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Learning Better Together: 
Including Students with Significant 

Disabilities in Comprehensive 
Literacy Instruction

Dr. Danielle Cowley & Jess Kruckenberg
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Agenda

◎ Big Rock #1: Inclusive Philosophies

◎ Big Rock #2: Inclusive Practices

◎ Big Rock #3: Comprehensive Literacy 
Instruction
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Big Rock #1

Inclusive Philosophies
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“
“When inclusive education is fully embraced, we 
abandon the idea that children have to become 

‘normal’ in order to contribute to the world. We begin 
to look beyond typical ways of becoming valued 

members of the community, and in doing so, begin to 
realize the achievable goal of providing all children 

with an authentic sense of belonging.” 
- Norman Kunc
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The Least Dangerous 
Assumption states that in the 
absence of absolute evidence, 
it is essential to make the 
assumption that if proven to 
be false, would be least 
dangerous to the individual.

- Anne Donnellan

The Least Dangerous 
Assumption
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Least Dangerous 
Assumption in Action
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Approaching each student (even those 
without language) as thinking people 
with ideas about their lives.

Give the student the benefit of the 
doubt, then look hard for the evidence.

- Doug Biklen

Presuming Competence
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Strategies for Presuming Competence

● Examine your attitude: 
Practice saying, “how can 
this work? How can this be 
successful?”

● Question your 
stereotypes: How 
someone looks, walks, or 
talks does not tell you 
about how they think and 
feel

● Use age appropriate talk
● Support communication
● Listen openly: work to 

shed judgments

● Teach peers and others 
how to interpret 
potentially confusing 
behavior

● Ask permission to 
share with others.

● Be humble
● Do not speak for others 

unless asked
● Assume every student 

will benefit from age-
appropriate academic 
curriculum
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● Look for evidence of 
understanding

● Support students to show 
understanding using their 
strengths

● Design adaptations and 
accommodations to 
support access to 
academics

● Be sure to acknowledge 
the presence of a person 
with a disability in the 
same way you would 
acknowledge others.

Kasa-Hendrickson & Bruswell (2007)
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Big Rock #2

Inclusive Practices
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Universal Design for Learning
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UDL as “Teaching to the 
Edges”
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“
“An approach that enables teachers to plan 

strategically to meet the needs of every student. It is 
rooted in the belief that there is variability among any 
group of learners and that the teachers should adjust 

instruction accordingly.” 
- Carol Ann Tomlinson

13

13

3 Critical Access Points

Content: What information or content is shared? Are you offering 
multiple means of representation?

Process: How will students engage or interact with the content? 
Are you offering multiple means of engagement?

Product: How will students demonstrate what they know? Are 
you offering multiple means of expression?
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Differentiating Content: 
Freedom Riders Example

In addition to the textbook students will: 
◎ Read portions of The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks (conventional readers) or Rosa Parks 

on the Tarheel Reader (emerging readers)

◎ Watch the Sit-In scene from The Butler with subtitles/captions

◎ Listen to NPR’s Music of the Freedom Riders: 50 Years Later with lyrics printed for 
conventional readers

◎ Learn from a local guest speaker/activist

◎ Examine the maps of the rides and significant/essential protest events

◎ Connect to current events: Black Lives Matter
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Differentiating Product: 
Freedom Riders Example

Students are able to choose between the following culminating products:
◎ Create your own graphic novel that highlights at least 2 significant events

◎ Write a personal essay on the importance of community activism

◎ Create a class book using predictable chart writing
◉ The Freedom Riders _______.

◎ Compose a song or spoken-word performance capturing the events and emotions of the era

◎ Design an infographic that makes connections to current U.S. and local contexts (i.e., BLM, 
Kaepernick, protests, etc.)
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Adapting Instruction
◎ Core Standards & Essential Elements

◎ Peer supports v. Adult supports

◎ Honor all learning
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Teacher Perspective
● Shared vision
● Thoughtful, accessible instruction 
● Build co-teacher’s capacity to 

support those with disabilities

Co-Teaching & Collaboration

Administrator Perspective
● Community culture 
● All means all 
● Use data to drive 

instruction 
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Supporting Classroom 
Community

◎ Join us for our breakout session 
next!
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Big Rock #3

Comprehensive Literacy Instruction
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Language is Literacy
◎ Gateway to the world 
◎ Gives individuals the ability to say 

what they want when they want to 
whomever they want

◎ Provides an avenue to independence 
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8 Classroom Conditions for Comprehensive Literacy
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87654321

Genre
Classroom space 
& library

Time devoted to 
literacy

Person-first 
language

Books Word Wall Schedule Perception of 
student 
learning
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Shared Reading
◎ Unstructured Shared Reading

◉ Early emergent readers who are emergent pre-
and symbolic communicators

◉ CAR

◎ Structured Shared Reading
◉ Early transitional readers who are context-

dependent communicators
◉ CROWD in the CAR
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Unstructured Shared Reading: CAR

◎ Lead with a COMMENT. 
◉ “Look a dog!” (then give wait 

time).

◎ ASK for or invite participation. 
◉ “The dog looks soft. See how soft 

the dog looks.” (point to picture 
and give wait time. Provide object 
if available).

◎ RESPOND by repeating and adding 
more.
◉ “I like the dog. He looks friendly.” 

(then give wait time). 25
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Dialogic Reading Strategies

Adapted from Whitehurst & Lonigan (1998)

27

27



7/26/21

10

CROWD Differentiation
● Matching instruction to the child’s 

level of language development is 
critical to maximize learning.

● COW: Use less complex prompts such 
as completion, open-ended prompts, 
and “wh” prompts.

● Set and vary the “purpose” of your 
prompt to align to Essential Elements 
and linkage levels.

For early learners, ask what’s 
happening on the page in a 
story.

For more experienced learners, ask 
what is happening in the story.

Open-ended Prompts
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Predictable Chart Writing
Supports Emergent & Conventional Writers & Readers who

● need to understand the concept of translating thoughts to paper
● use alternative pencils such as communication devices, Alphabet Flip 

Charts, and alphabet eye gaze sets
● use Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)

Benefits
● Concept of translating thoughts to paper
● Communication & interaction skills
● Writing skills 
● Self-confidence 
● View self as a writer 
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How does it work? 
1. Write the chart
2. Reread/work with the chart
3. Work with cut up sentence strips
4. Be the sentence
5. Make the book 
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Independent Writing

● Student choice
● Vocabulary boards 
● Honor the variations of writing 

○ Speech to Text 
○ Typing
○ Pen/pencil
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Thank you!

Any questions?
You can find us at daniellecowley80@gmail.com and jesskruck13@gmail.com
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