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Wisconsin Council on Special Education 

Professional Learning: Planning and Communication Tool  

July 2024 
 

Background: The State Superintendent’s Special Education Advisory Council recommendation and guidelines for 

professional learning focused on school teams working together throughout the year and greater understanding of the roles 

and responsibilities of general education teachers in teaching special education students.  If students with IEPs are to be 

successful in their learning and achievement, they must advance from access to the general education curriculum to 

successful learning of the curriculum content. There is a disproportionate opportunity and achievement gap between 

students with disabilities and students without disabilities.  This tool was developed by the State Superintendent’s Special 

Education Advisory Council to facilitate team planning and communication. 
 

Purpose:  Professional Learning: Planning and Communication Tool was created to facilitate communication, planning, and 

shared responsibility between general education and special education staff and administrators. Team members may include 

teachers of general education students and general education students who require additional services, (ie. students with 

IEPs and 504 plans, English Language services, students who require Title I or Tier II or III interventions). Staff providing 

support services may include Speech & Language Pathologists , Occupation and Physical Therapists, School Psychologists, 

School Social Workers, School Nurses, paraprofessionals.  Administrators are important participants to these teams so they 

can share implementation across content areas and grade level teams.  
 

Some districts are organizing their curricular content around learning targets.  Others may choose to organize their 

curricular content around Rick DuFour’s Four Critical Questions of a Professional Learning Community (PLC) or Jay 

McTighe’s levels of complexity: Must Know, Need to Know, Nice to Know; both are included in this tool.   
 

There are other ways to organize curriculum that districts are using. The Professional Learning: Planning and 

Communication Tool provides an organizational framework with key questions or instructional components for teams of 

teachers to consider when discussing and planning their instruction. In addition to the instructional planning, teacher teams 

can determine current support provided to all students:  general education students, students with IEPs and 504 plans, and 

struggling learners. There are guiding questions with links to resources, examples, and blank templates. 
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We understand that teacher teams and districts are at different places and stages in their work as teams.  We hope teachers 

will find the Professional Learning: planning and communication tool and materials provided useful to your teams as you plan 

your units of instruction.  Blank templates are provided for your use.  Select the elements of the Professional learning: 

Planning and Communication Tool that are appropriate for your team planning now.  Over time you may add other 

elements into your team planning and discussions.  

 

Focus Areas of the Professional Learning: Planning and Communication Tool 

1) Access to General Education: A focus on access to, and success with the general education curriculum may change 

what special education teachers and paraprofessionals do when providing instruction and support.  This is the primary 

focus for this tool. 

2) Student Supports for Learning:  Accommodations and Modifications: Professional learning that changes the 

conversations about and beyond accommodations and modifications.  

3) Requirements and Components for Professional Learning to be Effective: Professional learning must be founded on 

the commitment that it is ongoing and sustained. Professional learning must also use brain based and adult learning 

theory.  It must engage individuals to effect changes in their practices; changes that can be documented and 

monitored for effectiveness. The tool provides guiding questions for districts planning professional learning for teams 

working together. 

  

Attached is a framework tool and resources to assist district teams in their professional learning and communication.  It is 

the hope, and intent, that district and building staff working together in teams use elements of this tool, or another 

framework, that fit with their current needs for planning and communication and that the tool allows for future growth as 

professional learning work becomes embedded in current practice.   Districts may have other tools that they find are more 

useful or that better match the work of teams / Professional Learning Communities in their district. 
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1. Access to General Education: A focus on access to, and success with the general education curriculum may change 

what special education teachers and paraprofessionals do when providing instruction and support. 

 

Learning Targets: are identified for each unit of instruction in ELA, math, science and social studies. (Template) 

Topics/Idea to Discuss Examples  

List the learning targets for each unit of instruction Example Biology 
Example Biology Units: Africa, 

Homeostasis, Melanin, 
Canine 

Example U.S History 
Example ELA grade 1 

Post learning targets in classroom for each unit of study Example  

How will Special Education teachers and General Education teachers work together to 

provide the instruction for the learning targets to be met by students? 

Co-teaching strategies 
Teacher Responsibilities 

 

 

 What do we want all students to know and be able to do?  How will we extend the learning for students who are already 

proficient? (DuFour) 

Content Identified as Must Know, Important to Know, Nice to Know (Extension) (Jay McTighe) (Template) 

Must Know 
 

● What Standards are identified 

and will be assessed for 

proficiency? 

Important to know 
 

● What content is Important to 

Know content for students to 

master? (Content designed for 

Nice to Know / Extension 
 

● What content is Nice to Know 

content / Content to Extend 

Learning (content designed to 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1t0bZj6h8jJmkckCSyIrFqtKy6mJcOGH7dbs-PwTGnJA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1UR9b7NIo1VAF3zqRp6kA1DE5eLScxG9rcxH9aet7rBI/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_Jo9ZO-OhFU9a2ORSnm0GQa-7qFa8BhG/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_Jo9ZO-OhFU9a2ORSnm0GQa-7qFa8BhG/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_Jo9ZO-OhFU9a2ORSnm0GQa-7qFa8BhG/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1J8NAd2XrV9_cKRkz8M5Mgu4QrFaFJ-ab/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TqGTfX4MsxWthRD4oT7DARF73PlLJT9s/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hZ17w8LOYT3wTbOb2e4r4G4n7m8SOz1iU2mTI1yH3cA/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d4umC0-Qj1M_3Ip7wvNOvwv0qmA74wHA/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1IEURXbCr2UNLHw0kgIeyIRu4QobSj44jESbemilSVy8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YeO8ko2BPfAxE3k1OG-MYjWOjmxujXY6pcmDPDrf6N4/edit?usp=sharing
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● What content is Must Know  

content for ALL students to 

master? 

●  What textbook pages and 

supplemental readings provide 

for meeting the standards and 

learning the Must Know 

information? 

● What opportunities for re-

reading Must Know content?  

What other instruction and 

learning will be provided to 

engage students with the 

content and learning activities? 

● How will assessment for ALL 

students demonstrate 

proficiency on standards and 

learning of,  and ability to use,  

Must Know Content. 

 

 

deeper understanding of the 

concepts,  key principles and the 

relationships between them, 

additional curricular content 

that broadens the student 

learning of important content in 

the curriculum beyond the most 

important, must know, content.) 

● What textbook pages and 

supplemental readings provide 

access to the Important to Know 

information? 

● What assignments and learning 

activities will be part of the 

important to know content? 

● How will assessment 

demonstrate learning / mastery 

and ability to use content that 

broadens the student learning of 

important content in the 

curriculum beyond the most 

important, must know, content. 

● Which students should be 

challenged to learn content 

beyond the must know content? 

(Together students and teacher, 

or students self-select, the 

expand and challenge student 

thinking and learning within and 

beyond the identified 

curriculum content.) 

● What textbook pages and 

supplemental readings provide 

access to the Nice-to-Know or 

content to extend their 

learning? 

● What other supplemental 

materials might be used to 

provide more in-depth 

knowledge and learning 

activities for those students who 

need to be challenged in their 

learning? 

● How will assessment 

demonstrate learning / mastery 

and ability to use Content 

Extensions 

● Which students should have 

their learning extended so they 

are being challenged and 

growing in their learning? 

(Together students and teachers 

decide, or students self-select, 

the additional levels of 
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additional levels of complexity 

of content learning and 

assessment). 

complexity of content learning 

and assessment). 

Example of Freshman Biology Tiered Vocabulary               Text and Supplemental Reading Template 

 

 

Students matched individually to content (Template) 

● General education teacher forms groups of students for each level of content instruction for each unit.  

● Groupings are not static; they change throughout the year as students gain curriculum content knowledge or 

demonstrate increased ability for some topics 

● Students have the ability to move to a more rigorous level of content information and demonstrate mastery of the 

more rigorous content 

● Students with IEPs and 504 plans have ability to learn at each level of content information 

 

 

Classroom Instruction and Philosophy - Agreed upon by general education and special education teacher 

Pre-teaching 

 

● What Content should be previewed with students before it is taught in the general education classroom? 

● What key vocabulary should be pre-taught in preparation for content reading 

● What vocabulary do they already know (find out with pre-test or game). 

● Content and Vocabulary Pre-teaching 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16zLIu3Kbaqyw1dZeIQdsNw_ABK4k9ABX/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1S7BilVripf_9-tD_6jfE133wnLLqXJksAodSriSTHOM/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JMt0mk8LSTqS-obfNZ6OPgNCicNVZZTFArcJvuMR_EA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wGSUimGGiPlFOEcSRHyRVfoR8NOzJFJa7d_v6E6flMI/edit?usp=sharing
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Learning Strategies Instruction: what strategies must students learn to assist them in mastery of learning targets or 

Must Know, Important to Know, Nice to Know Content 

● Content maps of concept, main ideas and supporting details to be completed as part of reading content material.  

Concept maps provide a foundation for later skill of outlining.  Sample concept map provided at elementary and 

Middle/high school levels. 

● Outlining 
● Summarizing: for youngest students it begins by moving them from “ and then, and then, and then” to one or two 

sentences about what they read/learned 

● Note Taking: 2-column note taking, the forms to be completed by students when engaging with text 

● Asking/answering questions while reading: right-there questions (who, what, where, when), inferential questions 

(why, how), ask questions before reading regarding what might happen in literature or what might be learned when 

reading. 

● Make predictions about what might happen or what new information might be presented, what questions might be 

answered 

● Paraphrasing: ability to restate in their own words key ideas, what they read 

● Visual imagery: ability to visualize and describe what they are reading (scene, characters, action) 

● Word identification:  when they encounter an unknown word is there a prefix or suffix , what is the stem? 

● Understanding of academic language:  how words and phrases are arranged or linked in complex sentences or 

connect ideas;  connective words used to show relationship between ideas, understanding pronouns - who/what 

they relate to, active and passive verbs or voice in literature 

●  Use of Study Cards:  created when reading informational text that can be used when studying for summative 

assessments that include names and events, places and events, names and accomplishments 

● Middle School Example - States of Matter Concept Map 

● Elementary School Example - Habitat Concept Map 

● Unit Strategies Template 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JRKay9HDowGLv1fuenWL4NkAGKwjPhm5/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OE2Im-_QdJtRPOziBT5BW2VsVw4MkUsP/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YAtavWpLVeh3xu3-phEUR_0q4Cn5cLzY42aDbK_n7Uk/edit?usp=sharing
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Universal Design of Learning - Best Practice 
                                                   https://www.cast.org/impact/universal-design-for-learning-udl 

● UDL is a way of thinking about teaching and learning that gives all students an equal opportunity to succeed. 
● What are the learning goals and expectations for the lesson?   What are the essential knowledge, skills, and 

understandings? 
● Key elements of UDL:  representation, expression and engagement. 
● How can I design my lessons and classroom environment to provide multiple means of representation, expression, 

and engagement to accommodate the diverse learning needs of all my students? 
○ Representation: How can I present information in different ways to ensure all students understand the 

material?  (e.g. using text, audio, video, hands-on activities).   What are the different ways / options for 
students to acquire information and knowledge / to understand the content? 

○ Expression:  How can I allow students to demonstrate their knowledge in various ways? (e.g. writing, 
speaking, drawing, or using technology). What are the different ways/options for students to show what they 
know/ that they learned the material? 

○ Engagement:  How can I motivate and engage all students, considering their interests, performances, and 
cultural background? (e.g. offering choices in projects, using gamification, connecting content to real world 
contexts). What are the different ways/options to support the different ways students learn? Do the 
students have a choice in their avenue of learning? 

● How can I structure the learning environment to meet each student’s learning needs? 
● What are the barriers that might prevent achieving the goals? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cast.org/impact/universal-design-for-learning-udl
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Gradual release of use of strategies from teacher or paraprofessional to student independent use 

● Model how to use strategy with student, do think-aloud as you model so student can hear how you are figuring 

something out, why you are doing something to complete the task 

● Ask students strategy they might use to figure something out / solve a problem/ complete a learning task 

● Use of templates or other learning formats: complete them with the student, students complete them with support 

from teacher / para as they work, students complete them independently and adult checks for accuracy and 

provides additional instruction if needed or points out errors and asks students how to correct the mistake so 

student can figure out the  and why of corrections. 

 

Read and Re-Read 

 

● What content reading is necessary to meet the learning targets? 

● If content is organized around Must Know, Important to Know, and Nice to Know (extension), how will students 

engage with text, how many times will they engage with the text? 

● What opportunities will students have to engage with more challenging content and text beyond the Must Know 

Content 
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Assignment Completion 

● What is the goal of the assignment / how does it relate to mastery of learning? 

● Should all assessment questions be linked to a learning target? 

● What kinds of assistance will be provided so the student accomplishes the learning goal for each assignment or 

mastery of learning targets, rather than completion of the assignment? 

● Will assignments be used as formative assessments to determine level of understanding, misconceptions in learning 

or application of learning, need for additional instruction, to determine when a student can be challenged more in 

their content learning? 

● Should assignments be taken for any credit, or should they be used to guide instruction and gauge understanding of 

a topic or concept? 

● Should all assignments be done or at least started in class so students understand the task and have the 
understanding necessary for proper engagement? 

● Should late work be accepted? (Are you grading behavior, or understanding if it is not?) 
● Assignments for this Unit Template 

 

 

How will we know if they learn it? How will we respond when some students do not learn it? (DeFour) 

Assessments and Grading (Template) 

● ALL students are assessed on standards and Must Know Content. 

● Together students and teachers decide, or students self-select, the additional levels of complexity of content 

learning and assessments. 

● On summative assessments, will there be tiered assessments for students to demonstrate proficiency / knowledge 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/16Dix1C1MeV93MzalqroTF-CpKBuvfamfxgkHvO_CVJo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1zVJR5H0s0fAfd2hrF_I9rJRAJlfKvXn1bxYtIwhnOLk/edit
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of/ ability to use information for content specific to must know content, important to know content, nice to know 

content (extension) 

● In addition to being assessed on content that was specific to their instruction and classroom work, will students 

have the ability to attempt assessment of higher level/challenging content. 

● Grading questions to consider: 

○ Will a “C” mean demonstrating proficiency on the Standards and mastery of Must Know content, a B mastery 

of Must Know and Important to Know Content, and A mastery of  Must Know, Important to Know and Nice 

to Know (Extension) Content? 

○ As a district or team, what do you consider to be proficient and mastery 

● Will retakes on assessments be allowed?  Are there criteria for retakes? 

● How will the General Education teacher and Special Education teacher work together on assessments? 

● Student data for consideration of retakes 
● Assessments and Learning Targets 

What happens instructionally if they don’t meet the learning targets? If the targets are not met, 

what will be done to help students meet them? 

● Will re-teaching occur? 

●  If co-teaching occurs, what will be the role and responsibility for the General Education 

teacher? 

● How will the Special Education teacher provide additional instruction so students meet 

the learning targets? 

● How will students be assessed to determine if they met the learning targets?  What 

happens instructionally if they don’t meet the learning targets — reteaching/additional 

instruction, re-takes / alternate assessments of content following additional instruction? 

Student data for 
reteaching 

 
Mastery Map to 

understand student 
comprehension and 

guide reteaching 
 

Student Reteaching 
Data/Special Ed. 

Support 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/19pmSah5CuDtuxEgkgNTbThwBId-7IU6S/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1uJS9w6QcuVABT5p3NxrmGW19c3WSL3-BCApXDjkKcfA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZKPrC7SwjSuPoGICdfYFJyY8q7OjVkbbqbg3FFE-ZEw/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZKPrC7SwjSuPoGICdfYFJyY8q7OjVkbbqbg3FFE-ZEw/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YyUCTl8psqdXzbE7LTAWdGrk4Ozg671V/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YyUCTl8psqdXzbE7LTAWdGrk4Ozg671V/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YyUCTl8psqdXzbE7LTAWdGrk4Ozg671V/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YyUCTl8psqdXzbE7LTAWdGrk4Ozg671V/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ldtRMw36s_2RLBjnFc9CwUj85wtTdi5WVuirv9mKrl0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ldtRMw36s_2RLBjnFc9CwUj85wtTdi5WVuirv9mKrl0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ldtRMw36s_2RLBjnFc9CwUj85wtTdi5WVuirv9mKrl0/edit?usp=sharing
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2. Student Supports for Learning:  Accommodations and Modifications: Professional learning that changes the 

conversations about and beyond accommodations and modifications. 

 

Student Supports - Items that general education teachers, special education teachers/support staff, and students should 
all know (Template) 

● List the accommodations allowed 

● List accommodations matched to students 

● List modifications matched to student’s IEP.    

● Link to IEP Snapshot 

● What specially designed instruction will be provided to Students with IEPs? 

● How will specially designed instruction meet the unique learning needs for each Student with an IEP? 

● When will specially designed instruction be provided during the instructional block? 

● Assistive Technology Access 

● What assistive technology is needed for the lesson/unit 

● Assistive Technology resource link 

●  Adaptations  can be provided to any students (ex. More time to complete tests).  Modifications are based on a 

student’s IEP   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lf5jvofkbOPkKIyy9QfZo22ZNZQ8VZVAdMRK6ionKkE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WkIl24k3fnwPwkJCvWHRGW077aD1OZOz/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=108434919561913633248&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jSpUekPAtkDRuwDzCTsnSBLGZCf6NgiO/view?usp=sharing
https://www.wati.org/free-publications/assessing-students-needs-for-assistive-technology/
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3. Requirements and Components for Professional Learning to be Effective: Professional learning must be founded on 

the commitment that it is ongoing and sustained. Professional learning must also use brain based and adult learning 

theory.  It must engage individuals to effect changes in their practices; changes that can be documented and 

monitored for effectiveness.  

 

 

Requirements and components for professional learning to consider 

● Time for teams to meet and work together in designated collaboration time: as professional learning communities, 

special ed teachers meeting  weekly or monthly during general education teachers planning time, regularly 

scheduled inservice time that occurs on a frequent basis for learning and implementation to take place 

● Frequency:  weekly, every other week, monthly 

● Roles and responsibilities for team members established 

●  Content for Professional Learning:  what will teams focus on in their learning, implementation and impact on 

student learning and achievement 

● Data collection: Monitoring for implementation:  teams determine what will be implemented by them based on the 

learning that took place in Professional Learning, determine what data will be collected and shared on 

implementation and its effect on student learning 
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Identify Resources Needed 

Who: 
● Team composition: who needs to be at the table based on the purpose for Professional Learning:   

○ general education teachers,  

○ special ed staff,  

○ support services for English Learners,  

○ Tier II & Tier III,  

○ Instructional coaches,  and  

○ Administrators  

○ District and/or  building level teams 

○ Professional Learning Community (PLC) members,   

○ Specific general education and special ed teachers for collaboration for Students’ Supports for Learners.  

● In-district staff to lead Professional Learning  

● Outside consultants (CESA, DPI RtI center, neighboring district leaders) 

What is the purpose / focus of Professional Learning Communities or teams?  
● Access to general education curriculum 

● Collaboration for Students’ Supports for Learners 

● Focus of Professional Learning: specific areas / topics 
● Data to be collected and analyzed 

○ Implementation of professional learning content and instructional changes 
○ Impact of instructional changes or identified professional learning topics on student learning and 

achievement 
○ Identification of barriers to learning 
○ Problem solving when instructional changes are not achieving the desired outcomes 
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This tool was created by Council Members Jacob Roberts and Judy Conlin.  Jacob is a Biology Teacher with a masters degree 

in chemical and life science and has 9 years of co-teaching experience.  Judy is a retired Director of Curriculum and 

Instruction, Educational Consultant, ReaCH Grant trainer and mentor, Special Education teacher (Early Childhood, 

elementary and middle school) and elementary teacher; she served as the WASB representative to Council. 

When: 
● Will the focus of professional learning be for the entire year, or specific to each session? 
● If during the school day, will there be planned  

○ Early release days that occur often enough for changes to be implemented and impact evaluated,  
○ PLC time within the school day  
○ Time for teams to meet during teacher planning/preparation times  
○ During teaching times with substitutes hired to teach classes  
○ Before/after school? 

Financial: 
● Money to pay for subs if collaboration takes place beyond time available during planning time.  

● Stipends for before or after school or weekend collaboration.  

● Discretionary grants available to fund Professional Learning and its impact on student learning and achievement. 


