Given the current state of education, the articles will serve as an initial step 

to help fill the significant void in the literature and provide strategies on how to engage students 

with disabilities in an era of the new normal. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2020) 14% (7.1 million) of all 

public school students received special education (SPED) services under the Individuals with Dis-

abilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) during the 2018-2019 academic school year 

and 19% of undergraduates reported having a disability during the 2015-2016 academic school 

year. Given we are living in an era of the new normal has presented many challenges for K-12 

general and special educators and postsecondary faculty as they transitioned face-to-face content 

to 100% online. Never before in our Nation’s history have in-service educators and faculty mem-

bers faced the challenge of delivering content in such an expedient and divergent method of in-

struction. Although this conundrum was disruptive to all students, it exacerbated issues of access, 

equity, and inclusion for students with disabilities.  

In antiquity, technology integration has been incorporated across all educational sectors 

(see Fitzpatrick, 2010). However, within the last 15-to-20 years there has been an increased focus 

on incorporating assistive and instructional technologies for students with disabilities in both the 

general and SPED classroom (Arnett et al., 2021; Brown & Fitzpatrick, 2010; Dyal et al.,2009; 

Fitzpatrick & Theoharis, 2010). Nevertheless, employing inclusive pedagogy and online learning 

strategies (e.g., accommodations & modifications) while simultaneously ensuring academic rigor, 

maintaining high expectations, and meeting the needs of all learners became extremely difficult 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.  
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Unfortunately, despite the need, there is a dearth of current articles regarding research- 

based and/or educational best practices for students with disabilities who are isolated, yet, were 

expected to access the general education curriculum without appropriate supports in an online 

environment. Given the significant disruption to face-to-face instruction, the articles within this 

special volume offer an overview of issues and trends associated with providing SPED services in 

online settings. The following section is a truncated analysis of IDEIA (2004) and serves as a 

foundation for understanding the federal mandate. 

 

IDEIA Guidelines 

 

IDEIA (2004) outlined the obligations and responsibilities educators have to provide stu-

dents with disabilities. These include but are not limited to meeting the six principles and four 

stated outcomes of IDEIA (Turnbull et. al, 2020) while simultaneously preparing students with 

disabilities for success beyond the classroom and school setting (Arnet et. al, 2020). 

IDEIA (2004) included parameters for time accessing the general education curriculum 

and related services for students with disabilities. The general education is associated with how 

often students with disabilities are interacting with their nondisabled peers (e.g., classroom, cafe-

teria, playground, etc.) whereas ancillary services include but are not limited to medical proce-

dures; transportation; counseling; physical, occupational, and/or speech therapy; and environmen-

tal considerations (e.g., air conditioning, lighting, etc.). 

Although tracking the number of minutes served is fairly easy to document, online instruc-

tion posed several significant challenges when providing support services online. For example, 

teachers experienced difficulties when directly interfacing with students to help ensure access to 

the general education and ancillary services were commensurate with the goals and objectives (i.e., 

benchmarks) in the student’s IEP. Additionally, assessing the quality of instruction and active vs. 

passive engagement became extremely cumbersome to monitor. 

 

Article Overview 

 

The breadth and depth of articles throughout this special volume cover topics including (a) 

discussion boards, (b) teacher preparation, (c) familial perspectives, (d) virtual manipulatives, (e) 

tele-assessment, and (d) inclusive pedagogy. Below provides a high-level overview of each article. 

 

Discussion Boards 

 

The use of discussion boards in both K-12 and postsecondary settings is integral to the 

online teaching and learning process. Discussion boards provide students a sense of belonging to 

a community, engaging in content, and learning from their peers. Yount and Neild’s (2022) re-

search revealed students achieve better outcomes when using online discussion boards. 

 

Teacher Preparation 

 

Teacher preparation programs serve an important role in training educators how to be ef-

fective in the classroom and school setting. Although many postsecondary institutions had made 

the strategic decision to offer programs online, prior to the pandemic, Covid-19 negatively im-

pacted virtually all aspects related to students teaching placements, practicums, observation hours, 
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and other completion requirements. Additionally, this placed students whose preferred learning 

style was best suited on a traditional brick-&-mortar campus in a precarious position because they 

were automatically removed from the face-to-face classroom. McBride Pinheiro et. al’s (2022) 

article focused on how one program responded to providing rigorous online courses, clinical place-

ments, advising, and other supports for their undergraduate and graduate students. 

 

Familial Perspectives 

 

Families were perhaps the most significantly impacted by Covid-19 stay in place re-

strictions. Most homes across the country transitioned from a primary dwelling to a multifunction 

space (i.e., office, classroom, gym, etc.). Further, cultural and linguistic plurality, access to tech-

nologies, and other issues associated with parents as teachers were given little-to-no considera-

tion. Neild and Crecelius’ (2022) focused on employing an universal design for learning frame-

work to help address needs and ensure the entire family had access to all required information. 

Whereas Lambert and Fitzpatrick (2022) conducted a quasi-qualitative study focused on parental 

perspectives of how SPED services were provided to their children from the onset of the pandemic-

to-present. 

 

Assessment 

 

Assessment is critical to teaching students with and without disabilities. Theoretically, 

teachers should be assessing students on a day-to-day basis within the classroom and school setting 

(Fitzpatrick, 2010). Both formal and informal assessments are integral to help ensure IEP goals 

and objectives (i.e., benchmarks) are met. Moreover, assessing students throughout the SPED re-

ferral and identification process is typically conducted systematically based on Federal and State 

mandates. These highly structured individualized protocols are often time intensive to thoroughly 

administer. However, with the shift to online instruction, especially within the K-12 environment, 

curriculum based assessments and the SPED identification process became increasingly difficult 

to manage. Although individualized assessment was not necessarily an issue, the complexity of 

administering the battery of protocols (i.e., IQ test, curriculum based assessments, etc.) became 

increasingly cumbersome. Dale et. al’s article (2022) addressed the critical complexities of meth-

ods to administer standardized tests in virtual learning environments. 

 

Instruction 

 

Providing appropriate accommodations and modifications is often very challenging in the 

traditional face-to-face classroom. Translating these strategies into an online environment was ex-

tremely daunting, even for the most adept teachers. Dueker’s (2022) article provides an analysis 

of effective virtual tools for mathematics instructions that focus on engaging students with disa-

bilities while providing additional supports required for them to learn the material. Similarly, An-

derson et. al’s (2002) study focused on how teachers perceived the overall success and challenges 

students with disabilities experienced when engaging with various technologies in their homes 

during the pandemic. 
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Summary & Conclusion 

 

This article served as a foundational overview of the Special Issue focused on the signifi-

cant disruption Covid-19 had across K-to-postsecondary institutions. The Special Issue recognizes 

the difficulties students, families, educators, and ancillary service providers encountered during 

the pandemic. The articles within are categorized into five themes which included (a) Discussion 

Boards, (b) Teacher Preparation, (c) Familial Perspectives, (d) Assessment, and (e) Instruction.  
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The Use of Online Discussion Boards for the  

Pre-Service Special Education 
 

 

Angelia M. Yount & Nena R. Neild 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

In the universe of education, communication tools used by students and faculty have 

evolved dramatically in recent years. The tool observed in this study was the online dis-

cussion board. This tool has been implemented more actively due to the changes caused by 

the pandemic. Discussion Boards are now a way to create community in higher education 

courses as well as online. Teaching strategies focus on the communication tools to make 

students responsible for engaging in classroom content. This research examined how stu-

dents in two special education (SPED) courses used online discussion board tools in the 

traditional classroom. All the students in the SPED courses were organized into groups 

and assigned a topic or question led by a facilitator (one of the students in the group), after 

which the rest of the group would respond to the facilitator’s post. The researchers ob-

served and surveyed two different traditional SPED classrooms using a sample study. 

However, not all students enrolled in both courses participated in the actual surveys. These 

questions asked about experiences that taught responsibility for learning, how to express 

and reflect on learning material online rather than in the classroom, and ways that reading 

peer responses affected the learning content. Findings from this research will enable in-

structors to receive better outcomes from those produced by tools of the traditional learn-

ing environment. 

 

Keywords: Discussion Boards, Classroom Discussions, Teaching Strategies 

 

 

Communication has changed among our students due to the availability of so many different com-

munication devices. Students at Ball State University are also on the cutting edge of how they 

communicate. Research is needed to focus on the value of using online tools in the traditional 

classroom to help keep this mode of delivery current. The problem addressed in this study was that 

students in the face-to-face or traditional special education (SPED) course setting are less able to 

process the in-class material timely enough to engage and share thoughts comprehensively and 

profoundly.  

Facilitating and participating in discussion boards can help students take more responsibil-

ity for their learning. Thus, discussion can be used as a tool to help students to process the material 

prior to engaging content in the face-to-face or traditional classroom setting. The main purpose of 

this study is to investigate whether or not student engagement in online discussion boards will 

increase students’ participation and learning outcomes in face-to-face courses. 
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Research Questions 

 

Previous studies have focused more on the benefit of discussion boards in an online course 

(Jorgensen, 2001). The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study is to explore the possi-

bilities for improved classroom discussion for prior use of online discussion boards (Jorgensen, 

2001). The problem addressed in this study is that the engagement in class discussions were not as 

thorough as needed.  

 

Q1. What is positive about the use of discussion boards prior to traditional discussions in 

the classroom? 

Q2. What ways did discussion boards impact student learning? 

Q3. What ways did the format of the online discussions impact participation during face-

to-face class meetings? 

 

Literature Review 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

In this section, the researchers introduce the theoretical framework that underlies the use 

of grounded theory in this research (Jorgensen, 2001). According to the literature, the researchers 

found online discussion boards to be the key factors to influence the results of the study. Therefore, 

the purpose of the theoretical framework is to consider how communication used through technol-

ogy could better enhance the participation and discussion between the students of a traditional 

classroom setting.  

 

Purpose of Discussion Boards 

 

Online discussion boards have come to serve different purposes for faculty and students in 

higher education with the ultimate purpose of supporting academic learning and engaging in re-

flective practice, critical thinking, and collaboration (McKinney, 2018). Therefore, the value of 

student interaction using the discussion boards should not be underestimated (McKinney, 2018). 

Levin (2007) noted the influence discussion boards could have in online learning, saying that this 

tool can make the experience “powerful and dynamic” (p. 68). Levine (2007) went on to caution 

that just as they have the power to be an effective learning tool, discussion boards can be equally 

ineffective. In-depth discussions can be rare. They often go off topic, include repetition, and do 

not promote genuine dialogue among participants (Mintz, 2020).  

While there is a downside, discussion boards were established for a purpose. They were 

established to best support students content learning, reflection, and building a sense of commu-

nity, as well as provide students with an opportunity to reflect on the content and respond to their 

classmates in meaningful ways (Markel & ECI, 2001). Asking open-ended question for student to 

consider different perspectives and reflect on in an unassessed space creates a place within online 

learning where ‘college’ begins to take place (Liebeman, 2019). In 2009, the U. S. Department of 

Education stated that self-reflection is a critical component for increasing student achievement in 

online e-courses.  
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Reflection 

 

Often, students arrive the first day of class ready to memorize information, but do not have 

the expectation of developing their knowledge to a deeper level of perception (Townsend, 2018). 

Being able to reflect on the memorized material will take time and understanding. While discussion 

boards allow students additional time to be reflective, discussions in face-to-face or traditional 

class usually require more prompt responses when asked a question by the instructor (Markel & 

ECI, 2001).  

Markel (2001) reported that this often creates a positive learning experience for many stu-

dents when they are provided adequate time to think about their peers’ comment, relate it to the 

content, and then add their own personal experiences before responding to the post. Smith (2001) 

cautioned that the reflective process at this level may be new for many college students. Students 

may default to what they know—which may be summarizing, reporting the right answer, compli-

menting, or agreeing with a prior comment (Smith, 2001). Huber (2002) suggested that faculty 

model the expectations of reflection and critical thinking to ensure that the students’ discussion 

boards include the necessary depth and detail and more than surface-level and summaries.  

 

Alignment to Course Goals & Objective 

 

When referring to the alignment of course goals and objectives in education, the authors 

simply mean the creation of assignment, activities, and assessments and aligning them with the 

learning objectives that need to be achieved by the students as they complete the course (Martone 

& Sireci, 2009). Alignment needs to contain multiple level thinking activities and include different 

learning styles. Each grade or level of education is guided to the next level of learning by meeting 

those course goals and objectives (Martone & Sireci, 2009); higher education is no different within 

each of the content areas. Once the course goals and objectives are aligned, additional improve-

ments are made by using the standards, assessment, and instructional cycle (Martone & Sireci, 

2009). 

 

Critical thinking & Critical Reflection 

 

Critical thinking and reflection are the process of analyzing the awareness, assumptions, 

and integration of theories, philosophies, and practices which influence the individual (Testa & 

Egan, 2016). Fook (2007) noted that critical reflection goes beyond reflecting on practice alone 

and seeks to understand how one is present within the practice. It is regarded as a much-needed 

skill across many fields of study, and researchers have different views on how to shape an individ-

ual’s critical thinking and reflecting practices (Testa & Egan, 2016). For example, some research-

ers state the need to specifically define terms such as “reflection,” “critical thinking,” “critical 

reflection,” and any underlying definitions that might shape one’s theory, or research (D’Cruz et 

al., 2007; Fook, 2006; Smith, 2001).  

One of the advantages of online asynchronous online discussion boards even when paired 

with a face-to-face course, is that they provide students with the time to critically think about their 

responses and support their arguments (Aloni & Harrington, 2018). Numerous researchers discuss 

the importance of students having regular opportunities to practice critical reflection, so they es-

tablish it as part of their routine thinking process (Aloni & Harrington, 2018; Eyler, 2002; Fook & 
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Garner, 2007). Emslie (2009) considered a different approach and noted the need for a safe, sup-

portive, and collaborative learning environment where students can practice critical reflection. 

 

Collaboration 

 

Online learning is builds on background knowledge that focuses on the social learning 

between others. For adults taking online courses, this is of critical importance because their age 

gives them experience and a significant amount of background knowledge (Covelli, 2017). Re-

search suggested that online learning environments need to focus on ways to incorporate more 

active learning that includes collaboration with their peers and instructors (McDougall, 2015).  

Conrad (2014) reported the need for a student-centered collaborative approach using a con-

structivist theory to build a sense of community for online classes. Constructivism is a foundational 

theory that defines a process where the student is learning through active interaction with others 

that builds knowledge, compared to the experience of students who receive information passively 

(Levine, 2007). This theory helps to illustrate why there is a need to create a sense of community 

and collaboration for online learners and in online learning environments. This component of 

online learning is often considered key to student academic success (Levine, 2007).  

Online courses solve numerous problems and offer flexibility and convenience for individ-

uals who are working or are constrained by location (Orttagus, 2018). Online courses, however, 

create other problems for students that are important for instructors to consider. Through self-

reports, student often state they feel isolated and lack a social presence in the course (Clinton & 

Kelly, 2020). Cho and Tobias (2016) reported interactions between students through discussion 

boards increases a sense of belonging in their online courses. There is also evidence that shows 

discussion boards may help students have a better understanding of goals and objectives that are 

being taught (Aloni & Harrington, 2018). Due to that fact, the strategy the Greek teacher and phi-

losopher, Socrates, teaching students through discussions is still being used today (Clinton & 

Kelly, 2020). Interactivity through discussion boards could support better comprehension of the 

content through the development and sharing of information (Clinton & Kelly, 2020; Kent et al., 

2016). 

The discussion boards are another way to replace the interactive discussion that is facili-

tated and encouraged in the traditional classroom setting (Markel & ECI, 2001; Smith, 2015) and 

allows the students to refer to the conversation as often as they like. Smith (2015) took her tradi-

tional SPED course discussions and made them available in her online courses. Whether the dis-

cussion is in the classroom or online, students need to be able to connect their learning material to 

real-world situations and be able to dialogue using the vocabulary for the content and used with in 

the field (Smith, 2015).  

 

Community Building 

 

Building a sense of community in the online environment greatly increases the probability 

of retention and success (Wehler, 2018). For faculty, it can seem difficult, even daunting, to create 

a sense of belonging and community when developing and teaching online courses. Wehler (2018) 

described how face-to-face classes interaction takes place simply by the nature of proximity. Often 

students will arrive early or stay after class to chat with each other or their professor. This is where 

much of the informal dialogue needed for community building takes place.  
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Within an online class, faculty must be more mindful and deliberate about setting-up situ-

ations that promote exchanges to take place. Wehler (2018), suggested a strategy to help faculty 

teaching online classes, on the course platform, a space should be created that is free from content 

and assessment. This often takes place in discussion board forms called “watercooler” or “café”. 

This is a place where students can discuss current events and common interests (Wehler, 2018).  

 

Challenges 

 

Covelli (2017) expressed concerns about the disadvantages of online learning compared to 

face-to-face classroom. For example, students who are not self-directed or motivated may feel 

alone and isolated from their instructor and classmates (Borup et al., 2012). Therefore, some stu-

dents benefit from having the traditional environment, because they do not have the qualities 

needed to be a successful online student.  

A successful online student must have the following qualities: (a) self-motivated, (b) inde-

pendent, (c) self-directed, (d) displays critical thinking skills, (e) supported by family, (f) receptive 

to positive and timely feedback, (g) organized, (h) possessed basic computer skills, and (i) accepts 

responsibility for his-or-her own learning (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Not all students do well in an 

online environment. However, there are some students who do better online than in the traditional 

classroom. Using discussion boards are a good use of technology to stimulate cognitive learning 

strategies and critical thinking (Markel & ECI, 2001; Smith, 2015). Therefore, using online dis-

cussion boards in the traditional classroom would enhance the learning experience for the student 

who learns better online. 

 

Role of the Instructor 

 

The concern instructors have with online or distance education is the possibility of com-

promising education. Some instructors worry about building relationships, which is essential for 

some students learning in higher education, while other faculty worry about being able to meet all 

of the course objectives (Rovai & Barnum, 2007; Russell, 1999). Russell (1999) found in his re-

search the medium of education is not what causes the lack of quality, rather it is responsibility of 

the instructor to keep students motivated and engaged in the discussion forums in the learning 

management systems.  

If discussion boards are effectively structured, the online discussions are the equivalent of 

traditional classroom conversations (Champion & Gunnlaugson, 2018). Another concern is 

whether instructors can stimulate the depth of thinking by students in online discussion boards. 

Evidence found by Williams et al. (2015) suggested instructors have the influence to create depth 

of thinking when they require high expectations for the discussion posts. In addition, there are 

ways in which an instructor can create depth of thinking. 

Dalelio (2013) suggested the instructor must “create interest” and “generate curiosity.” In 

addition, the instructor should raise relevant and contemporary questions, issues, and problems 

related to the subject topic that will drive the curiosity of students (Dalelio, 2013). However, it is 

also the responsibility of the educator to observe the interaction of the students while asking prob-

ing and open-ended questions and redirecting the conversation when needed (Dalelio, 2013). In-

structors also need to encourage an explanation of concepts and definitions and ask students to 

clarify their answers as needed (Dalelio, 2013; Williams et al., 2015). 



 

Page | 10                                                        Yount & Neild—The Use of Online Discussion Boards  
  

Research by Williams et al. (2015) indicated that teaching online with technology is as 

effective as teaching in a traditional classroom. Additional evidence suggested instructors can in-

fluence the depth of thinking and posts for the online environment (Dalelio, 2013; Williams et al., 

2015). Therefore, what creates the transformation in the online learning environment are factors 

such as learning tasks, learner characteristics, student motivation and the instructor’s involvement 

(Merisotis & Phipps, 1999).  

It might be noted that discussion boards are particularly advantageous to introverted stu-

dents who may need more time to respond and answer questions without the fear of speaking up 

in classrooms that do not feel friendly. In addition, research from Testa and Egan (2016) found 

that students being able to reflect or engage on learned knowledge and skills is critical for many 

students. Written reflections and engaging conversations can be achieved online (Testa & Egan, 

2016). Therefore, the instructor must find a way to provide interaction needed by the students to 

support additional learning (Robles & Braathen, 2002; Testa & Egan, 2016). Many instructors 

have added discussion participation due to the re-evaluation of assessments. Assessments mean 

more than just testing students. Instructors must provide useful feedback, and opportunities to es-

tablish significant value (Robles & Braathen, 2002).  

 

Research Method 

 

This qualitative study was based on Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) grounded theory. 

Grounded theory acknowledges that the theory was grounded due to the experiences of the partic-

ipants (Charmaz, 2006). In addition, the co-created theory based on the interactions of the re-

searcher (Charmaz, 2006).  

Responses to the survey questions were coded and analyzed using the Qualtrics survey 

tool. Grounded theory is one of the most influential and widely used in qualitative research when 

generating theory (Jorgensen, 2001). The research is mainly based on a pre-and-post survey from 

the students to evaluate experiences before and after using discussion boards in the traditional face-

to-face environment. In addition, the qualitative grounded theory was used to evaluate open-ended 

responses from the students’ answers. These answers were gathered for synthesizing, analyzing, 

and conceptualizing qualitative data for the purpose of theory construction (Jorgensen, 2001). 

 

Population 

 

The participants were enrolled in two different face-to-face courses from different content 

areas. These courses were taught by different instructors with enrollments of different quantities. 

Researchers observed and surveyed students using a sample study of 44 students. In answer to 

their age range on the survey, undergraduate participant’s ages ranged from 18-22. The surveys 

were anonymous; however, the researchers had them identify themselves with a number, so that a 

comparison could be made between pre and post-surveys. 

 

Materials/Instrumentation 

 

A thorough literature review, along with carefully crafted survey questions, were devel-

oped to evaluate the experiences of the students using an online tool in the traditional classroom 

environment. Data organization and analysis tools used in this study were Qualtrics, Microsoft 
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Office Excel spreadsheets, and NVivo. Qualtrics is a computer software used for collecting an-

swers to survey questions. Microsoft Office Excel spreadsheets were used to gather the data prior 

to synthesizing, analyzing, and conceptualizing qualitative data (Jorgensen, 2001).  

 

Findings 

 

The pre-survey was mainly used to find out whether the student had used Canvas in a face-

to-face setting and Canvas discussion boards in the classroom and in the online setting. In the pre-

survey, 45 individuals responded to the survey and completed the consent form. Approximately 

95% of the students reported that they had used Canvas in the classroom. In addition, 84.44% of 

the students had used discussion boards in Canvas. Lastly, a higher percentage, 93.33% had used 

discussion boards in an online course. The standard deviation of these findings for the first three 

questions were as follows:  

 

• .21 used Canvas in face-to-face courses 

• .36 experienced used discussion boards in Canvas 

• .25 had used discussion boards online  

 

Below is a table that shows student responses to all questions as well as a comparison of all ques-

tions that align in both pre- and post-surveys (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Participant Responses 

 

 Pre-Survey Questions Post-Survey Questions 

Survey Ques-
tions 

SA A D SD SD SA A D SD SD 

Experienced 

Canvas 

95.56 4.44 .21        

Experienced us-
ing DB 

84.44 15.56 .36        

Developed 

Questions DB 

66.67 33.33 .47        

Facilitated 

Group Discus-

sions 

55.56 44.44 .50        

Enjoy Using DB  2.22 55.11 40 6.67 .65 0 40 40 20 .75 

Understand Pur-

pose  

91.11 8.89 .28 86.67 13.33 .34     

Comfort of Us-
ing DB  

20.0 60.0 15,56 4,44 .34      

DB Support 

Learning  

6.67 66.67 20.0 6.67 .68      

DB Help to 

Learn from 

Peers 

0.0 66.67 26.67 6.67 .73      

Helps to Under-
stand Content 

6.67 55.56 33.33 4.44 .67 6.67 46.67 26.67 20 .88 
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 Pre-Survey Questions Post-Survey Questions 

Survey Ques-
tions 

SA A D SD SD SA A D SD SD 

DB Supports 

Learning of 
Others  

6.67 57.78 33.33 2.22 .63 0.0 53.33 33.33 13.33 .71 

Point of View 

was Acknowl-

edged by Peers 

6.67 73.33 13.33 6.67 .65      

DB Help to De-

velop a Sense of 

Collaboration 
with Peers 

0.0 53.33 26.66 20.0 .79      

DB Helped to 

Answer Ques-
tions Meaning-

fully 

0.0 66.67 26.67 6.67       

Reflection Time 

on DB made it 
Easier to Partic-

ipate in Class 

0.0 73.33 26.67 0.0 .44      

Being Responsi-
ble for Develop-

ing a Topic or 

Questions for 
DB Helped 

me to have 

Ownership 

in my Learning 

13.33 73.33 0.0 13.33 .81      

 
    Note. SA = Strongly Agree; A = Agree; D = Disagree; SD = Strongly Disagree; DB = Discussion Board; SD2 = Standard Devi-
ation. 

 

The post-survey included seven open-ended questions. The questions asked for a variety 

of information related to students’ past and present experiences related to discussion boards. The 

questions included: 

 

1. How have discussion boards been used in your previous face-to-face course? 

2. What do you think is positive about the use of discussion boards in a face-to-face 

 course? 

3. How was the use of discussion boards in this class different than how it was used      

 with other face-to-face courses where discussion boards were used? 

4. In what ways did the use of discussion boards impact your learning of the content 

 this semester? 

5. In what ways did developing a question or topic impact your learning of the content 

 this semester? 

6. In what ways did facilitating a discussion impact your learning of the content this 

 semester? 
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7. In what ways did the format of the online discussions impact your participation, 

and your understanding of the content presented during face-to-face class 

meetings? 

 

Overall, the questions elicited positive responses and the students mentioned how the discussion 

boards supported their learning. From the seven open-ended questions, three overarching themes 

emerged. Discussion boards enabled students to (a) digest content that was more in-depth (giving 

them a deeper understanding of the material); (b) take ownership for their own learning and; (c) 

develop relationships with peers. 

In recent years, researchers have found that online students often use lower-level thinking 

skills to participate in their classes and complete class work (Kim et al., 2007). During discussions 

board forums, students post minimal responses and fail to add, reflect on, or challenge their peers’ 

ideas. Rather, they post a short, polite response of agreement that only touches the surface of the 

content and the discussion (Williams et al., 2015). Students’ responses to the open-ended questions 

that related to their learning of the content included some of the following: 

 

• “The discussion boards forced me to do research outside of just reading the book.” 

• “It made me actually read the book in order to answer the questions effectively.” 

• “I learned more from others’ points of view.” 

• “It made me think more specifically about each chapter.” 

• “It forced me to think deeper about what I learned.” 

• “It forced you to analyze what you read to create a discussion.” 

• “Opened my eyes to new aspects of my degree.” 

• “More critical thinking about each topic.” 

• “It increased my awareness of the material discussed.”  

 

In addition to stating how discussion boards had an impact on their learning of the content, 

students shared, through the open-ended questions, how the development of posing a question to 

their peers and facilitating discussions encouraged them to take ownership for their own learning 

of the content. Comments related to this theme are below: 

 

• “I felt like I was more responsible, so in turn I learned more.” 

• “Motivated to be more understanding and interpreting the reading.” 

• “It helped me with reflecting on the topic.” 

• “It made me look deeper into the content.” 

• “I really had to understand the information in order to facilitate the discussion 

board.” 

• “It created a sense of leadership.” 

 

The final overall theme that was apparent from the students’ responses was the positive 

thoughts about collaboration and relationship building with their peers in the course. Several stud-

ies have typically criticized discussion boards for the low quality of engagement displayed by 

higher education students (Thomas, 2002; Webb et al., 2004). Thomas (2002) even went so far as 

to say “the virtual learning space of an online board did not promote conditions for coherent and 

interactive dialogue necessary for conversational modes of learning” (p. 361).  



 

Page | 14                                                        Yount & Neild—The Use of Online Discussion Boards  
  

Dennen and Wieland’s (2007) characterized online discussion boards as “message posting” 

rather than “an actual dialogue” (p. 281). That said, there was one group of researchers who posed 

used discussion boards with eight of their face-to-face courses. They offered no instructor facili-

tation or specific assignments for engaging students. Ochoa et al. (2012) found that the students 

posted to socialize and coordinate more operative issues. Scharmer’s (2015) students were taught 

to self-facilitate, including such practices as coaching, listening, and self-assessment. By specifi-

cally asking students to practice skills that promote and encourage critical thinking and thought-

fulness, he moved the students to more in-depth conversations related to their values and behav-

ioral change (Scharmer, 2015). Below are the responses from the open-ended questions about col-

laboration and relationship-building with their peers from this study: 

 

• “It is a safe place to share ideas.” 

• “It allows for collaboration between students in a less pressured manner like So-

cratic seminars.” 

• “It allows more time to interact with the professor, peers, and the material.” 

• “It made me more comfortable with my group members.”  

• “With it being online, it allowed for easy access to communicate with my fellow 

classmates. It also gave me confidence to participate in class when I know there 

were others that agreed with my point.” 

 

Limitations & Future Research 

 

Colleges and universities continue to experience growth in student enrollment for on-line 

classes (Lederman, 2018). Currently, approximately one-third of all college students have taken at 

least one on-line course (Lederman, 2018). While the literature on discussion boards spans across 

disciplines, it also varies related to the value both faculty and students have placed on activity 

engagement (Covelli, 2017). While this study raised several positive benefits for students, it is 

important to understand the limitations of the study and future research in this area continues to be 

needed.  

The participants for the research study were from one university in the Midwest. A larger 

sample size would be helpful in determining trends of more universities across the United States. 

Since the research looked at how discussion boards were used in a face-to-face course, the students 

were all located at one university. Considering using other areas of study and other colleges or 

universities may provide other perspectives that were not considered by this group of participants.  

 

Summary & Conclusions 

 

This study focused on the value of using online discussion boards in the traditional class-

room. As educators observe the way in which communication has changed amongst our students, 

the time has come to consider looking at different ways to incorporate diverse communication 

devices within the traditional classroom. Therefore, this research focused on the value of using 

online tools in the traditional classroom to help keep this approach of delivery present-day. In 

addition, this study took an in-depth look at whether discussion boards helped students take more 

responsibility for their learning.  

The surveys concluded that approximately 87% of the students felt more responsibly for 

the education by facilitating and participating in the online discussion boards. The discussion 
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boards used in the online environment enables students to take more time to process material and 

give in-depth responses. Surveys of students showed approximately 73% of students felt discus-

sion time on the discussion board made it easier to participate in class. Thus, students in traditional 

classroom setting do not have the same amount of time to engage and reflect on material when 

compared to their online counterparts.  

The researchers wanted to know if the extra time given would encourage a deeper reflection 

and respond to questions or comments in the traditional classroom. According to the survey, the 

discussions boards supported learning (74.34%), helped them to understand content from other 

learners (64.45%), and lengthened students’ reflection time (73.33%).  

In addition, the online discussion tool was advantageous for introverted students who may 

need more time to respond and answer questions without the fear of speaking up in the traditional 

classroom environment. Therefore, one of the questions on the survey was to find out how com-

fortable students felt using the online discussion boards. Surveys found 80% of the students felt 

more comfortable using the online discussion boards. In the opinion of the researchers through the 

literature, surveys, and opened questions from the participants, the online discussion boards were 

a valuable tool for the traditional classroom environment. 
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Abstract 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted society. The effects of COVID-19 on 

the identification, evaluation, delivery of services, and on due process rights of children 

with disabilities and their parents are most probably adverse, though far from fully under-

stood. Teacher preparation programs, with so much involvement with schools, have been 

especially disrupted. In this article the researchers share how their special education de-

partment was impacted by the pandemic and how they responded to provide rigorous 

online courses, clinical placements, advising, and other supports for their undergraduate 

and graduate students. The article concludes with implications and recommendations to 

the field.  

 

Keywords: Special Education, Teacher Preparation Program, Online Learning, Covid-19 

 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all of society including higher education and especially 

teacher preparation programs where interaction in schools is vital to meeting program outcomes. 

What then happens when public schools switch to online learning and universities shutter and 

resume as distance learning entities? Like many other institutions, that is the question and situation 

the researchers faced in the spring of 2020 and continued to address in 2021.  

The authors are special education (SPED) faculty of a mid-sized state school in New Eng-

land. This institution is known for its quality programming, affordability, accessibility and atten-

tion to first generation college students. The authors’ department serves a diverse student body 

across three undergraduate programs and nine graduate master’s and certificate programs. As of 

March 2021, there were 77 students enrolled in the undergraduate programs and 90 at the graduate 

level. In addition to serving the department’s student population, also provides courses for cross-

disciplinary programs, including but not limited to coursework within the school of nursing and 

other school of education majors. Department faculty are major professors and serve on the doc-

toral committees of students in the joint University of Rhode Island-RIC Ph.D. program. Faculty 

are also involved with various scholarship activities and service both on-and-off campus, and are 

especially committed to their students, public schools, and communities.  

When the pandemic shut down the state in March 2020, almost all of the College’s courses 

and offices switched to online learning. All in person field placements were stopped and continued 

virtually if possible, while a one-week planning period was given to faculty and staff to prepare 

for online instruction. The disruption to the semester took a toll on faculty, staff, and students alike 

across teaching and learning, support services, and campus activities. Despite all these barriers, 

the pandemic did bring new opportunities to the College. For example, it created the need for 
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faculty to learn new technologies, new ways of collaboration, as well as avenues to support the 

students.  

Based on these problems, the research questions were: How does a postsecondary teacher 

preparation program provide a high-quality program for preservice educators under COVID-era 

restrictions and regulations? What were the researchers’ personal experiences during the pandemic 

related to teaching, advising, etc.? How did teaching strategies and course content evolve as time 

went on? How did faculty problem solve during the pandemic and continue to think about sup-

porting teacher candidates moving forward?  

To answer these questions the researchers completed an autoethnographic work over a 5-

month time frame. Ellis et al. (2011) defined autoethnography as: 

 

An approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze per-

sonal experience in order to understand cultural experience. This approach challenges ca-

nonical ways of doing research and representing others and treats research as a political, 

socially-just and socially-conscious act. A researcher uses tenets of autobiography and eth-

nography to do and write autoethnography. Thus, as a method, autoethnography is both 

process and product. (p. 273) 

 

Four-out-of-seven faculty members in the Special Education Department conducted this 

study. The authors collected data by self-reflection, note taking, informal observations in their 

classes, and by reviewing course evaluation data. They also met as a writing team approximately 

every three weeks to discuss the data, further explored each experience, and then related them to 

the wider phenomenon of working online during the pandemic.  

This manuscript is organized as follows: the authors begin by considering SPED law and 

then discuss the pandemic’s impact on the College’s Programs. Next, a detailed response to these 

issues including a focus on teaching, relationship building, and clinical placements follows. The 

conclusion includes implications for research and practice, recommendations to the field, and re-

sources.  

 

Legal Aspects of Educating Students with Disabilities 

 

The sweeping and adverse effects of COVID-19 on virtually all aspects of life, the lives of 

students and their families, and on general and SPED continues to be pervasive. On the one hand, 

children with disabilities and their parents have substantial rights that were initially provided by 

Congress in 1975 through the passage of P.L. 94-142. These rights have continued and, in some 

cases, have been broadened under subsequent laws including P.L. 101-476, the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1990), P.L. 105-17, IDEA- reauthorized, (1997) and P.L. 108-

446, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004). 

However, public schools are laboring under highly unusual circumstances to meet the 

unique needs of students with disabilities by continuing to provide a free appropriate public edu-

cation (FAPE) within the least restrictive environment (LRE) through the implementation of the 

necessary supports and services to provide specially designed instruction. The responsibilities 

faced by school administrators, teachers, parents, and students with disabilities is intensive and 

overwhelming. Moreover, due to the implications and health risks associated with COVID-19 (es-

pecially to the medically fragile population), continued distance learning has had an ever increas-

ing impact on service delivery and supports as it relates to providing FAPE. As faculty members 
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who are engaged in the process of preparing beginning teachers to assume professional responsi-

bilities in the field of SPED, what are the responsibilities of colleges and universities? Is it appro-

priate for colleges and universities to address potential legal issues facing school personnel due to 

COVID-19? 

The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), the field’s historical and current leading pro-

fessional association, provides guiding standards for the preparation of initial special educators as 

well as advanced and specialty sets of standards (CEC, 2020). All sets include standards pertaining 

to legal and ethical aspects of SPED. For example, Standard 1 from the 2020 Initial Practice-Based 

Professional Preparation Standards for Special Educators (Initial K-12 Standards) states:  

 

Standard 1: Engaging in Professional Learning and Practice within Ethical Guidelines 

Candidates practice within ethical and legal guidelines; advocate for improved outcomes 

for individuals with exceptionalities and their families while considering their social, cul-

tural, and linguistic diversity; and engage in ongoing self-reflection to design and imple-

ment professional learning activities.  

 

1.1 Candidates practice with ethical guidelines and legal practices and procedures. 

1.2 Candidates advocate for improved outcomes for individuals with exceptionali-

ties and their families while addressing the unique needs of those with diverse so-

cial, cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

1.3 Candidates design and implement professional learning activities based on on-

going analysis of student learning; self-reflection; and professional standards, re-

search, and contemporary practices. (Standard 1 para.) 

 

CEC standards also create additional focus upon the importance of enabling the College’s 

teacher candidates (TC) to appreciate legal issues pertinent to SPED. So, what issues can and 

should be raised about the impact of COVID-19 on SPED? The following are just some of the 

questions that are being addressed through due process hearings, District Court cases and even 

Appellate Court matters: 

 

1. Issues pertaining to referrals and how COVID-19 has impacted the referral process? 

2. Issues pertaining to evaluations including but not limited to psychological, educational, 

speech and language, occupational therapy, physical therapy, etc. To what degree are 

remote evaluations valid, given that formal tests have been normed under face-to face 

conditions? Can ZOOM evaluations be challenged legally because the tests may not be 

valid under remote administration? 

3. What has been the impact of COVID-19 on the individualized education program (IEP) 

development? More specifically, what are the implications of meaningful parental in-

volvement under remote meeting conditions? 

4. To what degree are there issues about IEPs being implemented in the least restrictive 

environment? To what degree, are schools permitted to unilaterally provide distance 

learning without meaningful parent involvement or direct written permission? 

5. Is providing SPED through remote learning considered to be a change of placement? 

6. To what degree has COVID-19 affected staffing issues which are included within an 

IEP? 
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7. To what degree has COVID-19 adversely affected meaningful student progress academ-

ically, in social-emotional performance, physically, etc. 

8. To what degree has COVID-19 impacted student attendance, creating pervasive anxiety 

among students, and adversely affecting social interaction among students with disabil-

ities?  

 

The department’s TC are living the experience of educating students with disabilities in a 

variety of settings via in person instruction as well as distance learning. These thoughts were ex-

pressed by the graduate students who are currently participating in one course which focuses on 

utilizing universal design for learning to include students with disabilities within the general edu-

cation setting. Additionally, student teachers are participating in a substantial number of virtual 

meetings related to referral, evaluation, eligibility, IEP development, and reevaluation. They have 

seen first-hand the effects of chronic absenteeism for students on their caseloads as articulated and 

reflected upon in their course assignments.  

Reviewing current case law on matters pertaining to COVID-19 and the education of stu-

dents with disabilities is merited. The purpose of this section is not to conduct and share detailed 

litigation that is pending or even that has resulted in recent court rulings. However, it should be 

noted that there are several legal matters pertaining to SPED practices under COVID-19. Some 

examples of current litigation include: 

 

1. Class action suit re: declaration that the state officials violated the constitutional rights 

of all students in 10 districts by prohibiting in-person instruction without a hearing or 

reasonable justification. Lujan Grisham, 120 LRP 40165 (D.N.M. 12/18/20), appeal 

filed (10th Cir. 12/23/20) (No. 20-2176). 

2. The parents of students with disabilities from 14 states sued every state and local edu-

cation agency (LEA) in the country over their response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

They claim the districts denied the students FAPE by closing schools for in-person in-

struction based upon IDEA, Section 504, ADA and Section 1983 (IDEA &14th Amend-

ment) J.T. v. de Blasio, No. 20 Civ. 5878 (S.D.N.Y. 07/28/20, complaint filed). 2nd Dis-

trict, New York. The parents asked the 2d U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals to review the 

District Court's dismissal of their complaint in J.T. v. de Blasio, 77 IDELR 252 

(S.D.N.Y. 2020), appeal filed (2d Cir. 12/14/20) (No. 20-4128). Unlike the original law-

suit, which named every state education agency (SEA) and LEA in the country as de-

fendants, the appeal focused on select SEAs, LEAs, and state-run SPED schools. Dec 

14, 2020. 

3. The parents of six unrelated students with disabilities sued the Clark County (NV) 

School District, its superintendent, and one of its region superintendents on behalf of all 

Nevada students eligible for SPED services. According to the parents, the district and 

its administrators violated the students’ IDEA and Section 504 rights by failing to offer 

an option other than virtual instruction at the start of the 2020-21 school year. On No-

vember 19, 2020, the District Court denied the parents’ motion for a preliminary injunc-

tion that would require the district to resume in-person instruction and return to its pre-

pandemic state of operations. Nev. 11/19/20). C.M. v. Jara, No. 2:20-1562-JCM-DJA 

(D. Nev. 08/21/20, complaint filed). 

4. The U.S. Education Department (USDOE) acknowledged that social distancing 

measures and other limitations during the pandemic may make administering most in-
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person evaluations impracticable and may place limitations on how evaluations and as-

sessment are conducted under IDEA Part C during the COVID-19 pandemic. “Thus, the 

Department highlights the option of using medical records, when appropriate, to estab-

lish eligibility without conducting an evaluation. However, the lead agency or EIS pro-

vider must still conduct an appropriate assessment of the child and a family-directed 

assessment.” Questions and Answers on Part C Evaluation Timelines During COVID-

19, 120 LRP 20043 (OSEP 07/06/20). 

 

Please note, the above summaries were obtained through LRP’s Special Education Con-

nection. LRP’s Special Education Connection provides thorough and extensive summaries of 

pending and current legal issues pertaining to the education of students with disabilities. In sum-

mary, SPED during these pandemic times poses a substantial challenge for school administrators, 

general and SPED teachers, related services professionals, parents and students with disabilities. 

It is the authors’ opinion that students in our undergraduate and graduate programs need to gain 

an understanding of these legal issues that have been created through the adverse impact on 

COVID-19 on FAPE within the LRE. 

Clearly, leadership from the USDOE (through Office of Special Education Programs & the 

Office of Civil Rights) is needed to guide states and LEAs to make sure that despite the challenges 

that COVID-19 present, that school districts will guarantee that students with disabilities partici-

pate in meaningful education that helps ensure FAPE is implemented within the LRE. Our TC 

need to appreciate federal and state policies that address these concerns. 

Within their classes, SPED professors are striving to share the potential adverse effects of 

COVID-19 on the process of identification, evaluation, service delivery, and due process rights of 

students with disabilities and their parents by citing direct examples shared by parents. After 

providing the examples, professors are posing questions for TC to consider as it relates to the 

aforementioned topics and what their thoughts are regarding the impact of COVID-19. A discus-

sion then ensues.  

Depending upon the experience and developmental level of the TC, conversations range 

from speculation to real world experience and examples. In their roles as clinical supervisors, fac-

ulty are also engaged in conversations with their student teachers on topics such as procedural 

safeguards, informed written consent, FAPE, and LRE. Although SPED services are being deliv-

ered to students with disabilities, the quality and intensity of such services are at issue for many 

children. School districts are laboring under substantial pressure to comply with federal and state 

regulations on SPED under adverse conditions exacerbated by COVID-19.  

Since the passage and implementation of P.L. 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act of 1975 (implemented in part in October 1977 and in part in October 1978), profes-

sors have had an obligation to review various components of the law. Additionally, professors 

have had, and continue to have, the responsibility to provide training and support for their under-

graduate and graduate level TC to gain knowledge and skills about the process of identification of 

students with disabilities, assessment and evaluation, the development of IEPs and evaluation pro-

cedures for children and youth with disabilities.  

With the advent of COVID-19 and the subsequent emergence of distance learning, distance 

evaluation team meetings, distance IEP meetings, and other on-line parent-teacher interactions, 

SPED professors have been faced with preparing students for their roles and responsibilities for 

uncertain and clearly different times. While guidance for practicum students and especially student 

teachers occurs at a district level, faculty members also assume a primary responsibility to prepare 
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TC for meeting their responsibilities under vastly different circumstances than have been previ-

ously encountered.  

The emerging body of case law that continues to interpret school department requirements 

under COVID-19 has become an important source of information. To that end, faculty members 

have been addressing the roles and responsibilities of our teacher candidates in the identification, 

assessment, evaluation, team participation, and IEP development and implementation during 

COVID-19.  

The faculty continue to grapple with issues created by COVID-19 as they pertain to the 

education of students with disabilities in inclusive and more restrictive school environments. The 

ethical and legal obligations of school personnel during COVID-19 times have created a dilemma 

for school officials amidst some parental concerns that the SPED needs of their children are not 

being met. To that end, TC need to be aware of the issues involved and their present and future 

responsibilities in addressing such challenges.  

 

Focus on Teaching 

 

As the COVID-19 global pandemic swept the country, the College’s faculty were preparing 

to return to campus and classes after the March 2020 spring break. Sadly, due to COVID-19’s 

widespread and deadly impact, the campus was closed for face-to-face courses and faculty mem-

bers were asked to prepare remaining coursework for virtual delivery, with hopes of the pandemic 

blowing over and the opportunity to return to campus. As the weeks went by, the decision was 

made that all courses would be delivered virtually for the remainder of the semester, and then, a 

decision was made that courses would also be delivered virtually for summer and fall of 2020, 

continuing into the spring and summer 2021 semesters. The primary focus of this section is to 

provide insight related to the changes made in teaching practices during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and transition to virtual learning. 

 

Lifelong Learners: How Faculty Grew & Developed as Educators During a Pandemic 

 

Looking back and reflecting on the implications this pandemic would have on teaching, it 

is fair to say that at its onset, most people would not and could not fathom that we would still be 

operating under COVID-19 restrictions a full year later. During this time, many realities as they 

pertained to teaching came to light. First, faculty members, administrators, the general public, and 

corporations came to the stark realization of inequity as it relates to accessibility of devices and 

the internet for students (across the lifespan). Second, many learned that teaching and learning in 

a virtual environment presents unique challenges. Third, a new emphasis on professional develop-

ment and research was placed on engaging students in virtual learning environments. Fourth, many 

local, state, and federal agencies were adamant on the return of students (K-12) to the classrooms 

for the 2020-2021 school year. Therefore strategic planning committees were developed for the 

reopening of schools. Each of these key points played an important role in how coursework and 

field experiences were delivered to students in teacher preparation programs. 

Interestingly, while the pandemic would certainly impact teaching and learning, initial data 

does not show a reduction in the Department’s enrollment from pre-pandemic semester levels 

compared to fully online semesters for our undergraduate students (See Table 1). In reality, the 

opposite occurred with an increase in admitted students. However, these increased numbers may 

be due to the fact that some students were conditionally admitted as they could not take the required 
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entrance praxis exam due to COVID-19. A decrease in student teachers was seen in Spring 2021, 

however, more data and investigation is needed to fully understand these trends. With overall en-

rollment not decreasing, this meant that focus on teaching and clinical practice would still remain 

on larger numbers and therefore more student need.  

 

Table 1: Undergraduate SPED Enrollment 

 

Semester Admitted Dropped/ Switched Student Teachers 

Fall 19 15 2 11 

Spring 20 9 1 14 

Fall 20* 22 4 16 

Spring 21* 18 2 9 
Note: *=fully online semester; Admitted=number of students admitted into the BS in Elementary/Special Education program; 
Dropped/Switched=number of students who either dropped out of the program or switched to another major; Student teach-
ers=number of BS program students completing a student teaching experience.  

 

At the onset of the pandemic, many faculty members moved their courses fully online, 

adjusting the intensity of instruction through pre-recorded lectures, increased materials, and strat-

egies. Other faculty taught synchronously online each week on the same day and time of their 

typical face-to-face class. Still others offered a mix of synchronous and asynchronous learning 

experiences.  

Difficulties emerged in cases where assignments sought collaboration with outside entities 

such as families, schools, and community organizations. For example, one graduate student within 

the Department was at a loss to conduct a required family interview. She stated that she did not 

know of any parents who had a child with disabilities. The faculty member realized that with 

COVID-19 ever present, arranging such an interview would be difficult. This faculty member used 

his extensive experience in conducting family interviews, recalling observations, teacher consul-

tation, and results of several evaluations to role-play a parent of a child with an intellectual disa-

bility and thus enabled his graduate student to successfully complete her family interview via 

ZOOM. Other faculty also created case studies to present virtually to their students.  

During the virtual synchronous class meeting times, there were growing pains. Faculty and 

students spent time adjusting to the new technologies. One specific challenge faculty experienced 

was varying levels of student participation within their online classrooms. While this also occurs 

in a face-to-face environment, as supported by Waghid et al. (2016), the format of an online class-

room learning environment poses additional attendance and participation issues in that “the possi-

bility exists that they can withdraw whenever the desire, or even disrupt the pedagogic encounters 

on the grounds that they cannot be curbed in their actions” (Waghid et al., 2016, p. 6).  

For example, while some students left their cameras on throughout the class, it is not a 

requirement; in fact, for several reasons, the College has a policy stating that students do not have 

to have their cameras on during virtual learning. Therefore, it is difficult for faculty to know if 

students are understanding the content or even sitting in front of the computer unless the students 

are actively engaging with verbal responses or the utilization of the chat feature. As individuals 

slowly began teaching to black screens with only a handful of individuals who left their camera 

on, it became more challenging to involve students in active participation. The unknowns (e.g., is 

the student there; is the student understanding) directly impacts the faculty member’s ability to 

formatively assess student learning, knowledge, and understanding of content. Participation varied 
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for many reasons including whether it was an undergraduate or graduate course, type of course, 

comfort level with technology, etc.  

Nonetheless, faculty members incorporated some strategies identified by the Office of Ed-

ucation Technology (OET, 2017). Considerations were made surrounding the engagement of 

learners, improved methods for teaching with technology, and putting systems in place within the 

virtual environment to impact student success (OET, 2017). One example to counter the impact of 

reduced participation was that one faculty member elected to utilize a virtual participation wheel 

through which students could be selected randomly to make meaningful contributions.  

The students were provided with a set of ten chapter-based questions prior to class so that 

they could prepare. Thus, not only could students volunteer to share their ideas and questions but 

could also contribute to class discussion through the application of the PowerPoint participation 

wheel. Another faculty member began her course in teaching students about questioning the norm 

and doing research to grow and learn. She also wanted to ensure that students had the opportunity 

to build relationships with their peers despite being online.  

In order to accomplish this, she utilized various small discussion opportunities such as the 

use of ZOOM breakout rooms and then large group discussions to build on the conversations held 

during the small group sessions. Shared Google Docs or Jamboards were often utilized by small 

groups while in breakout rooms for increased collaboration. Additionally, small groups never had 

the same student members; this provided the opportunity for the students to meet many individuals 

in their class. Furthermore, special attention to course organization and clarity of assignments and 

expectations was made to encourage student access and success. 

During the 2020 spring and fall semesters, faculty members placed significant focus on 

engaging students in the virtual learning environment. According to CEC (2020), it is the respon-

sibility of educators to “create safe, inclusive, culturally responsive learning environments so that 

individuals with exceptionalities become active and effective learners and develop emotional well-

being, positive social interactions, and self-determination” (Initial Preparation Standard 2 Learning 

Environments Section, p. 1). The SPED faculty members not only taught these standards to TC, 

but also modeled appropriate behaviors and teaching practices in their courses. Therefore, in order 

to increase participation, an emphasis was made to create a safe learning environment within the 

virtual classroom to build positive relationships and encourage active and successful learners.  

Some faculty members posed questions or problem-solving activities for students to ad-

dress via email in order to enhance participation among students who seem less inclined to partic-

ipate during ZOOM classes. At least one faculty member began to pose questions through course 

announcements via Blackboard to encourage participation of each and every class member with 

some but not total success. The Department’s learning management system (LMS), Blackboard, 

offers the options for faculty members to post and sequence announcements. Announcements in-

clude the option to post hyperlinks of various documents relevant to assignments or class discus-

sions. Through such communication students have what they need to address an assignment or a 

discussion without having to search through cumbersome course files. Another faculty member 

asked students to complete a semester-long Community of Practice (CoP) assignment which re-

quired them to join a particular Facebook group (e.g., Rhode Island Science of Reading) or create 

a Twitter account and follow particular individuals. Updates were shared in class and via the an-

nouncements (i.e., upcoming professional development opportunities) and discussion board fea-

tures within Blackboard which often resulted in lively virtual conversations, especially if two (or 

more) TC highlighted the same post or Tweet. Many of these undergraduate students reported via 
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mid-point surveys and course evaluations that participating in the CoP Assignment was particu-

larly meaningful and engaging.  

To foster this safe, supportive, yet rigorous learning environment, the researchers used a 

variety of technologies and practices. Online learning took place over platforms such as Google 

Meet, Blackboard Collaborate, Google Classroom, and then ultimately ZOOM was available to all 

of the College’s faculty. Apps and online resources such as Jamboard, Nearpod, Screencast-O-

Matic, VoiceThread, and Kahoot were implemented to provide a variety of resources and options 

for course instructors to deliver instruction, provide practice opportunities, and assess student 

learning (see Table 2 for information about these & other resources). In addition, students not only 

gained exposure to examples of instructional technologies, they were also able to learn from or 

develop assignments using these resources and options. Moreover, in some instances, students 

were provided the option of which platform to demonstrate their understanding in order to provide 

students choice of assignment submission options through a playlist selection format. 

 

Table 2: Resource List 

Tool Web Address Cost Brief Description 

Visme https://www.visme.co/ 

Free, can be 

upgraded at a 

price 

Visme is a cloud-based visual content 

creation and collaboration platform, 

empowering anyone to create profes-

sional, branded content no matter their 

design background (Visme, 2021). 

Padlet https://padlet.com/ 

Free, can be 

upgraded at a 

price 

Padlet allows you to create different 

boards for students and families to in-

teract in an online environment. It is 

also a great organizational tool and re-

source for sharing information (Padlet, 

n.d.). 

FlipGrid https://info.flipgrid.com/ 

Free, can be 

upgraded at a 

price 

Flipgrid is a free video discussion board 

where students and educators can post 

video responses to questions (Flipgrid, 

2021). 

SeaSaw https://web.seesaw.me/ 

Free, can be 

upgraded at a 

price 

Seesaw is a virtual classroom platform 

where teachers are able to develop port-

folios for students and whole classes 

surrounding topics discussed in class. 

Parents are then provided access to the 

portfolios for their own review (Sea-

saw, 2021). 

Kahoot https://kahoot.com 

Free, can be 

upgraded for a 

price 

Kahoot is a game-based learning plat-

form that can be utilized in class or to 

engage students virtually for practice or 

assessment purposes (Kahoot, 2021). 

https://www.visme.co/
https://padlet.com/
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://web.seesaw.me/
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Screencast-

O-Matic 

https://screencast-o-

matic.com 

Free, can be 

upgraded for a 

price 

Screencast-O-Matic enables educators 

and students to create videos for a vari-

ety of purposes such as flipped/blended 

learning, video conversations, student 

assignments, and feedback (Screencast-

O-Matic, 2021). 

Socrative 
https://www.socra-

tive.com 

Free, can be 

upgraded for a 

price 

An online application that allows edu-

cators to create assessments to review 

student understanding at the class, indi-

vidual student, or question-level, and to 

provide immediate feedback to their 

students on course content (Socrative, 

2021). 

Quizlet https://quizlet.com  

Free, can be 

upgraded for a 

price 

An online application that allows stu-

dents to study through the use of flash-

cards as well as games and tests. Edu-

cators and/or students can input content 

(Quizlet, 2021). 

Jamboard 
https://jam-

board.google.com/  
Free 

Jamboard is a Google Product that is 

used for virtual collaborative work. Us-

ers can write, draw and upload pics and 

other files while the work is saved in-

stantly.  

VoiceThread https://voicethread.com 

Free, can be 

upgraded for a 

price 

VoiceThread is web-based presentation 

software that allows educators and stu-

dents to create interactive multimedia 

presentations. It can also be used for as-

sessments. Media created in other plat-

forms such as PowerPoint, Google, and 

Screencast-O-Matic can be uploaded 

into this platform, and a VoiceThread 

can be created (VoiceThread, 2021). 

 

Faculty were encouraged to create and send welcome videos to students prior to the start 

of the semester. Most faculty used Blackboard prior to the pandemic; after March 2020, this virtual 

learning environment became critical to course success. Additionally, once courses were under-

way, it was important to organize them in a manner that students could easily find and navigate 

lessons, assignments, and other important resources within the virtual classroom. Therefore, prior 

to the fall 2020 semester, faculty spent additional time creating courses that were user friendly.  

Some faculty members also participated in professional development opportunities offered 

through the College or through outside organizations such as Quality Matters before and through-

out the semester with a specific emphasis on teaching within a virtual environment including but 

https://jamboard.google.com/
https://jamboard.google.com/
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not limited to how to design accessible courses and learning new online platforms that could be 

incorporated into the structure of the course curriculum.  

For example, in addition to improving her own online course delivery, one faculty member 

wanted to provide her students the opportunity to be equally prepared for the online learning en-

vironment. She embedded a series of brief assignments that provided modules from Harvard’s 

edXⓇ program which focused on how students could be successful online learners (edXⓇ, n.d.). 

Additionally, she challenged her students to be curious learners by encouraging them to explore 

questions they had and not to take each concept presented to them at face value (Markowitz, 2005). 

In his analysis of the progress of educational technology, Spector (2020) believed that in general, 

as it relates to incorporating educational technology there is more that can be done. Spector (2020) 

stated: 

 

After all, that is our job as human beings—namely, to bring out the best in others by what-

ever means we can manage to do so, with new technology, with old technology, with a new 

pair of walking boots, or with a map of middle earth. We can do better as educators and 

educational technology researchers. (p. 835) 

 

Each day educators try to do better by thinking of  students, their needs, and how to empower 

them to be successful lifelong learners. 

 

Focus on Relationship Building 

 

One of the cornerstones of SPED practice is the importance of partnerships with families 

and relationship building (CEC, 2020; Division of Early Childhood [DEC], 2014; DEC, 2020; 

IDEIA, 2004; Rhode Island Board of Regents, Elementary and Secondary Education. 2007). Fur-

thermore, building positive relationships in educational settings with students is critical to ensuring 

a healthy environment conducive to learning for each individual in the classroom (Harms et al., 

2006; Willis, 2009). In the following section, strategies for building relationships with teacher 

candidates in fully virtual environments are discussed. 

 

Relationship Building During COVID-19 Online Teaching 

 

In survey research conducted by the first author and a small group of cross-disciplinary 

educators after the spring 2020 semester, findings indicated that students missed the face-to-face 

opportunities and closeness to not only their peers but the professor as well (Zoll et al., 2021). 

Over the summer of 2020, after receiving news that the College would return to a fully virtual 

learning environment in the fall, this research group wanted to develop their courses to meet the 

needs of their students in virtual learning environments (Zoll et al., 2021). Therefore, the group 

underwent an intensive investigation of their own teaching practices using the Appreciative In-

quiry (AI) Model (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2006). 

The overall premise of the AI model is that one follows a 5-D Cycle in which they (a) 

define the issue, (b) discover what they do well, (c) dream about what they would like to see occur, 

(d) design their dream, and (e) deliver the newly formatted plan (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2006). 

One specific facet of teaching that each faculty member considered was how to build relationships 

with students to ensure a sense of belonging (Maslow, 1943) in a virtual environment. Unlike the 
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spring semester, the fall semester would begin and end in a virtual format, eliminating the oppor-

tunity for the professors to build relationships in a face-to-face environment. 

In order to help ensure students had the opportunity to engage with the professor, peers, 

and provide opportunities for the students to build relationships with individuals in the classroom, 

one professor decided to incorporate a variety of techniques during synchronous meetings. This 

professor chose to utilize ZOOM for course delivery. During lectures TC were provided tasks or 

questions and then placed into ZOOM breakout rooms in order to have small group discussions, 

complete scavenger hunts, analyze documents or statements, and a variety of other tasks. This 

provided students the opportunity to take risks with a smaller audience, explore their curiosities, 

learn from more knowledgeable others, and develop responses and hypothesis to varying ques-

tions, concepts, and ideologies of their peers (Markowitz, 2005; Piaget, 1972/2008; Vygotsky, 

1978; Zoll et al., 2021).  

Following each breakout room session, TC were brought back to the whole group and a 

discussion ensued. The professor ensured that the breakout rooms were randomly assigned each 

time. This meant that students were never placed in the same small group and provided the oppor-

tunity for them to engage with a variety of peers throughout the course (Zoll et al., 2021). Moreo-

ver, due to the need for relationship building and opportunities for authentic conversations amongst 

students, the faculty members were actively developing strategies for computer-supported collab-

orative learning (Koschmann, 1996).  

Another concept incorporated into the semester was a coffee hour (Zoll et al., 2021). Every 

Thursday from 10:00-11:00 a.m., the professor was available for informal conversations via 

ZOOM. This time could be spent discussing life, school, or any range of topics. The purpose of 

this coffee hour was to provide students that “before class chat” atmosphere and offer a deeper 

connection that wasn’t as easily developed in a large group ZOOM classroom setting and helped 

students develop a connection to the faculty and an overall sense of belonging within the greater 

classroom community (Maslow, 1943, Zoll et al., 2021).  

One SPED faculty member elected to form study groups in each of his courses which fo-

cused on developing chapter study guides. The study guides were shared with the course instructor, 

reviewed, and shared with each class via Blackboard announcements. Each study guide was de-

signed to facilitate collaboration and to improve mastery of course concepts as evidenced on course 

examinations. 

Another faculty member followed the suggestion of one of his undergraduate students and 

implemented a Kahoot quiz as part of learning the required content. Not only was it a fun way to 

review content, but it clearly showed that faculty were listening to students and were also flexible 

enough to try new things to fit online learning. Moreover, the online learning environment allowed 

the faculty members to incorporate new resources, different forms of media, and in some instances 

guest speakers, essentially, providing students with more diversity in learning and assessment ap-

proaches (Ramirez et al., as cited in Lloyd & Barreneche, 2014). 

Relationship building practices may also be informal and less time consuming. For exam-

ple, one faculty member made it a point to connect with each student as they entered the ZOOM 

classroom (Maslow, 1943). A simple hello and question of how they were doing was meant to 

welcome each student, a practice done face-to-face now, performed virtually.  

As previously discussed, building positive relationships and partnerships with families and 

children with-and-without exceptionalities is critical to the growth and development of the learner 

(CEC, 2020; DEC, 2014; DEC-CEC, 2020; Harms et al., 2006; IDEIA, 2004; Maslow, 1943, 

Rhode Island Board of Regents, Elementary and Secondary Education. 2007; Willis, 2009). While 
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the aforementioned techniques were developed with the TC’s success in mind, they dually served 

as an appropriate model for TC to use in virtual settings with their own students and families 

(Vygotsky, 1978). As the professor modeled different tools and techniques to engage the TC in 

weekly course meetings and additional relationship building opportunities, TC were able to iden-

tify alternative ways in which they could also engage families within a virtual environment as well 

as positive teaching practices that would hold the attention of their own students (Zoll et al. 2021). 

While teaching is the authors’ main duty, advising students is another critical academic 

task. Although some of the advising had existed via online or telephone meetings prior to the 

pandemic, COVID-19 moved all these meetings to a virtual space. Faculty conducted advisement 

meetings via ZOOM, Google Meets, Blackboard Collaborate, other platforms, and typical phone 

calls. Virtual meetings did offer faculty the opportunity to co-advise more easily with peers from 

other departments if the preservice teacher was pursuing dual certification.  

The knowledge of the College’s programs and the courses that are required to meet pro-

grammatic requirements, even during times of COVID-19 is a critical element to addressing the 

needs of all students. While ZOOM advisement meetings may be rather impersonal, the degree to 

which faculty offered effective advisement is the degree to which they can transcend space and 

time and earn the continued trust of students based upon professor ability to meet their individual 

needs and circumstances (Maslow, 1943). 

Practicum placement remained a special challenge. However, course professors assume 

that challenging responsibility. For those advisors who select to participate in the selection of stu-

dent-teaching or graduate internship settings, COVID-19 has created special circumstances that 

impact upon our ability to find appropriate placements. Whether such placements are accom-

plished through classrooms that rely on distance learning or in person experiences, faculty have 

had to develop special procedures to address the needs of their students so that they can success-

fully meet or exceed field-based standards. 

 

Focus on Clinical Practice 

 

Along with just about everything else, field experiences in teacher preparation programs 

were altered due to COVID-19. Those involved in clinical practice are beginning to share their 

stories to gain a better understanding of what is currently happening (Graziano et al., 2020) and to 

begin to consider what supports impacted teacher candidates may need in the future (Holdeide, 

2020). The following section adds to this growing conversation by providing examples of barriers 

to clinical practice the researchers experienced and some new endeavors that came to fruition as a 

result. 

 

In Pursuit of Practice-Based Learning Opportunities 

 

As is known, learning to teach is not easy and practice-based opportunities are essential, 

where expertise is developed “through repeated, well-structured opportunities to practice using 

knowledge and skills in authentic contexts” (Benedict et al., 2016, p. 2). Securing field placements, 

or practice-based opportunities, for teacher candidates is challenging under normal circumstances, 

and during the pandemic, traditional clinical experiences became even more difficult to secure due 

to numerous barriers (i.e., health, safety, & state mandates) across all levels of clinical practice 

with some impacted more than others (Graziano et al., 2020).  
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Student Teaching Level 

 

The culminating clinical experience is student teaching which approximates the responsi-

bilities of full-time teaching and requires TCs to demonstrate their competence in planning, im-

plementing, and assessing learning experiences (Feinstein School of Education & Human Devel-

opment [FSEHD], 2020). During this level of clinical experience, TCs exhibit professional behav-

iors expected of a novice teacher educator and transition from candidate to professional (Dreyfus 

& Dreyfus, 2080). Fortunately, the authors were able to move forward with student teaching for 

our TC over the course of the pandemic with modifications implemented on a case by case basis.  

During the pandemic, student teachers learned to be patient and flexible as roles vacillated. 

They were observed providing instruction to face-to-face learners, remote learners, or a hybrid 

group of learners depending on the current realities faced at the state, district, school, and/or class-

room level. Clinical supervisors were often on site with the student teacher, planning, observing, 

and providing feedback. Meanwhile, College supervisors watched in-progress lessons via a virtual 

platform such as ZOOM or Google Meets, or they were provided with a video recording of lessons 

to observe. Clinical supervisors, college supervisors, and TC would then meet via a virtual plat-

form to discuss and reflect upon the experience(s). 

While the use of virtual platforms have enabled college supervisors to remain in contact 

and provided opportunities to continue to monitor TC during their student teaching experiences, 

there were some challenges associated with this format. For example, real-time observations were–

at times—impacted by connectivity issues, which would cause the College supervisor to miss im-

portant aspects of the lesson, or information the TC shared with the students. Video recordings 

often presented a different challenge (unless permission slips were collected from all student’s 

parents/guardians), as the camera was focused solely on the student teacher and observational cri-

teria related to the nuances of classroom life such as managing transitions were often difficult to 

evaluate and, thus, to provide actionable feedback. Moreover, COVID-19 also presented a chal-

lenge for student teachers related to observational criteria around creating authentic discussion due 

to the necessity of remaining six-feet apart and masked (although innovative techniques were ob-

served especially in lessons with a combination of face-to-face & remote learners). Nonetheless, 

the authors were fortunate that their district-partners welcomed their student teachers into their 

schools and classroom teachers continued to embrace the role of mentor despite such uncertain 

times. 

 

Practicum/Methods Level 

 

The most impacted level of clinical experience was the practicum, or methods, level. 

Practicum courses are considered Level 2 (Participating & Assisting) and Level 3 (Practicum) 

clinical experiences during which TC are expected to take on increasing responsibility for teaching 

and learning. During these experiences TC hone their skills in teaching individuals, small groups 

and whole classes of students (i.e., using data to inform instruction) under the guidance, support, 

and supervision of highly skilled educators (FSEHD, 2020). At these levels, courses are defined 

by coursework-aligned, field based practice opportunities, or clinical experiences that are compo-

nents of, or are closely aligned with, program coursework (Benedict et al., 2016).  

Although many districts were able to welcome student teachers, the risks of hosting practi-

cum level TC for methods courses outweighed the benefits for all of partnership districts. The 

challenge presented due to limited opportunities for practice-based opportunities at Level 2 and 
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Level 3 clinical experiences was twofold: (a) the bridge between the observational level and the 

student teaching level of clinical experiences was compromised, and (b) major course projects, or 

artifacts, were significantly altered due to their close alignment with field experiences. Oftentimes, 

this resulted in the use of mock data sets provided by the course instructor as the basis for the 

major projects rather than authentic experiences.  

Typically, the department’s TC complete approximately 150 hours (if pursuing Mild to 

Moderate Disabilities certification) and 220 hours (if pursuing Mild to Moderate & Significant  

Intellectual Disabilities) of course-aligned, field-based practice opportunities at the undergraduate 

level prior to student teaching. In speaking with one TC recently whose first semester in the pro-

gram aligned with the outbreak of the pandemic, she reported completing 19 hours (vs. the typical 

30 hours) in spring 2020 and roughly 63 hours (vs. 120 hours) over the subsequent two semesters 

to date (see Table 3). An important caveat is that the 63 hours she was able to accomplish in the 

fall of 2020 and spring of 2021 with the same teacher in a community-based after school program, 

although incredibly valuable, were not always as course-aligned as usual. For example, the typical 

field-based practice opportunities for the course taken in the spring of 2021 related to intensive 

intervention in literacy; however, most of the practice-based learning opportunities for her that 

semester centered on supporting social, emotional and behavioral learning. She was able to attend 

a weekly planning session with her cooperating teacher each week which was also a valuable ex-

perience and is included in the documented hours. This TC has one more semester to complete, 

and thankfully 60 hours of practicum in the fall of 2021 prior to student teaching (see Table 4). As 

described, both the quality and quantity of practice-based opportunities at the practicum, or meth-

ods, level were significantly impacted by the pandemic over the course of three semesters. 

 

Table 3: Example of One Student’s Practice-Based Learning Opportunities 

 

Semester Course Planned Hours Implemented Hours 

Spring 2020 1 30 19 (In Person) 

Fall 2020 2 30 0 

Fall 2020 3 30 25 (Virtual) 

Spring 2021 4 30 38 (Virtual) 

Spring 2021 5 30 0 

Total - 150 80 
Note: Course=sequence of special education content courses in program. 

 

Table 4: Practice-Based Learning Opportunities Remailing Prior to Student Teaching 

Semester Course Planned Hours Implemented Hours 

Fall 2021 6 30 TBD 

Fall 2021 7 30 TBD 
Note: Course=sequence of special education content courses in program continued from course 5 in Table 3. 

 

The researchers were, however, able to address the challenges of limited options for Level 

2 and Level 3 clinical experiences in a select number of practicum courses by thinking outside of 

the traditional clinical experience box. The traditional school day, and thus traditional clinical 

practice, runs roughly 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.; however, practice-based opportunities exist outside of these 

normal business hours through community-based programs such as the YMCA. In one of the Pro-

gram’s partnership districts, the YMCA runs an after-school program which supports social and 

emotional learning as well as the academic needs of students through evidence-based instructional 
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programs such as Bellxcel and Read Naturally. Faculty were fortunate to continue placing a portion 

of TC, albeit virtually, in this clinical placement throughout the pandemic. 

The partnership with the YMCA afforded TC the opportunity to apply knowledge and skills 

from their coursework in an authentic context that was unavailable in traditional school-based 

settings due to COVID-19 restrictions, while receiving support and feedback from both clinical 

and college supervisors. During this clinical experience, TC participated asynchronously in the 

teacher training weeks to learn more about the curriculum and assessments utilized in the program. 

Then, once the program began, they participated virtually in weekly planning sessions with their 

cooperating teachers and provided instruction to whole groups of students through Google Meets 

as well as individuals and small groups of students through breakout room sessions.  

In a field where attrition is high, such practice-based opportunities, are critically important 

as program completers are more likely to be effective and to stay in the profession if their prepa-

ration experiences are connected to authentic classroom practice (Benedict et al., 2016). Partnering 

with a non-traditional clinical community-based program such as the YMCA allowed the Depart-

ment to continue to offer some TC practice-based opportunities at the practicum level; however, 

technical issues were a challenge and practice-based opportunities often stayed from course con-

tent (i.e., lessons focusing on social-emotional topics vs. literacy intervention). 

 

Observation Level 

 

The entry level to clinical experiences often occurs in the form of observations. Tradition-

ally, foundational courses offer TC this experience rather than departmental courses. At this level, 

TC learn to be discerning observers of students, teachers, classrooms, and practices in schools and 

other educational settings. They become increasingly skilled at using specific protocols and take 

meaningful field notes. They demonstrate improvement in their ability to analyze and interpret 

their notes during discussions and in written reflections. They learn and abide by the policies and 

regulations of the school in which they are placed (FSEHD, 2020). During the COVID-19 pan-

demic, Level 2 and Level 3 clinical experiences tended to morph into this Level 1 clinical experi-

ence through the use of video analysis and mock data sets in lieu of authentic experiences in the 

field.  

Reflecting on this reality, and with one semester of coursework remaining prior to student 

teaching for TC whose admission into the program coincided with the onset of a global pandemic, 

one wonders to what extent limited practice-based opportunities will affect their ability to meet 

the realistic demands of today’s classrooms. The scope and sequence of clinical experiences across 

four levels provides for coherent, sequenced, and scaffolded practice-based opportunities which 

“allow novices to develop skill fluency and decision-making abilities prior to entering settings in 

which mistakes can be costly” and “can help teacher candidates automatize their knowledge and 

skill for teaching prior to entering complex classroom setting” (Benedict et al., 2016, p. 6). The 

pandemic disrupted this progression.  

 

Considerations for the Future 

 

Impacted TC will require additional supports as they transition from TC to novice educator 

to professional. As noted by Benedict et al. (2016),  
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Candidates need a seamless experience from preservice to inservice that is strategic, where 

knowledge and skills are gradually developed and internalized, and where candidates em-

ploy metacognitive strategies to continually reflect upon their experiences and grow in their 

practice. Practice-based experiences matter; they provide candidates time to apply content 

pedagogy, to gain real experience, to understand school relationships—and, most im-

portantly—to work with students within a supervised context. (p. 6) 

 

Acknowledging the impact of the pandemic on clinical experiences, how do the authors 

start addressing this issue for the next wave of Program completers? Teacher preparation programs 

should begin to prepare to support these soon-to-be Program completers now by starting to work 

collaboratively with their state department of education and partnership districts in the develop-

ment or refinement of high-quality mentoring/induction programs (Holdheide, 2020; Feiman-

Nemser, 2001) and professional communities of practice (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). This is complex 

work which will take time if the goal is to move beyond the “narrow vision” of supporting new 

teachers through their first year teaching towards a “new paradigm of professional development” 

which offers new teachers “sustained and substantive learning opportunities” over the course of 

their initial years in the field (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). TC who have experienced three or more 

semesters of disrupted clinical practice in the era of a global pandemic will require high-quality 

mentoring/induction programs coupled with professional communities of practice. How can Col-

lege faculty ensure that this becomes a reality for them? Reflecting on the High-Leverage Practices 

in Special Education (CEC, 2017) in light of limited/adapted practice-based learning opportunities 

as a result of the pandemic is one suggested starting point. Below, the Department’s Top 10 antic-

ipated additional supports are highlighted: 

 

1. Establish a Supportive Learning Environment 

2. Classroom Management 

3. Conduct Functional Behavioral Assessments  

4. Utilize Multiple Sources of Information to Develop a Comprehensive Understanding 

of a Student’s Learning Profile 

5. Systematically Design Instruction Toward Specific Learning Goals 

6. Provide Intensive Intervention 

7. Engage in Data-Driven Decision Making  

8. Interpret and Communicate Assessment Data to Key Stakeholders, including Students 

9. Collaborate with Professionals and Families to Support Student  Outcomes 

10. Organize and Facilitate Effective Meetings 

 

Furthermore, the teaching field will be forever changed by this pandemic. Prior to COVID-

19, the use of virtual learning days were not widespread. After living and growing through the 

pandemic, school districts have begun utilizing virtual school days on teacher professional devel-

opment days and inclement weather days; thus eliminating make-up days for missed days of 

school. That said, virtual learning in the P-12 environment will remain, therefore, in addition to 

educating TC on traditional teaching practices, institutes of higher education will be charged with 

the added responsibility of teaching inclusivity through virtual only, face-to-face only, and hybrid 

teaching environments.  
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Implications & Recommendations for Research and Practice 

 

It is difficult to know the ultimate implications of a pandemic that is still affecting the 

United States and the world. When will all school districts return to full face-to-face learning? 

How much skill regression will students have? How might attrition of any new to the field teachers 

be impacted? What will be the impact on teacher attrition, burn out and hiring? It will also be 

critical for the field to explore and understand the extent of the impact of the pandemic on both P-

12 students, as well as, students in higher education as it relates to their academic progress, so-

cial/emotional health and other factors. In addition to this Special Issue, quantitative, qualitative, 

and mixed method research should be conducted to meet this end.  

Surveys of students, families, educators, and administrators will be indicative of the afore-

mentioned issues. Moreover, surveys can also be used to determine what positive changes to the 

field evolved from the pandemic and required use of virtual learning. Investigations could include: 

 

• identifying discrepancies in equitable access to internet and technology in the 

home;  

• determining the overall impact of virtual learning on students with exceptionalities 

as well as capitalizing on opportunities that virtual classroom environments might 

offer these students;  

• exploring which virtual platforms can be used on an ongoing basis not only for the 

return of face-to-face learning, and how these platforms can be used when there are 

events that prohibit students from attending school (e.g., snowstorm, medical fra-

gility, etc.); 

• providing connectivity between students who must learn at home and their class-

rooms, teachers; &  

• peers examining how virtual learning can provide opportunities for both flexible 

teaching and learning. 

 

How can higher education institutions collaborate with partnership districts and other key 

stakeholders to address the realities of “unfinished learning” for both the Program’s TC and P-12 

learners and their families? In years to come, faculty are likely to experience both anticipated and 

unanticipated issues related to teacher preparation and meeting the needs of students with disabil-

ities during a global pandemic. What issues should/will dominate the collective agenda in the 

short-term? What issues must/should be tackled in the long-term? Who will be a part of this col-

laboration? Who will set the agenda? What will the action items be? Who will be responsible for 

what? How will faculty hold each other accountable? How will successes be celebrated? These are 

important questions, but what are the questions of other key stakeholders such as the impacted 

TC?  

When planning for professional collaboration, Hargreaves and O’Connor (2018) made the 

case that embracing a framework of collaborative professionalism will lead to “a deeper and more 

rigorous form of collaboration” resulting in the creation of “stronger and better professional prac-

tice together” (p. 4). In defining collaborative professionalism, they wrote it is “organized in an 

evidence-informed...way through rigorous planning, deep and sometimes demanding dialogue, 

candid feedback, and continuous collaborative inquiry” (p. 4-5) and adheres to ten tenets: (a) col-

lective autonomy, (b) collective efficacy, (c) collaborative inquiry, (d) collective responsibility, 

(e) collective initiative, (f) mutual dialogue, (g) joint work, (h) common meaning and purpose, (i) 
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collaborating with students, and (j) big-picture thinking for all (p. 6-8). For the researchers, em-

bracing collaborative professionalism might entail creating a Professional Learning Network 

among faculty, impacted TC, and clinical supervisors beginning late summer or early fall and con-

tinuing for the remaining three semesters of their teacher preparation program where faculty ad-

dress some of the questions and concerns raised in this self-reflection as well as those in the hearts 

and minds of TC. This will allow all to engage in “the joint work of collaborative professional-

ism….where educators actively care for and have solidarity with each other as fellow professionals 

as they pursue their challenging work together” (p. 5), expressing “solidarity in the face of adver-

sity” and embracing “collective as well as individual autonomy based on shared expertise” (Har-

greaves & O’Connor, 2018, p. 139). 

As learned over the course of the last year, we are all in this together, but collective success 

depends on individual contributions. Whatever issues need to be tackle in the future (i.e., compen-

satory education, flexible instructional platforms, tutoring, summer school, planning preparing for 

future disruptions, etc.), the global pandemic has reaffirmed that the authors can do it if it is done 

together. 

 

Summary & Conclusion 

 

While historically teaching a diverse student body, often with first generation college stu-

dents, the pandemic challenged faculty to better understand the needs of the Program’s TC as they 

prepare for the realistic demands of today’s diverse classrooms. Despite COVID-era disruptions 

and barriers, it is essential that school districts support the participation of students with disabilities 

in meaningful education that ensures FAPE is implemented within the LRE and facilitates the 

active participation of families in the decision-making processes related to their children’s educa-

tion. Moreover, TC need to appreciate federal and state policies that address these concerns. The 

authors are aware of this and have made conscientious adjustments to teaching practices during 

the pandemic to help ensure that TC continue to be exposed to and participate in deep conversa-

tions surrounding issues of equity and inequity as it relates to FAPE and LRE regardless of any 

barriers experienced such as access to technology and/or connectivity for P-12 learners and their 

families.  

Once COVID-19 is reduced to safely accepted transmission levels, the College will revert 

to more comfortable and traditional status as a face-to-face institution. But changes have occurred. 

While prior to 2020 online coursework, off-campus options and other student friendly services 

were offered, the Program will now offer a broader range of courses with face-to-face, online, and 

hybrid versions. The Program is now better prepared to meet the needs of a diverse student body 

which may enrich new initiatives such as creating pathways for nontraditional students (i.e., teach-

ing assistants) to pursue teacher certification and retaining newly certified teachers in the field of 

SPED. 

Ultimately, many lessons were learned about teaching and advising exclusively online. Just 

as important the authors affirmed that flexibility, empathy, and hope remain key during uncertain 

times. They learned to embrace and were forced to become somewhat comfortable with ongoing 

change. As noted by Fullan (2007):  

 

The litmus of all leadership is whether it mobilizes people’s commitment to putting 

their energy into actions designed to improve things. It is individual commitment, 
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but it is also collective mobilization…short-lived if it is not based on or does not 

lead to a deep sense of internal purpose among organizational members. (p. 9) 

  

Such internal commitment is not generated by external mandates in which objectives, 

goals, and steps are outlined by someone else and passed along. Rather, internal commitment is 

generated by internal purpose. Here, the authors’ internal purpose was to continue to effectively 

serve their TC, and serve them well, despite the pandemic. These lessons have had a positive im-

pact on the field in that educators had to rethink their teaching, implement new strategies for reach-

ing all learners, and expand their own understanding of learning in a new environment. Something 

relayed over and over through conversations with professionals in the field and families as well as 

students and amongst faculty was that teachers in the field from early childhood through higher 

education were never trained to teach during a global pandemic. Slow changes in teaching prac-

tices have been made over the history of formalized education, but this pandemic fast forwarded 

the slow progress and demanded immediate attention. While all lessons learned were not comfort-

able, many will have forever changed the face of education as we know it. In the end, this pandemic 

has actually made the Department stronger and better situated to address other disruptions in the 

future. 
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Abstract 

 

With movement toward a more virtual world, changes in society, and other variables, ed-

ucation has begun to take on a different look through the incorporation of technologies. 

While students are still being taught along the way, it has been a difficult process to keep 

families informed of what is being used in the classrooms. In cases where Emergency Re-

mote Teaching has been needed, such as COVID 19, some populations find themselves at 

a significant disadvantage. While it has been reported parent involvement has been linked 

to academic achievements and behavioral and social outcomes of students (Epstein, 1987; 

Wilder, 2014), little is known about parent involvement and collaboration in a virtual en-

vironment. Still less is known regarding the involvement of families with cultural and lin-

guistic plurality (CLP) and those with students with disabilities. Disparities have been 

noted in other areas of research: socioeconomic status, inexperience with technology, ed-

ucational experience, cultural norms, and social norms. Although there was no previous 

application of universal design for learning (UDL) to families, UDL can be applied to both 

in-person and virtual environments to more equitably support families with CLP and who 

have students with disabilities as they navigate collaboration between school and home 

through the use of technology.  

 

Keywords: Universal Design For Learning (UDL); Emergency Remote Learning (ERT); English 

Language Learners (ELL); Students with Disabilities, Families; Cultural & Linguistic Plurality 

(CLP); Inequities 

 

 

Introduction 

Multiple studies over the past four decades have confirmed there is a strong correlation between 

family involvement, academic achievements, behavioral, and social outcomes of students (Epstein, 

1987; Wilder, 2014). Families and teachers, however, often have different views on how to define 

family involvement (Myers, 2015). Teachers may view involvement as including school based 

activities such as parent teacher conferences, event planning meetings, field trips and school par-

ties, whereas families may view their role as limited to the home environment with activities like 

monitoring progress, checking homework, setting expectations, discussing the school day, and 

tending to extracurricular activities (Newman, 2019). 

The difference in perspectives related to the definition of family involvement from the 

parents’ and teachers’ views causes difficulties that are further entangled by unequal distribution. 
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There is research indicating that all family involvement is not equally distributed amongst class, 

gender, and immigrant status (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Aiming to quickly digitize the 

broader educational community, the implementation of Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) high-

lighted these inequities due to the sudden and unplanned shift from in-person teaching to a remote 

educational setting in a crisis (Hodges et al., 2020). It is worth noting that ERT differs from tradi-

tional online learning environments in organization, strategies, execution, and result (Hodges et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, Carabajal et al. (2003) and Tu and Corry (2002) defined online learning 

programming as comprised of an organized and research-based technical platform, learning tasks, 

and social interaction among the students (as cited in Wang, 2005). While online learning pro-

grams may be viewed as more intentional and structured, inequities can be found in both learning 

environments. Covid-19 set the precedent to establish and utilize ERT in additional situations, 

such as snow day, natural disasters, or other health concerns. From the experiences of Covid-19 

professionals have learned that ERT practices can be used and applied to whole schools, class-

rooms, and families.  

According to the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO, 2020), many students 

with disabilities received limited, if any, necessary special education (SPED) services during ERT, 

due in part to the family’s inability to support teachers with the specialized needs of the student 

(2020). In this article students with a disability are defined as students who are covered under the 

categories of Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Education Act (IDEIA, 2004) and those 

who might be unidentified. Due to the various terms used in research, such as immigrant, migrant, 

multilingual, culturally and linguistically diverse, English language proficient, including, Indige-

nous languages and American Sign Language, this article addresses these terms collectively as 

families with Cultural and/or Linguistic Plurality (CLP) as to encompass language, culture, and 

origin while recognizing the sensitivity surrounding the above labels. Also noting that many stu-

dents of families with CLP, were born in the US. GAO reported that families with CLP had diffi-

culty fully participating in ERT due to various external factors, including language barriers and 

lack of access to technology (2020).  

While many families with CLP might already be at a disadvantage when communicating 

with the school due to language barriers, families with CLP who also have students with disabili-

ties face additional challenges providing accessibility to content and instruction (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2020). Along with many other families, these families might not have (a) access to 

and/or experience with online tools and materials; (b) cultural, social, and linguistic support; and/or 

(c) training and understanding of how to assist their student with disabilities in an academic setting, 

making the transition from the traditional classroom to ERT, hybrid, or online learning nearly 

impossible (GAO, 2020). Therefore, families of students with both CLP and disabilities have com-

pounding factors negatively impacting their families’ ability to actively participate in school. This 

reduces the student’s opportunity to grow academically, socially, and emotionally, thereby ex-

panding the gap between them and their peers (Wilder, 2014). Awareness of this disparity, in-

creased intervention, and the implementation of universal design for learning (UDL) can bridge 

the ever-growing gap for both the students and their families. In addition to benefiting families of 

students with CLP and disabilities, UDL applied to all families can bridge the gap that other fam-

ilies encounter due to similar situations by providing equitable access to education for all students.  

The U.S. Department of Education indicated the current research demonstrated social, 

emotional, and academic impact on both students with disabilities and students with CLP in a 

variety of ways (Burr et al., 2015), but there is less clarity in regard to families with students facing 
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both disability and CLP, especially in an online setting. Therefore, intersectional effects are in-

ferred throughout this article with the premise that if one group or both groups are affected in a 

certain way that the combined subgroup would be affected similarly. In addition to limited re-

search, that which is available is most frequently based on survey data.  

However, accessing the views of families using survey methods continues to be a particular 

challenge. In one study, researchers indicated that their results were limited by the fact that of 

1,134 caregivers whose surveys were sent, only 397 (35%) responded, and of these, 301 (76%) 

were Caucasian (Dinnebeil et al., 1996). Arsal (2019) stated that despite efforts to diversify, the 

sample surveys were sent through organizations serving traditionally underserved communities, 

and still the survey did not represent a diverse population and the majority was Caucasian. There-

fore, due to availability of generalized and underrepresented research, this article aspires to (a) 

summarize and (b) organize the literature surrounding families with CLP and families with stu-

dents with disabilities and provide support for educators to utilize the information, based on the 

principles of UDL, while more research is conducted on this particular topic.  

This article will focus on how ERT spotlighted existing, and in some cases exasperated, 

educational vulnerabilities experienced by families with CLP who also have students with disabil-

ities. The intent of this article is to identify, highlight, and address the most commonly held edu-

cational vulnerabilities within these specific populations during in-person instruction and ERT, 

although not applicable to all, with the purpose of providing a UDL approach toward meeting those 

needs and simultaneously addressing the needs of most, if not all, of the students and their families. 

These vulnerabilities include: (a) social economic impact on school and resource connections; (b) 

inexperience with and access to technology; (c) the lack of experience with formal education or 

understanding of the U.S. education system; (d) contrasting culture norms surrounding disabilities; 

and (e) social isolation due to societal, cultural, and linguistic differences reducing family involve-

ment and attachment to school and home life, leading to the student’s decreased academic perfor-

mance.  

The article will also provide two different theoretical family experiences as examples to 

help illustrate how all families, in particular families with CLP and who have students with disa-

bilities, can benefit from the use of UDL (engagement, representation, action, & expression) when 

incorporating technology.  

 

Surfacing Inequities 

 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, during the 2017-18 school year, nearly 

12% U.S. public schools students received services under IDEIA (2004). Of those students, 11% 

were students with CLP (2020). The IDEIA of 2004 mandates that parents and families be included 

in the team effort to construct and implement the student’s individualized education program (IEP) 

(About IDEA, 2020). According to the Civil Rights Division and Office for Civil Rights (n.d.), it 

is within the school’s legal responsibility to provide accessible materials with important school 

information to families in a language that they can understand. It is important to recognize that a 

family member’s English proficiency can differ from that of the student and the requested language 

should be provided.  

Although some schools provide school announcements in various requested languages, 

other class materials and meeting options are often in English only and therefore not accessible to 

families with CLP. A shift to ERT increased the likelihood that materials, classroom platforms, 
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remote learning presentations, SPED services, and virtual meetings (including IEP) were inacces-

sible to students with disabilities and their families with CLP (Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020). This 

resulted in lower levels of academic participation among students with CLP during ERT (Los An-

geles Times, 2020). 

Areas with notable inequalities include, but are not limited to: social economic impact, 

technology, education experience, cultural norms, and social isolation. Each of these inequalities 

are discussed below from the perspective of how they impact the student and family, as well as 

their interactions with the school. 

 

Social Economic Impact 

 

Families with a higher income tend to be more involved compared to those of lower soci-

oeconomic status (SES) (Baker & Stevenson, 1986; Turney & Kao, 2009). SES has shown to be 

positively associated with parent participation in schools (Turney & Kao, 2009). Families with 

CLP represent a wide variety of SES; therefore, the assumption is not that all families with CLP 

fall into a lower SES, but that the SES of any race, language, or culture can limit resources. This 

includes access to technology and the internet, which tends to decrease communication between 

home and school.  

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operations and Development (2020), 

some families with CLP tend to have fewer resources than their native English-speaking peers. 

During ERT, the Pew Research Center reported that 25% of U.S. adults reported that someone in 

their family had lost their job (Parker et al., 2020). In addition, applicable families with CLP had 

avoided non-cash government benefits for fear of conflict with immigrant status or negative expe-

riences with government assistance, causing greater financial strain on these families (Bernstein 

et al., 2020). With fewer resources and a heightened focus on needs of self-preservation, these 

specific families are limited in helping students with in-class assignments, homework, and partic-

ipating in online school events, such as IEP meetings, parent-teacher conferences, and parent 

teacher organization (PTO) meetings.  

 

Technology 

 

Due to these economic factors, some families with CLP are less likely to have access to a 

computer or an internet connection at home than their peers, which increases the probability that 

families lack daily online interaction and experience with technology (OECD, 2020). This puts 

these families at a significant disadvantage when adapting to online learning, especially ERT. As 

the digital world continues to grow, assumptions are also made as to phone and smartphone access 

and daily use. Nevertheless, 16% of men, 21% of women, and 29% of people in rural communities 

do not own or use a smartphone (Pew Research Center: Internet & Technology, 2019). Therefore, 

a portion of the population lacks familiarity with the devices most frequently used by schools to 

connect to the community. When moving unexpectedly to ERT, many of these families had to also 

adjust to the sudden switch to the unfamiliarity with technology, which was provided on mostly 

English-only platforms.  
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Education Experience 

 

English-only online platforms tend to reflect a traditional U.S. educational system. For 

families with CLP, absence of experience with formal education or understanding of the U.S. ed-

ucational system can impede academic advancements of students with disabilities. Although there 

has been an increase of college-educated families with CLP in the U.S. in the past five years, 

according to the U.S. Census (2017), around 68% of families with CLP in the U.S. have no formal 

college degree. Of that 68%, around 16% have less than a 9th grade education, which can create a 

challenge for families to support students who are working on material past that or any other com-

pleted grade level (U.S. Census, 2017). Families with CLP faced more misunderstanding between 

home and school around their role in the collaborative relationships teachers are wanting (Turney 

& Kao, 2009). It is important to note that many families with CLP come from distinct cultures and 

educational backgrounds and offer different perspectives and sets of expectations that often do not 

correspond or align to the climate and culture of the U.S. school system (Newman, 2019).  

Barriers also arise when families with CLP attempt to support students with homework and 

instructions that are only provided in English. Since many of these families face difficulty under-

standing both the U.S. educational system and the language, their students fall behind their peers 

in academic achievement (OECD, 2015). For students with a disability and with CLP, challenges 

tend to intensify over the course of their school career, leading to increased dropouts. According 

to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016), the graduation rate for students with disa-

bilities was 66% and 67% for students with CLP, compared with 84% of all students. Although 

intentional online learning and organized curriculum has been reported to support the specific 

needs of students with CLP and disabilities (Shonefeld & Ronen, 2015), ERT reflected major gaps 

in fully meeting those needs (Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020).  

 

 

Cultural Norms 

 

Perceptions or understanding of families with CLP or with disabilities is directly linked to 

cultural norms. According to the World Report on Disabilities provided by the World Health Or-

ganization (WHO, 2011), some developing countries do not provide services or lack availability 

of resources to support students with special needs. Therefore, some students with CLP may have 

not previously received support for their disability, if originating in one of those countries. Or due 

to frequent relocation some families might be unaware of or access to supports that their child 

needs (Rivera-Singletary & Cranston-Gingras, 2020). Additionally, perceived stigma is often at-

tached to individuals with disabilities and, consequently, families may attempt to mask or ignore 

the need for assistive services (Hatmaker et al., 2010). These perceptions of disabilities play a role 

in families and community’s attitudes towards and interactions with the individual with a disabil-

ity. For further example, some cultures have been documented as viewing severe disabilities as a 

result of past sins, a family being cursed by an enemy, or as taking away legitimacy (Groce & 

Zola, 1993). When a disability has these types of negative connotations placed on it from the cul-

ture, the family may be less willing to provide resources to those in need (Groce & Zola, 1993). It 

is important to note, that not all cultures have a negative outlook on disabilities. Some Native 

American tribes, such as the Navajo, view a person with a disability as a teacher for the tribe, 

bringing a special lesson and offering a unique gift (Medina et al., 1998).  
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Family beliefs about the causes of their child’s disability play a role in the professional 

support or services they seek for their child. It can also have an impact on their interactions with 

the IEP team and during IEP meetings, as well as their expectations. Families from collectivist 

cultures rely extensively on their extended family and friend networks for support. These largely 

influence the family’s understanding and acceptance of the student’s disability (Ravindran & My-

ers, 2012).  

Daley (2002) advised against generalizing the treatment approaches used in the U.S. to 

individuals with disabilities across the world, since each culture approaches and views disabilities 

differently. Disability is prevalent in all cultures around the world, but the meaning and implication 

of the disability varies greatly (Ravindran & Myers, 2012). It is important to talk to families about 

disabilities and understanding cultural norms, as well as help with awareness.  

Students with CLP and with disabilities face not only linguistic differences but also con-

flicts between home and school culture. These students often have to choose to reject home culture 

and language to “fit in” at school, which can lead to a deep emotional separation from part of their 

identity (Tong et al. 2006). During ERT, many students had to expose their home life to peers 

through virtual calls, building up additional anxiety about fitting in. Research is still being done 

on the impact of ERT, but some initial, informal surveys have revealed anxiety and discomfort 

around “cameras on” and active participation in virtual learning, especially families with living 

situations outside what was perceived as normal (Mehta & Aguilera, 2020), which led to inflated 

separation from peers and teachers. 

 

Social Isolation 

 

Prior to ERT, many students with CLP and their families faced linguistic isolation, which 

is linked to social isolation and lower academic achievement (Drake, 2014). Additionally, students 

with disabilities have also reported less social connection, leading to increased loneliness and so-

cial isolation when compared to peers (Emerson, 2021). In addition to existing social isolation for 

students with both CLP and disabilities, according to Challenge Success (2021) students reported 

that both social relationships with teachers and peers decreased during ERT.  

For many of these students and their families, social and linguistic isolation is further com-

pounded by microaggressions, which are intentional or unintentional verbal, behavioral, or envi-

ronmental interactions that communicate negative or hostile attitudes toward marginalized groups 

(Williams, 2020). Microagressionscan create a perceived lower status for non-dominant lan-

guage(s) used by students or their families, resulting in discrimination and unwelcome circum-

stances inside and outside of the classroom (López et al., 2014; Sue et al., 2007). Schools can 

unintentionally create hidden messages that speaking, hearing, and understanding the English lan-

guage is essential for family participation, which can create a dual barrier for families with CLP 

and a disability (López et al., 2014; Parsons & Shim, 2019). Social and linguistic isolation based 

on CLP and disabilities is linked to lower motivation in school and decreased academic perfor-

mance (Bek, 2017; Emerson, 2021).  
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First Scenario 

Setiawan Family Experience: A Cultural Divide 

 

This first scenario provides a typical perspective of what families may have experienced 

when they enter a school or classroom pre-ERT. It was developed as a theoretical example linking 

the inequalities and disparities that are found in the research.  

The Setiawan family moved to the U.S. when their three children were in elementary 

school. The family was surrounded by others from Indonesia, including several extended family 

members. Their children joined cousins and friends at the neighborhood school. The neighborhood 

school had a culturally and linguistically diverse student population; however, like the majority of 

elementary schools across the United States, many of the teachers were from white, middle-class 

backgrounds (Castro, 2010). This dynamic can result in cultural misunderstandings where teachers 

hold deficit views and lower expectations for students and their families (Castro, 2010).  

When the family arrived pre-ERT, the parents and the children only spoke Indonesian, a 

standardized form of Malay and the national language of Indonesia. Indonesia is a collectivistic 

culture, meaning they focus on the goals for the members of the whole group and long-term rela-

tionships, rather than individual rights. Family members would support each other and siblings 

would help to raise younger siblings.  

When the Setiawan parents needed help enrolling their three children in school, one of Mrs. 

Setiawan’s sisters joined them to translate the documents and any information from the school 

staff. It was not long after the children had started school, the school began sending notes home 

about their daughter Kemala. Though the school had a large Indonesian student population within 

a very diverse overall student population, the notes came home written in English only. The notes 

were difficult for the Setiawan family to read. They would wait for Mrs. Setiawan’s sister to get 

home from work to read the notes and explain them to the parents. The notes often contained 

untranslatable idioms. 

Prior to ERT, the notes contained information regarding assessments for a possible learning 

disability. There were requests for a meeting, which the parents reluctantly attended with fear of 

judgement from their community about a child with a disability. After the initial meeting, evalua-

tion, and an IEP meeting, Kemala began receiving SPED services in the resource room for her 

learning disability. The SPED teacher sent Kemala home with a paper that described all of the 

procedures for the classroom and how she would be communicating information with the family.  

On the paper, the SPED teacher indicated that she would send updates to the classroom 

parents using an app that the parents could all download on their iPad® or smartphone. The family 

had recently purchased a phone in order to call and text family members; however, it did not have 

any additional services or added apps. They had little prior experience with the phone or tablet. 

The teacher gave the families her email address, if they needed to reach her through email. Ke-

mala’s parents were not used to sending or checking email and did not read or write in English, 

requiring outside support unavailable during ERT. The paper also indicated the platform that the 

students would use to access work and where parents could access grades. The SPED teacher in-

dicated these would be updated weekly. Homework was assigned daily. Mr. Setiawan tried to 

assist her and her siblings but due to long work hours, he often got home after the children were 

asleep. Mrs. Setiawan took care of the children, prepared meals, and worked odd jobs. When she 

did have time to help with homework, she struggled because all the material was presented in 

English and her sister was not always available to help with translations. 
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Prior to ERT, the family relied on the library so that Kemala could access the materials that 

she would need and so that they could monitor her progress at home since they did not have a 

laptop or internet. As a newly arrived family and becoming accustomed to their new community, 

gaining access to a library and library card, as well as a learning platform, was overwhelming. 

When the family moved to online learning during ERT, their difficulties compiled with new re-

sponsibilities of supporting daily online work for each of their children. They no longer had access 

to the library and other direct support from their family or community.  

Communication from the teacher about daily assignments was provided via the unfamiliar 

learning platform and in English only. Setting up meetings for IEP support seemed less important 

since all of their children were barely able to complete the assignments. Parent teacher conferences 

were only provided during the workday so Kemala’s family were unable to attend due to work 

obligations. This resulted in many unfinished assignments and increased levels of stress and anx-

iety for the students and the family. Although their children had always done well in school, their 

grades dropped significantly and the family became disengaged with the school community. 

Lack of culturally responsiveness when developing collaborative partnerships to support 

families with CLP is commonly attributed to ethnocentric assumptions about culturally and lin-

guistically diverse families (Harry, 2008). The ways in which professionals support families with 

children with disabilities has the potential to enhance child and family outcomes (Dempsey & 

Keen, 2008), yet it requires information to be provided in a way that meets the family’s needs. 

Families of children with disabilities are also members of communities around the world and their 

views related to how individuals with disabilities should be perceived, cared for, educated, and 

valued, largely depends on their culture. Various factors can impact these values, beliefs, and prac-

tices, which vary widely across cultures and change over the years (Ravindran & Myers, 2012).  

 

Family Involvement: The UDL Approach 

 

Involving the parents, by providing equitable access to resources and support, increases the 

social and cultural capital of the school and the community. Although parent involvement changes 

as the student ages, from direct academic support and heavy participation for elementary students 

to more future focused conversations and extracurricular support for older students (McNeal, 

1999), the school and home partnership is still essential for the academic success of the student 

(Jeynes, 2005). 

For students with CLP, connections to culture, family, and community influence self-effi-

cacy, as well as expressed actions and behaviors (Correa-Chavez & Rogoff, 2009). Therefore, 

positive relationships between the school and the family can shape the students’ academic, social, 

and emotional success exponentially (Burstall, 1975; Gardner, 1985; Wei & Zhou, 2012).  

Positive and effective family involvement can be expressed in a variety of ways, such as 

attending school events, participating in PTO parent-teacher meetings, supporting learning at 

home, being involved in school decision-making, collaborating with the community, regular direct 

contact with teachers, and volunteering at school or school-related events (Epstein, 1987; Turney 

& Kao, 2009). Benefits of family involvement include: (a) communicating to the students that 

there is value in education and being involved in education; (b) opening networks to other families, 

teachers, school staff, and administration to build connection to school, comparing progress to 

other students, and working with others for positive change; (c) due to these relationships, teachers 

are more likely to communicate regularly with families about behavioral and academic concerns, 
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giving these families the opportunity to address the issues prior to the student deferring from a 

positive track (Domina, 2005).  

When families enter the school community, they themselves also become students of new 

norms, roles, responsibilities, and community. Families with CLP who have children with disabil-

ities may have added learning tasks, such as language, culture, and student supports. UDL guide-

lines offer research-based instructional guidelines for educators to examine content, instruction, 

and assessment to ensure it is both systematic and supports diverse learners (McMahon & Walker, 

2019). Just as it is applied to students, it can also support families in their transition to the school 

community, including online learning.  

According to CAST (2018), UDL is “a framework to improve and optimize teaching and 

learning for all people based on scientific insights on how people learn” (p. 1). In the United States 

Higher Education Opportunity Act 2008, UDL is defined as a scientifically valid framework for 

guiding educational practices that:  

 

(A) provide flexibility in the ways information is presented, in the ways students respond 

or demonstrate knowledge and skills, and in the ways students are engaged; and (B) reduce 

barriers in instruction; provide appropriate accommodations, supports, and challenges; and 

maintain high achievement expectations for all students, including those with disabilities 

or limited English proficiency. (HEOA, 2008, p. 110) 

 

UDL has three components: engagement, representation, and action and expression. With 

thoughtful planning, teachers can address diverse learners’ abilities across all domains, while 

providing access and understanding of the information, engagement with the content, and allowing 

students to express what they know (Lowrey et al., 2017). Since UDL is increasingly becoming 

the framework of choice for educators, there is a strong need for additional research on implemen-

tation across multiple cultures and countries (Lowrey et al., 2017). In addition, little research has 

been done with UDL related to new technologies and students with CLP and disabilities and their 

families. McMahon and Walker (2019) stated, it is important teachers consider using new technol-

ogies to ensure an inclusive classroom environment as they strive for inclusion and accessibility, 

so that all students can benefit.  

While UDL offers the ideal framework and guidelines for emerging technology, there is 

obviously not a strong base of peer reviewed articles (McMahon & Walker, 2019). The same could 

be said for collaboration with families with CLP and who have students with disabilities. Though 

research has not been done on collaboration, specifically with families with CLP and who have 

students with disabilities, UDL is research-based and aligning the principles to collaboration and 

technology will provide support to all families.  

Each area takes on an adapted focus, as related to families. CLP families often lack expe-

rience with U.S. education, struggle with language barriers, and may also be isolated from com-

munity support. The UDL approach, as applied to families, converts the learning guidelines into 

equitable planning for including all families and students.  
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Application of UDL Approach toward Families 

 

Engaging Families 

 

According to CAST (2018), the engagement component focuses on providing a variety of 

formats to meet the various needs of the students and, in this case, the families. Parental or familial 

engagement through a UDL approach offers multiple methods of communication that are trans-

lated or provided in translatable formats, since communication is essential for meeting the needs 

of the students, especially those with severe needs (Pickl, 2011). Additional materials, school plat-

forms, and documentation are continuously revised, ensuring that vocabulary, imagery, and mes-

saging reflect a welcoming environment for all students and families. This includes recognizing 

that some parents or families might not have developed literacy skills in their preferred spoken 

language or may have a learning disability themselves (Panferov, 2010).  

Offering appropriate and culturally responsive audio and visual aids to compliment com-

munication with families is one way to provide multiple means of engagement. Another way would 

be to provide family workshops on how to communicate using translation tools, text-to-speech, 

and how to turn on closed captions or to access subtitles in additional languages, which can elim-

inate previous monolingual barriers.  

Starting the year off with a survey to inquire about language needs and preferred format to 

receive information can set up the base for UDL school communication throughout the year. Such 

a survey should be provided in both written and audio formats, or offered by school-provided 

interpreters. It may seem impossible to represent all languages, but by using translation tools for 

dominant language(s), schools can redirect funding toward providing interpreters for underrepre-

sented languages, including American Sign Language (ASL).  

Providing a variety of communication platforms, such as Talking Points (platform), Google 

Translate, Microsoft Translator, and YouTube could improve school-home relationships and elim-

inate additional barriers for students with disabilities. The key to engaging parents and families of 

students with disabilities is that they feel welcomed, are connected, and become more actively 

involved in their students' education. Getting to know the students as individuals and as part of a 

collective group, including families, can set up a strong foundation for academic growth and social 

and emotional stability. 

 

Representation for Families 

 

According to CAST (2018), the representation component focuses on perception and com-

prehension of material presented to the students and families. As students and their families access 

online material and enter the remote classroom, they look around for familiarity, for connections, 

and for representations of values, beliefs, experiences, culture, and identity to scaffold understand-

ing of an unfamiliar environment. Students with disabilities and their families with CLP are no 

different, as they scan the halls and classrooms for images and watch the actions of their peers and 

teachers for evidence of connections to themselves and their previous experiences. 

UDL emphasizes the importance of representation of all the students in the classroom and 

in the curriculum, through a variety of materials provided focusing on perception, language, sym-

bols, and comprehension. A family’s identity and the portrayal of culture within those materials is 

an essential aspect for understanding and connecting to the school community (Sumaryono & 

Ortiz, 2004). This can be expressed, in part, by eliminating untranslatable idioms and writing in 
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clear simple language when inviting families to participate. Invitations to families can build com-

munity connections which can be helpful on multiple levels by providing educators, students, and 

family’s new opportunities to learn about culture and cultural differences. Representation of col-

lective and individual cultures can provide flexibility in the classroom, as well as for families. 

Welcoming entire families to events or parent-teacher conferences, rather than only one or two 

parents, and allowing indirect communication can accommodate collective cultures within what 

would otherwise be an individualistic culture.  

It is also important to avoid converting the student into an interpreter for the parents or 

family member(s). This can undermine the authority of the parent or family member(s) and could 

place undue stress on the student. Use examples, images, and language that reflect the importance 

of shared responsibility between adults for the student’s academic success, as well as recognizing 

the cultural importance of a community or family shared responsibility. Teachers can connect fam-

ilies to the weekly lessons through various formats including videos (with use of auto-translate 

feature), physical documents sent in the family’s requested language, or a phone call with use of 

an interpreter or Google interpreter mode. Representation highlights student work (group and in-

dividual). Teachers can discover appropriate representation for the families by actively listening 

to what parents or families are interested in knowing about a student’s school life. This might 

include a focus on non-academic aspects, such as respect shown to teacher(s) and relationships 

with other students. Educators and families can work together on creating a common family dic-

tionary, similar to the whole-class dictionary that can help teachers understand family gestures and 

cultural references. These key connections can create positive home-school relationships to foster 

academic growth for students with CLP and disabilities. 

 

Action & Expression of Families 

 

According to CAST (2018), the action and expression component focuses on a variety of 

ways to motivate the learning environment as well as express understanding of material presented. 

Families form active parts of the school community through a variety of opportunities to partici-

pate. For a family with CLP and who has students with disabilities, providing a variety of accessi-

ble options and creating a welcoming environment is important for expression and active partici-

pation. One way to do this is to build a community (digitally & in-person) by creating language 

liaisons, who are parents or family members who represent cultural and linguistic connections. 

Another way is by communicating on a variety of platforms, including phone calls, text messages, 

videos, social media posts, home visits, and learning platforms.  

Families can be invited to participate in school conversations through interpreted board 

meetings, family conferences, and school events. Families can also participate in courses provided 

by the school to role play, learning vocabulary related to school communication. Building these 

communities, including social media platforms, allow families to participate with peers in deci-

sions, planning, communication, information-sharing, and cultural and social support, all of which 

are linked to a positive school environment. Parsons and Shim (2019), suggest inviting families to 

participate directly at school through community service opportunities, read alouds, cultural cele-

brations, career-sharing events, and language learning opportunities, which could also include 

English and ASL. While the use of developed technology can be used to reach highly represented 

groups, energy and funding should be concentrated toward reaching underrepresented groups by 

hiring interpreters and investigating those specific needs.  
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For students with disabilities, it is important that families are involved in the decision-

making process of strategies and selecting assistive technology (AT) devices. Assigning AT to 

students is the first step to breaking down barriers. Providing technology, setting it up, providing 

tutorials and practice sessions, and designing check-ins for reporting at-home use are valuable 

parts of integrating vital AT for all students. Communication barriers due to limitations with tech-

nology can be reduced by schools and teachers utilizing multiple methods of communication 

through paper versions, email, text, phone calls, and home visits in a variety of languages.  

In addition to technology support, authentic partnerships are built on how the school 

demonstrates the value of each part of the community by creating community nights, organizing 

neighborhood clean ups, inviting family member(s) to participate in events, etc. (Parsons & Shim, 

2019). These opportunities give families a platform for expression by being an active part of plan-

ning, problem solving, and connecting to build an inclusive school environment for their student(s) 

and their families. 

For those families that do not have a student who is learning a new language or does not 

have an identified disability, UDL still adds diversity and awareness for students and families, and 

in turn gives more access to all students. 

 

Second Scenario 

Safar Family Experience: Community Collaboration 

 

Based on research, similar to scenario one, this second theoretical example provides an 

illustration of the application of UDL in the pre-ERT school. The three principles of UDL are 

incorporated throughout the family’s experience, highlighting how the family is able to feel wel-

comed in the school, participate in the classroom, and collaborate with the teacher. Throughout the 

scenario, the school and teacher were able to take advantage of multiple opportunities to align 

UDL to support their school community helping students and their families be successful across 

multiple areas. The foundation of UDL principles prior to ERT allowed the school to equitably 

address the challenges that families and students faced in an unexpected disruption. 

The Safar family moved from Afghanistan into a large school district in the U.S. that had 

students from over 34 different countries. Two of their children attended a large neighborhood 

middle school and two attended the local elementary school, which was within walking distance. 

Afghanistan, like Indonesia, is part of collectivist culture, where loyalty to the family supersedes 

all other obligations. Often, extended family members live in the home and it is the eldest male 

who is in control of final decisions especially related to money. The culture has a very rigid sepa-

ration of gender roles with the men being responsible for finances and the women responsible for 

house work. While these have been clearly defined for centuries, often there are still women who 

are not allowed to leave the house without one of the men in the family.  

The large school district recognizes aspects of the collectivist culture to the majority of 

families they serve and tries to ensure they recognize and incorporate these values into meeting 

the needs of the students and families. Both parents went together to each of the schools before the 

school year started, when they arrived they were pleasantly greeted. After the parents entered the 

office, the administrative assistant quickly realized English was not the family’s first language. 

She handed them a piece of paper that had short phrases written in several different languages and 

indicated they should point to one. The parents smiled and picked their preferred language, Dari, 

one of the official languages of Afghanistan. Next, she led them to an area where there were tables 

and computers set up. She indicated for them to sit next to one and she sat by another next to them. 
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Then, the administrative assistant showed them where to click so that they would have all of the 

information pulled up in Dari. She walked them through each step indicating where to click and 

where to go next. Though her computer had the information in English, the information was the 

same in the same places and she had had training on how to present the information to parents with 

CLP.  

Before the parents left the school, they were provided a two-page document written in Dari 

that provided them with information on how to get to the library and set up the accounts they would 

need. The school district had a partnership with the local libraries to support families with CLP. 

The libraries would help families set up email accounts so that they could access school infor-

mation, establish an account for the school family portal where they could see their students’ 

grades and missing assignments, and assist with navigating other technology-related issues.  

While the school did not have a perfect system in place, the district was doing their best to 

help the families feel welcome and a part of the community. After Mrs. Safar had been helping 

Jahid, a 5th grader, for several weeks, she noticed it was taking him an extended period of time to 

complete assignments. She looked at the parent portal and noticed that his grades were really low 

in reading. Mrs. Safar expressed her concerns to her husband and they agreed to send an email to 

the teacher asking for information. The teacher set up a meeting for the next week, when the par-

ents arrived there was an interpreter waiting for them. The communication at the meeting went 

smoothly and the Safar’s were able to express their concerns.  

Prior to ERT, Jahid’s teacher provided the family with the option to meet virtually (using 

real-time translation) with other professionals to discuss additional evaluation options or adjust-

ments to the IEP. Jahid’s teacher expressed how diligently she had been working to meet all of the 

student’s needs and to provide them all with access to the information through using translatable 

material, as well as, tutorials for families to familiarize themselves with the learning platform.  

When they moved to online learning due to ERT, the family was already prepared to use 

the parent portal, learning platform, and had direct communication with the teacher using transla-

tion aids that they had previously learned to use.  

When scheduling IEP meetings all family members were familiar with the options to join 

via their preferred languages because they had received video instructions on how to join the call. 

During the call the family and educators discussed important information about barriers to learning 

and strategies to implement at school and at home. These strategies included use of translation 

tools to access class materials, which the teacher had created as accessible documents. The family 

had established a relationship with the teacher prior to ERT using a text translating platform that 

allowed them to ask questions about lessons and inquire about supplementary materials.  

As Jahid strived to achieve the goals from the IEP during ERT, the occupational therapist 

demonstrated to families how to utilize a variety of engaging virtual platforms. Additionally the 

family was supported by a previously established online parent community where they could ask 

questions, communicate with other parents, and revise any additional information that parents pro-

vided, all via use of translation aids. Although the transition to an online platform was difficult, 

Jahid and the family were able to adapt using the tools, resources, and support provided through a 

UDL model set up by the school prior to ERT. Jahid’s grades remained consistent with those prior 

to ERT, as his engagement with the material was unchanged because his family was able to assist 

him through the process. The family participated in parent-teacher conferences, family virtual 

nights, and volunteered to help other newcomers the following year. 

Blum, 2015, reinforced Jahid’s experience in stating “When students feel connected to their 

classroom community (i.e. they feel like they are cared for as individuals and with their learning), 



 

Page | 54                                                                                Crecelius & Neild—Special Education  
  

they are more likely to succeed academically” (as cited in Chertoff & Thompson, 2020, p.4). In 

the study done by Baran and AlZoubi (2020), students (& families) moved to ERT smoothly due 

to factors such as recognizing individual transition process and adapting using a flexible model 

(e.g., UDL) to address specific needs and circumstances. Families are often served and in some 

cases involved, but when they are engaged and eventually empowered, a more supportive commu-

nity is created for families with CLP (Stefanski et al., 2016). By incorporating UDL principles as 

research-based practice applied to students and families, accessibility to the educational environ-

ment and school community is provided to all regardless of the teaching location or platform. 

 

Summary & Conclusion 

 

Many existing inequities for families with CLP and who have students with disabilities 

resurfaced or were intensified during ERT. These include: social economic impact, access to tech-

nology, lack of experience with the U.S. education system, contrasting cultural norms surrounding 

disabilities, and social isolation. The worsening vulnerabilities have escalated the growing aca-

demic, social, and emotional gap for these students and perpetuated the cycle for future genera-

tions.  

As suggested in the research, increased family involvement has been reported to have a 

positive effect on student’s academic achievement and social connections. Unfortunately, for most 

families, new roles and responsibilities in the school system are not innate and instead require a 

period of cultivation. UDL offers guidelines for optimizing teaching and learning that can also be 

applied to families. As additional research on the impact of ERT develops, especially on families 

with CLP and who have students with disabilities, application of UDL principles can alleviate 

some situational challenges that families with CLP and students with disabilities face.  

Finally, educators can utilize the following UDL checklist and reflection as a simple com-

panion to school objectives, communication for both whole-school and individual messaging, unit 

or lesson plans, curriculum design, IEP documentation, PTO meetings, board meetings, and school 

event planning. As the world moves back to in-person learning, the implementation of UDL ap-

proaches for students and families provides a promising future of inclusion, comprehension, and, 

most importantly, connection.  
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Abstract 

 

Covid-19 wreaked havoc on the U.S. educational system during the 2020 spring semester. 

Schools were closed, teachers and students had to learn and navigate a new system of 

virtual learning; and parents were suddenly primary facilitators in the teaching-and-learn-

ing process. All teachers worked to create a milieu for learning in which they motivated 

students, met state standards, and taught students to navigate virtual learning platforms. 

However, special education (SPED) teachers had the increased responsibility of meeting 

all the requirements delineated in each students’ individualized education plan (i.e., goals, 

objectives/benchmarks. accommodations, etc.). This article provides findings from a quasi-

qualitative study regarding parental perspectives of how SPED services were provided to 

their children during this critical time. Interview responses were categorized, triangulated, 

and summarized into three primary themes. Further, their answers rendered three recom-

mendations for future research. 

 

Keywords: Accommodations & Modifications; Covid-19, Distance Education; Online & Virtual 

Learning; Parental Participation; Quasi-Qualitative Study; Special Education 

 

 

During the early months of 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic sparked an international crisis that even-

tually equated to substantial disruptions to day-to-day normalcy. People were no longer allowed 

to congregate in large groups, business and commerce were only allowed to operate based on es-

sential worker status; gathering sizes were limited; and social distancing of up to six feet was 

required for all federal, state, and local organizations (public & private). Further, places of worship 

(i.e., churches, synagogues, etc.) were closed; weddings, funerals, and other similar functions were 

limited to a finite number of guests (varied by state ordinance); and the vast majority of all non-

professional athletic competitions were canceled. 

By early spring, the Federal Government and U.S. Department of Education, issued one of 

the most significant mandates for school districts to cease traditional face-to-face classroom in-

struction and employ a myriad of different distance education and virtual learning platform models 

(i.e., online, work packets, video based instruction, etc.). This fundamental shift drastically 

changed contemporary American public education and forced educators into a trial-and-error ap-

proach to providing instruction “virtually” in meaningful ways.  

All efforts were focused to help ensure the health and safety of our Nation’s students, 

teachers, staff, and administrators while simultaneously trying to provide seamless instruction. 

Although there were proponents who strongly supported their teachers and local districts, the swift 
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transition was met with considerable challenges and left potentially huge gaps in the teaching-and-

learning process. This was clearly evident based on the copious number of news stories, editorials, 

blogs, and endless stream of social media posts consisting of individuals criticizing having to teach 

their children from home. 

Unfortunately despite best intentions, students with disabilities who received special edu-

cation (SPED) services were arguably the most neglected. The effects of Covid-19 on students 

with disabilities has been so deleterious that legislation was just passed to provide $2.6 billion for 

state SPED grants under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 

2004); in addition to the $12.9 billion already provided (Nelson & Murakami, 2020; Zirkel, 2020). 

The purpose of this article is to provide an analysis of a quasi-qualitative study. The study 

focused on interviewing seven parents of children with disabilities and evaluated their perceptions 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2012) regarding the positive and negative impact to the abrupt disruption of both 

general and SPED services they were receiving due to Covid-19 in the spring of 2020 and contin-

uation of changes for the 2020-2021 academic school year. The parents provided rich narratives 

through the lens of (a) anecdotal stories, (b) specific situations, and (c) their direct involvement in 

the teaching-and-learning process. The following section serves as a review of the literature. 

 

Literature Review 

 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2020) 14% (7.1 million) of all 

public school students received SPED services under IDEIA (2004) during the 2018-2019 aca-

demic school year. Given we are living in an era of the new normal has presented many challenges 

for K-12 general and special educators as they transitioned face-to-face content to 100% online. 

Never before in our Nation’s history have inservice educators faced the challenge of delivering 

content in such an expedient and divergent method of instruction. Although this conundrum was 

disruptive to all students, it exacerbated issues of access, equity, and inclusion for students with 

disabilities (Nelson & Murakami, 2020; Young & Donovan, 2020). 

Although age of eligibility varies from state-to-state, once identified, IDEIA (2004) re-

quires all students with disabilities—from kindergarten-to-twelfth grade—who qualify for SPED 

services to be placed on an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). An IEP is a legally binding doc-

ument (i.e., contract) between parent(s) of children with disabilities and the school district. Ac-

cording to Arnett et al. (2021) the IEP should include present level of educational performance, 

goals and objectives/benchmarks, modifications, accommodations, and related services (e.g., 

counseling, physical or occupational therapy, transportation, etc.). Further, times in the least re-

strictive environment, are specified which must be followed. However, given the significant num-

ber of school districts across the country drastically changed during the spring of 2020, due to 

Covid-19, providing SPED services and adhering to the provisions within each student’s IEP was 

negatively impacted. 

Additionally the IEP delineates accommodations and modifications to be provided in the 

classroom so the student can meet rigorous curriculum standards. Examples of accommodations 

and modifications include but are not limited to extra time on assignments and/or tests, use of 

calculator or spell checkers, additional materials (e.g., manipulatives), reduction of homework as-

signments, and type of instruction (e.g., small vs. large group) (Couvillon et al., 2018; Zirkel, 

2020). 

At the forefront of parents’ minds was the expedited transition from face-to-face to home 

based instruction because this raised major concerns regarding complying with IDEIA (2004), 



Thresholds Volume 45, Issue 1 (Winter, 2022)                                                                    Page |   
  

61 

adhering to the IEP, and equity of outcomes for students with disabilities (Nelson, 2020). For 

example, students who required help with self-regulation, physical cues (Nelson & Murakami, 

2020; Young & Donovan, 2020), and routine experienced a significant disruption in the teaching-

and-learning process. The most obvious need for students with IEPs, is individualized instruction. 

This one-on-one, or small group instruction was virtually impossible to provide in an online envi-

ronment; even if someone—typically untrained—was at home working with the student. 

With the spread of Covid-19, educators from across the globe were forced to change their 

modality of instruction. Given students could no longer attend school, districts mandated teachers 

transition course content from traditional face-to-face to various distant education formats, primar-

ily virtual instruction. Virtual learning, also coined online learning, is a broad term in which in-

struction and content are delivered on the Internet. (Young & Donovan, 2021, Nelson & Mura-

kami, 2020, Greer et al., 2015). Although there was a wide variance in delivery models, schools 

typically utilized teacher created work packets, learning management systems (e.g., Canvas, 

Blackboard, etc.), web-based and video applications (e.g., ZOOM, TEAMS, etc.), and prefabri-

cated curriculum as the primary means for the teaching-and-learning process (Nelson & Mura-

kami, 2020; Young & Donovan, 2020). 

The ambiguity of directives, restrictions, and other issues associated with Covid-19, left 

district administrators in a precarious and underprepared position. Ideally educators should be ded-

icated to improving their instruction on a daily basis (see Fitzpatrick, 2010), yet, virtually over-

night, they were informed schools were ultimately going to close. According to Sahin and Shelly 

(2020) this decision created a sense of frustration and anxiety for educators who were significantly 

untrained to translate their curriculum to a different format. 

From the onset of the pandemic, very few educators felt prepared to teach via distance 

education, however, they were expected to create work packets, online lessons, identify best prac-

tices for synchronous and asynchronous learning, and know which to employ. They were also 

charged with teaching students how to complete and submit the work packets, use the learning 

management system, while simultaneously engaging them through these new mediums. Addition-

ally, and perhaps more importantly, educators had to learn how to assess students differently 

(Jameson et al., 2021; Sahin & Shelly, 2020; Young & Donovan, 2020). 

According to Sahin and Shelly (2020) good virtual instructional methods are necessary for 

online learning to take place and similar approaches that work in a face-to-face classroom are often 

effective in the online environment. Specifically for students with disabilities, Young and Donovan 

(2021) averred that student success is less reliant on the disability than it is on the educational 

teams’ approach. Therefore, it is vital teacher’s first plan for face-to-face classes, and then make 

the necessary modifications to help maximize student learning outcomes in virtual learning envi-

ronments. Nelson and Murakami (2020) reiterated that the delivery platform and teacher skill set 

greatly affects student learning. 

In many instances, schools employed a co-teaching model in which the general and SPED 

educator collaboratively teach each lesson. In a study by Gokbulut et al., (2020) students with and 

without disabilities who participated in co-taught classes were asked if they enjoyed having two 

teachers; over 90% of both groups of students said yes. Over 98% of both groups of students felt 

relaxed in a class with two teachers, and a similar percentage felt they were successful in this class. 

When the parents of these students were presented questions, 100% had positive perceptions of 

co-taught classes. Further paraprofessionals are often used to help facilitate and augment instruc-

tion, manage behavior, and assist students stay on task. However, once schools closed, students 
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with disabilities were expected to be fairly autonomous—with some support from parents and/or 

guardians—and be agents of their own learning. 

Typically, in the traditional classroom and school setting, educators observed a student 

struggling, or watched to see if they understood a concept, theory, or process (Young & Donovan, 

2020). Online learning made this a more arduous task, and allowed the student to miss out on 

concepts required to learn prerequisite skills before moving to the next. For example, a first grade 

teacher had difficulties teaching a student to read or work with manipulatives when they were not 

able to give them the full attention they required. Similarly high school teachers experienced dif-

ficulties teaching students who had varying degrees of engagement. Gulya and Fehervari (2020) 

suggested students with disabilities may not have the same interest, confidence, or study habits 

when doing virtual school; thus hindering their learning. 

These were all very real and documented issues, yet they failed to account for students with 

disabilities and how educators met the goals and objectives/benchmarks identified in their IEP. 

Both distance education and hybrid learning modalities significantly impeded the “natural” face-

to-face school day, leaving students with disabilities requiring help to sustain their efforts to com-

plete their daily work. Further, Mitchell (2021) noted that teachers were fairly unsuccessful in 

guiding and encouraging students to persist to complete assignments because of the nature of vir-

tual learning. Greer et al. (2015) lamented that online learning was difficult for students with dis-

abilities. 

Based on the dearth of literature, the researchers designed a study to begin filling the sig-

nificant void of information regarding parental perspectives of the educational experiences of stu-

dents with disabilities during the Covid-19 pandemic. The following section provides a summary 

of the research methods used in this study. 

 

Research Methods 

 

In compliance with the U.S. Food & Drug Administration standards for protection of hu-

man subjects of research, the principal investigator submitted a proposal to conduct this study to 

the Internal Review Board at a Tier-I research institution. The Board approved the proposal and 

verified that (a) appropriate research protocols were employed and (b) the rights and welfare of 

human subjects were safe. 

The researchers used qualitative methods (see Braun & Clark, 2006) and developed 11 

multipronged open-ended interview questions. The 11 multi-pronged, open-ended questions al-

lowed parents the opportunity to provide perspectives of their child’s educational journey from the 

spring of 2020 until the spring of 2021. These questions were designed to gain specific knowledge 

of what took place during the educational process rather than generalities (see Steiner, 1996). Fur-

ther, the researchers allowed each parent to express their thoughts about strengths, weaknesses, 

and concerns to gain deeper insights into their experiences. 

The particulars of each case study were examined individually and then the commonalities 

(i.e., themes) were identified. These commonalities became apparent through studying the col-

lected data (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Stake, 1994). Each interview was coded using thematic anal-

ysis. Braun and Clark (2006) asserted that thematic analysis provides detailed and meaningful data 

for qualitative research through forming a list of ideas while transcribing data, coding and collating 

data, turning codes into initial themes, creating a thematic map of the data as themes were reviewed 

and refined. Through careful analysis of the seven interviews, common themes of successes, frus-

trations, and hardships were revealed. As the researchers identified commonalities across cases, 



Thresholds Volume 45, Issue 1 (Winter, 2022)                                                                    Page |   
  

63 

they categorized them according to strategies and actions that could promote student success in 

the future event of distance education. Process and procedures for data collection are outlined in 

Table I. 

 

Table I: Process & Procedures 

 

Process:      Procedures: 

Contact The researchers contacted & set up interview appoint-

ments with each participant. 

All interviews were scheduled for approximately 30 

minutes. 

The researchers sent each participant the study sum-

mary & consent form via email prior to the interview. 

Interview Each participant read the study summary & signed the 

informed consent form. 

The researchers audio-recorded each interview & addi-

tional notes were taken during the interview. 

The researchers asked all participants a set of 11 multi-

pronged open-ended interview questions. 

Post-Interview 

Procedure & Data 

Analysis 

All interviews were recorded using an audio recording 

device. 

Procedures in the collection and managing of data for 

this study were handled in an effort to maintain a high 

level of confidentiality for all participants. 

The primary researcher transcribed the interviews & 

provided pseudonyms for all participants. 

All hand written notes remained in a locked file cabinet 

until transferred to electronic format. 

Data analysis took place once all interviews were com-

pleted & transcribed. The data collected through inter-

views were coded using thematic analysis (see Braun & 

Clark, 2006). 

All transcribed data was safely stored in password pro-

tected electronic format by the primary researcher. 

Final Results Participants were asked to conduct a check of final data 

to help with triangulation. 

Participants will be given information & access to the 

final research presentation/paper for their personal 

knowledge. 

 

Demographics 

 

This study consisted of seven parents of eight students with disabilities primarily from an 

under resourced rural school district. To help ensure anonymity, the majority of the participants 

resided in a rural Mid-Atlantic state. Although the sample size was relatively small, this was a 

function of parents who were asked to participate but did not want to meet face-to-face and were 
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unwilling to discuss their perspectives of their child’s educational performance with the primary 

researcher via a conference call. The small number of cases is typical of qualitative studies and if 

the researchers’ goals are generation, refinement, comparison, and validation of constructs, which 

they are, the study does not need to be replicated to claim reliability (LeCompte & Priessle, 1993).  

Based on the small sample size, centralized geographic location, and most importantly to 

help ensure confidentiality the researchers decided not to include specific identifiable demographic 

information (i.e., age, grade level, disabilities, etc.). Rather, they decided to leave in gender and 

grade level to provide a context for the narrative. The age range for the students was from 9-to-19 

and disabilities primarily consisted of students on the autism spectrum, intellectual disabilities, 

and physical and other health impairments (see Table II).  

 

Table II: Student Demographics 

 

Parent Pseudonym     Child Pseudonym           Gender Grade Level 

Tonya Connor Male        Elementary School 

Amy Jason Male        Elementary School 

Hillary James Male        Elementary School 

Sam Stan Male        Middle School 

Lisa Trent Male        High School 

Karen Sandy Female        High School 

Sam Kristy Female        High School 

Derek Gary Male        High School 

 

Every effort was made to bracket (Johnson & Christensen, 2004) or suspend the primary 

investigator's preconceptions of what the strengths and weaknesses of virtual learning were and 

how Covid-19 affected these students with disabilities. The primary investigator got to know the 

educational history and stories behind each child having an IEP, often learning how parents felt 

about the process, as she established rapport before asking the interview questions that led to the 

following findings. 

 

Findings 

 

As noted above, all interviews were transcribed, coded, and triangulated. The researchers 

conducted a systematic thematic analysis and identified the following three major themes (a) active 

participation, (b) communication, and (c) grievances with two subthemes (i.e. regression & rou-

tines) which are discussed below.  

 

Active Participation 

 

Although the transition from face-to-face to 100% online instruction was intended to main-

tain the integrity of educational services for the remainder of the school year, there was an over-

whelming consensus among participants who stated the 2019-2020 academic school year actually 

ended in March when schools shut their doors. Six of the seven participants were from significantly 

under resourced rural communities, of which, five of the parents interviewed knew of families who 

did not have access to technology and expressed grave concern regarding the potentially devastat-

ing impact it had on these children, especially if they had a disability. 
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However, unlike these families, a consistently repeated theme was that their child made it 

through the tumultuous year because they had parental support, funds to hire tutors, or knew some-

one who could help throughout the school day. Five parents stated they did not believe any sub-

stantive progress was made towards meeting the goals and objectives/benchmarks outlined in the 

IEP. There was a general consensus that teachers were doing the best they could with what little 

supports they were provided by district administrators. As Sam shared, “The school system was 

ill-prepared to teach children virtually; it was unprecedented.” 

All parents took credit for and believed that their involvement made a difference in their 

child’s success. They felt their child’s success was directly related to how much support they pro-

vided. All parents were convinced their child could not have done the work if they had not helped 

set up the computerized meetings or worked with them on uploading homework or downloading 

instructions. Moreover, parents noted they were put in a precarious position having to play multiple 

roles (i.e., parent, teacher, & employee) which, at times was difficult, because many were juggling 

these tasks while still working full-time. As Sam shared, “Parents still had to go to work, or work 

from home so they could not “teach” their child how to use online learning even if they had the 

capability.” 

Several parents felt the pressure of getting this right. For example, Hillary shared  

 

For [James] it meant I was working from home and “doing the teacher’s job” while helping 

him stay on task or making sure he logged into the appropriate class. For the fall I was 

happy to have more face-to-face days and honestly didn’t know what they would do if 

[James] had to go back to virtual. Hillary continued He could hardly navigate the computer; 

it was next to impossible for him to switch from one class to another. I felt like the skills 

he needed were offered through virtual learning and that as long as I was able to help it 

was going to be fine. However, I worried about children who did not have the same familial 

support.  

 

Tonya gave examples of how [Connor’s]  

 

participation in class made a difference in his learning. When he was engaged in TEAMS 

meetings, actively discussing or sharing work samples she knew he understood more. 

When he was passive, or not paying attention she knew it was because he didn’t feel con-

fident enough to participate, or that he was not interested. Amy lauded that [Jason’s] 

teacher had read alouds through ZOOM and that every child read just like they would in 

class.  

 

She felt like activities that made children feel like they were with their friends was beneficial. Sam 

stated that for both of his children “Actively participating made a difference.” His daughter really 

benefited from “The teacher meeting with her one on one and having her complete tasks.” 

Finally, all parents in this study had computers, internet connection, and could get online; 

but many noted—in the beginning—they did not know how to help their child navigate TEAMS, 

ZOOM, Schoology, or any of the other platforms districts utilized. Similarly, participants lamented 

that even after learning how to maneuver through the various systems, their children were unsuc-

cessful maintaining focus, attending to task, or completing assignments without constant supervi-

sion. Tonya stated “Any success [Connor] had was a direct result of my and husband’s involve-

ment; we both felt like we were teachers in the spring.” 
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Communication 

 

Teachers who reached out to students and parents through a variety of methods were more suc-

cessful than those who made few attempts or only used one modality. Every parent who was happy 

or at least tolerant of the situation spoke highly of their child’s teacher being available and willing 

to talk to them. Teacher communication gave students the opportunity to ask questions and learn. 

Teachers who utilized on-line learning modalities that put students face-to-face tended to be more 

successful than those who relied on a portal where teachers merely posted lessons or work. This 

milieu created opportunities for active participation by students which increased learning and stu-

dent success. 

Although unhappy with online learning, Sam stated “My son’s teachers, therapists, and 

support personnel all stayed in constant contact with me and that they let me know when there 

would be changes in [Stan’s] IEP or school procedures.” Conversely, there were two parents who 

felt like spring was as good as it could have been. These parents praised their child’s teachers for 

constantly being in contact with them and with the students.  

For example, Sam praised his child’s teacher for calling, emailing, texting, and sending 

messages through TEAMS. He shared  

 

The classes met on TEAMS daily and that access was easy and manageable and bragged 

that teachers took the initiative to contact parents and at no time did he feel that they did 

not want to help [Kristy] succeed in school. Karen echoed these sentiments. She said [Sa-

rah] got the attention she needed from the teacher without the distraction of students. I 

really felt this gave [Sarah] more individualized attention than she had in class and wanted 

to continue online learning. 

 

Parents believed that having classes online in formats where children could interact were 

better than posted lessons. They felt that constant communication; especially communication that 

was initiated by the teacher helped to ensure their child was having their needs met. Knowing 

teachers were willing to talk to students and to give them time made a huge difference to parents. 

Tonya said that she was told “We could have all the support and help we needed; they 

offered TEAMS, ZOOM, Facebook Live, phone calls, and conferencing. [Connor] used Schoology 

which I think works well for him.” For example, “The teacher did do her novel study through 

Facebook and students could video themselves reading the story and submit it.” She noted all of 

the aforementioned ways in which the teacher stayed in contact. Further, “It was important for 

children to have interaction with others and we utilized TEAMS and ZOOM for that purpose.” 

Parents who had children in general education classes often commented that their child’s 

success had a lot to do with teachers being willing to do ZOOM or TEAMS rather than just posting 

assignments with little or no instructions. For example, Sam, lauded that his child’s SPED teacher 

“Texted [Stan] often and kept in constant contact, his Gen Ed teacher included him in ZOOM 

meetings daily.” Similarly Karen boasted that [Sandy’s] “teacher held individual conferences with 

students who needed help, or that students could post their questions during class.” Additionally 

she shared that “The individual conferences made a huge difference for [Sandy] and the anonymity 

of not talking to the teacher in front of everyone else had really helped her reduce her anxiety.” 

Unfortunately Sam lamented “I liked my daughter’s teacher, but that she didn’t do anything” [to 

communicate]. 
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Grievances 

 

Despite the positives the researchers identified two primary grievances (i.e. concerns) re-

lated to (a) regression and (b) routine. It should be noted that there was an outlier who was ex-

tremely critical of the entire process. The outlier’s perspectives were divergent from the other 

participants and aligned more with the aforementioned newscasts and social media posts. Although 

the researchers were not able to triangulate this parent’s dissatisfaction, the validity of criticisms, 

comments, and complaints are outlined below. 

Regression. Without directly blaming teachers, three parents shared that the spring of 2020 

was horrible; that their child not only didn’t learn but that they regressed. These parents reiterated 

that there was no preparation and that teachers were suddenly telling students to do something they 

were unsure of themselves. One recurring frustration was school hours stayed the same. For ex-

ample, “Lessons that were “live” and teachers who kept office hours were still during a regular 

school day.” Parents who had to work did not understand why teachers didn’t restructure the school 

day so more parents could successfully assist their child. 

Students with disabilities often struggle with social interactions (see Arnett et al., 2021; 

Caprara et al., 2008; Frea, 2010; Ouherrou et al., 2019; Smith, 2007; Westling & Fox, 2009; Wind-

sor, 1995) and this was evident throughout this study. Six of the participants noted that the isolation 

created an overall regression in their child’s social skill competencies. Hilary noted “Sometimes 

being at school with like peers was the only time [James] had positive interactions with other 

children his age. Without school, or without social guidance and training, these skills were quickly 

lost.” Derek echoed this concern, and stated [Gary]  

 

really struggled with virtual school, and so did we. We had to work, luckily my wife 

worked from home so someone was with him; but she was logged in to her computer, she 

couldn’t stop and help him. He is in full time special education, so you can imagine that 

there was no way he could really do virtual. When we were able to work it out; the classes 

still were not helpful to him. He’s supposed to be learning social skills and living skills. 

Those are interpersonal, and hands on. He could not simulate washing clothes. Sure I get 

astronauts simulate going to space, but he cannot. 

 

Hillary lamented  

 

We have seen a great deal of regression with [James] throughout the pandemic due to ed-

ucational changes, mostly related to socialization skills. As a young child he really strug-

gled with entering new places and buildings such as doctors’ offices, movie theatres, res-

taurants, stores and places of business. However, he has made a tremendous amount of 

progress in the last 5 years through repeated practice, social stories, talk throughs and vid-

eos. This seems to be the area that he has regressed in and is now having difficulty again 

with entering places. He has also had less interest in being around other people and while 

he had always had difficulty with crowds and loud noises, they seem to bother him more 

now after being home more. He did not do well with online and virtual instruction. He 

would usually have meltdowns and could only stay on live for 5-10 minutes without a small 

break. He had difficulty focusing or paying attention to the teacher or students on live ses-

sions and the noise and chaos of many students moving and talking on one screen was very 

overwhelming for him. 
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All parents believed the last two months of the 2019-2020 academic school year were 

wasted, 85% of parents were optimistically eager to have their children return to traditional face-

to-face instruction in the fall of 2020. Six of the seven parents mentioned seeing a significant loss 

of skill and overall regression in behaviors because of the time without instruction and desperately 

wanted their children to regain those lost skills and ideally make tremendous gains. 

With the start of the 2020-2021 academic school year came new expectations. Parents who 

were forgiving in the spring demanded answers and commitment in the fall. These parents all 

understood their rights under IDEIA (2004) and knew that they had been infringed upon in the 

spring. However, given the unique circumstances, they were lenient with teachers and the respec-

tive districts because they knew the pandemic caught virtually everyone off guard and they were 

scrambling to make the best of dire circumstances. 

However, despite the parents desires, as the 2020-2021 academic school year started, 63% 

of the students were still receiving instruction 100% online, two were participating in a hybrid 

learning model, while only one went back to school full time. Not only was the modicum of rein-

stating traditional face-to-face instruction disappointing, with the exception of one, parents felt it 

was deleterious to their children’s academic and social success. Karen shared, [Sandy] “had such 

a positive experience with virtual school that [we] chose that for her for the remainder of the year 

and are negotiating how they can continue this mode of learning throughout her educational ca-

reer.” 

Routine. Sam said that  

 

The change in [Stan’s] and [Kristy’s] routine was definitely the most disastrous experience 

for my children, and that this year they constantly changed routines. Last March [Stan] and 

[Kristy] were sent home completely and had online live sessions. This year was somewhat 

better because they were able to go in person to the school some. Because they received 

SPED services [Stan] and [Kristy] were going 4 days a week when the county was on the 

2 day blended schedule, which Sam thought was a great help! Amy averred that The school 

had very few students attending in person which meant [Jason] was able to get more one 

on one instruction in a quiet, less crowded environment. However, the schedule went back 

and forth between in person and virtual when there were school quarantines, the red colored 

state map, and snow days. 

 

Research by Montebello (2020) confirmed what these parents said. The researcher sug-

gested that the problem with online platforms is that they try to emulate face-to-face learning. He 

insisted that rather than failing at this, learning institutions need to stop doing what has always 

been done, and try a new approach. Transferring academic programs from the classroom to their 

eLearning counterparts is a well-known misconstrued yet highly followed practice that helped in 

giving eLearning a bad name and a poor chance of providing sound educational experiences. 

Young and Donovan (2020) supported this by stating that students with disabilities find learning 

online more difficult than general education students because they have more complicated needs. 

Outlier. Although the researchers heard many positive comments, one parent was dis-

tressed about how the quality of education, or lack thereof took place. This parent did not feel like 

the school, or teachers communicated with the family, or their child. 
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My child is older and could have made some decisions or initiated some of the on-

line work with very little help; but because the school did not communicate effec-

tively there was no instruction at all. I felt like [my child] got the education needed 

because we put in the time and energy to make it happen.  

 

For example,  

 

When students were sent home in the spring of 2020, the case manager never con-

tacted [me or my child] to help navigate the system. [My child] was in self-contained Eng-

lish, math, social studies, and in a co-taught science class. No one monitored his progress 

or reached out to [me or my child], except for the regular education teacher in the science 

class. The regular education science teacher, not the special education teacher, met with 

[my child] one time and asked questions and chatted about science. Just Once!  

I was more disappointed in what happened, or didn’t happen than was mad. All of 

the teachers placed assignments on Schoology, and only one sent messages to the students 

to help them. Students were not taught new skills; so there were no live meetings and no 

video-taped lessons.  

 

The parent said, “They did practical daily math applications, which [my child] needed, but did not 

introduce new concepts.”  

In the fall of 2021 the parents transferred their child to another high school hoping for a 

better educational experience. It was exactly the same.  

 

Special education did not have any waivers during this time; they were required to 

meet IEPs. This meant for [my child] that in English, math, science, and social studies the 

teacher should have been meeting with him for 90 minutes a day; every teacher should 

have had a live class through TEAMS and followed [my child’s] accommodations.  

Math worksheets were placed on Schoology with some examples of how to do the 

work; the same consumer math [my child] did last spring. [My child’s] English teacher set 

up weekly TEAMS meetings, weekly, and they should have been daily. [My child] rarely 

went to this meeting, and again, the case manager never checked in on [my child]. 

[My child] also had welding class during the fall; I understand how difficult that 

would be; but you’d think they’d have a simulation. The teacher did put the math that was 

required on Schoology; but offered very little explanation to go with the problems. [My 

child] only learned what we taught him, and had we been working full time or had other 

children or other responsibilities [my child] would have learned very little. This has been 

a disappointing experience. I know how hard I worked to educate [my child], but I know 

other kids who did not get that. 

 

Limitations  

 

Aside from the State’s social distancing mandates, which were easily mitigated, there were 

three primary limitations to this study including (a) limited research, (b) sample size and geo-

graphic location, and (c) demographic composition which are discussed below. 
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Limited Research 

 

Although there is ample research related to instructional and assistive technology for stu-

dents with disabilities (see Arnett et al., 2021; Bausch, et al., 2008; Dell et al., 2016; Fitzpatrick & 

Brown, 2008; Fitzpatrick & Knowlton, 2009; Fitzpatrick & Neild, 2017; Taylor et al., 2021; 

Wehman, 2013) the body of literature related to efficacy of outcomes of online instruction while 

teaching students under Covid-19 restrictions remains extremely sparse. Aside from editorials, 

various newscasts, social media posts, and tabloid anecdotes the overall impact of the expedient 

transition from face-to-face to 100% home-based instruction (i.e., online) has not been substanti-

ated in the research. This gap in the literature made developing the foundation for the study some-

what cumbersome. 

 

Sample Size & Geographic Location 

 

Using a listserv, the primary researcher requested 60 parents participate in the study. Only 

seven parent’s responded equating to 12%. Further these parents were from similar geographic 

locations. Although infrastructures may be commensurate, these two limitations make generalizing 

to different geographic regions and/or educational settings difficult. 

 

Demographic Composition 

 

The sample consisted of seven parents and eight children with low incidence disabilities. 

After a thorough review of the literature, it is clearly evident students with autism and other sig-

nificant disabilities typically have difficulties attending to and completing tasks in isolation. How-

ever, having parents of students with high incidence disabilities (i.e., learning disabilities, emo-

tional & behavior disorders, etc.) would have strengthened the data. 

Finally, it is important to note that qualitative research typically has high levels of internal 

validity (see Lincoln & Guba, 1981; Merriam, 1995; & Patton, 2002) whereas there is very little 

external validity, or generalizability, as defined by Gall et al. (2003) and Creswell and Poth (2018). 

Therefore results should not be generalized, rather further explored. The following section pro-

vides three recommendations for future research. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Based on the systematic thematic analysis, aforementioned three themes, and in conjunc-

tion with the limitations of this study the researchers identified the following three overarching 

recommendations for future research (a) increase sample size and broaden geographic location; 

(b) interview teachers, administrators, and students; and (c) diversify demographic composition 

which are discussed below. 

 

Increase Sample Size & Broaden Geographic Location 

 

As noted above, small sample sizes are reliable and valid within qualitative studies. How-

ever, the researchers would like to gain greater perspectives through a mixed methods study. Em-

ploying a qualitative and quantitative approach to encompass a larger number of parents while 

simultaneously including students, teachers, and administrators would add value to subsequent 
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research. Further, broadening the geographic location would strengthen the generalizability of sub-

sequent studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 1995).  

 

Interview Teachers, Administrators, & Students 

 

Rather than replicating this study, the researchers recommend using a mixed methods ap-

proach and incorporate teachers, administrators, and students to gain their perspectives regarding 

the teaching-and-learning process during the Covid-19 pandemic. Incorporating quantitative data 

gathered through surveys would help ascertain the perceptions and insights of many students, par-

ents, and administrators; while still interviewing a random selection in order to gather qualitative 

data.  

Teachers have the unique knowledge of what they know students need as opposed to how 

they were able to offer that during Covid-19; thus making their stories different than that of parents. 

Whereas students feel the frustration of having to learn differently, and to have to rely on more 

support not less from parents, and less support not more from teachers. Finally, administrators 

should be given the opportunity to hear the positives and refute the complaints of everyone in-

volved and provide an analysis of how the pandemic impacted their day-to-day administrative 

functions. 

 

Diversify Demographic Composition 

 

Diversifying the composition of students with disabilities would not only broaden the scope 

of this study, but help determine how students with high incidence disabilities perceived the teach-

ing-and-learning process. Including students with additional disabilities in future studies would 

enhance the voice to the population of students receiving SPED services. Broadening the disability 

classifications would offer a wider viewpoint of the qualitative and quantitative data and outcomes 

would add to the insufficient literature. 

 

Summary & Conclusion 

 

This article summarized the stories of eight children with disabilities and their experiences 

learning how to navigate the virtual classroom. The researchers analyzed and evaluated parental 

perceptions regarding the positive and negative impact of the abrupt disruption to both general and 

SPED services students received due to Covid-19 in the spring of 2020 and the 2020-2021 aca-

demic school year.  

The researchers identified three major themes (a) active participation, (b) communication, 

and (c) grievances with two subthemes (i.e. regression & routines. Limitations were identified and 

three recommendations were provided for future research. Finally, this study serves as a founda-

tion for providing pertinent information—from a parental perspective—of the successes, frustra-

tions, and hardships to help teachers and administrators, especially in rural school districts, plan 

for the future and help identify the most appropriate accommodations, modifications, and strate-

gies to maximize learning outcomes in an online environment during difficult and trying times. 
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Abstract 

 

Special education laws set clear and stringent deadlines for school psychologists to com-

plete eligibility or reevaluation assessments that are valid and comprehensive. Prior to the 

Covid-19 pandemic, these assessments primarily took place face-to-face and aligned with 

standardized assessment practices. School closures and virtual learning environments 

posed a challenge for school psychologists as they considered how to meet legal responsi-

bilities, ethical obligations, and maintain the validity of the assessments. Guidelines for 

conducting psychoeducational assessments are being written at the same time school psy-

chologists are implementing them in the field. This article summarizes the available guide-

lines for assessment in a virtual environment and discusses the implications for current 

and future school psychology practice.  

 

Keywords: Tele-Assessment; School Psychology; Special Education; Eligibility Determination 

 

 

To help mitigate the public health risks associated with the coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) 

pandemic, schools across the United States began closing in the spring of 2020. These widespread 

closures affected at least 55.1 million students, with schools in 48 states being ordered or recom-

mended to close for the remainder of the academic year (Map, 2020). Due to the sudden nature of 

the crisis, school psychologists scrambled to determine how to proceed with the administration 

and interpretation of psychoeducational assessments.  

In the immediate aftermath, the Office of Civil Rights (2020) issued guidance stating that 

evaluations requiring face-to-face assessments or observations would need to be delayed until 

schools reopened. However, as the pandemic continued, it became less feasible to delay eligibility 

evaluations indefinitely. School psychologists play a vital role in the process of determining if a 

child is eligible for special education (SPED) services. Under a prescribed timeline, they must 

complete all necessary assessments within the child’s suspected area(s) of disability as outlined in 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) and state codes. This 

information helps guide the case conference in determining the appropriate educational services 

for the child; delaying such evaluations threatens a child’s access to a free and appropriate educa-

tion (FAPE).  

Tele-assessment has emerged as a potential solution for school psychologists to meet these 

legal obligations. Tele-assessment refers to the remote administration of a norm-referenced test 

over a high-speed internet connection (Farmer et al., 2020; Pearson Assessments, 2020). The ex-

aminer administers the test in one geographic location and the examinee completes the test in real-

time, typically with the assistance of a facilitator, at a different location. 
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Tele-assessment helps safeguard the health of both the examiner and examinee while al-

lowing the school psychologist to meet psychoeducational evaluation deadlines. Furthermore, ac-

cording to National Association of School Psychologists (NASP, 2020) tele-assessment can be 

used to improve access to school psychological services in rural and underserved areas, even after 

the pandemic ends. Although there is potential gain from decreasing the constraints and barriers 

that are created by paper-pencil and face-to-face standardized assessments (Young, 2005), research 

on the validity of virtual assessment is lacking.  

Therefore, policy makers, researchers, and school psychologists must adapt and accommo-

date at an increasingly rapid pace (Stifel et al., 2020). Imperative to the spirit of SPED laws, de-

laying assessment for students with disabilities—and those with a possible diagnosis—restricts 

access to SPED and related services in a timely fashion (Stifel et al., 2020). School psychologists 

must carefully consider all these challenges and consider the legal and ethical implications of tele-

assessment. This article summarizes the available guidelines for conducting psychoeducational 

assessments in a virtual environment. Implications for future practice are discussed including the 

potential outlook for continued virtual assessment as the pandemic comes to an end.  

 

History of Tele-Health 

 

Conducting psychological services through tele-practice is not a new concept. Tele-health 

services have been touted as having many potential benefits such as increasing accessibility of 

mental health services to underserved communities, easing the pressures of face-to-face services 

for hesitant populations (i.e., teenagers), and facilitating ease of service delivery, among others 

(Hollis et al., 2017). In general, tele-health includes any service where the provider and client are 

not in the same physical space (NASP, 2020). Counseling services have long been adapted for 

delivery over the internet, and efficacy of tele-health counseling has been established for several 

psychiatric disorders (Kay-Lambkin et al., 2009). On the other hand, assessment of norm-refer-

enced tests typically used in a psychoeducational evaluation, do not have a strong research base, 

and psychologists prefer face-to-face administration of various assessments (Rabin et al., 2014). 

The most notable exception would be the popularity of utilizing computers for personality assess-

ment, and many of those have been adapted for tele-health and virtual administration. For instance, 

Luxton et al. (2014) developed guidelines for psychological tele-assessment long before the Covid-

19 pandemic. Although they acknowledged the limitations of remotely conducting assessments 

that utilize manipulatives (e.g., Wechsler Scales), they reviewed the literature that supported the 

administration of rating scales and personality measures through tele-health services.  

In the pre-pandemic world, school psychologists had some options of obtaining data with-

out the need for a physical presence at school. For example, school psychologists could email the 

Behavior Assessment System for Children, Third Edition (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2015) to parents 

and teachers to aid in the psychoeducational evaluation process. Providing protocols to families 

and teachers in a digital format saves on paper materials that could potentially be lost in transmis-

sion through a child’s backpack and allows for quicker scoring for the school psychologist. These 

digital administration processes were accounted for by the developers of the measures in their 

standardization process (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2015) contributing to the confidence of utilizing 

these types of measures in a valid psychoeducational evaluation. 

Administration of norm-referenced assessments through digital systems is relatively new. 

As Zitny et al. (2012) noted, computers have been utilized to score assessments of cognitive and 

academic functioning over the past several decades, but they only recently have added a digital 
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administration component. Pearson Assessments, publishers of several popular cognitive and 

achievement tests used by school psychologists (e.g., Wechsler Scales, Kaufman Achievement 

Tests, etc.), created the Q-Interactive platform for clinicians to utilize technology in their face-to-

face administration of assessments. This platform requires two iPads® for administration, one with 

the examiner’s materials and one for the examinee’s view. The examiner and examinee interact 

with the testing materials through the iPads® and utilize any required manipulatives in a face-to-

face administration (e.g., blocks).  

Although the Q-Interactive technology has been available since 2012, it is the only tech-

nology available for online test administration (Krach et al., 2020). Furthermore, computerized 

instruments, both those developed for computer only administration or tests adapted from paper 

format to digital, were not originally developed with the idea of being administered virtually. In 

response to school closures, Pearson (2021) proposed guidelines for administration of their tests 

virtually despite lack of empirical support.  

 

Overview of Existing Guidance on Tele-Assessment 

 

Throughout the pandemic, school psychologists have turned to various entities for guid-

ance on tele-assessment. Professional organizations, such as the American Psychological Associ-

ation (APA) and NASP (2020), have recommended using tele-assessment with extreme caution. 

In a statement issued by APA, Wright et al. (2020) acknowledged the paucity of research demon-

strating the equivalency of in-person and remote assessment, thus urging psychologists to address 

the validity of the data in their reports. Similarly, NASP called on school psychologists to admin-

ister assessments “in the manner in which they were developed and validated,” (p. 2) with any 

adaptations being documented and based on high-quality evidence. The cautious approach as-

sumed by APA and NASP is echoed by other professional organizations, such as state school 

psychology associations and SPED councils (Krach et al., 2020).  

During the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, Krach et al. (2020) evaluated the guidance 

published by professional organizations, governmental agencies, and test publishers. They found 

that governmental agencies, such as the U.S. Department of Education and state education depart-

ments, took the most conservative approach, recommending that adapted tele-assessment be used 

with caution or not at all (Krach et al., 2020). In contrast, test publishers, such as Psychological 

Assessment Resources and Western Psychological Services (WPS), never discouraged the use of 

their products in virtual settings (Krach et al., 2020). In fact, these test publishers provided tele-

assessment guidance on their websites in the form of test-specific recommendations or overall 

considerations for virtual assessment. Additionally, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC, 

2020) suggested evaluations continue despite concerns related to validity. CEC explained it causes 

more harm to delay educational services compared to administering adapted assessments. The lack 

of consensus over adapted tele-assessment guidelines among professional organizations, govern-

mental agencies, and test publishers underscores the dilemma school psychologists face and con-

tinue to encounter in the Covid-19 era.  

 

Legal Considerations 

 

As the preceding discussion illustrated, there is some confusion over the use of adapted 

tele-assessment. For that reason, it is crucial for school psychologists to be familiar with the appli-

cable federal and state legislation. Throughout the pandemic, the U.S. Department of Education 
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continued to affirm students with disabilities’ rights to FAPE in the least restrictive environment 

(LRE) as guaranteed by IDEIA (USDOE, 2020a). The U.S. Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, 

declined to seek congressional waivers to FAPE and LRE requirements as part of the CARES Act, 

stating that “there is no reason for Congress to waive any provision designed to keep students 

learning” (USDOE, 2020b, Para. 3). Unless a school is closed to all students, educators must con-

tinue providing SPED and related services to students with disabilities (USDOE, 2020a). Due to 

this, school psychologists may feel pressure to use tele-assessment to meet SPED eligibility dead-

lines. However, it is important to note that there is some flexibility, as the Office of Civil Rights 

issued a statement encouraging schools to work collaboratively with parents to reach mutually 

agreeable extensions (OCR of Special Education & Rehabilitative Services, 2020). Furthermore, 

certain states (e.g., California) have passed laws to extend SPED timelines during the pandemic. 

While it is outside the scope of this article to review legislation from every state, school psycholo-

gists are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the laws that pertain to them.  

 

Potential Drawbacks to Tele-Assessment 

 

NASP (2017) voiced concerns related to reliability and validity of tele-assessment. These 

concerns are valid, as there are few empirical studies establishing the reliability and validity of 

tele-assessments. In a study conducted by Stifel et al. (2020), a systematic review of the literature 

yielded only six empirical studies on the agreement between remote and in-person standardized 

test administrations in children and youth. Despite the small number of studies, the authors con-

cluded that “the results generally suggested that the mode of administration did not impact exam-

inees’ performance on the tests” (p. 440). While these results are promising, caution is still war-

ranted. In one study, significant administration effects were found on certain subtests of the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, Fifth Edition (Wechsler, 2014), with remote administra-

tion yielding higher Processing Speed Index scores than in-person administration (Wright, 2020). 

In addition, many standardized procedures for remote administration involve a third-party facili-

tator, which is not feasible in the Covid-19 era. Without a trained facilitator, some subtests (e.g., 

Block Design) are impossible to administer.  

Although test manufacturers like Pearson have recommended making substitutions on 

these subtests, there is limited psychometric evidence to suggest their equivalency. Finally, there 

are few studies on the equivalency of remote and in-person administration among children with 

disabilities. This is particularly troubling for school psychologists, who often conduct psychoedu-

cational assessments to help make SPED determinations (Krach, Paskiewicz, & Monk, 2020). 

Tele-assessment poses various uncertainties for school psychologists when evaluating students 

with disabilities within the specific disability categories (Khubchandani & Thew, 2016). For in-

stance, school psychologists must observe students in their natural school and testing environment 

when assessing the impact of attention on educational performance. Virtual settings compromise 

these natural observations. Similarly, play assessments utilized in evaluations of autism spectrum 

disorder cannot be administered in a virtual environment (WPS, 2021). Furthermore, school psy-

chologists must consider the disruption the pandemic has caused on the everyday lives of society, 

which greatly impacted the routines of children with disabilities. Changing the format, process, 

and learning environment, while adding social isolation and emotional stress from a crisis, can 

impact the outcomes of assessments (Buchnat & Wojchechowska, 2020).  
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The extent to which adapted tele-assessment introduces construct-irrelevant influences 

raises other concerns. According to the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, con-

struct-irrelevant variance is defined as “‘the degree to which test scores are affected by processes 

that are extraneous to the test’s intended purpose’” (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014, p. 12). Con-

struct-irrelevant influences can arise from the examinee, examiner, the environment, or the instru-

ment (Farmer et al., 2020). For example, the pandemic has introduced new stressors that may cause 

transient emotional distress within the examinee and examiner. This could interfere with the ex-

aminee’s test scores and the examiner’s ability to administer the assessment. Examinees complet-

ing tests with elevated levels of anxiety may perform more poorly compared to when feeling re-

laxed (Schillinger et al., 2021). Furthermore, although psychologists are trained to administer 

achievement and intelligence assessments, unfamiliarity with the virtual format introduces another 

source of construct-irrelevant variance. Inaccurate assessment of an examinee’s skills and abilities, 

from score influenced by extenuating factors related to the examiner or the examinee, could result 

in denial of the appropriate Individualized Education Program (IEP) services.  

Environmental factors also give rise to construct-irrelevant influences, as the examiner has 

little control over it. Although school psychologists have always battled uncontrollable environ-

mental influences within a school (i.e., unplanned drills, schedule changes, etc.), virtual assessment 

introduces more potential environmental barriers. A study conducted by Brearly et al. (2017) noted 

the critical importance of high-speed internet connections, yet many families have limited home 

internet access. In addition, it is more difficult to control noise and distractions in the examinee’s 

environment, as family members may be working or attending school from home. Finally, the 

instrument itself can introduce construct-irrelevant variance, as most were normed and developed 

for traditional in-person administration. While “equivalency” studies are a step in the right direc-

tion, they are insufficient in demonstrating the reliability and validity of remote procedures.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

Tele-assessment poses several ethical dilemmas for school psychologists. Under NASP’s 

Ethical Standards, school psychologists are required to use assessment techniques that are con-

sistent with “responsible, research-based practice” (Standard II.3.2, p. 46). As the preceding dis-

cussion illustrated, there is limited research on assessments normed on remote procedures. Tele-

assessment also threatens Guiding Principle I.3, which focuses on fairness, equity, and justice. By 

one estimate, three million students in the United States do not have access to the internet at home 

(Kinnard & Dale, 2020). The digital divide poses an equity issue, as students of color and students 

from low-income backgrounds are disproportionately affected. Access to a reliable high-speed 

internet connection and expensive computer equipment is a barrier in many communities, as is 

limited digital literacy and familiarity. Finally, conducting assessments virtually jeopardizes pri-

vacy and confidentiality (Guiding Principle I.2) and test security (Standard II.5.1). Malware in-

stalled on the device of either the examiner or examinee could unknowingly transmit sensitive 

information to a third-party. The examinee could also capture and upload images of test materials 

without the examiner’s knowledge.  

 

Recommendations for School Psychologists 

 

As the pandemic continues, school psychologists face a difficult dilemma: to use tele-as-

sessment or not use tele-assessment. There are certainly many challenges associated with tele-
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assessment, including the lack of equivalency research, threats to privacy, and test security. How-

ever, the use of tele-assessment must be weighed against the alternative—delaying assessments 

until in-person learning resumes. This option, too, is fraught with legal and ethical implications. 

Although some states have issued waivers to extend deadlines, schools are not exempt from serv-

ing students with disabilities during the pandemic. Furthermore, postponing assessments is an eth-

ical concern, because it potentially delays students from receiving special education and related 

services.  

One proposed solution is using R.I.O. instead of R.I.O.T. to complete special education 

eligibility evaluations (Hass & Leung, 2020). The acronym R.I.O.T. stands for record review, in-

terview, observation, and test. It reminds school psychologists to use a multi-method, multi-in-

formant approach when completing comprehensive assessments. Although testing is an important 

component of school psychological services, Hass and Leung contend that R.I.O. (record review, 

interview, & observation) can be used for comprehensive assessments during the Covid-19 crisis. 

First, historical records (e.g., academic, health, & medical history) can provide valuable insight, 

especially when evaluating children for intellectual disabilities, autism, and attention deficit hy-

peractivity disorder. Although they provide minimal—if any—information about the student’s 

current functioning, record reviews “can be instrumental in establishing patterns of behavior over 

time that suggest the presence or absence of an academic or social-emotional problem” (Hass & 

Leung, 2020, p. 2).  

Next, parent/teacher interviews can be used in conjunction with behavior rating scales to 

learn about a student’s current functioning. Finally, the authors address the observation component 

of R.I.O. They admit that traditional classroom observations are not feasible, and observations 

conducted virtually would likely yield atypical results (Hass & Leung, 2020). However, data col-

lected from observation of students in an online environment should not be disregarded. Direct 

interviews with students allow school psychologists to gather observational data related to mental 

status, aspects of behavior that are important to include in psychoeducational reports (Hass & 

Leung, 2020). Additionally, school psychologists can utilize video conferencing platforms to con-

duct parent interviews, which may provide an opportunity to observe the child in the background. 

Furthermore, using an additional camera set up to view the student’s online workspace allows the 

psychologist to gather behavioral observations that can assist a case conference committee when 

making decisions based on a student’s performance on virtual assignments.  

Although the R.I.O. approach may be suitable for emotional and behavioral diagnoses, 

testing is often needed to diagnose conditions such as specific learning disabilities (Krach et al., 

2020). When direct methods are necessary, it may be helpful to consult a decision-making guide. 

Krach and colleagues propose a 4-step process to help practitioners make safe and valid testing 

decisions. In step one, team members determine what type of data is needed to make a diagno-

sis/eligibility determination. Will qualitative data (i.e., interviews & observations) be sufficient, or 

is quantitative data (i.e., cognitive & achievement tests) also needed? Next, data collection meth-

ods must be determined. Although some assessments were designed to be administered via tele-

assessment, many of the assessments school psychologists use were not (Krach et al., 2020). As a 

result, school psychologists may need to seek out additional training to administer adapted tele-

assessments. The third step of the decision-making process is to consider the legal, ethical, and 

practical aspects of the data collection method selected. For example, the practitioner needs to 

consider if the examinee has the technological resources (e.g., computer, internet, know-how, etc.) 

to complete an assessment virtually (Krach et al., 2020). Finally, interpretation of the test findings 

occurs. School psychologists must fully explain the process of tele-assessment to the IEP team and 
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provide information on the implications of making modifications to standardized tests (Jameson 

et al., 2020). Specifically, school psychologists should acknowledge any threats to test validity and 

answer any questions the team members may have regarding the validity of an assessment admin-

istered virtually.  

 

Future Outlook of Virtual Assessment 

 

As technological advances continue to affect many aspects of life and practice, it is possible 

that digital and virtual test administration will continue to develop and improve. But will school 

psychologists want to continue to administer norm-referenced tests through a virtual platform once 

the pandemic is over? Although online administration of tests became a necessity for some school 

psychologists, the preference for online administration is questionable.  

Despite the discussion of moving to virtual administration of assessment to meet eligibility 

deadlines, school districts across the country pivoted and found ways to allow for the continued 

administration of in-person testing throughout the pandemic (Corcoran, 2021); therefore, it is pos-

sible that paper-and-pencil testing will continue to dominate psychoeducational assessments.  

Recent research indicated that graduate students who had training on digital platforms 

made them more desirable to internship sites during the pandemic (Corcoran, 2021). For instance, 

use of Q-Interactive on iPads® allows for school psychologists and students to maintain social 

distancing in an in-person testing setting. Furthermore, psychologists may be hesitant to use the 

technology because of the lack of independent studies addressing equivalency to the paper-and-

pencil format. Krach and colleagues (2020) reported that most of the Q-Interactive equivalency 

studies have been conducted by Pearson themselves and have not been subject to peer review. 

Rabin and colleagues (2014) surveyed neuropsychologists and found that the average respondent 

rarely used computerized assessments when available.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Special education law calls for the timely completion of eligibility assessments, which pre-

sented significant challenges to school psychologists as schools moved to virtual learning at the 

beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic (Krach et al., 2021). Continued surges of the virus have pro-

longed the effects to schools causing additional closures or the provision of a mixture of virtual 

and in-person learning options; therefore, school psychologists continue to face decisions of 

whether or not to complete virtual assessments.  

As different psychological tests have been adapted for computer administration, psycholo-

gists continue to utilize paper-and-pencil versions (Rabin et al, 2014), and school psychologists 

may choose to avoid the newer adaptations to virtual administration. Despite the potential of tele-

assessment to expand the reach of psychoeducational assessments, it is possible that virtual assess-

ment of norm-referenced tests would only be utilized under extenuating circumstances. For in-

stance, school districts covering large rural areas but employing one school psychologist may uti-

lize technology to serve students more efficiently. Future research should explore the current use 

of virtual assessment as the pandemic continues and address whether school psychologists plan to 

use virtual administration assessments when in-person assessment is possible.  

  



 

Page | 82                                             Dale, McDonald, & Neild—Tele-assessment Considerations 
  

References 

 

American Educational Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association 

[APA], & National Council on Measurement in Education [NCME]. (2014). Standards for 

educational and psychological testing. American Educational Research Association. 

Brearly, T. W., Shura, R. D., Martindale, S. L., Lazowski, R. A., Luxton, D. D., Shenal, B. V., & 

Rowland, J. A. (2017). Neuropsychological test administration by videoconference: A sys-

tematic review and meta-analysis. Neuropsychology  Review, 27(2), 174-186. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11065-017-9349-1 

Buchnat, M., & Wojciechowska, A. (2020). Online education of student with mild intellectual 

disability and autism spectrum disorder during the Covid-19 pandemic, Interdisciplinary 

Contexts of Special Pedagogy, 29, 149-171. https://doi.org/10.14746/ikps.2020.29.07 

Corcoran, S. (2021). Q-interactive: Training implications for accuracy and technology integration. 

Contemporary School Psychology, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-021-00368-3 

Council for Exceptional Children. (2020, June 9). Key considerations for special educators and the 

infants, children, and youth they serve as schools reopen. https://exceptionalchil-

dren.org/blog/key-considerations-special-educators-andinfants-children-and-youth-they-

serve-schools-reopen  

Farmer, R.L., McGill, R.J., Dombrowski, S.C., McClain, M.B., Harris, B., Lockwood, A.B., Pow-

ell, S.L., Pynn, C., Smith-Kellen, S., Loethen, E., & Benson, N.F. (2020). Teleassessment 

with children and adolescents during the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic and beyond: 

Practice and policy implications. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000349 

Hass, M. R., & Leung, B. P. (2020). When you can’t RIOT, RIO: Tele-assessment for school 

psychologists. Contemporary School Psychology, 1-7. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-

020-00326-5  

Hollis, C., Falconer, C. J., Martin, J. L., Whittington, C., Stockton, S., Glazebrook, C., & Davies, 

E. B. (2017). Annual research review: Digital health interventions for children & young 

people with mental health problems – a systematic & meta-review. Journal of Child Psy-

chology & Psychiatry, 58(4), 474-503. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12663 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 et seq. (2004). 

Jameson, J. M., Stegenga, S. M., & Ryan, J. (2020). Free Appropriate Public Education in the time 

of Covid-19. Rural Special Education, 39(4), 181-192. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

8756870520959659 

Kay-Lambkin, F. J., Baker, A. L., Lewing, T. J., & Carr, V. J. (2009). Computer-based psycho-

logical treatment for comorbid depression & problematic alcohol and/or cannabis use: a 

randomized controlled trial of clinical efficacy. Addiction, 104, 378-388. https://doi.org 

/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2008.02444.x 

Khubchandani, A., & Thew, D. (2016). Achieving equity in the health of women with disabilities 

through telehealth: Challenges & benefits. In S. E. Miles-Cohen & C. Signore (Eds.), Elim-

inating inequities for women with disabilities: An agenda for health & wellness (p. 83–91). 

American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/14943-005 

Kinnard, M., & Dale, M. (2020, March 30). School shutdowns raise stakes of digital divide for 

students. Public Broadcasting Corp. https://www.pbs.org/newshour/education/school-

shutdowns-raise-stakes-of-digital-divide-for-students  



Thresholds Volume 45, Issue 1 (Winter, 2022)                                                                    Page |   
  

83 

Krach, S. K., Paskiewicz, T. L., Ballard, S. C., Howell, J. E., & Botana, S. M. (2020). Meeting the 

Covid-19 deadlines: Choosing assessments to determine eligibility. Journal of Psychoedu-

cational Assessment. https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282920969993  

Krach, S. K., Paskiewicz, T. L., & Monk, M. M. (2020). Testing our children when the world shuts 

down: Analyzing recommendations for adapted tele-assessment during Covid-19. Journal 

of Psychoeducational Assessment, 38(8), 923-941. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

0734282920962839 

Map: Coronavirus & school closures. (2020, May 6). Education Week. https://www.ed-

week.org/leadership/map-coronavirus-and-school-closures-in-2019-2020/2020/03  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2010). Principles for professional ethics. 

https://www.nasponline.org/standards-and-certification/professional-ethics  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2017). Considerations for delivery of school psy-

chological telehealth services. https://www.nasponline.org/x39099.xml  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2020). Telehealth: Virtual service delivery updated 

recommendations. https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-

podcasts/Covid-19-resource-center/special-education-resources/telehealth-virtual-service-

delivery-updated-recommendations 

Office for Civil Rights. (2020). Fact sheet: Addressing the risk of Covid-19 in schools while pro-

tecting the civil rights of students. Washington, DC: United States Department of Educa-

tion. 

Pearson Assessments. (2020). Telepractice & the KTEA-3. Retrieved November 16, 2020, from 

https://www.pearsonassessments.com/professional-assessments/digital-solutions/teleprac-

tice/telepractice-and-the-ktea-3.html 

Pearson Assessments. (2021). Telepractice & the WISC-V. Retrieved August 31, 2021, from 

https://www.pearsonassessments.com/content/dam/school/global/clinical/us/assets/tele-

practice/guidance-documents/telepractice-and-the-wisc-v.pdf 

Rabin, L. A., Spadaccini, A. T., Brodale, D. L., Grant, K. S., Elbulok-Charcape, M. M., & Barr, 

W B. (2014). Utilization rates of computerized tests & test batteries among clinical neuro-

psychologists in the United States & Canada. Professional Psychology: Research & Prac-

tice, 45, 368-377. https:// doi.org/10.1037/a0037987 

Reynolds, C. R., & Kamphaus, R. W. (2015). BASC-3: Behavior Assessment System for Children, 

Third Edition. Pearson Clinical.  

Schillinger, F. L., Mosbacher, J. A., Brunner, C., Vogel, S. E., & Grabner., R. H. (2021). Revisiting 

the role of worries in explaining the link between test anxiety & test performance. Educa-

tional Psychology Review. https://doi.org/10.007/s10648-021-09601-0. 

Stifel, S. W., Feinberg, D. K., Zhang, Y., Chan, M. K., & Wagle, R. (2020). Assessment during 

the Covid-19 pandemic: Ethical, legal, & safety considerations moving forward. School 

Psychology Review, 49(4), 438-452. https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1844549 

United States Department of Education. (2020a). Fact sheet: Addressing the risk of Covid-19 in 

schools while protecting the civil rights of students.https://www2.ed.gov/about/of-

fices/list/ocr/docs/ocr-coronavirus-fact-sheet.pdf  

United States Department of Education. (2020b). Secretary DeVos reiterates learning must con-

tinue for all student, declines to seek congressional waivers to FAPE, LRE requirements 

of IDEA. https://sites.ed.gov/idea/secretary-devos-declines-to-seek-congressional-fape-

lre-waivers-to-idea-requirements 



 

Page | 84                                             Dale, McDonald, & Neild—Tele-assessment Considerations 
  

Western Psychological Services (2021, May 4). Telepractice 101. https://pages.wpspu-

blish.com/telepractice-101 

Wright, A. J. (2020). Equivalence of remote, digital administration & traditional, in-person admin-

istration of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, (WISC-V). Psychological assess-

ment. https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0000939 

Young, K. S. (2005). An empirical examination of client attitudes towards online counseling. 

Cyber Psychology & Behavior, 8(2), 172–177. 

Zitny, P., Halama, P., Jelínek, M., & Kveton, P. (2012). Validity of cognitive ability tests–com-

parison of computerized adaptive testing with paper & pencil & computer-based forms 

oadministrations. Studia Psychologica, 54(3), 181-194. 



Thresholds Volume 45, Issue 1 (Winter, 2022)                                                                    Page |   
  

85 

Considerations for Using Virtual Manipulatives  

& an Explicit Instruction Format in a Virtual 

 Learning Environment 
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Abstract 

 

Providing effective mathematics instruction to learners with disabilities is challenging 

enough in a classroom. Providing the same level of high quality instruction can be more 

difficult in an online environment. This article describes an effective use of virtual tools for 

mathematics that can both engage students and provide the supports they need to learn the 

material. Throughout the article, the authors follow Tim’s transition from teaching in his 

classroom at school to implementing his lesson plans through an online portal. A discus-

sion of the concrete-representational-abstract methodology and explicit instruction 

adapted to use in an online environment guides recommendations. 

 

Keywords: Mathematics, Explicit Instruction, Concrete-Representational-Abstract 

 

Tim was in his fifth year as a special education teacher. Students came to 

him for math instruction. His classroom at the middle school was set up to 

provide the highest level of instruction to the ten students who came to his 

class. He taught a wide range of mathematics skills to the students, from 

basic numbers and operations to introductory algebra. He structured his 

instruction based on the learner needs and used an explicit instruction for-

mat. Tim’s classroom was considered a Tier 2 intervention room in a 

Multi-Tiered System of Support adopted by the district.  

 

 

Mathematics instruction is an important component of education for any student (Camera, 2015). 

It is one of the core subjects as evidenced by the standardized tests given to all students every year. 

Students in special education services often struggle with learning mathematics. They tend to enter 

school without certain prerequisite skills that allow them to learn even the most basic mathematical 

concepts (Izuno-Garcia et al., 2021; Mackintosh & Rowe, 2021). Early numeracy skills like simple 

number identification and counting provide the base on which to build more advanced mathemat-

ics skills. The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM, 2000) recommended that all 

learners develop competent skills in reasoning and computation. Their Equity Principle recom-

mended high expectations for all students. To achieve this, they suggest accommodating differ-

ences in learners through technology and other resources (NCTM, 2000).  

Special education services often allow for different accommodations that provide the stu-

dents with access to equitable levels of instruction (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Some of 

these accommodations include the use of evidence-based practices and additional classroom staff 
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who can provide prompting. This, however, is not always sufficient for students to develop math-

ematical skills. Providing instruction that allows the students to develop the necessary skills must 

include connecting the concepts to something in the learner’s environment (NCTM, 2000). With-

out the context, students are less likely to develop understanding and rely on rote responding 

(Agrawal & Morin, 2016).  

 

Evidence-Based Math Instruction Practices 

 

Explicit Instruction 

 

Explicit instruction is an evidence-based method used for mathematics instruction in spe-

cial education classrooms (Strickland & Maccini, 2010). It is often used in conjunction with a 

Concrete-Representational-Abstract/Virtual-Representational-Abstract (CRA/VRA) methodol-

ogy. Explicit instruction consists of modules that cover topics in three phases: modeling, guided 

practice, and independent practice (Doabler & Fien, 2013).  

Throughout each phase, the teacher guides learners through the skill, providing support to 

both the entire class and individuals. This should also include the use of an “advanced organizer” 

that sets up the lesson for the students (Agrawal & Morin, 2016). An advance organizer can take 

many forms, from formal documentation to simple instruction, but generally provides the learners 

with information on how the new lesson is related to past lessons and provides rationales for the 

importance of learning the new skill (Archer & Hughes, 2010).  

The modeling phase of explicit instruction involves the teacher working through the pro-

cess of completing the problems with the students. Modeling includes both explaining the concept 

being taught and working through several examples of relevant problems (Archer & Hughes, 

2010). This can also involve the use of manipulatives, either concrete or virtual. By demonstrating 

how to use the manipulatives while introducing the new concepts, the teacher can pair the two for 

the students and transition to the next phase of explicit instruction.  

Guided practice comes after the students have seen several examples of the new concepts 

modeled by the teacher. The time it takes to reach the guided practice phase will depend on the 

student’s abilities, quality of the modeling, and the complexity of the concept. If the teacher has 

done a good job of breaking down the skill in to small, manageable parts prior to modeling it for 

the students, learning that concept progresses faster (Archer & Hughes, 2010). In this phase, the 

students and teacher work through several examples of the concept together, stopping after each 

step to check for understanding and provide feedback to the learners. Manipulatives used in this 

phase can also aid the teacher’s ability to detect problems with understanding.  

Finally, teachers move to independent practice where they supervise the students as they 

complete work using the concepts they were just taught. This often takes the form of worksheets 

using problems similar to those discussed in the previous phases of the module. This type of form-

ative assessment allows the teacher to see what types of mistakes the learners are making. Errors 

can be classified into one of three categories that can guide the teacher on error correction strate-

gies (Stein et al., 2018).  

Fact errors are easiest to correct by having the learners practice the basic facts that are often 

committed to memory, like addition and subtraction facts to 10. Component-skill errors come from 

understanding the steps in a strategy to complete a problem type, but completing the steps in the 

wrong order. For example, a student may know he needs to “carry” when adding numbers that sum 

greater than ten in a two-digit addition problem, but puts the 1 under the ones column and the other 
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number above the tens column. Continued practice focused on this skill can eliminate this error. 

The most serious error detected in the formative assessment would be a strategy error. This occurs 

because the student has not actually learned the strategy and cannot complete any steps in the 

progression. If a teacher sees this type of error, they will need to reteach the strategy from the 

beginning.  

Explicit instruction provides the students with all the supports they might need to learn 

math concepts. The graduated practice forms allow early informal assessment of learning and can 

lead to additional practice either with the entire group or focused on specific individuals. This type 

of instruction has traditionally been delivered in person, but can easily be adapted to an online 

presentation as well with few modifications. 

 

CRA/VRA Instruction 

 

Tim was particularly fond of all the manipulative items he used for teach-

ing math. Tim liked to have his students use small objects for counting and 

completing simple math problems. The students enjoyed it as well. They 

could combine the small Unifix Cubes into larger sets when the numbers 

became larger. They could break off one or two when the problem called 

for subtraction. Tim’s students were performing quite well on their math 

goals. That is, until the school closed down due to the pandemic. Tim now 

had to teach his students online. He had never used an online format and 

had only used a learning management system when he was in school. In-

corporating his lessons into the virtual environment and still teaching to 

the students’ goals was going to be new territory for Tim.  

 

Special education teachers have found many different ways to introduce concepts in a way 

that provides context to the learners. One such way is through the Concrete-Representational-Ab-

stract (CRA) learning methodology. The CRA methodology is an evidence-based framework of 

teaching that starts with students using some sort of manipulative device to provide context for the 

concepts being taught (Bouck et al., 2018). For example, a teacher might provide small blocks for 

students to use as they develop counting with one-to-one correspondence. The students would 

touch or move one block as they count aloud. The blocks can be used for teaching many different 

mathematical concepts.  

As students develop competency using concrete objects, they are moved to the representa-

tional phase. Pictures are used in this phase through worksheets (Stroizer et al., 2015). For exam-

ple, a problem would show the student pictures of 5 circles and 3 squares and ask the student to 

count the total number of shapes. The pictures of the shapes on the worksheet are representations 

of the actual objects. If students struggle with the conversion to representational, they can continue 

using concrete objects until they are more comfortable. This transition may take some time, de-

pending on the learner.  

Fading the use of the representational phase occurs when students no longer need any phys-

ical representation of numbers to complete problems (Stroizer, et al., 2015). This is the abstract 

phase of CRA. Once students reach this point in their ability to complete mathematic problems, 

they are ready for more abstract concepts. Students should be able to complete calculations in their 

head through fluency with basic facts (Flores, 2009).  
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The CRA methodology has a long history of use in classrooms. Many teachers provide 

items such as Unifix Cubes or Base 10 Blocks for their students throughout the concrete phase. 

However, there is an emerging use of technology that is replacing the actual concrete objects. 

Virtual objects, delivered on tablets or computers, are starting to be more common in classrooms 

(Bouck et al., 2018). Although these might seem to be more representational because they are not 

physical, they differ from the items used in the representational phase because they are easily ma-

nipulated, like concrete objects. Students simply click and drag the objects to different spaces on 

the screen as if they were picking up and moving a Base 10 block.  

The digital age has provided alternative ways to use the CRA methodology. The number 

of websites offering virtual manipulatives is growing every year. Table 1 provides a list of the top 

sites in a typical Google search. Unifix Cubes, Base 10 Blocks, and color tiles are popular manip-

ulatives for early numeracy skills such as building number sense or basic addition and subtraction 

(NCTM, 2000). These concrete manipulatives have been easily translated to a virtual world. Stu-

dents are often introduced to virtual manipulatives through the use of SMART Board® technology 

or through the use of a projector connected to a computer. For example, SMART Board® technol-

ogy does allow for the manipulation of the objects on the screen with simple hand gestures while 

using the computer requires the use of a mouse or touchpad (SMART Technologies ULC, 2021). 

With a SMART Board®, students can walk up to the screen and use their hands to engage with 

the manipulatives. This is similar to the way they interact with concrete manipulatives 

Incorporating virtual manipulatives during large or small group instruction starts with the 

teacher modeling the use of the manipulatives. In an explicit instruction format, this first happens 

during the introduction of the concepts as the teacher demonstrates how to solve the problem. With 

the use of the SMART Board® in front of the class, the teacher not only demonstrates the proce-

dures to solve the problem but also how to use the virtual manipulatives. The guided practice phase 

of explicit instruction requires the students to use the virtual manipulatives on their own.  Table 1 

(next page) provides virtual manipulative website information.  

 

Table 1: Virtual Manipulative Website Information 

 
Website 

Name 

Cost Plat-

forms 

Custom-

ized Ma-

nipula-
tives 

Ability to 

Write 

Embed Ability Numbers 

& Opera-

tions 

Algebra Geome-

try 

Meas-

urement 

Data Analy-

sis & Proba-

bility 

Math 

Play-
ground 

Free + 

subscrip-
tion 

1, 2 Y N Google Class-

room 

Y Y Y N  N 

Didax Free 1,2, 5 Y N Y Y Y Y Y N 

Mathigon Free 1, 2, 

3, 4 

Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y 

Toy The-
ater 

Free 1, 2 Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y 

Dream-

Box 

Learning 

Free 1, 2 Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y 

GeoGebra Free 1, 2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N 

ABCYa Free + 

subscrip-
tion 

1, 2 Y N N Y Y N Y N 
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Cool-
math4kids 

Free 1, 2 Y Y N Y Y Y N N 

Visnos Free 1, 2 Y N N Y Y Y N N 

The Math 

Learning 
Center 

Free + 

subscrip-
tion 

1, 2, 

4 

Y Y Y Y Y Y N N 

Mathsbot Free 1, 2 Y N N Y Y N N N 

PHET In-
teractive 

Simula-

tions 

Free 1, 2 Y N Y Y Y Y N N 

National 

Council 

of Teach-

ers of 
Mathe-

matics 

Free + 

subscrip-

tion 

1, 2, 

3, 4 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

National 
Library of 

Virtual 

Manipula-
tives 

Free 1, 2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Braining-

camp 

30 day 

trial/Sub-

scription 

1, 2, 

3, 4 

Y Y Y Y Y Y N N 

Note: 1 = Mac; 2 = PC; 3 = Android; 4 = iPad; 5 = Chromebook 
 

This may require individual tablets or computers for students. The students could also take 

turns coming up to the front of the class and using the manipulatives on the board under the guid-

ance of the teacher. Because learners today are generally fluent in the use of handheld devices, 

prompting students to find the website for the virtual manipulatives would likely be the only further 

instruction required. If the teacher has also modeled how to find that during the first phase, the 

students should be able to do it independently. Additionally, the teacher may be able to set up the 

device so the only icon available for the student will lead to the virtual manipulatives. 

 

Tim’s students enjoyed their time on the computer at school. They would 

listen to audio books or play games. Tim used his classroom SMART 

Board® to present lessons during class. The students liked to come to the 

board and swipe to get the correct answer or draw numbers. Technology 

had been a valuable asset in Tim’s classroom. But now the students were 

at their own homes and Tim was teaching them remotely—through the 

computer—instead of with a computer. He could not use his Unifix cubes 

to help them with math problems. He and his paraprofessional could not 

prompt the students to count correctly. Students could just walk away from 

the computer or close out the video window. How was Tim going to help 

the students meet their math goals? 
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Universal Design for Learning 

 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is one framework for instruction that can be used to 

engage students effectively in both an in-person and an online format (CAST, 2018). UDL guide-

lines are meant to create learners who are motivated, knowledgeable, and goal-directed through 

creating means of engagement, representation, and action and expression (CAST, 2018). Basham 

et al. (2020) suggested UDL can improve outcomes for learners in special education. UDL encour-

ages teachers to design the lessons to allow the students to easily access the content and create a 

sense of understanding through contextual practice. When students can interact with the materials 

while learning the concepts, they can gain both procedural and conceptual knowledge of those 

concepts with practice.  

In mathematics instruction, students often struggle because of the presentation of the ma-

terial. The concepts are generally presented with text and numbers spread across worksheets (Hall 

et al., 2012). This can lead to confusion about what stimuli is important for the problem. Simpli-

fying that presentation can make the salient points more important. Attending to the relevant stim-

uli is also critical when teaching in a virtual environment. One advantage that virtual learning can 

provide here is actually the limitations of what can be conveyed by video.  

Video modeling, an evidence-based practice used to teach many skills in classrooms and 

clinics, allows the instructor to focus the lesson on specific aspects of the skill and filter out non-

essential parts that could confuse the learner (Park et al., 2019). Bellini and Akullian (2007) sug-

gested after reviewing research on it that video modeling may be successful for learners with au-

tism spectrum disorder because of the ability to remove non-essential stimuli.  

This principle also applies to virtual learning. Teaching in a virtual environment where the 

camera limits what you might be able to show the learners, focusing attention becomes easier. 

Planning the lessons takes on more importance in this environment. Using the principles of UDL 

to create the lessons increases the likelihood that students will be engaged with the material. As 

mentioned earlier, UDL works by creating multiple means of engagement for the learners, different 

representations for the material, and multiple ways for the students to demonstrate their knowledge 

(Hall et al., 2012). Each of these three guidelines can be achieved using an explicit instruction 

methodology for the lesson.  

 

Virtual Teaching Environments 

 

Learning Environments 

 

Virtual learning environments are becoming more ubiquitous as technology improves and 

permeates society. New online schools are providing a complete educational experience by deliv-

ering content through designed websites and learning management systems (LMS). According to 

Molnar et al. (2019), as of 2019, a total of 501 virtual schools across the United States were provid-

ing full-time education to nearly 300,000 students. The global COVID-19 pandemic has acceler-

ated this pattern. Schools that were once delivering in-person instruction were required to quickly 

switch to an online delivery method. For many teachers, this switch was difficult and affected the 

way they provided instruction. The materials they used in class were left in the building and not 

available. Students were unlikely to have their own materials at home, especially in poorer house-

holds.  
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ZOOM or WebEx platforms are often being used to bring the teacher to the students. Other 

LMS can provide more structure than simple video conferencing platforms. However, an LMS 

may not provide opportunities to interact with the student, acting only as a host for material. Table 

2 provides examples of some common LMS with relevant features. Figure 1 shows the inclusion 

of a link to a manipulative website as part of an assignment in Google Classroom. 

  

Table 2: Examples of Learning Management Systems 

 

Name Chat/Discussion Box     Share Screen      Share Links 

BlackBoard Y Y Y 

Canvas Y N Y 

Google Class         

room 

Y Y Y 

Its Learning Y Y Y 

PowerSchool Y N Y 

 

To successfully reach their special education students, teachers must create appropriately 

engaging material. Explicit instruction in mathematics, regardless of location of the instruction, 

provides that engagement with the students since two of the three phases involve the students 

working with the teacher to solve problems. Engaging students using a virtual platform may seem 

to present difficulties in delivering the material, but the teacher can effectively reach them using 

the active responding that is found in explicit instruction. As Table 2 showed, common LMS have 

a chat feature and students could use the computer’s microphone to respond to teacher queries.  

 

As Tim was trying to put his lesson plans online, he realized he needed 

something to replace his concrete manipulatives for the students. He used 

virtual Unifix cubes from the Didax.com website with his SMART Board® 

in the classroom, so students had seen them in action. They were just like 

the concrete cubes the students used in class. He decided to include a link 

to the website with the material he created for the lessons. Students could 

simply click on the link to open the website and use the Unifix cubes just 

like Tim did in class. Tim created several weeks’ worth of worksheets and 

related material for each student and sent them to the student’s homes. 

This was important because he could not include everything in the LMS 

and did want to have some permanent products of student responding. Stu-

dents would be responsible for returning the worksheets after completion.  
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Figure 1: Sample Assignment Screen From Google Classroom 

 

 
 

Using virtual manipulatives when teaching in a virtual environment does not have to be 

significantly different from that of the classroom. When using an explicit instruction framework, 

manipulatives can easily be integrated into the lesson using the virtual learning environment. 

Providing a link to your students for the type of manipulative needed for a specific problem can 

alleviate issues with students having access to the right material. During a specific session, the 

student may have to toggle between screens when using virtual manipulatives. Having the 

knowledge to do that or someone able to prompt that behavior is very helpful. For modeling and 

guided practice, the students should observe the teacher using the virtual manipulatives. This will 

allow them to see how they work before using them on their own. 

 

Synchronous vs. Asynchronous Instruction 

 

Teaching in a virtual environment provides the instructors with multiple ways to reach the 

students. There are two ways to provide instruction. Each has its advantages and disadvantages for 

both the teacher and student. The first method is synchronous instruction. It is called synchronous 

because the teacher and student are online at the same time and interacting directly. Amiti (2020) 

considers this to be the most important advantage. When using one of the LMS, including those 

described in Table 2, the teacher and students interact together as if they were in a classroom 

together. This is beneficial when using explicit instruction since the format requires modeling and 

guided practice.  

Feedback can be immediate in a synchronous instruction format. The teacher can model 

the problems, check for understanding, and repeat as required. For the students, synchronous in-

struction offers the opportunity to ask questions in real time. It may be more difficult for the teacher 

to see the student’s work, but if the student is able to either hold the work up to the camera or 

explain it to the teacher, it can approximate the same feedback that could be received in the class-

room. A disadvantage for students with synchronous instruction is that they must be available at a 

certain time of the day and that time may not be possible when sharing equipment with siblings or 

other family members. With multiple family members working from home and limited resources, 
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synchronous instruction can be difficult to schedule. Recording a synchronous lesson can allow 

students that have scheduling problems view the lesson at a later date.  

The advantage of asynchronous instruction is that it allows the students to view the lesson 

at their leisure (Sadeghi, 2019). It removes the barrier of sharing resources with other family mem-

bers. Calder et all, (2021) noted when family members need to share resources, such as parents 

that are working from home, educational use of those resources often takes lower priority. Asyn-

chronous learning can alleviate possible congestion in homes with shared resources. Asynchronous 

learning can also be advantageous for students that may need additional prompting from parents 

or caregivers that would not be available during a scheduled class time. However, it does not allow 

the teacher to identify any student errors during the lesson itself like in an in-person or synchronous 

online lesson (Amiti, 2020). Thus, errors can only be identified after the lesson is completed and 

turned in. Finally, asynchronous learning can be more labor-intensive for teachers. Using this for-

mat, the teacher creates a video of the lesson and uploads it to the LMS prior to the lesson. The 

lesson can generally be activated by clicking on a link.  

In either case, students need to log in to the LMS and attend to the material being presented. 

This can be problematic. Simply logging into the LMS does not guarantee the student will view 

the lesson or that they will attend to the material. Amiti (2020) and Sadeghi (2019) both list dis-

tractions as disadvantages of online learning. Self-directed students do well with online instruction. 

Students requiring consistent prompting typically struggle in the online environment. Attending to 

something that may be non-preferred for an extended period of time can be difficult for some 

learners. If a family member or caregiver is not available to prompt attention to the material, the 

student is likely to wander off and miss instruction.  

 

Barriers to Instruction 

 

In a Pew Research study, about 15% of students reported not having internet access at 

home, with more than 40% of learners of minority status and lower incomes reporting no access 

(Anderson & Perrin, 2018). Nearly 50% of teens in the study from households with an income less 

than $30,000 per year reported they often used a cell phone to complete homework. These figures 

do not describe specifically the impact on students with disabilities. However, Schifter et al. (2019) 

found in a small scale study that families from lower income brackets were more likely to be placed 

in special education programs than those with higher income. They defined “lower income” as 

qualifying for free or reduced lunch programs which places the families near the poverty line. 

Schifter et al. only examined special education placement as a function of income and did not 

break down demographics in any way. However, Gordon (2017) had reported that the United 

States Department of Education suggested 36% of black children live in poverty as compared to 

12% of their white counterparts in a 2016 report on disproportionality. Similar results were shown 

for Hispanic (30%) and American Indian (33%) children. This, however, is a discussion for another 

paper. 

The availability of internet is not the only issue of access for students. When family mem-

bers quarantine together, multiple people will need to use the computer, tablet, or phone for their 

own reasons. Parents working from home will need access. Siblings attending virtual school will 

also need access. If there are not enough devices available, someone will not be able to attend 

synchronously. Some schools have the ability to let students have a laptop to use at home, but not 

all districts have this type of resource available. When equipment availability is an issue, asyn-
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chronous instruction is the best option. The decision whether to provide synchronous or asynchro-

nous instruction is ultimately determined by the school and teacher, but the needs of the students 

should be part of that discussion. 

Another issue that might arise is the learner’s ability to manipulate a computer. Learners 

with more severe disabilities may not have either the physical dexterity to maneuver a mouse or 

trackpad or the skillset to navigate the computer systems. Virtual manipulatives requires some 

amount of fluency with clicking and dragging using a mouse or trackpad. Devices with a touch 

screen may be a better option for learners with dexterity issues for touching and dragging a virtual 

icon. In the traditional classroom, it is often the function of an instructional assistant (e.g., 

paraprofessional) to provide the prompting necessary for these students to engage with the mate-

rial. This is difficult to provide at home if parents or another caregiver are unavailable.  

Students in special education often struggle learning in a virtual environment (Kim & 

Fienup, 2021). This can be for various reasons, but occurs often because they require additional 

support, such as a paraprofessional, to keep them on task and engaged with the material. In a 

typical classroom, the paraprofessional or teacher also provides additional prompting when 

needed. This may not be available at home, unless a family member or caregiver is with the student 

during instruction time. Without that support, the student is less likely to be engaged or even log 

into the online platform.  

Satsangi et al. (2021) found that video modeling was beneficial for learners with specific 

mathematics learning disorders. This type of instruction can be inserted into either synchronous or 

asynchronous online learning. Bandura and Walters (1977) suggested that modeling can be an 

effective method of instruction. Video modeling is an extension of that idea. In an online environ-

ment, modeling is delivered as video models. Bandura and Walters (1977) found that attending to 

the material is a critical reason that learners modeled behavior as part of his social learning theory. 

Modeling more examples can offset this issue somewhat but the teacher risks the student tuning 

out if they are required to just watch for too long without being active in some way. The models 

do not have to be live (Grusec, 1992) but should motivate the learner to engage and model.  

Another problem that might arise is that students in special education often adhere to rigid 

schedules. Particularly with students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, the schedules pro-

vide structure for the child and allow them to better integrate with others without presenting prob-

lematic behaviors (Rodger & Umaibalan, 2011). This rigidity, however, can lead to problems for 

the student and family when routines are disrupted, as in the case of COVID-19 quarantine and 

the move to virtual schools.  

Students who were expecting to leave the house to attend class are now staying home. 

Because school and home are two separate spaces, the student may have difficulty with adjusting. 

The computer the student normally uses for fun activities is now used for classwork. This can lead 

to problem behaviors and poor attending. If the lesson is done synchronously, it may be able to fit 

into the normally scheduled time for the student. Asynchronous lessons might be more of a prob-

lem for students who struggle with schedule changes.  

 

Considerations for Using Virtual Manipulatives 

 

In his lesson on single-digit addition, Tim followed his typical explicit in-

struction format and modeled how to follow the addition task analysis. 

This included showing his students how to use the virtual manipulatives 

website. He would draw an equation on the screen, drag the items over to 
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the numbers, and drop them underneath (see Figure 2). Then he counted 

the objects to solve the equation. Just like he was using his Unifix cubes in 

the classroom. But he was on one end of the computer and his students 

were on the other. How could he get them to use the virtual manipula-

tives? 

 

Figure 2: Sample Shared Screen Working A Problem 

 

 
 

Virtual manipulatives can work well in a virtual instruction environment. Because the rest 

of the lesson is presented virtually, using the manipulatives must be as well. Incorporating virtual 

manipulatives into in-person lessons makes the transition to virtual learning easier, however, it is 

not necessary. As mentioned earlier, using UDL in lesson planning allows the teacher to engage 

the students in ways that will promote learning. Explicit instruction promotes the three foundations 

of UDL: multiple means of engagement, representations of the material, and actions (CAST, 

2018).  

 

Multiple Means of Engagement 

 

The three main components of explicit instruction are: modeling, guided practice, and in-

dependent practice (Archer & Hughes, 2010). These three parts engage the students across the 

lesson, from beginning to end, while learning the materials. The teacher will typically provide 

some background for the lesson using an advanced organizer and then move into the three areas 

of explicit instruction. Below is a simple task analysis for creating an effective lesson plan in an 

explicit instruction format. The task analysis provides the engagement through the three formats 

of UDL. 
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• Create several different versions of worksheets for the students 

• Create a packet with worksheets and related material for each student 

• Enter the lesson plan into the Learning Management System in three phases 

o Teacher-led examples 

o Guided practice 

o Independent practice 

• Explain the rationale for the lesson and how it relates to previous lessons 

• Demonstrate multiple examples of the new skill to the students 

o Use virtual manipulatives when appropriate 

o Conduct multiple checks for understanding 

o Provide feedback 

• Guided practice 

o Using worksheets provided in the packet 

o Incorporate virtual manipulatives into problem solving 

o Monitor progress and provide feedback 

 

As the teacher begins the lesson, the students become engaged in the passive mode of lis-

tening while the teacher both explains why the material is relevant and how to complete the prob-

lems. Learners in special education may have difficulty with the lecture format in this initial 

presentation. With nobody to prompt them to attend, the students may wander away from the 

screen or engage in other activities they find more reinforcing. Using a fast pace with required 

responses, even just asking for nods, may help teachers maintain engagement in this phase. During 

the phase, the teacher will also introduce the virtual manipulatives and demonstrate how to use 

them.  

The phase of guided practice, the teacher will walk through solving problems with the 

students. Using worksheets provided, the teacher and students will methodically work through the 

steps of completing the new concepts. This will include using the virtual manipulatives when ap-

propriate for the problem. Figure 3 shows an example of what a simple addition problem might 

look like using Unifix cubes. Teachers should ask to see the worksheet and how the student solved 

the problem at each stage of the solving process. This can be as simple as the student holding up 

the worksheet to the camera or asking the student to verbalize the process they used. The abilities 

of the students will determine which method to use. Feedback is an important part of the guided 

process. Solving multiple problems together will provide the students with enough confidence to 

move to the independent practice phase. It will also give the teacher some knowledge of the types 

of errors the students are making.  
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Figure 3: Example Problem Using Virtual Unifix Cubes 

 

 
 

Independent practice follows the guided practice phase. This phase can either use a new 

worksheet or the students can finish off the problems remaining on the worksheet from guided 

practice. During virtual instruction, independent practice can appear to be dead time. The teacher 

is not providing any instruction. The students are theoretically working on the problems on the 

worksheet. However, the teacher may respond to student questions. If all students are in the same 

virtual room, they may all hear the question and response. The teacher may move students to 

breakout rooms, depending on the LMS. This would provide some one-on-one space for the 

teacher and student. This phase provides the teacher with a means for evaluation of student learn-

ing.  

 

Multiple Representations of Material 

 

Embedding multiple representations allows the students to engage with the material in 

ways that can provide context. First, the teacher provides examples of the problems on screen. 

This could be simply pointing the camera at a worksheet or using a white board. White boards are 

useful for the initial phase of modeling the concepts. The teacher will demonstrate several exam-

ples of the problem solving process. In a typical in-person explicit instruction lesson, the teacher 

would solve two or three problems before moving into the next phase. In a virtual teaching envi-

ronment, adding a few more could be beneficial for the students. The extra problems reinforce the 

concepts being taught and may act as additional prompting that may not be provided in the virtual 

environment.  
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Virtual manipulatives embedded into a lesson allow the teacher to bring clarity to the com-

putational concepts. In the first phase of explicit instruction, the teacher demonstrates the use of 

the virtual manipulatives. The teacher should have a link to the virtual manipulatives webpage 

available on the screen. By clicking on the link, the teacher is providing a visual of how the stu-

dent’s screen will look when they click on the link. The modeling phase will show how to manip-

ulate the objects on the screen and is included as an additional part of instruction. Teaching the 

students to use the manipulatives will require additional instructional time if the students have not 

had any practice in the regular classroom. Because virtual manipulative look and respond in much 

the same way as concrete manipulatives, students with experience with concrete manipulatives 

should ideally transition well. 

By providing problems using both worksheets and manipulatives, the teacher is creating 

context for the students. They will typically see the representations of the numbers in everyday 

life. Worksheets allow multiple examples of the skill being taught. The virtual manipulatives allow 

the student to view the skill in some context of real life.  

 

Multiple Actions 

 

Teaching is often described as the “sage on a stage” where the teacher stands up in front of 

the class lecturing, hoping the lesson takes hold (Morrison, 2014). Not all learners are able to be 

successful in this type of classroom. Students in special education, especially, need more active 

participation to learn the material. Engaging in a UDL framework and providing explicit instruc-

tion provides active responding. As discussed previously, when following an explicit instruction 

format, the teacher will engage the students in each of the three phases. Active participation pro-

vides the students with the opportunity to experience the lesson rather than passively listening, 

which may be a problem for students with attending issues.  

During the initial phase of explicit instruction, the teacher models how to complete the 

work. This should not be simply lecturing. In a classroom, the teacher would provide students with 

the same materials being used during the modeling phase. Students would imitate the same move-

ments as the teacher when completing the problems. This active participation sets the stage for 

guided practice to follow. In a virtual environment, this is a little more difficult. Students may not 

be able to manipulate the virtual manipulatives on the screen at the same time as the teacher while 

still maintaining presence on the LMS. Even if the teacher provides a link to the virtual manipula-

tives website, the student would be directed to a page other than the LMS and lose contact with 

the teacher. Alternatively, the teacher could ask the students to draw what they see on a piece of 

paper. The teacher could also include pages of representational pictures (see Figure 4) the students 

could mark as the teacher manipulates similar items on the screen. This action of imitating what 

the teacher is modeling helps keep the students engaged. 
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Figure 4: Sample Representational Figures Worksheet 

 

 
 

With guided practice, the students should be solving the problems under the direction of 

the teacher. In a virtual learning environment, students should likely be using the representational 

aspect since they would not be able to use the virtual manipulatives for the same reason mentioned 

above. However, the teacher may use the virtual manipulatives in working the problems with the 
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students. Both the teacher and the students would work from a common set of problems, provided 

in the packet. The teacher can include representational materials for each problem. In the class-

room, guided practice could include 2-to-3 problems. Because the teacher is not able to be as 

attentive to the students in the virtual environment, working through more problems would provide 

the students with additional opportunities to practice and engage with the material.  

Once the teacher feels the students have a grasp of the material, the lesson moves to inde-

pendent practice. This additional action requires the students to complete worksheets of problems 

on their own. This phase may or may not be completed during the active instructional session. 

Worksheets may be provided in the instructional packet provided to the student. Another option 

would be for the teacher to embed the worksheet into the LMS. If the teacher does this, the student 

will have to navigate switching between screens to use the virtual manipulatives and accessing the 

worksheet, which may require prompting from a family member. If the worksheet can be com-

pleted outside normal instruction time and is not part of the LMS, the student may easily access 

the virtual manipulatives website. Once the worksheet is complete, the student can put it back in 

the packet and return it to school for grading. The teacher may also ask that the student hold the 

worksheet up to the camera to allow more immediate feedback and error diagnosis.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Tim finished the semester virtually. His were active participants in the 

online lessons. The explicit instruction format engaged the students. Tim 

often called on students to check their understanding and provided feed-

back when needed. His students used the virtual manipulatives from the 

link he provided them with the written materials. Even though he could not 

see them use the manipulatives directly, he could tell from the homework 

they returned to him that they were using them to successfully complete 

the work. Tim also recorded his classes because two of his students could 

not attend during the regularly scheduled time. He made himself available 

through email and chat to answer their questions as well. All of his stu-

dents met their goals for the year despite the major changes in their class. 

Tim believes he will continue to use the virtual manipulatives in his class-

room when everyone returns to in-person instruction.  

 

Virtual instruction can be an effective method for teaching mathematics. By adopting a 

UDL approach and explicit instruction method, teachers can provide high quality opportunities for 

student responding. It can engage the students in ways similar to in-person teaching can. Each of 

the phases of explicit instruction requires many different actions on the part of the students. These 

actions include multiple methods for response and use of different tools. Virtual manipulatives can 

feature prominently in each phase when a lesson is developed. The teacher should demonstrate 

their use in modeling the lesson and for guided practice. This allows the students to see how to use 

them on their own during independent practice. The use of virtual manipulatives in the online 

environment creates the procedural knowledge that the students need to move to conceptual 

knowledge and greater understanding of the material. Effective and engaging lessons can be part 

of the virtual environment when lessons are designed using active responding with virtual manip-

ulatives.  
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Abstract 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the delivery of specially designed instruction for stu-

dents with disabilities. Educators had to quickly shift their instruction without support from 

training and knowledge of best practices for virtual teaching. This study sought to under-

stand how teachers were providing specially designed instruction during the pandemic in 

light of lack of preparation and training.  

 

Keywords: special education, COVID-19, virtual instruction, remote instruction, parental support, 

trauma 

 

 

Introduction 

 

When the COVID-19 epidemic closed most schools during the spring of 2020, all educators were 

scrambling with how to facilitate instruction. Few schools had experience with distance learning, 

most were unprepared; nevertheless, school districts had to find ways to meet the educational needs 

of their students and reach out to the students and families. Although remote learning was an al-

ternative, technology was an issue as some students did not have computers or access to the inter-

net. This discrepancy impacted mostly students from low income and rural areas. Moreover, when 

more than one student resided in a home, who frequently attended different grades in the same 

school, access to the internet and the computer became an additional challenge. These unprece-

dented challenges, created by the pandemic, created new demands on the educational system.  

Students with disabilities are expected to perform in school according to their personal 

individualized education plan (IEP), which defines expectations based on ability levels and moni-

tors outcomes. The COVID-19 pandemic created challenges for parents and teachers (Rice & Dyk-

man, 2018), as expectations of the outcomes were shifted when instructional delivery abruptly 

moved to home rather than face-to-face in a classroom. Although the IEP team was still responsible 

for delivery of all mandated specially designed instruction and services, full access was compro-

mised. This study sought to understand how teachers were providing specially designed instruction 

during the pandemic.  

The students with IEPs were still expected to achieve along with their nondisabled peers 

with the changed instructional methods resulting from the pandemic. Students with disabilities 

have specific needs that traditionally are achieved in the classroom along with their peers (Schuck 

& Lambert, 2020), but COVID-19 impacted and altered how instruction was delivered for all stu-

dents (Schuck & Lambert, 2020). The expectations were that the IEP would still be followed, 

regardless of the learning environment. Students with disabilities still had unique needs that many 
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of their nondisabled peers did not, further complicating the transition to home and virtual instruc-

tion. Specifically, activities that mandated individualized instruction or other accommodations and 

modifications identified on in the IEP were addressed by caregivers. Students with disabilities in 

the general education classes may learn differently, however, these students had to be taught in 

specific ways based upon their expected level of performance and outlined by their IEPs, which 

includes goals, objectives, and progress monitoring.  

 Distance teaching quickly became the primary method of instruction, and for students with 

IEPs it developed into an issue of compliance (Schuck & Lambert, 2020). A new phenomenon was 

determining how to deliver significant support; explicitly, how did one maintain integrity for im-

plementing and assessing instructional strategies to meet the child’s individual goals and objec-

tives when teaching remotely? Educational equity had to be examined as a free, appropriate public 

education (FAPE) was still required (Schuck & Lambert, 2020). Schools were mandated to provide 

FAPE to students with an IEP as a means of instructional delivery (IDEIA, 2004). Furthermore, if 

a paraprofessional was assigned to a student, the role of that person needed to be redefined, so the 

student still received the required services. The method for how paraprofessional support was go-

ing to be implemented during remote teaching remained unclear. This impacts the legal challenges 

related to implementing the IEP. The review of the literature will provide further explanation re-

garding these issues.   

 

Review of the Literature 

 

The challenges of being forced to instruct students remotely, particularly students with 

disabilities, was a new phenomenon. There were several important legal issues, such as continuing 

the services provided on the IEP, to be considered in addition to the educational modifications and 

adaptations (Vasquez & Straub, 2012). The instructional strategies moved from the school to the 

home, with the caregivers accepting the burden of providing an education to their children (Smith, 

2020). According to Smith (2020), the urgency of the change combined with the lack of training 

created stress and anxiety for teachers and parents and obviously impacted students. Sorensen 

(2019) noted distance learning for students with disabilities focused on one-on-one instruction. 

Teachers were faced with the predicament of not being able to provide one-on-one instruction for 

each student on their caseload, because of time constraints during mandated school hours; there-

fore, they needed to provide group instruction. However, teachers were not able to seek established 

best practices in an effort to guide their instruction, due to little research existing at the time of 

lockdown that focused on group learning in a virtual learning environment.  

 Although there was limited research on group virtual learning, there were some studies that 

offered insight into effective ways of remotely teaching students with disabilities. Nieminen and 

Personen (2020) found that many students with disabilities, especially those with autism, benefit-

ted from open access materials when learning online as opposed to learning in a face-to-face en-

vironment. The opportunity to replay a video, for example, supported the needs of these individuals 

when it came to asynchronous learning. Satterfield and Kelle (2016) found that students with au-

tism were less distracted when taught from this approach when compared to in-person learning. 

However, unlike the pandemic scenario, in these studies frequently the parents voluntarily in-

volved their children in distance learning.  

 Students with disabilities need to be motivated to learn in a distance education learning 

environment; without a level of motivation Greer and Smith (2014) reported that the students were 

not as successful. While some students spend much of their free time using technology, when it 
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comes to learning with technology, students require support and/or supervision from parents or 

other instructional support (Greer & Smith, 2014). This support often was not available due to the 

reality of caregivers having other responsibilities during the workday.  

 Schuck and Lambert (2020) indicated many of the students with disabilities, including au-

tism, emotional-behavioral and learning disabilities, received their specially designed instruction 

in resource classes rather than self-contained environments. When a student receives pull-out ser-

vices in a resource class, the allotted time is typically less than 60 minutes per day, whereas a self-

contained classroom receives specially designed instruction for the full school day (Smith & Lar-

win, 2021). Students participating in inclusive general education classrooms often receive support-

ive services from a paraprofessional or other support staff (Oducado et al., 2020).  General educa-

tion teachers become dependent on this support for their students with disabilities (Smith & Lar-

win, 2021).  Since the transition between in-person learning and remote access was short and un-

planned, general education teachers were not able to receive the training they required to imple-

ment special education supports for their students with disabilities (Boyko et al., 2021).  

Additionally, many of the technologies used to teach were only available in the school 

(Smith & Larwin, 2021). The teachers and school leaders had to make sure that proper instructional 

training was provided for distance learning to be effective. In some instances, software programs 

that reinforce learning in the traditional classroom, such as Seesaw and Google Classroom, had to 

be sent home with directions on how to use, where to start, and how much had to be taught per 

lesson (Smith & Larwin, 2021). The caregivers were obligated to learn how to implement and use 

this technology essential for their child’s learning.  

 What is important to note is that during the pandemic the law still required that the IEP be 

followed. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) clearly 

states that students must receive instruction in the least restrictive environment (LRE) regardless 

of how the students are taught (Nieminen & Personen, 2020) and schools were required to instruct 

all students, including those with disabilities. Some educators requested revisions to the IEP to 

accommodate the new way of teaching (Sorensen, 2019) with the expectation that participation 

and intervention remain consistent. 

 Many IEPs stipulate technology interventions to meet goals and objectives, which may not 

be easy to learn and implement (Brooks & Gierdowski, 2021). The varying difficulty of the tech-

nological tool is also something that must be considered (Brooks & Gierdowski, 2021). Moreover, 

the technology may be housed in the school rather than at home, which presented several conun-

drums: training, lending, and returning. Loan libraries for assistive technology (AT) provide op-

portunities for caregivers to use the AT needed for their child. These libraries provide hands-on 

training and support student needs (Brooks & Gierdowski, 2021). However, geographic location 

plays into the access of loan libraries with a lack in rural communities (AACcessible, 2021). AT 

can impact student performance because the technology is a critical piece of learning (Greer & 

Smith, 2014). Although instructional tools have been validated as reliable in the classroom setting 

with trained teachers, the validity and reliability may not generalize in the home environment with 

caregivers as the facilitators (Funder & Tamer, 2021).  

 Rice and Dyckman (2018) found that most of the implementation of distance education has 

occurred at the postsecondary level prior to COVID-19. There is limited research on how these 

strategies should be used at the elementary and secondary levels. Yet this was the group of students 

most impacted by the school closings during the spring 2020 school year. Furthermore, educators 

questioned how effectively the IEP would be followed with distance learning (Greer et al., 2015). 
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Much of this hesitancy was focused on the technology needed to follow the IEP at home, com-

pounded when there was more than one student at home involved in the virtual learning environ-

ment.  

  Although there is limited information about learning from home for elementary and sec-

ondary age students (Barbour et al., 2012; Vasquez & Serianni, 2017), educators understand that 

safety and acceptance are at the forefront of an appropriate education for students with disabilities. 

Wolpow et al. (2016) remarked that safety and acceptance was one of the most essential elements 

of successful learning while maintaining high standards and was essential for student success.  

Students with disabilities required a supportive and relaxing learning environment at home. 

However, during the pandemic parents and students experienced excessive stress, which included 

dramatic changes of instructional services. Adverse childhood experiences can negatively impact 

the ability of the student and the parent or whomever is supervising the learning at home. Instruc-

tion is best provided in a safe environment with an instructor that can be patient and supportive 

(Greer et al., 2014). Additionally, the lack of peer interaction and direct teacher contact created 

emotional stress in the distance learning environment (Serriani & Coy, 2014).  

 Trauma events include neglect, physical abuse, psychological abuse, traumatic loss, natural 

disasters and more (Hodas, 2006; NCTSN, 2008). The pandemic impacted social and emotional 

well-being on the general population, however, the educational changes in services created trauma 

and stress for facilitators (i.e., parents & teachers), as well as students. The abrupt change, lack of 

routine, separation from peers, use of masks, isolation, and other factors created mild to severe 

trauma situations for many (Oducado et al., 2020). In addition, trauma has been connected to the 

use of technology (Serianni & Coy, 2014). For example, if the student is not familiar with the 

computer or Internet as used as a tool for teaching, they may be confronted with fear due to the 

lack of scaffolded support for effectively utilizing the technology (Bergeson & Beschorner, 2020).  

Adverse experiences can be compounded by the degree of support the student receives at 

home. Every learner, especially the student with a disability, must be provided support and given 

a level of confidence that will support school success. Being supportive and patient are two essen-

tial elements needed to assure that students, when taught at home, are provided flexible instruction. 

The literature supported the need for more preparation and training of staff and caregivers to ef-

fectively implement distance learning. Knowing that there was a lack of preparation and training 

for emergency distance learning, as evidenced by the literature review, this study sought to under-

stand how teachers were providing specially designed instruction during the pandemic.  

 

Methodology 

 

School administrators considered several options when it came to educating students with 

disabilities in a virtual learning environment. The use of video, audio, and software tools had to be 

available for the home. Training in the use of these had to be provided as did the use of the selected 

platform. While some of these are straightforward, all parties (i.e., students, parents, & teachers) 

had to learn how to access the electronic classroom and engage effectively. Although many stu-

dents are tech savvy and understand how to use different elements of technology, for most, this 

was a new approach to learning. Moreover, students with disabilities may find the technology 

overwhelming, success depended upon the training. Professors giving instruction to new and prac-

ticing teachers were asked how to navigate the new instructional norm created by the pandemic. 

In order to inform their responses, the professors researched teachers using a survey to gather data 

on what methods were employed successfully.  
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A survey containing questions requiring a written response was sent to principals and su-

perintendents in three Midwestern states, who then distributed the Google Form to special educa-

tion teachers. This instrument was designed to collect demographic data and information on in-

structional practices and experiences using both a Likert type scale and short answer responses. A 

total of 69 surveys out of 900 sent were received and analyzed for content. An electronic drop box 

was created that allowed participants to submit their responses anonymously. Responses were tal-

lied and reviewed.  

It is important to note, several districts would not participate in any surveys in order to 

protect teachers who were overwhelmed with the demands of the pandemic. Further, a response 

rate of less than eight percent could suggest teachers cannot take on added responsibility or addi-

tional tasks. The following results provide details of the population and responses.  

 

Results 

 

 The responses were divided equally between primary and secondary teaching experiences. 

Thirty-six of the teachers have taught 15 years or more. Twenty were beginning teachers and thir-

teen teachers taught 6-14 years. This information provided a background of how teaching experi-

ence played into the view of educating students. Almost 70% of responses came from rural schools, 

17% came from suburban schools, and 13% from urban schools. The states from where these re-

sults were tabulated have a large rural population. This influenced the responses as the geographic 

location impacted families and schools. 

 The following categories address pertinent issues related to the investigation of the prob-

lem: special education service delivery, method of pandemic instruction, perception of parental 

engagement, modifications to IEP, and trauma. These areas define the parameters of the study. 

 

Special Education Service Delivery 

 

 Prior to the pandemic, the majority of special education students received services in a 

resource environment, as evidenced by 73.8% of the responses that came from schools which prac-

ticed inclusion with some special education in a separate room. Full-inclusion and self-contained 

classrooms rounded out the remainder of the responses with 11.6% and 10.1% respectively. As a 

consequence of the pandemic, the delivery of specially designed services changed. The results of 

this change are presented below. 

 

Method of Pandemic Instruction 

 

 A slight majority of the responses (53.6%) came from teachers who taught face-to-face 

five days a week. The remaining responses (46.4%) came from classes that were hybrid, which 

consisted of meeting face-to-face part of the time and virtually the rest of the week, with some 

instances of fully remote learning during quarantines. Out of the 46.4% that were hybrid, 11.6% 

of teachers reported they delivered hybrid instruction until halfway through the school year and 

then switched to face-to-face. For the purpose of this study, the results focused on classrooms that 

used a hybrid or fully remote model. 

 Seesaw and Google Suite were mentioned as platforms that were used for teaching, with 

Google Classroom of Google Suite being the most popular. Recorded mini lessons, virtual confer-

encing, and sharing exemplars were also employed. Learning games and printed packets that were 
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sent electronically were also frequently used. Regardless of the technique used, teachers reported 

short attention spans and motivation as key concerns of student progress. Some of the educators 

noted that nothing seemed to work because the students had to take sole responsibility for sitting 

at the computer and independently completing their work. In these cases, parents were rarely able 

to supervise and guide the child to remain on task.  

 Live streaming and live classes were also mentioned as the appropriate tools that enhance 

learning. The respondents felt that students were more focused and on-task when it came to learn-

ing synchronously. When combined with Google Classroom or another platform, teachers indi-

cated that student responses were enhanced. Scheduled check-ins were also mentioned as a tool 

for student success.  

 When it came to attention span, alertness and screen fatigue, the findings yielded results 

which did not support virtual teaching. Teachers indicated the students took frequent brain breaks, 

along with teachers asking the parents to support the on-task behavior of the student. When it came 

to block teaching, educators stated that they broke the time into segments where direct instruction 

would be provided, and the rest of the time would be independent work. One responder stated that 

a class period is 86 minutes and that 30 minutes of that time was delegated to synchronous teaching 

and the remaining time was given to complete assignments or work quietly. The overall response 

indicated that the teachers gave frequent breaks so that students could focus. Videos and assign-

ments were given, but they were short. The use of breakout rooms and whiteboards were strategies 

that were widely used to maintain the attention of the students. A response that was consistent with 

teachers is they allowed for modification of the activities. Some reported that they would contract 

with the students on a weekly basis so that they knew exactly what was expected of them. This 

helped the teacher plan lessons and guide the child to successful completion of the assignments. 

 Almost a quarter of the teachers (24%) responded that the quality of completed assignments 

was poor. They felt that there was too much wasted time because of frequent breaks and that this 

impacted the quality of the instructional delivery and content. Many students did not complete the 

assignments and their grades were negatively impacted. When it came to attention, 25.4% of the 

responders stated the biggest challenge was lack of student engagement and participation. There 

was little, if any, consequences if the students did not complete their work. Additionally, 17.4% 

of teachers had a challenge with students not logging on or attending virtual sessions. Since many 

parents worked, have more than one child, but only one computer, teaching virtually became dif-

ficult. When the parent had to work, this put an additional stress on the family, and it negatively 

impacted student performance.  

While the method of instruction was impacted due to the pandemic, caregivers played a 

critical role in the delivery of instruction and monitoring of engagement and work completion. The 

results are shared below.  

 

Perception of Parental Engagement  

 

Over half (54.4%) of the teachers indicated they received little to no involvement from the 

parents. They stated the parents were not involved in the hybrid environment nor do they provide 

assistance with the remote portions of the classroom. The teachers reported that the students 

worked mostly individually when it comes to completing schoolwork. As one teacher shared: 

 

Many students did minimal work or something that was different than the assignment be-

cause the parent either didn’t understand [the assignment] or they were not available to 



Thresholds Volume 45, Issue 1 (Winter, 2022)                                                                  Page |   
  

109 

help their student during the day. So, they want…teachers to be available from five at night 

to nine o’clock. (Anonymous, 2021) 

 

This expectation was unsustainable for the teachers. 

Parents are an integral member of the IEP team which determines the goals and delivery 

methods of instruction for children with disabilities (IDEIA, 2004). Ideally parents and caregivers 

are fully involved in the education of their children. However, this ideal was not found in the 

results of this survey. With a change in environment due to instruction becoming remote, one 

would assume the IEP would require modifications. The results are shared below. 

 

Modifications to IEP 

 

 Forty-nine percent of teachers indicated they did not have to make changes to the IEP due 

to teaching virtually. Since many buildings were closed, involving parents had become more dif-

ficult due to the lack of face-to-face contact. Of the remaining 50%, respondents indicated that a 

remote plan was added to the IEP. These plans allowed for more independent work and changed 

the way instruction was delivered. Some of these plans included accommodations, such as sending 

home rocking chairs and wiggle stools to support students’ ability to focus. An overwhelming 

number of teachers who responded stated that providing individual instruction where the parent 

applied the accommodation or modification was utilized. Some responses indicated that goals were 

reduced or not able to be progress monitored due to remote learning.  

 A strong majority (80%) of the teachers reported it is not difficult to monitor assessments 

in a virtual environment. The responses stated that modifying the evaluation tool was relatively 

simple and that administering and scoring it was not an issue. One teacher shared “Modified tests 

were read via Google Meet and oral responses were accepted. Performance tests were recorded 

virtually. Testing medium changed due to the materials available. More individualized and project-

based assessments were implemented” (Anonymous, 2021). Alternative assessments included ob-

jective questions and short answer responses using Google forms; teachers felt these adequately 

addressed the modified learning materials.  

Challenges were experienced due to abrupt change in environment with lack of training, 

parental involvement, student attendance and engagement, and quality of work. These issues were 

part of the trauma both students and teachers experienced. The results are shared below. 

 

Trauma 

 

 Sixty-four percent of the teachers indicated they were experiencing trauma as a result of 

the pandemic. The responders stated that limiting work hours, taking care of personal business, 

and taking frequent breaks helped them to overcome some of the stress. While some teachers were 

implementing stress-management techniques, others did not due to lack of time, overwhelmed or 

other reasons not specified. One teacher expressed: 

 

Teachers are showing signs of stress this school year. The added responsibility of teaching 

students in person while simultaneously teaching students remotely is difficult. While 

teachers are expected to be more lenient with students and their course work, I feel like the 

same is not being offered to teachers. My workload as increased significantly without any 
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compensation or acknowledgement of the extra burden. I am not [currently] implementing 

strategies to deal with the extra stress. (Anonymous, 2021) 

 

  Almost 70% of the teachers who responded found that their students were suffering trauma 

as a result of virtual learning. Trauma events specifically related to loss and the natural worldwide 

pandemic (Hodas, 2006; NCTSN, 2008). As far as the students were concerned, teachers reported 

that they provided structured free time when the children could interact and, in the case of younger 

children, be involved in play. Allowing music and headphones during individualized instructional 

time was also permitted as were one on one meetings with the students and when appropriate, with 

the family. One respondent shared:  

 

Time EVERY day for interpersonal exchanges, moments to just communicate, relax, and 

hopefully LAUGH. Messages and semi-private conversations with students and parents to 

address concerns and listen for current issues. Keeping an open mind for any and every 

strategy I may use to help students and myself improve. (Anonymous, 2021) 

 

Many responses included being flexible and more tolerant with students helped to ease trauma.  

These results demonstrate the challenges and strife teachers, students, and caregivers ex-

perienced during times of virtual learning. Implications of the research indicate a need for thought-

ful and planned support in case of future quarantined instruction. Suggestions for future ap-

proaches will be explored below. 

 

Discussion 

 

 One of the most important outcomes of this study was that teachers overwhelmingly agreed 

that the quality of student work was negatively impacted by virtual learning. The educators stated 

that the students received too many breaks and did not finish quality assignments. There is possibly 

a relationship between this concern and the amount of parent support provided. Since many parents 

must work while their child is home learning remotely, this may cause a problem in following 

through with assignment completion. Also, if there are multiple students at home learning virtu-

ally, this can impact learning because the family may not have the resources needed to provide 

internet or computer access for more than one child. Although some schools provide laptops or 

Chromebooks to students, this is less likely true in rural or low-income areas. This is true particu-

larly in rural areas where sometimes, Internet access is scarce.  

 One successful approach to teaching students with disabilities during the COVID-19 crisis 

was the use of varied teaching strategies. Providing pre-planned lessons and activities that were 

motivating for the students appear to support learning. It is important to note that a more detailed 

plan of adaptation of the IEP reflects better outcomes.  

 It appears that many of the platforms utilized by schools provide a substantial approach to 

learning. These platforms can be used for the purpose of enhancing the quality of educational 

delivery by using all the benefits that were available. These platforms provide a multitude of op-

portunities that support and enhance learning. Particularly when it comes to teaching virtually, it 

is important that these platforms be adapted to meet the needs of students with exceptionalities. 

The individualization of using these platforms may take time, but to assure student success, this 

must be accomplished.  
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Limitations 

 

Limitations of this study include lack of available literature due to topic being current and 

not having been thoroughly researched. The number of responses to the survey were limited be-

cause teachers were feeling overwhelmed by their increased obligation of virtual instruction with-

out proper training and support. Geographic location was limited in scope as the researchers only 

sought to study select midwestern states, with a focus on rural communities.  

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Future research should seek to expand geographic location in an effort to support the gen-

eralization of results. Studying teacher preparation programs including the focus on remote in-

structional strategies would support future conclusions and recommendations. In addition research 

on the trauma educators experienced during the pandemic would be beneficial for understanding 

and promoting positive outcomes. 

 

Summary & Conclusion 

 

 There is no doubt that virtual learning has changed the way we approach teaching students 

with disabilities. Our children and teachers have been impacted and we must find ways to adapt 

instruction to meet the needs of individual learners. Making sure the students are being effectively 

taught and are learning is an essential part of this process. Without dedication from the teachers 

and support from the parents, our students will not gain the requisite knowledge necessary to be-

come contributing members of society. School leaders must also commit to the process in order 

for it to be successful.  
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