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Guidebook 3
This material is based on work supported by the National Institute for Literacy under Grant No.

X257B30002. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this

material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National

Institute for Literacy.

This document is best delivered only through approved training developed by the National ALLD

Center. If you have received a copy of this document through a source other than a National

ALLD Center trainer or a person who has been trained by such a trainer, we cannot ensure that

the user will achieve the anticipated outcomes.

For more information on the training, contact the National ALLD Center at (202) 884-8185 or

(800) 953-ALLD [2553].

THE NATIONAL ALLD CENTER

The National ALLD Center, funded by the National Institute for Literacy, is a collaboration

between the Academy for Educational Development and the University of Kansas Institute for

Research in Learning Disabilities. The Center’s mission is to promote awareness about the rela-

tionship between adult literacy and learning disabilities. Through its national information

exchange network and technical assistance training, the National ALLD Center helps literacy

practitioners, policymakers, and researchers better meet the needs of adults with learning dis-

abilities. We encourage your inquiries and will either directly provide you with information or

refer you to an appropriate resource.

THE NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR LITERACY

The National Institute for Literacy is an independent federal agency jointly administered by the

U.S. Departments of Education, Labor, and Health and Human Services. The Institute’s primary

goals are to provide leadership and coordination for literacy activities across federal agencies and

among states, enhance the knowledge base for literacy, and create a national communications sys-

tem that links the literacy field nationwide.

THE ACADEMY FOR EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The Academy for Educational Development, founded in 1961, is an independent, nonprofit ser-

vice organization committed to addressing human development needs in the United States and

throughout the world. Under contracts and grants, the Academy operates programs in collabo-

ration with policy leaders; nongovernmental and community-based organizations; governmen-

tal agencies; international multilateral and bilateral funders; and schools, colleges, and universi-

ties. In partnership with its clients, the Academy seeks to meet today’s social, economic, and envi-

ronmental challenges through education and human resource development; to apply state-of-

the-art education, training, research, technology, management, behavioral analysis, and social

marketing techniques to solve problems; and to improve knowledge and skills throughout the

world as the most effective means for stimulating growth, reducing poverty, and promoting

democratic and humanitarian ideals.

Academy for Educational Development

Washington, D.C. 20009

January 1999
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W
elcome to Bridges to Practice. You are about to embark on a
journey designed to help literacy programs enhance the ser-
vices they provide for adults with learning disabilities. The

development of Bridges to Practice is centered around the vision of the
National Adult Literacy and Learning Disabilities Center (National
ALLD Center). This vision consists of the following beliefs:

➤Adults with learning disabilities have specific and unique educa-
tional service needs.

➤Literacy programs can and should meet the needs of adults with
learning disabilities.

➤By focusing on research-based information, the National ALLD
Center can help literacy programs better meet the needs of adults
with learning disabilities.

Bridges to Practice is organized around five guidebooks designed to docu-
ment and reflect “best practices” in working with persons with learning
disabilities. What distinguishes these guidebooks from similar products is
that the content is based on research. The purpose of these guidebooks is
to influence the decision-making process of literacy practitioners in eval-
uating and selecting screening tools, curricular materials, and instruc-
tional strategies that are effective for adults with learning disabilities.
Ultimately, by making changes in the provision of services for adults with
learning disabilities, literacy programs can help countless adults reach
their potential and lead more fulfilling and self-sufficient lives.
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By the end of the Bridges to Practice training, you will have:

➤a broader awareness of learning disabilities and their impact on the
provision of literacy services;

➤a repertoire of skills and practical tools for tapping the creativity
and experience of those you work with;

➤a vision of the changes you would like your program to initiate in
providing services which are more responsive to the needs of per-
sons with learning disabilities; and

➤an action plan for how you intend to achieve those changes.

To derive maximum benefit from these guidebooks, literacy program
leaders are encouraged to participate in the companion training/profes-
sional development program developed by the National ALLD Center.
When used in conjunction with this training and the accompanying
video, Bridges to Systemic Reform, these guidebooks can provide the stim-
ulus for literacy programs to begin to address overall system change and,
thereby, to enhance the quality of services provided to adults with learn-
ing disabilities.

For more information on the training, contact the National ALLD
Center at (202) 884-8185 or (800) 953-ALLD [2553].

Mary Ann Corley, Ph.D.
Director, National ALLD Center
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L
earning disabilities is an umbrella term that describes a wide vari-
ety of disorders, including disorders in one or more of the basic
psychological processes involved in understanding or using spoken

or written language. Adults who have difficulties with listening, thinking,
speaking, reading, or writing are likely to experience problems that sig-
nificantly affect their academic achievement and their lives.

Varying estimates of the number of American adults with learning dis-
abilities range from 3 to 15 percent of the general population. An even
greater incidence of learning disabilities is likely to be found among the
population of adults with low-level literacy skills. Research has yet to deter-
mine just what that proportion is; estimates range from 30 to 80 percent.

Bridges to Practice: A Research-based Guide for Literacy Practitioners
Serving Adults with Learning Disabilities was developed through funding
from the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL), which was created by the
National Literacy Act of 1991. The NIFL’s mission is to maximize the
effectiveness of local literacy services nationwide. One of the goals of the
NIFL is to enhance the capacity of literacy service providers to identify,
teach, and support adults with learning disabilities.

In 1993, the NIFL provided funding to the Academy for Educational
Development (AED) to establish the National Adult Literacy and
Learning Disabilities Center (National ALLD Center) in collaboration
with the University of Kansas Institute for Research in Learning
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Disabilities (KU-IRLD). Together, the staff at AED and the KU-IRLD
developed a service, research, and development agenda designed to assist
literacy practitioners in enhancing services to adults with learning dis-
abilities. This agenda was developed in recognition of:

➤the link between low-level literacy in adults and the apparent preva-
lence of learning disabilities;

➤the high student attrition rate nationwide in adult literacy pro-
grams;

➤the paucity of research studies on adult literacy students with learn-
ing disabilities; and

➤the need to improve the outcomes of adult literacy programs.

The National ALLD Center developed the Bridges to Practice series for
adult literacy program supervisors and professional development spe-
cialists. The goal of Bridges to Practice is to increase awareness among
practitioners about learning disabilities and to help program leaders
address the changes they might initiate to make their programs more
responsive to the needs of adults with learning disabilities.

By setting forth guidelines for best practices and by stimulating discus-
sions among program staff, these guidebooks can be the catalyst that
causes some literacy programs to rethink and restructure their delivery
systems to be more effective in serving adults with learning disabilities.
Programs that are responsive to the needs of adult learners ultimately
will assist greater numbers of students in achieving their goals.

Development of the Guidebooks
Research efforts in the fields of literacy, adult education, and learning
disabilities are just beginning to yield clear directions for practice.
Furthermore, what is known from research on learning disabilities has
found its way only sporadically into instructional practice. It has been
estimated that less than 10 percent of educational materials and methods
currently used in instructional settings has been validated through any
type of research (Carnine, 1995). To address this dilemma, the team at
the National ALLD Center developed a three-phase research and devel-
opment plan.

Phase 1: Gather Information From the Field

During the first phase of research and development, the National ALLD
Center staff organized focus groups, sent out questionnaires, surveyed
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resource centers, and evaluated current screening practices and instruc-
tional materials. Through this research, the staff

➤ identified the beliefs, issues, and values of practitioners in the fields
of literacy and learning disabilities;

➤ identified and validated standards for developing, evaluating, and
selecting practices related to screening and instructional materials
for serving adults with learning disabilities; and

➤ identified current practices related to serving adults with learning
disabilities.

The last step in this phase was to develop and field-test procedures relat-
ed to teaching literacy providers to apply the standards to screening prac-
tices and instructional materials.

Phase 2: Integrate Research and Write Guidebooks

During the second phase of research and development, the National
ALLD Center staff integrated the knowledge they had gathered during
the first phase and used this information as a basis for the first four
Bridges to Practice guidebooks. The staff also developed training for using
the program and field-tested the guidebooks to determine how literacy
service providers could use the information to improve services for
adults with learning disabilities.

Phase 3: Review and Refine Guidebooks

After the first four guidebooks were developed, the National ALLD
Center staff used field-test results and reviews of external evaluators to
revise the guidebooks. They also collaborated with the four NIFL-fund-
ed Learning Disabilities Training and Dissemination (LDTD) hubs and
developed the professional development guidebook (Guidebook 5) to
enhance the dissemination of information contained within the Bridges
to Practice series.

Because of ongoing research and development in the fields of adult liter-
acy and learning disabilities, additional information will be continuous-
ly added to these guidebooks so that they reflect the most current knowl-
edge concerning adults with learning disabilities.

Ensuring Success
The fields of adult literacy and learning disabilities represent many audi-
ences and interest groups. The Bridges to Practice guidebooks provide
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information about learning disabilities and their impact on literacy pro-
grams. However, these guidebooks cannot compensate for the develop-
ment of specialists in learning disabilities and professional training.
Ideally, literacy services for adults with learning disabilities should be
organized and delivered by, or under the direct guidance of, a practition-
er who is a “master” in providing instruction to those who struggle with
learning and learning disabilities.

Terminology Used in the Guidebooks
For consistency throughout these guidebooks, the term “practitioner” is
used to describe persons who provide direct services to adults with learn-
ing disabilities. Practitioners can be tutors, teachers, program leaders, or
volunteers.

These guidebooks specifically focus on adults who are either diagnosed
as, or suspected of, having learning disabilities. On occasion, particular-
ly for the sake of simplicity within tables and charts, the term “learner”
is used to refer to adults who have, or may have, learning disabilities.

Because of the limited amount of research on programs and practices
available for adults with learning disabilities, many of the practices refer-
enced in these guidebooks represent best practices across the field of
learning disabilities, and require translation for use in the adult commu-
nity. Therefore, the terms “person with learning disabilities” or “individ-
ual with learning disabilities” imply that learning disabilities are a life-
long condition.

In some instances, again for simplicity, the abbreviation LD is used for
learning disabilities, as in the term “LD-appropriate literacy services.”
When the term “accommodation” is used to describe the responsibilities
of adult literacy programs, it refers to changes that are legally required to
allow the adult who has been diagnosed with a learning disability to
access and profit from the basic or essential services provided by a pro-
gram. The term “adaptation” refers to the routine changes that a teacher
makes during instruction to increase student learning. Adaptations are
usually not legally required and may be thought of as good teaching
practices responsive to the heterogeneity within any group of learners.

Finally, the term Bridges is frequently used to refer to the entire set of
guidebooks in Bridges to Practice, and the term “guidebook” is used to
refer to each of the five guidebooks included in the series.
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Seizing the Opportunity!

A Call to Action

Adults come to literacy programs for a variety of reasons: they want to get
a job or a better job; they want to help their children with their school-
work; or they want to be able to read a newspaper or write a letter. In
essence, they want to improve their lives. Many of these adults may only
consider approaching a literacy program for help when faced with serious
personal embarrassment, struggles with friends and family, or the immi-
nent loss of employment. It takes great courage to face these fears and take
those first steps to walk through the doors of a literacy program.

Literacy programs may view the provision of services for adults with
learning disabilities as a problem or an impossible challenge, especially
when faced with limited financial resources, limited or poorly designed
professional development experiences, and a shortage of personnel.
However, there is no shortage of caring or commitment on the part of
literacy practitioners. They know first-hand the joys and rewards felt by
learners who have met their goals. Most literacy programs and practi-
tioners will welcome and seize the opportunity to improve services for
learners, provided they can identify the necessary resources and tools.

One challenge for literacy programs and practitioners is to change their
views about learning disabilities and the impact of learning disabilities
on the provision of services to learners. Literacy programs cannot over-
look the fact that their learners’ real-life responsibilities and obligations,
combined with a real history of failure, embarrassment, and fear, shape
a set of conditions that require a significant amount of staff planning and
creativity. They must thoroughly understand the circumstances which
shape their actions to develop high-impact programs.

Shaping an Agenda

In 1994, the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities
(NJCLD), an interdisciplinary consortia of organizations formed to
review issues surrounding learning disabilities for educational and gov-
ernmental agencies, identified the following eight issues that should be
used to shape decisions about programming for adults with learning dis-
abilities (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1994):

1. Learning disabilities are both persistent and pervasive throughout
an individual’s life. The manifestations of the learning disability can
be expected to change throughout the life span of the individual.
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2. At present there is a paucity of appropriate diagnostic procedures
for assessing and determining the status and needs of adults with
learning disabilities. This situation has resulted in the misuse and
misinterpretation of tests that have been designed for and stan-
dardized on younger people.

3. Older adolescents and adults with learning disabilities frequently
are denied access to appropriate academic instruction, pre-voca-
tional preparation, and career counseling necessary for the develop-
ment of adult abilities and skills.

4. Few professionals have been adequately prepared to work with
adults who demonstrate learning disabilities.

5. Employers frequently do not have the awareness of, or sensitivity to,
the needs of adults with learning disabilities. Corporate as well as
public and private agencies have been unaware of the issue, and
therefore have failed to accept their responsibility to develop and
implement programs for adults with learning disabilities.

6. Adults with learning disabilities may experience personal, social,
and emotional difficulties that may affect their adaptation to life
tasks. These difficulties may be an integral aspect of the learning
disability, or may have resulted from past experiences with others
unable or unwilling to accept, understand, or cope with the person’s
disabilities.

7. Advocacy efforts on behalf of adults with learning disabilities cur-
rently are inadequate.

8. Federal, state, and private funding agencies concerned with learning
disabilities have not supported program development initiatives for
adults with learning disabilities.

In addition to these concerns identified by the NJCLD, adults with learn-
ing disabilities are frequently viewed as not having real disabilities and,
as a result, are often not given access to information about their civil
rights and about how to become their own advocates for these rights.
Consequently, they are denied the information they need to bring about
change for themselves and to take control of their lives.

An Agenda for Action

Improving the overall quality of how our society responds to adults with
learning disabilities is a global issue which needs to be addressed by soci-
ety in general. There are, however, unique responsibilities within the field
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of adult literacy. The field must acknowledge that it has a significant his-
tory of inaction and that there has been an absence of information about
effective services for adults with learning disabilities. With this acknowl-
edgment, program leaders can make a commitment to take the first step
in carrying out a new agenda for radically changing current practices in
literacy programs. This opportunity to change the lives of millions of
adults cannot be missed.

Every literacy program in America can embark on an aggressive cam-
paign to develop high-quality, high-impact literacy services for adults
with learning disabilities. To do this, every literacy program should make
the following commitments:

➤Understand, use, and demand more research-based practices.
When research is not available to guide practice, literacy programs
should demand that federal or state funding be provided to develop
practice, and thoroughly test the practices on adults with learning
disabilities.

➤Believe that they can improve all literacy services by improving ser-
vices for adults with learning disabilities. Practices for serving adults
with learning disabilities are based on the idea of providing explicit
and structured instruction while honoring and building on the per-
spectives, knowledge, skills, and experiences of the individual. The
process of understanding and then trying to achieve this balance is
at the very heart of offering LD-appropriate literacy services.

➤View all those in literacy programs as having a high probability for
having learning disabilities. Not everyone enrolled in literacy pro-
grams has learning disabilities. However, most adults with low liter-
acy skills are likely to have learning disabilities. Many of these indi-
viduals will not seek formal diagnostic testing to confirm a learning
disability. Instruction that is appropriate to learning disabilities—
whether or not a learning disability is confirmed—should be the
rule rather than the exception in literacy programs. In addition, lit-
eracy programs should continuously consider, at all phases of an
adult’s participation in a program, whether confirmation of a sus-
pected learning disability could provide civil rights protections that
might have a positive impact on the adult’s success in life.

➤Make the improvement of LD-appropriate literacy programs a top
priority. To create changes that are required, programs need to
embrace policies and procedures that will ensure high-quality ser-
vices for adults with learning disabilities. These policies include
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spending more time learning about learning disabilities, assessing
learning problems, developing effective instructional plans, using
high-quality instructional methods, and developing necessary com-
munity linkages.

➤Enlist private and public organizations to help shape a new system
of thinking about civil rights and develop policies and services
related to learning disabilities. Changing current practice in litera-
cy programs is only part of the solution. If literacy programs try to
do this alone, their efforts will always be inhibited by resources,
time, and the problems associated with transferring new knowledge
and skills into the real world. They must develop links to the com-
munity that will ensure adequate resources, support, and follow-up.
By making these connections, literacy programs can ensure that
adults with learning disabilities can continue to be successful, not
only in literacy programs, but in life in general.

How practitioners think and interact with adults with learning disabili-
ties affects the adults in many ways, such as their ability to learn or their
self-perception, hopes, fears, and accomplishments. Adults with learning
disabilities sometimes have few allies to stand by them and champion
their cause. Literacy practitioners are among the few professionals that
adults with learning disabilities can turn to for help fighting the battles
that they face every day of their lives.

Although their resources are few and their numbers small, literacy prac-
titioners possess the greatest asset of all—relentless courage. They have
nothing to lose and everything to gain by accepting this call to action to
help improve the lives of millions of adults with learning disabilities.
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Overview of Guidebook 3: 
The Planning Process
This is the third of five guidebooks in the Bridges to Practice series. The
purpose of the series this to help literacy programs and practitioners
(teachers, tutors, volunteers, and program leaders) develop or improve
services to adults with learning disabilities.
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Guidebook 3 is divided into five sections. The information included in
these sections will help program staff to answer the following questions
about planning:

➤How can literacy program staff ensure that planning practices in
adult literacy programs increase the success of adults with learning
disabilities?

➤When should planning be done?

➤How can assessment information guide the planning process?

➤How can literacy practitioners effectively select curricular 
materials?

➤How can literacy program staff determine which curriculum
options are appropriate for each learner?

➤How can literacy program staff decide the balance between the use
of accommodations and teaching?

➤How can literacy program staff involve the learner in the planning
process?

➤How can literacy program staff make instructional adaptations for
the learner?

➤How do literacy program staff write the instructional plan?

Section 1: Preparing to Develop the Instructional Plan

This section first discusses the important role that planning plays in suc-
cessfully educating adults with learning disabilities. The section then
describes how the information that was gathered in Guidebook 2 is used
in the instructional planning process.

Section 2: Determining Curriculum Options

This section includes descriptions of the various curriculum options that
are available to educators. Each description includes a section on when
the curriculum is appropriate for the learner’s needs.



Section 3: Developing the Instructional Plan

This section details the steps in developing the components of an
instructional plan: selecting the goals, breaking the goals into short-term
objectives, and creating unit and lesson plans. This section also provides
suggestions for involving the learner in the planning and determining
when adaptations to the instructional plan may be needed for particular
learners.

Section 4: Selecting Instructional Materials

This describes the process for selecting instructional materials. An
important part of this section is Standards for Selecting Instructional
Materials, a validated process created for this guidebook. From this
effort, the report cards in Appendix B provide information on many
popular instructional materials.

Section 5: Systems and Program Change

This section presents information about how to promote program and
systems change related to services for adults with learning disabilities. It
also presents indicators of high-quality programs which practitioners
may find useful in thinking about change for their programs.

Case Studies

Throughout this guidebook, there are case studies about Alex and Delia
which were introduced in Guidebook 1 and continued in Guidebook 2.
Their experiences in adult literacy programs are helpful in illustrating
the practices described in these guidebooks. Because their needs vary, at
a certain location there may be an example using either or both adults.

Bibliography
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oping Bridges to Practice.
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Why Planning Is Important
Planning is the process by which you decide what and how to teach. The
effective adult educator collaborates with the adult learner to write plans
that identify everything from the overall goals that brought the adult to
the literacy program to specific goals for individual lessons. This guide-
book describes those plans and the process for writing them.

Planning incorporates your understanding of the learner’s needs and
learning abilities, and your knowledge of specific curricular options and
approaches to instruction. That information guides you and the learner
to specify teaching/learning goals that will be broken down into short-
term objectives. Each of those objectives will in turn be useful as you and
the learner plan corresponding units and lessons together.

Planning does not end after you have developed individual lesson plans,
however. Planning is an ongoing process. You continually plan as you
select instructional materials, conduct lessons with the learner, and eval-
uate the effectiveness of his or her efforts.

The appropriateness of the instructional plans (and how well you and
the learner follow them) is the foundation for the learner’s success, but
not the only factor. Skill and motivation, on the part of both you and the
learner, are also critical, as are your expertise in teaching adults with
learning disabilities and your ability to be flexible (even the best plans
have to be modified once they are put into action).

S E C T I O N  1
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Instructional Plan



Appropriate planning requires time and effort, but without plans, you are
operating on random chance. There are numerous steps in good plan-
ning, but when they become a routine part of teaching, they no longer
take that much time. Busy educators are bound to tell themselves, “I
would plan more carefully had I the time and resources.” But failing to
plan for instruction almost guarantees that the learner will not meet his
or her goals. The adult learner with learning disabilities (and you) cannot
afford another experience where she or he either fails or “just gets by.”

Incorporating Assessment Information
The first stage of developing an instructional action plan is to collect
assessment information about the adults. This information is critical for
the next stage of determining the best curriculum options(s) for the
adult. Guidebook 2: The Assessment Process describes the assessment stage
in depth. This section provides a brief review of the sources of assess-
ment information that were presented in Guidebook 2, and discusses how
that information should be summarized into a learner profile. Figure 2.1
shows the types of assessment information you will need to create a
learner profile.

Placement Tests

Placement tests are sometimes administered when an adult first enters a
literacy program. They are used to determine skills and knowledge levels
in areas such as reading, writing, and mathematics. The results of these
tests provide general information about achievement. If a learner has
been formally diagnosed as having a learning disability, it is likely that in
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addition to the assessment for learning disabilities, some placement test-
ing has been included in the diagnostic process.

Diagnostic Tests

Because placement tests generally provide broad information about the
skill levels and knowledge of the learner, additional diagnostic assess-
ments may be necessary for planning instruction. A qualified profession-
al frequently administers specific diagnostic tests. For example, if a place-
ment test indicates that the learner has significant difficulty in math
computations, a diagnostic test may be given to determine exactly what
types of math computations are problematic for the individual.
Diagnostic tests are used for making curriculum decisions, planning
instruction, and profiling a learner’s strengths and literacy challenges.

Trial Teaching and Progress Tests

Many people in the field of learning disabilities believe that the best type
of assessment for instruction involves trial teaching and frequent
progress testing; that is, once an area of instruction has been targeted,
systematic instruction begins, and learning and performance are evalu-
ated as part of almost every practice session. These assessments are often
informal and provide you and the learner feedback on how the learner is
progressing. If the learner’s progress begins to plateau or decline, you
need to seek a solution that will enhance progress.

Informal Observations

Many informal sources of information can be used to help you decide
what to teach. Sources include:

➤your observations as the learner completes tasks (i.e., refusal or
reluctance to complete some tasks, difficulty in concentrating on
tasks, noticeable distraction by surrounding activity or noises, or
increasing frustration demonstrated while completing tasks);

➤work samples that the learner completes (i.e., marked differences in
the level of achievement in some areas, erratic error patterns, or
trouble following procedures);

➤ informal conversations with the learner in which the conversations
have breaks as a result of misperceptions, limited vocabulary, inap-
propriate humor, or listening comprehension errors;
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➤observations about the learner’s work habits (i.e., difficulty follow-
ing a sequence or organizing work to get started); and

➤comments from other learners or significant others about the learn-
er’s performance or work habits.

Adult Self-Report

The learner is an important source of information. A variety of surveys
and questionnaires can be used to probe the learner’s perceptions. The
learner’s responses to the following questions will assist you in deter-
mining the learner’s preferences and needs:

➤What prompted you to seek literacy assistance or become interest-
ed in our program?

➤What problems are you currently experiencing in your life that you
feel may be related to problems with reading or writing?

➤How comfortable do you feel in social or public situations, interac-
tions, and relationships?

➤Are you always able to express your wishes and ideas with others as
you would like to?

➤What do you feel you need to learn to meet your needs and fulfill
your goals?

➤What specific types of learning problems and situations have you
encountered, and in what settings?

It is important to remember that test scores alone do not indicate what
needs to be learned. You need to talk with the learner about his or her
goals, learning abilities, and learning history, and provide an opportuni-
ty for the learner to volunteer information about any relevant disabili-
ties. All of the findings associated with these discussions, together with
those from test scores, then become a part of the information process as
you plan specific goals or outcomes to share with the learner.

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R

8 B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E  G U I D E B O O K  3 :  T H E  P L A N N I N G  P R O C E S S



Case Study

Incorporating Assessment Information

DELIA

Delia is a 47-year-old woman who came to the Community Learning
Center (CLC) to improve her reading and writing skills in order to
advance in her work at the Green Thumb Nursery. Her intake interview
and initial placement tests indicated that she needed to develop her
skills in word attack, spelling, and recall. A vision and hearing screen-
ing ruled out any vision or hearing problems as a likely explanation for
her difficulties in recognizing and applying word endings. After a few
weeks of working together, the CLC staff got permission from Delia to
screen her for a possible learning disability. Screening results indi-
cated that Delia probably has a learning disability. In a discussion
involving Delia and the staff, Delia decided that she did not need to
continue with formal assessment to determine whether she had a
learning disability. (Guidebook 2 describes the process the CLC staff
followed to develop and implement an LD-appropriate assessment
and screening process.)

After the assessment information was collected by program staff and
shared with Delia, she and Jan, her tutor, started their next session
by reassessing her personal literacy goals in light of the new infor-
mation. They worked together to list her goals, learning strengths and
preferences, and which instructional adaptation seems to work best
for her. Next, they listed skill, strategy, and knowledge areas for
improvement.

Creating a Learner Profile
A learner profile is a summary of the adult’s current assessment infor-
mation. It should include demographic, educational, and work informa-
tion, as well as specific assessment information. An essential part of this
report is the discussion of what the learner thinks are his or her strengths
and literacy challenges (information that the adult realizes needs to be
learned).

The learner profile is a summary report of the current situation. It will
be used often as you and the learner work together to develop an instruc-
tional action plan. (For more information on creating a learner profile,
refer to Guidebook 2: The Assessment Process.)
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W
hen planning with the adult who has learning disabilities, you
have five major curriculum options to choose from. To select
the appropriate curriculum option, ask yourself and the adult

these five questions:

➤Basic skills: Does the adult need to learn basic skills for acquiring
and expressing information?

➤Learning strategies: Does the adult need to acquire learning strate-
gies for completing tasks efficiently and effectively?

➤Critical content: Does the adult need to learn critical content nec-
essary for daily interactions and responsibilities?

➤Social skills: Does the adult need to learn social skills for interact-
ing successfully with others?

➤Self-advocacy: Does the adult need to learn self-advocacy strategies
for communicating his or her interests, needs, and rights?

You and the learner may determine, based on the learner’s needs and
goals, that it would be helpful to select more than one curricular option.
It is possible for the learner to use more than one type of curriculum
simultaneously. This is especially true for the self-advocacy option. It
could be argued that self-advocacy skills should be an assumed need
unless the learner provides evidence otherwise and should be taught
along with any other curriculum chosen. A description of each curricu-
lum option follows.

S E C T I O N  2  

Determining a Curriculum 



Basic Skills Curricula
Basic skills curricula are the foundation for most instruction in adult lit-
eracy programs. This type of curriculum targets fundamental skills in the
academic areas in which the person is experiencing difficulty, such as
word decoding, syllabication, or math calculation functions. The goal is
to sequentially improve the learner’s skills. A basic skills approach is used
on the premise that when adults learn individual skills, such as word
decoding, the new skills will prepare them for performing more mean-
ingful tasks, such as reading for comprehension.

Key Elements

Effective instruction in basic skills usually involves remediation or
reteaching of skills that correspond to the learner’s ability levels, usually
determined from intake interviews and testing. A basic skills curriculum
should include each of the following areas:

READING

Curricular content should emphasize

➤explicit instruction in phonological awareness designed to help the
learner recognize speech sounds and blend them into meaningful
units;

➤decoding and word-recognition activities designed to teach the
learner how to recognize words;

➤oral reading fluency development to help the learner read quickly
and effortlessly; and

➤reading comprehension strategies to help the learner understand
and remember what has been read.

MATHEMATICS

Curricular content should include information related to

➤the language of mathematics to help adults learn the meanings of
symbols and words used in math problem solving;

➤the “big ideas” or concepts central to mathematics to help learners
organize their thinking about math; and

➤strategies for solving math problems.
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WRITTEN COMMUNICATION

Curricular content should include information related to

➤the means of writing—to address problems related to prerequisite
skills (for example, holding the pencil, directionality, spatial orien-
tation), handwriting, and word processing;

➤the mechanics of writing—to address problems in spelling, capital-
ization, grammar, and punctuation; and

➤the composition process—to address problems in planning and
organizing, semantics, crafting sentences and paragraphs, editing,
and revising.

Appropriate Use of Basic Skills Curricula

A basic skills curriculum is usually necessary for adults who have failed
to learn from traditional instruction. Basic skills teaching is based on the
assumption that the learner should first be taught a sequence of individ-
ual skills; instruction can then progress to applying those literacy skills to
meet life demands.

Proponents of basic skills curricula contend that this instruction direct-
ly addresses each of the student’s learning problems in the order in which
they need to be addressed. Critics of this curricular option, on the other
hand, suggest that progress in acquiring basic skills is often slow and,
therefore, the learner loses motivation easily.

Most individuals need to read at least at a 4th- or 5th-grade level to meet
everyday literacy demands. Adults who are reading below that level may
be excellent candidates for intensive basic skills instruction. Adults read-
ing at or above that level may profit more from other curricular options.

Effective instruction in basic skills requires intensive and frequent prac-
titioner-directed instruction and practice opportunities. The work
involved in acquiring basic skills should be thoroughly explained to the
learner when goals are set. If the learner does not wish to invest the
amount of time required to attain the desired level of literacy skills, other
instructional options should be considered. For many learners who are
engaged in a basic skills curriculum, it may be appropriate to simultane-
ously learn related skills through one of the other curricular options.

Learning Strategies Curricula
A person’s approach to a task is called a strategy. It includes how a 
person thinks and acts when planning, executing, and evaluating 
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performance on a task. Strategies that focus on how the learner acquires,
stores, and expresses information or demonstrates competence are called
learning strategies. A learning strategy helps individuals wisely use what
they already know in order to enhance their learning and performance.
It should help learners apply the basic skills they have already learned to
complete complex tasks. Learning strategies usually consist of sets of
steps or procedures that guide the learner in ways to act and think.

Key Elements

A learning strategies curriculum is composed of strategies that are
important for the completion of tasks. Learning strategies help adults
address common challenges, such as 

➤what to do when they come to an unknown word (e.g., a decoding
strategy for word recognition),

➤how to ensure that they understand and remember information as
they read (e.g., a strategy for self-directed comprehension questions
as they read),

➤how to integrate visual and text information (e.g., a strategy for
repeatedly viewing a graphic as they read about it),

➤how to ensure that they write complete and interesting sentences
(e.g., a paragraph composition strategy), and

➤how to take a test (e.g., a strategy for keeping track of testing time
remaining).

A good learning strategy should give the learner an efficient and effec-
tive approach to completing a task. Therefore, the strategy should con-
tain steps that help the learner approach, think through, and complete
the task.

Learning strategies should include as many of the following six features
as possible:

1. INFORMATION ON HOW TO USE THE STRATEGY 

Identifying characteristics of situations and conditions under which
the strategy should be used will help promote appropriate use and
generalization. This includes information on why, when, and where
to use the strategy.
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2. SPECIFICATIONS OF ENTRY-LEVEL OR PREREQUISITE SKILLS 

Entry-level skills, such as being able to understand sentence capital-
ization and punctuation in order to write sentences, need to be spelled
out if they are required. Then  they should either be taught before
teaching a specific strategy or included as a step of the strategy itself.

3. A CLEARLY DEFINED STEP-ORIENTED APPROACH

An efficient strategy is a collection of the best ideas for how to com-
plete a task. These ideas should be organized into a clear sequence
of steps. Although there is not always one “best” approach to a task
(each adult may have a different best approach), there is always one
outcome used to judge success: Did the learner successfully com-
plete the required task?

The step process should do the following:

➤Limit the number of steps to seven or fewer. Fewer steps reduce the
memory load on the learner and aid recall of the strategy. If a step is
complex, it should be broken down into mini- or sub-strategies.

➤Contain appropriate words. The words selected for the steps of the
strategy should be familiar, easily understood, and meaningful.
Essential, but unfamiliar words should be taught as part of instruc-
tion. Each strategy step should begin with a verb or an action word
that relates to the physical or cognitive action to be taken. Words
such as underline, ask, decide, and mark convey more meaning and
are easier to remember because they describe activity.

➤Prescribe observable actions. A strategy must lead to both infor-
mation processing and physical action. The physical action, such as
listing information, allows both the learner and instructor to
observe and monitor progress. Steps that involve observable actions
should reflect the thinking behind them. These explanations pro-
vide guidance for how to think about meeting the demands of the
task. For example, if the steps of a strategy involve self-questioning
to improve comprehension, then the explanation for the strategy
should provide guidance on how to pose questions to oneself.

➤Include a remembering system for the steps. Adults with learning
disabilities often have difficulty memorizing information. Each step
of the strategy should be short and to the point, so that minimal
memorization is required. In addition, a remembering system, such
as a mnemonic device, is useful for promoting recall. The mnemonic
device should use easily memorized key action words. For example, if



an employee whose duties included taking messages off an answer-
ing machine needed to remember and organize the steps, he or she
might use the mnemonic PHONE.

Play the messages 
Hear each message and write it down 
Organize the messages by the person for whom each 

message is intended 
Notify each person of his or her messages
Erase messages

The mnemonic device should relate to the overall process. For
example, a mnemonic such as CONVERT, related to the steps nec-
essary to convert fractions to decimals, would more easily prompt
the appropriate steps than the acronym RADIO.

4. SPECIFIC COGNITIVE STRATEGIES 

Most learning systems include information-processing strategies,
such as organizing, interpreting, selecting, storing, and retrieving
information. Without information-processing strategies, a proce-
dure is nonstrategic.

5. ENCOURAGEMENT FOR THE STUDENT TO USE FEEDBACK 

It is important to include cues related to self-evaluation, self-moni-
toring, reviewing, and evaluating in the steps of a strategy. These
cues encourage adults to ask questions such as “What do I need to
do?” “How should I do it?” and “How did I do?” Many adults with
learning disabilities do not realize that good learners “talk to them-
selves” during learning.

6. TIME LIMITS 

Most strategies must be performed in a short time period. If a strat-
egy needs to be performed over an extended period, it may be 
ineffective.

Appropriate Use of Learning Strategies Curricula

Because adults with learning disabilities often lack a strategic orientation
to learning, it is difficult for them to achieve independence without
instruction in learning strategies. The research on the effectiveness of
this approach provides a compelling argument for selecting it. For adults
who are functioning at or above a 4th- or 5th-grade reading level and
who wish to become more effective and efficient readers and writers,
serious consideration should be given to this type of instruction.
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A learning strategy benefits adults most if it can address problems encoun-
tered across many situations. The more often that learners use the strate-
gy, the more likely they see its relevance and use it. Likewise, a learning
strategy should also address problems that learners encounter regularly.

Critical Content Curricula
Many adults with learning disabilities possess limited background knowl-
edge about the world simply because of their difficulties in obtaining
information through typical reading and listening activities. This lack of
knowledge may put the adult at a disadvantage in work and social situa-
tions. The purpose of this curricular approach is to provide instruction in
information that the adult needs immediately. Critical content curricula
involve a specific knowledge base, for example, information required for
a job, knowledge needed to pass a driver’s test or gain citizenship, or spe-
cific science or social studies content to pass the GED Tests.

Key Elements

Critical content curricula should

➤relate to a life need (e.g., driving, passing the GED Tests);

➤address knowledge that is immediately useful to the adult;

➤be taught directly; and

➤contain sufficient practice to ensure intensity.

Appropriate Use of Critical Content Curricula

Many adults with learning disabilities need to learn large amounts of con-
tent. Typically, they have not yet learned the strategies necessary to inde-
pendently acquire the knowledge needed for daily life experiences. This
option is appropriate for the adult who presents a specific need for infor-
mation. For example, a young man purchasing a car for the first time will
need to know about insurance. If he has never learned that information
and does not have the necessary reading skills to acquire the information
independently, then it is appropriate to teach him about insurance.

Instruction in critical content requires that you sort through the concep-
tual information, select the most important concepts and supporting
information, and then help the adult acquire the information. However,
be aware that, without a strategic approach to learning new information,
the learner will not be able to function independently. For this reason,
incorporating a learning strategies approach as well may be advisable.
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Social Skills Curricula
Instruction in social skills involves teaching adults how to interact with
others appropriately. Although social skills instruction is not typically
considered part of academic literacy, it is an area in which many adults
with learning disabilities need assistance. For example, the top five skills
that Fortune 500 companies have listed as desirable in employees involve
social skills: teamwork, problem solving, interpersonal skills, oral com-
munication, and listening.

Key Elements

Social skills curricula should teach the learner how to

➤ interpret a social situation,

➤select appropriate social skills,

➤apply skills fluently,

➤modify a social skill as a situation changes, and then 

➤ integrate a variety of social skills to meet the demands of a variety
of life situations.

The following list, taken from Social Skills for Daily Living from
American Guidance Associates, provides examples of the areas that
might be targeted:

CONVERSATION AND FRIENDSHIP SKILLS

➤actively listening: making sure one understands what’s being said by
listening and asking questions

➤greeting someone by saying “hello” and asking a question

➤ending a conversation in a friendly way

➤answering questions appropriately, honestly, and completely 

➤asking questions for clarification, for more information, or to start
a conversation

➤ introducing oneself: saying one’s name clearly and shaking hands, if
appropriate 

➤ joining conversations appropriately, not being rude, and not talking
when others are talking
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GETTING ALONG SKILLS

➤accepting thanks and compliments appreciatively

➤thanking others and giving compliments sincerely 

➤apologizing for mistakes and offering to make amends appropriately

➤accepting “no” for an answer without arguing

➤resisting peer pressure: gracefully saying no to friends when they
suggest an undesirable activity and/or suggesting an alternative
activity

➤accepting criticism: listening and understanding criticism without
anger and explaining how one will try to change what’s being criti-
cized, if appropriate

➤giving criticism in a calm manner

PROBLEM-SOLVING SKILLS

➤ listening to instructions and carrying them out accurately and in a
pleasant way

➤asking for help when needed

➤asking for feedback and suggestions for improvement

➤giving solid reasons for doing or believing something

➤solving problems: analyzing a problem, developing solutions, choos-
ing the best alternative, planning, and carrying out the solution

➤persuading others to agree with something or do something

➤negotiation: when in a conflict, coming to a compromise and reach-
ing an agreement by engaging in a calm discussion

➤appropriately joining group activities 

➤ initiating activities with others and making the needed arrange-
ments 

➤helping others when needed (without doing the task oneself)

Appropriate Use of Social Skills Curricula

Adults with learning disabilities often have difficulty learning and using
social skills. Difficulties with short-term memory, attention, expressive
and receptive communication, and an inability to interpret facial expres-
sions or gestures may predispose adults with learning disabilities to poor

S E C T I O N  2 :  D E T E R M I N I N G  A  C U R R I C U L U M B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E 1 9

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R



social skills. However, social skills can be taught so that adults with learn-
ing disabilities not only possess the skills and strategies necessary to func-
tion in everyday life but also face less of the discouragement and isolation
often created by poor social skills. With appropriate instruction, an adult
can develop the social skills necessary to be more successful in all aspects
of daily life. Social skills instruction may be a priority for some adults who
are concerned with maintaining employment or a circle of friends.

Self-Advocacy Curricula
A curriculum in self-advocacy involves teaching information that will
enable adults with learning disabilities to: (a) make informed decisions;
(b) set goals; (c) communicate interests, needs, and rights to achieve
goals; (d) take responsibility for decisions and advocacy; (e) apply self-
advocacy information, skills, and strategies across a variety of situations;
and (f) link with support resources or agencies in the community that
will provide the adult with opportunities to develop self-advocacy skills
over time.

Key Elements

To many people, literacy is more than being able to read. Being literate
means being able to perform a variety of functions independently and to
fully participate in and enjoy life. Teaching an adult to be a self-advocate
involves a combination of strategies, social skills, and knowledge. Self-
advocacy curricula should include the following characteristics.

UNDERSTANDING OF THE INDIVIDUAL’S LEARNING DISABILITY

Adults need to know the characteristics of their learning disability and
how these characteristics affect their learning. They should learn how to
detect situations in which their learning disabilities may cause a learning
or performance problem.

INFORMATION ABOUT THE LEARNER’S LEGAL RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Adults should be fully informed of their rights under the law, the respon-
sibilities of employers and agencies related to providing equal access to
services for adults with learning disabilities, and the mechanisms that are
in place to obtain these rights. Advocating for these rights should include
instruction in self-understanding and self-assertion.
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SOCIAL SKILLS FOR SEEKING HELP AND COOPERATION 

Adults should be taught social skills for situations such as requesting the
information they need about testing or other situations in which they
may need accommodations. They also need to be taught the appropriate
ways to share specific and relevant information with professionals and
employers.

WAYS TO REQUEST ACCOMMODATIONS

Learning about accommodations puts emphasis on discovering useful
ways of coping with and getting around the functional limitations of an
individual’s learning skills. Adults need to know the types of accommo-
dations which are appropriate for their specific disabilities, how accom-
modations should be provided, the conditions under which accommo-
dations should be used and will be helpful, how to request accommoda-
tions, and how to seek and use accommodations independently. The
challenge of requesting accommodations also may require instruction in
specific social skills.

EMPHASIS ON MEETING INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITIES

Self-advocacy involves accepting the responsibility for one’s own success.
Adults need to learn the actions necessary in specific situations to func-
tion independently and responsibly.

Appropriate Use of Self-Advocacy Curricula

Adults with learning disabilities often face situations or conditions in
their lives that they feel helpless to improve. For example, they may not
have been given equal access to a desired employment opportunity
because reasonable accommodations were not provided. When condi-
tions in an adult’s life demand change, a self-advocacy curriculum
should be considered. In most instances, this approach simply enhances
other options selected.
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Case Study

Determining a Curriculum Option

D E L I A

After Delia and Jan made their goal list, they reviewed each goal and
discussed what was required to reach each goal. They then began to
target specific objectives to achieve goals. They agreed to focus on
reading and writing skills for her job, including learning strategies for
improving her comprehension. They decided to work on paraphrasing
to encourage Delia’s comprehension as she reads and a self-ques-
tioning strategy as a way for her to check her own comprehension. Jan
had attended several workshops provided by the CLC to develop her
teaching skills in these strategies.

After the planning meeting with Delia, Jan began to consider how to
help Delia achieve her goals. Jan decided that she herself has to keep
three instructional goals in mind. First, she needs to consider which
curriculum options will best facilitate meeting Delia’s needs in the
areas of reading, writing, and comprehension skills and strategies.
Second, she wants to help Delia retain and retrieve information by
developing some effective strategies that will maximize the skills that
she already has. Third, she wants to teach Delia how to communicate
and advocate for how she learns best.

Based on the information that they had collected about Delia (Jan was
careful not to assume Delia has a learning disability, despite the
results of the screening tests), Jan was able to think about the nature
of instruction that would be most appropriate for Delia. Jan knew that
an effective instructional plan for Delia will need to include explicit
instruction, so that Delia understands why things are being taught and
practiced in a particular way; the plan will also need to involve signifi-
cant structure and guidance in the learning activities.

Jan determined that basic skills and learning strategies curriculum
options are the most effective approaches for Delia, because they
seem to be the best match for Delia’s goals and learner profile. 
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L
earning is a journey. Planning for that journey starts with a vision
of the broader routes and destinations and the means for reaching
them. The journey begins with the formulation of program goals

and objectives, then moves on to how instruction is organized into units
and lessons.

Effective instructional planning for adults with learning disabilities
incorporates sensitivity to a wide variety of learning disabilities, creates
an environment that promotes strategic learning and performance, and
addresses the different levels of instruction.

Instructional plan development includes three major steps:

1. set realistic and attainable goals 

2. break down goals into short-term objectives 

3. transform short-term objectives into unit and lesson plans 

Because of the characteristics of adults with learning disabilities, certain
instructional principles (described later in the section “Making Instructional
Plans LD-SMART”) must be ingrained into this planning process.

Step 1: Set Realistic and Attainable Goals 
Adult learners enter programs for specific reasons. The learner profile
described on page 9 provides the springboard for the adult to clearly

S E C T I O N  3

Developing the 

Instructional Plan 



define and prioritize his or her reasons for seeking literacy instruction.
From this profile, realistic and attainable goals can be generated. The
learner’s levels of commitment will correlate with his or her involvement
and agreement with the program direction. However, you have an oblig-
ation as a professional to advocate what you think are appropriate goals.

Adults with learning disabilities may have difficulty setting goals because
they may not have learned how to do so. Sometimes they select goals that
are not easily or immediately attainable. You need to help learners iden-
tify what they want from your literacy program. For example, a long-
term goal might be getting a new, more interesting job or buying a new
home. A more specific, immediate goal may be obtaining information
from the newspaper to locate job or real estate opportunities.

Adults with learning disabilities are at risk of selecting unattainable
goals, not because they cannot achieve them, but because they set unrea-
sonable time criteria for attaining their goals. The learner can become
more realistic about the amount of time necessary and available to
achieve a goal by using a calendar to keep track of deadlines, assign-
ments, and meetings.

Case Studies

Setting Realistic and Attainable Goals

A L E X

Alex explained at his first appointment at the Community Learning
Center (CLC) that he wants to read and write so that he can get a bet-
ter job and read to his child, due in another month. Joel, the program
coordinator, Alex, and Wilma, his tutor, discussed the fact that his
placement scores are low and that decoding is his primary deficit.

Together they concluded that the best curriculum option is basic skills
instruction in reading and writing. Wilma explained that it will take
time for Alex to acquire these basic skills, but the fact that he is moti-
vated to start now is encouraging. With steady progress, he should be
able to read to his child by the time the child is a toddler. 

Alex and Wilma agreed to meet again with Joel, but in the meantime,
they will work together to determine his goals and develop an instruc-
tional plan. His initial goals, “to read and write better,” are too broad
and need to be better focused.

After discussion, Alex came up with three goals: “I want to be able to
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read the weekly memo from my boss,” “I want to be able to write a
note to my boss at work on my own,” and “I want to be able to read
an article I have about fatherhood.”

D E L I A

After Jan had time to think through the various curriculum options,
she shared her conclusions with Delia. Delia asked a few questions,
and then she and Jan began to discuss a goal attainment plan. Delia
did not contribute much to this conversation, because she was not
sure how she could meet her goals. By asking questions, Jan was
able to get Delia to give more input. For example, Jan asked Delia if
she would stick with the program if the lessons involved rehearsing
the pronunciation of words and practicing writing them. (This would
help build skills in reading comprehension and spelling, but Delia had
difficulty attending to final digraphs and recalling procedures such as
decoding skills.) Delia agreed that this goal is achievable. 

The first goal they agreed to work on involved a basic skills curricu-
lum. Jan explained to Delia that, although the goal of pronouncing and
spelling words may sound boring, it is an integral step toward achiev-
ing Delia’s broader goals of being able to read and write well enough
to advance at her work place. Delia seemed to trust Jan’s expertise,
but she did not appear convinced that she would meaningfully
improve her reading and writing. Fearing that Delia might get bored
without an initial goal that seemed practical to her, Jan suggested
they incorporate into the goal that Delia would bring lists of difficult
words that she encountered at work to serve as the basis for some
of the practice. 

Jan and Delia agreed it would be best to meet twice a week to keep
the momentum going. Delia said she was busy with work, but she
would try to participate twice a week.

Step 2: Break Down Goals into 
Short-term Objectives
After the goals have been set, the second step in the instructional plan
development process is to break down the relatively large, long-term
goals into short-term objectives.

Many adults who enter adult education or literacy programs have at least
one relatively long-term goal (i.e., to pass the GED Tests). However,
adults need to break such a long-term goal into a series of smaller 
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objectives or tasks. Short-term, explicit objectives are met more easily,
keep learners motivated, and allow learners to see progress. Short-term
objectives also provide greater focus for learners who have low self-
esteem, especially if they have had trouble meeting unrealistic long-term
goals. An example of an explicit short-term objective for the goal of pass-
ing the GED Tests could be to learn to calculate fractions.

Many adults with learning disabilities have difficulty breaking goals
down into smaller objectives or tasks. In fact, in many cases, lack of goal
attainment is directly related to lack of understanding of the components
needed to reach specific goals. During this stage of instructional plan-
ning, learners may need specific and direct assistance in task analysis.

To construct short-term objectives, consider the following principles.

Objectives Can Be Sequential or Concurrent 
Components of a Goal

SEQUENTIAL ANALYSIS

When analyzing a particular goal, it may be appropriate to think about
the sequence of steps to reach the goal. For example, if the goal is to get
a new job, a sequence of objectives for the adult might be to 

➤ locate resources listing job opportunities,

➤match qualifications and interests to available jobs,

➤make inquiries,

➤complete applications,

➤schedule interviews,

➤participate in interviews using appropriate behaviors, and

➤make a decision about job offers.

CONCURRENT ANALYSIS

Another way to analyze a goal is to think of the components without ref-
erence to a particular order. These are called concurrent objectives
because the learner can work on elements of each objective simultane-
ously. For example, using the same goal of getting a new job, objectives
(which might not be sequential) could be to

➤explore career alternatives,

➤use appropriate interactive communication and social skills,
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➤obtain information from resources,

➤complete job applications appropriately, and 

➤use a decision-making strategy.

Objectives Should Be Clear and Specific 

Vague objectives are not helpful to the learner. The following are exam-
ples of how vague objectives can become specific objectives:

Vague: “I want to get along better with the people at work.”
Specific: “I want to be able to join a conversation at the lunch table at
work.”

Vague: “I want to learn how to use the manuals at my factory.”
Specific: “I want to read the manual that describes the operation of the
machine I run at work.”

Vague: “I want to read the newspaper.”
Specific: “I want to read the sports section of the newspaper.”

Objectives Should Be Measurable

It is essential that learners have specific criteria against which to measure
their performance. Answering questions with 100% accuracy, building a
fence around the entire yard, paying all the monthly bills, or going to the
store and returning with everything on a list are all objectives that can be
measured accurately. Each time the learner visits the literacy program,
some record of progress toward meeting goals should be recorded.

Objectives Should Be Attainable 

The steps toward achieving a goal must be attainable if the goal is to be
met. When learners master those steps, they meet their goal. Time is an
important consideration in selecting attainable goals and objectives.
Targets that can be reached in a period of six weeks are different from
those that require a longer time period. If reaching the objective takes too
long, learners may become frustrated by not achieving desired outcomes
and give up.

S E C T I O N  3 :  D E V E L O P I N G  T H E  I N S T R U C T I O N A L  P L A N B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E 2 7

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R



Case Study

Breaking Down Goals into Short-Term Objectives

A L E X

Because Alex wishes to read and write memos at work, he discussed
the steps to get there with his tutor, Wilma. Although those were his
goals, he realized he needed to gain some basic skills in reading. 

Alex readily agreed that he has trouble with sounds and syllables. “I
never knew how to figure out a word,” he explained. Wilma described
a step-by-step way to teach sounds. She explained that multisensory,
structured language teaching gives a student an understanding of
word construction so that guessing no longer is necessary. “When
you learn sounds in this way,” said Wilma, “you learn to blend them
together to read a word and also pull apart the sounds in a word in
order to spell it. Rather than learning all the sounds at once, you learn
some and then you practice reading and spelling with those sounds.”
She then cautioned, “This way of learning takes time. You won’t be
able to read the memo or write a note to your boss right away.
However, you will be able to figure out words without memorizing them
and eventually read the things that you want to read. To do this, how-
ever, you need to agree to first learn some of the sounds and build
from there. We could write a short-term goal and see how that goes.” 

Alex agreed to set short-term goals. He wants to learn how to read so
that he does not have to memorize everything and guess. Together,
he and Wilma wrote two short-term goals (one for reading and one for
writing).

Goal 1: I will read one-syllable, short-vowel words with 95% accuracy.

Goal 2: I will write dictated sentences containing one-syllable, short-
vowel words and proofread them for spelling, punctuation and
capitalization with 90% accuracy.

Step 3: Transform Short-Term Objectives
into Unit and Lesson Plans 
In the third step of the instructional plan development process, decisions
about curriculum and instruction need to be translated from short-term
objectives into working plans for the teacher. There are two levels of
planning: unit planning and lesson planning. Usually, most unit and les-
son plans are written as sketchy notes. The quality and nature of these
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plans can dramatically change when you create plans to share with the
learner and invite the learner to contribute to the plans, thereby actively
including the learner on the journey. You can increase the likelihood that
the instruction is appropriate for different adults by planning with other
literacy instructors, discussing plans, and revising plans in collaborative
planning and teaching arrangements. You may find it helpful to consid-
er the suggestions on collaborative planning for units and lessons.

Unit Planning

Unit planning focuses on thinking about how chunks of content will be
organized meaningfully for adults so that they can learn the major ideas
included in a learning sequence. A unit is a series of two or more related
lessons.

For example, a unit on how to accept criticism might be composed of
four lessons: (1) rules of accepting criticism, (2) conditions for accepting
criticism, (3) nonverbal skills for accepting criticism, and (4) skills steps
for accepting criticism. Figure 3.1 shows a sample social skills unit plan
about accepting criticism.

Unit planning includes creating plans necessary for launching the unit,
ensuring that the big ideas in a unit are pulled together and learned, and
deciding how many lessons will be necessary for the unit. A unit usually
ends in some type of summary activity, such as a test or mastery check.

Accepting Criticism

keeping your cool
when you are told that

you have done
something wrong

by
following

by
knowing

by
using

by
using

rules for
accepting
criticism

conditions for
when to accept

criticism

nonverbal skills
for accepting

criticism

skill steps for
accepting
criticism

is about

FIGURE 3.1

Unit organizer for
accepting criticism



Lesson Planning

Lesson planning focuses on how a lesson is organized and taught in one
or two sessions. Lesson planning involves determining ways to show the
adult how the single lesson supports the bigger unit and goal and devel-
oping procedures that ensure that the learner masters the content. At this
level of planning, practitioners incorporate principles of best instruc-
tional practices to design specific activities with appropriate materials.

Case Study

Developing a Unit Plan

A L E X

Wilma explained that they will study sounds and how these sounds
work in words. She said this will take time, but that it will be worth it in
the end. Alex is glad to do this because he is frustrated trying to figure
out new words. Of course, he wants to be able to read everything imme-
diately, but he understands that it will take time. At first, he will practice
with words and sentences that have the sounds he is learning.

Joel, the program coordinator, assigned Wilma to work with Alex
because of her training in multisensory, structured language teaching.
With this background, Wilma is able to create a unit plan for the two
short-term goals that had been set. The unit plan includes these
steps and critical questions: 

➤Determine which consonant sounds were known by Alex and then
teach others using a keyword mnemonic. “What are the consonant
sounds and how do you remember them?”

➤Teach all short vowel sounds using a keyword mnemonic. “What
are the short vowel sounds and how do you remember them?”

➤ Instruct how to blend three sounds together, to decode short vowel
words (from /b/ /a/ /t/ to “bat”). “How do you blend three sounds
together?” 

➤ Instruct how to segment three sounds (from “bat” to /b/ /a/ /t/)
and spell, associating the letter with each segmented sound. “How
do you segment three sounds?”

➤Progress to longer words such as clash, stump, and script (still one-
syllable, short-vowel words) after mastery with three sounds. “How
do you pronounce longer one-syllable words?”

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R

3 0 B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E  G U I D E B O O K  3 :  T H E  P L A N N I N G  P R O C E S S



Making the Instructional Plan LD-SMART
Certain instructional methods are uniquely appropriate for adults with
learning disabilities. When it comes to planning for instruction, howev-
er, the practices described in this section are appropriate for all learners.

The following planning process has proven helpful in teaching all adults,
including those with learning disabilities. It can be used for one-to-one
or group teaching. This process is useful for making decisions at all lev-
els of planning. Note that the steps begin in planning and go through
completion of instruction.

In planning, you should consider the following SMART planning steps
(SMART planning was adapted from Lenz, Bulgren, Deshler, and
Schumaker [1994]):

Shape the Critical Questions
Map Critical Content
Analyze for Learning Difficulties
Reach Instructional Decisions
Teach Effectively

The following process will assist you in translating the portions of the
instructional plan developed with the learner into working plans for the
teaching sessions.

Shape Critical Questions

It is helpful to turn the goals and objectives of the instructional plan into
questions that you and the learner can use during instruction. For example,
if the program goal is to improve reading comprehension, the question
might be: “How do I make sure that I am comprehending what I read?” For
another example, if one of the units focuses on learning a paraphrasing
strategy to improve reading comprehension, the question might be: “How
do I paraphrase as I read to make sure that I understand what I am reading?”

You and the learner can use critical questions as the basis for conversa-
tion, and thereby monitor the learner’s progress and help the learner
maintain focus as instruction progresses. By translating performance
objectives into open-ended critical questions, you can help the learner
master information.

Map Critical Content 

Keeping the critical questions in mind, you then map the critical content
of what is to be learned. A concept map is a graphic representation of the
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organization of information (i.e., content, skills, and strategies) to be
learned. You might ask yourself the following questions to help prompt
your thinking about how the map will be constructed.

“If I stopped the learner on the street and asked him or her to
describe what I had taught, what would I like the learner to say
about the information?”

“How would I like the learner to organize information so that the
map will help the learner understand the information, answer ques-
tions, and perform tasks?”

“What is the first chunk of information that I want to teach?”

These questions are used to create a graphic map that represents one way
of structuring how the content might be learned. Figure 3.2 shows a self-
questioning map as an example.

Although critical questions help focus attention on what to learn, there
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is still a need to help learners understand the information and answer the
critical questions. It is your responsibility to help the learner think about
the information in meaningful ways. Once the learner understands the
information, he or she can be encouraged to reorganize it in a way that
might be more personally relevant.

The concept map in Figure 3.2 is designed for a lesson on self-questioning,
and is used to help the practitioner organize what to teach. This map can
also be used during the lesson to help the learner organize the information.

A good concept map is characterized by its content and its structure. The
content of the concepts being taught should be based on the “big idea”
paraphrase process. The structure of the concepts, or how the concepts
are graphically displayed, should be based on the “component structure”
principles.

CONTENT OF THE MAP: BIG IDEA PARAPHRASE 

To make the concept map more accessible to the learner, the major
points, or big ideas, should be paraphrased. By restating the concepts in
another form, you can help the learner understand the meaning.
Paraphrases should include the following characteristics:

➤The paraphrase should capture the idea in a few words.

➤The paraphrase should be composed of words that are meaningful
to the learner.

➤The paraphrase should be understood by all learners or be easily
explained.

➤All outcomes that you expect learners to master can be linked to the
paraphrase during instruction.

STRUCTURE OF THE MAP: COMPONENT STRUCTURE 

The graphic in the heart of the concept map represents the various com-
ponents to be learned. A good concept map shows learners how to think
about information, skills, and strategies so that they can use the structure
to recall the information for later use in lessons. When it is important for
the learner to recall the structure of the content, the map should be lim-
ited to seven or fewer parts. Thus, the concept map can help the learner
limit his or her attention to the big ideas that you and the learner will use
to organize the curriculum. Sometimes the learner may not be expected
to recall the structure, but will be expected to refer to the structure to
help organize discussion and references.
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Other characteristics of the structure of a good concept map are as follows:

➤Each section of the map should be connected with lines to the other
sections of the map where an important relationship is to be estab-
lished during the lesson. Arrows may be included to show additional
relationships.

➤Although not all thinking and organizational patterns are linear, the
map should present a linear representation of the order in which
the content will be learned, or it should show when the components
will be presented and how they will be mastered. Some maps may
illustrate both. In general, the sections on the left side of the map
indicate what will be learned first, progressing to the right side of
the map that shows what will be accomplished later.

➤Each section of the map should allow for the development of
subtopics and associated details. The connecting lines should show
the hierarchical relationships between the “big idea” paraphrase and
the supporting information. Subcomponents should also be linked
by lines to the associated topic. You can use different shapes or color
to show the relationship between a component and the associated
subcomponents.

➤Lines and arrows should be labeled with words that explain the rela-
tionship that will be explored during instruction. You can check the
clarity of the labels by making sure that a complete sentence is cre-
ated when you link the topic, the “big idea” paraphrase, and each
part of the information structure. The example map for “Accepting
Criticism” (Figure 3.1) shows how line labels can be used.

➤Adult learners will be better able to use the concept map to help
organize their ideas if the maps are simple (i.e., a small number of
parts, clear language and vocabulary, and few words).

Analyze for Learning Difficulties 

Once you have structured the critical components of the curriculum,
you need to review the map and question the potential difficulty of the
information. These questions are based on your knowledge of the infor-
mation and its complexities, your previous experiences in teaching the
information, and the characteristics of the learner. You then review what
is known about the learner and begin to consider this information.

The following criteria and accompanying questions are included in many
successful practitioners’ analyses of potential areas of learning difficulty:
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➤Abstractness: Will learners find that new ideas presented in this
unit/lesson are easy to connect to other ideas, and be able to
describe the new ideas with concrete examples?

➤Organization: Will learners readily see how the important ideas in
the unit/lesson are structured and connected, or will they have to
study the information in order to perceive the structure?

➤Relevance: Will learners readily see how the information in the
unit/lesson can be used for immediate and future personal benefit?

➤Background: Do learners have the necessary background knowl-
edge to make sense of the information in this unit/lesson? Will they
readily recognize concepts and ideas learned from previous learning
experiences that will be important in this unit/lesson? Will learners
know how to relate new information to what they already know?

➤Complexity: Will learners readily understand how to explain the var-
ious aspects of unit/lesson information in a straightforward manner,
using language that demonstrates their comprehension to others?

➤Quantity: Because of the volume of information, will learners read-
ily be able to frame self-test questions and then recall the critical
unit/lesson information in order to answer these questions and
demonstrate competence on various tasks?

➤Relationships: Will learners readily see how relationships in the
content of the unit/lesson are used as the basis for assignments,
tasks, and tests? 

➤Language: Does learning the information make demands on the
learner that are beyond his or her ability to acquire, store, and
express information or demonstrate competence? 

Reach Instructional Decisions 

This step is important for planning. Decisions are made about how
information will be taught, what types of activities will be needed, and
what types of materials will be required. Within this broad preparation
phase, decisions also are made regarding how learning difficulties will be
addressed. Specific planning activities should include the following:

➤Prepare devices and/or tactics. Review the list of potential learning
difficulties and select devices that might be used to guide learning.
For example, decide whether a story or analogy might best promote
comprehension, and select learning tactics that might help the
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learner with his or her learning difficulty. Select instructional
devices that will address the problems listed in the previous section,
“Analyze for Learning Difficulties.”

➤Select devices to enhance instruction. Decide how the instruction-
al device will be used effectively with the learner. It is often helpful
to give a learner a mnemonic device to remember a chunk of infor-
mation or have some pictures ready to make a point. It also is help-
ful to use a concrete example for a concept or an analogy to intro-
duce a concept.

➤Develop plans for informed and explicit instruction. Make decisions
and develop procedures related to how the instructional devices will
be used and how adults will learn the targeted information.

➤Determine rules. Decide on conditions, agreements, and rules and
determine how these rules will be translated into specific practices
during lesson implementation.

➤Select and prepare any materials that you may need to carry out
the instructional plan.

Teach Effectively 

For methods of teaching effectively, refer to Guidebook 4: The Teaching/
Learning Process.

Case Studies

Making the Instructional Plan LD-SMART

A L E X

Wilma went on to create a lesson plan to help Alex perform the skill
and answer the critical question. She also created a content map for
each lesson so that Alex can keep track of where he is during each
lesson. Wilma knew that part of the lesson should be devoted to read-
ing (decoding) the short-vowel words and part of the lesson should be
devoted to spelling (encoding) the short-vowel words. She planned the
first lesson to cover the consonant and vowel sounds, helping Alex
learn them with a keyword. For example, she taught him to say
“aaaaaaple” to get the short vowel sound of “a.” Subsequent lessons
involved practicing with each sound and then working to blend the
sounds together into words. The lesson included reading words in iso-
lation as well as in sentences. The spelling part of the lesson began
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with segmenting words into separate sounds using sound cards. The
lesson included spelling sounds, spelling words with cards, and
spelling words on paper both in isolation and in short sentences.

Wilma selected the instructional materials for her sessions with Alex
with several factors in mind. First, the instructional material was
designed to address the chosen curriculum option of basic skills in
reading and spelling. The curriculum content emphasized explicit
instruction in phonological awareness, speech sounds, decoding, syl-
labication, and spelling. The material also was selected because of
appropriateness and effectiveness with adults with learning disabilities. 

Although Wilma had some training in multisensory teaching, she
selected materials which would guide her through the instruction. She
realizes that she will need to put in study time, but she also knows
that Alex requires specialized teaching to succeed. The instructional
material chosen had been used in studies with adult students. A
research study which had demonstrated the effectiveness of the
materials helped Wilma to feel confident using it with Alex. Also, the
material provided a means to assess progress, so that Wilma and
Alex can measure his growth toward his stated goals.

D E L I A

Jan kept track of Delia’s progress in the basic skills curriculum
designed to develop her ability to recognize word endings. After 5
weeks of steady attendance, Delia was making only slow progress,
primarily because she had difficulty remembering the digraph sounds
she needed to master. Together, they developed a progress chart and
Delia marked her own progress.

Although Jan was pleased with Delia’s progress, she was concerned
that a “drill-and-kill” routine could cause Delia to drop out of the pro-
gram. To keep Delia motivated, Jan suggested that they start working
on one of Delia’s related reading goals. She and Delia decided to work
on a self-questioning learning strategy, which will help Delia with her
recall of content and, therefore, with her comprehension. The two had
planned to begin work on this goal as soon as Delia began to master
the digraph recognition skills.

In thinking through how she would teach Delia a self-questioning
strategy, Jan reminded herself to use the LD-SMART planning
steps. First, she decided that she needed to develop the following
critical questions to focus instruction: How do you create good
questions to guide your reading? How do you use self-questioning

S E C T I O N  3 :  D E V E L O P I N G  T H E  I N S T R U C T I O N A L  P L A N B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E 3 7

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R



to monitor your reading? How do you know that the self-questioning
strategy is improving your comprehension? 

Second, Jan drew a graphic organizer that showed the content parts
of the lesson on self-questioning. She thought about the central rea-
son that she wanted Delia to learn how to self-question during read-
ing, and used this reason as the big idea portion of her content map.
Jan thought carefully about the tasks involved in the self-questioning
strategy. She considered the steps of the strategy that were appro-
priate for Delia’s current skill levels. The steps of the strategy were
included in a general way in the content structure portion of the con-
tent map she developed. Jan knew that her instruction with Delia had
to explicitly account for each one of these steps.

Reviewing her content map, Jan thought about the skills Delia would
need for each step of the strategy. She also thought about the type
of instruction Delia would require to master each of those steps. Her
continued work with Delia convinced her that, because of Delia’s dif-
ficulties in remembering skills and information, she requires explicit
instruction that is heavy in guided practice. Jan also noted that Delia
benefits most from feedback while she performs tasks, not after she
has completed the task. As she reflected on how to teach the steps
of the strategy, Jan kept in mind that Delia will generally attend the
CLC only twice a week, so she planned short lessons in which Delia
could master one simple skill at a time and practice it.

Fourth, Jan began to develop her lesson plans and to identify the follow-
ing specific tactics and devices that might help Delia learn the strategy:

➤She listed the steps of the self-questioning strategy on a card, so
that Delia would not have to write them out. 

➤She developed some flash cards to help her rehearse the steps. 

➤She thought of several mnemonic devices that Delia might want to
use to help her remember the steps of the strategy.

➤She made a list of different places where Delia might try the strat-
egy, including the greenhouse where she worked. 

➤She prepared a graphic organizer and her own set of teaching
notes to make sure that the instructional session would be struc-
tured and provide explicit information about the strategy and how it
might be used.

Finally, she went through the principles of LD-appropriate instruction
described in Guidebook 4: The Teaching/Learning Process and revised
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her notes. Regardless of whether Delia had a learning disability or
not, Jan wanted to make sure that her instruction was going to help
Delia learn the self-questioning strategy.

Involving the Learner in Developing 
the Instructional Plan
This section contains recommended procedures for involving the learn-
er in the planning process. A suggested sequence is presented for steps
you may find effective in preparing to meet with the learner, in the actu-
al interaction with the learner, and in following up on work with the
learner.

Preparation Activities

In preparing to write the instructional plan, you should do the following
(refer to Guidebook 2: The Assessment Process):

1. Gather all information collected during the assessment phase from
multiple sources.

2. Organize the information in a manner that will help tell the story of
the adult’s learning and performance. The organization might be
chronological (covering the learner’s history), thematic (based
upon content or skill areas), or evaluative (indicative of a pattern of
performance).

3. Draft a learner profile, including strengths as well as literacy challenges.

Practitioner/Learner Interaction Activities

The following are suggested steps for including the learner in developing
the instructional plan:

1. Share gathered information, including test results. You need to
explain that you are sharing this information to help the learner make
well-informed decisions in planning for instruction. In summarizing
the sources of information, be sure to describe the importance of the
learner’s contributions to the overall picture. Tell the story slowly,
allowing time for the learner to consider the information.

2. Develop with the learner a profile of his or her strengths and liter-
acy challenges. Explain that you wrote down some “pieces to the
puzzle” to help get started, but that the final profile is a joint ven-
ture with the learner. Present your draft profile, explaining the
strengths first, and then ask the learner what conclusions he or she

S E C T I O N  3 :  D E V E L O P I N G  T H E  I N S T R U C T I O N A L  P L A N B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E 3 9

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R



can make based on the information provided. After listening care-
fully to the learner’s concerns or interpretations, complete the pro-
file, revising the draft as necessary.

3. Make a list of what is important to learn from the learner’s per-
spective and prioritize the list. Based on a discussion of the learner
profile, construct with the learner a list of items most important to
learn. You should assist the learner in identifying problems that (a)
have been encountered frequently, (b) have had a significant nega-
tive impact on his or her life, and (c) have occurred across a variety
of situations. The discussion should center around available cur-
riculum options and the appropriateness of curriculum options in
light of the learner’s needs. You may find it helpful to make a list of
possible directions and prioritize recommendations, editing the
priority list as the learner talks.

4. Write an instructional plan. Many different formats may be used for
instructional planning. It does not matter which format you use,
but be sure to include the following actions on your part:

Work with the learner to set instructional goals. Review the list of pri-
orities, encourage the learner to ask questions, target the curricu-
lum areas that you believe should be addressed initially, and discuss
the short- and long-term benefits of addressing these priorities in
the learner’s situation. Then explain the areas that need to be cov-
ered under each curriculum option and give an estimate of the time
it will take to master the information. Because the learner may want
to work on other areas that have not been targeted, it is important
that you give him or her the opportunity to react to these recom-
mendations and to state preferences based on options offered. Be
prepared to recommend a direction, and then to adjust and work
with the learner to target appropriate goals. While striving to be
responsive to the learner’s reactions and recommendations, be sure
that the goals set are both realistic for and attainable by the specific
learner, based on your knowledge and experience.

Analyze goals into specific objectives. Break each goal down into
smaller pieces by doing either a sequential or concurrent analysis.
(Refer to pages 26-27 for information on sequential and concurrent
analysis.) These elements are specific objectives under each goal; for
example, if the goal is “I will understand what I read at work,” a spe-
cific objective may be “I will know what to do when I come to a
word that I don’t know.” It is helpful to ask for the learner’s input in
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this step, although you should be aware that many learners have dif-
ficulty with this type of analysis.

Begin to design an action plan. Consider the selected goals and
objectives, keeping in mind what is needed from the standpoint of
agreement on duration of intervention, number of sessions, sched-
ule for sessions, and ground rules for program implementation.
Other components of the action plan will need to be generated after
this meeting with the learner. These elements are described below
under “Follow-up Activities.”

5. Obtain commitment from the learner for the instructional plan.
The portions of the implementation plan that have been negotiated
with the learner and recorded provide the elements of the learner’s
commitment. The learner may be asked to agree to the plan by sign-
ing a written document.

6. Obtain the learner’s input about ways to approach teaching. Ask
the learner to think about how he or she learns best, and what tech-
niques have worked in the past. This input from the learner is often
extremely helpful when you are writing the instructional plan.

Follow-Up Activities

As a follow-up, you should first review the instructional plan with the
learner. Then decide how to go about implementing the instruction,
including considerations about programs, materials, techniques, and
activities that would be appropriate. Finally, keeping in mind the big pic-
ture of the learner’s goals, organize your ideas into specific plans for each
teaching/learning session. In writing these plans, keep in mind best prac-
tices for teaching adults with learning disabilities. (Refer to Guidebook 4:
The Teaching/Learning Process.) 

Adapting the Instructional Plan 
In planning curriculum and instruction, you should strive to match
materials, techniques, and activities to the needs of the adult with learn-
ing disabilities. Keep in mind that “one size does not fit all.” Even mate-
rials that have been found to be effective with adults with learning dis-
abilities cannot be used in exactly the same way for all learners.
Adaptations may be needed.

It is important to understand the distinction between adaptations and
accommodations. When the term “accommodation” is used to describe
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the responsibilities of adult literacy programs, it refers to changes that are
legally required to allow the adult to access and profit from the basic or
essential services provided by a program. The term “adaptation” refers to
the routine changes that a teacher makes during instruction to increase
learning. Adaptations are usually not legally required and may be
thought of as good teaching practices responsive to the heterogeneity
within any group of learners. Any curriculum that you select will need
adaptations for some adults.

You should consider possible adaptations to curriculum, materials,
and/or instruction in the planning process. You should not wait for
adults to experience frustration or failure before making adaptations.
Their consideration is an essential part of planning. (For more detailed
information on accommodations and instructional adaptations, refer to
Guidebook 4: The Teaching/Learning Process.)

Summary
Now it is time to teach “LD-SMART.” Certain instructional methods are
uniquely appropriate for adults with learning disabilities. When it comes
to planning for instruction, however, the best practices for planning for
adults with learning disabilities are appropriate for all adults. Because
adults often participate in literacy instruction intermittently, it is impor-
tant to consistently reinforce how individual activities and lessons fit into
the big picture so that the adult learner stays with the program on the
“journey.”
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A
n important part of planning is the selection of appropriate
instructional materials. This section includes a description of the
instructional standards to assist practitioners in making deci-

sions about which curriculum to select.

The best materials to use with learners are those that help them acquire
desired skills, strategies, or knowledge effectively and efficiently.
Selecting best materials for adults with learning disabilities, then,
requires consideration of the adult’s learning needs, the appropriateness
of the materials, and the need to offer instruction in alternative formats.

Not all materials designed for literacy teaching are suitable to the unique
needs of adults with learning disabilities. The standards discussed in the
following section will serve as guidelines for making decisions. These
standards, which have been identified as important by practitioners in
the fields of literacy and learning disabilities throughout the United
States, will assist literacy providers in making good decisions about
choosing instructional materials.

Eight Standards for Selecting 
Instructional Materials
The following eight standards for selecting instructional materials are pre-
sented in brief below and then described in further detail in this section.

1.The instructional material is effective for teaching adults with learn-
ing disabilities.
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2. The instructional material is appropriate for an adult, regardless of
the person’s age, gender, race, ethnicity, and primary language.

3. The instructional principles used to promote learning are clearly
stated and consistent with what is known about learning disabilities.

4. The learning outcomes that can be expected are clearly described.

5. The results achieved by using the instructional material can be used
to make decisions regarding further instruction.

6. The procedures for checking the learner’s progress are clear and easy
to use.

7. The requirements for literacy practitioners to learn to use the
instructional material are reasonable.

8. The instructional material can be used in a variety of instructional
situations within the literacy program.

The following explanations also provide essential information for com-
pleting the Report Card on Instructional Materials. (For a sample report
card, refer to Appendix A of this guidebook.)

Standard 1. The instructional material is effective for
teaching adults with learning disabilities.

Determine whether the instructional material has ever been used 
successfully and is likely to work for an adult with a specific type of
learning disability.

A learning disability can affect an adult’s learning in subtle ways. Adults
who do not have learning disabilities sometimes display characteristics
similar to those who do. But adults with learning disabilities have needs
which are distinctly different from those of their peers. Adults with
learning disabilities learn and think about information and express it dif-
ferently from other adults.

You may need to select materials that lack research-proven effectiveness.
Such a decision needs to be determined case by case. “It’s better than
nothing” is not always the best rule. Adapting instructional materials to
make them more appropriate can help. However, you should always be
cautious; changing an instructional material can be time-consuming,
and even minor changes can alter the effectiveness of the material.

When applying this standard, you also need to consider the visual pre-
sentation of material in the text(s). The following considerations are



important for the selection of materials, not only for adults with 
learning disabilities, but also for all adult learners served in literacy 
education programs:

➤ large type size (15 points or larger is recommended)

➤generous use of white space

➤clear graphics

➤easy-to-follow layout

Standard 2. The instructional material is appropriate for an
adult, regardless of the person’s age, gender, race,
ethnicity, and primary language.

Many literacy skills taught to adults are the same as those traditionally
taught to school-age children and adolescents. However, adults and chil-
dren learn in different ways. Therefore, some instructional materials may
be inappropriate for adults because the content is immature; e.g., stories
that include inappropriate topics, such as children on the playground or
activities that are unsuited to adults, such as reciting nursery rhymes.

Standard 3. The instructional principles used to promote
learning are clearly stated and consistent with what is
known about learning disabilities.

An instructional principle is a belief about how teaching must be done in
order for a student to learn. For example, one such belief is that adults
must master basic skills before they are able to perform complex tasks.

The publisher of the instructional material should provide information
that explains the instructional principles influencing the design of the
materials. Typically, this information does not identify a theory of learn-
ing but explains the approach or potential learning outcome in theoret-
ical terms. For example, a curriculum might be described as “providing
opportunities for repeated practice.” This description indicates the mate-
rial is based on theories that consider drill and practice necessary.
Another instructional material may explain why the instruction is effec-
tive for adults with learning disabilities. For example, a reading program
might provide a description of how multisensory teaching improves
word decoding.

Identifying sound instructional principles generally is not too difficult.
Good materials identify the specific principles on which they are based.
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Standard 4. The learning outcomes that can be expected
are clearly described.

Look for information that indicates what students typically learn as a
result of using the curriculum. A curriculum is usually selected to
accomplish a specific learning goal. Examples of accomplishments
include mastering long vowel sounds or acquiring communication skills
appropriate for a job interview. Learning outcomes can almost never be
guaranteed. However, evidence of gains that similar students have made
is a good indicator of what to expect.

Some potential outcomes are stated too globally to be useful. For exam-
ple, claims such as “helps with basic math skills,” “builds multiplication
ability,” and “useful for careers involving math” are too general. A more
helpful outcome statement would be one such as “student will be able to
independently multiply whole numbers and decimal fractions.” This
statement conveys a sense of just what the adult should be able to do if
he or she successfully completes the instructional material.

Standard 5. The results achieved by using the instructional
material can be used to make decisions regarding further
instruction.

Completing one instructional material rarely results in the learner’s fully
accomplishing his or her literacy goals. The most useful instructional
materials not only measure how well the learner has done (that is, a final
“progress” check) but also identify subsequent instructional materials.
Ideally, guidelines will be provided both for those who accomplish their
goals and those who do not.

Standard 6. The procedures for checking the learner’s
progress are clear and easy to use.

In addition to knowing the learning outcomes you can expect (Standard
4), you and the learner should be able to determine how well the learner
is progressing. An instructional material should include information
about procedures to determine how a student is doing and suggested
methods for keeping records of the learner’s progress. Mastery levels
might be set for a learner to attain before moving to the next part of the
instructional material. For this purpose, there may be “end-of-section
tests” or informal inventories to administer.

The instructional material may not always include materials for checking
progress, but guidelines should specify how evaluations might be made.
This information should include when to conduct a progress check, how
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to conduct the check, what materials to use, how to evaluate the learner’s
work, and how to continue the instructional material using results of the
progress check. Procedures for checking progress should be convenient
enough so that busy practitioners will not object to using them and
learners will consider them worthwhile.

Standard 7. The requirements for literacy practitioners to
learn to use the instructional material are reasonable.

Look for a description of what instructors should do to learn how to
approach and apply the instructional material, including how long such
“training” will take. The instructional material should include guidelines
for use. In some instances, guidelines will be extremely precise, leaving
little to the instructor’s discretion. In other instances, appropriate teach-
ing practices will be suggested. In all cases, staff should be able to deter-
mine how to use the instructional material effectively. Even the many
instructors who are skilled at adapting and designing their own materi-
als benefit from knowing how to use an instructional material to maxi-
mize efficiency and learning outcomes.

Standard 8. The instructional material can be used in a
variety of instructional situations in the literacy program.

Look for information that indicates whether the instructional material
can be used with different types of instructional groupings, such as self-
paced or small groups, and with multiple teaching approaches, such as
tutoring or discovery learning.

The most useful materials often are those that are adaptable to many sit-
uations, such as multiple instructional approaches, different learning
goals, and varying student levels. This standard also means that instruc-
tional materials need to be adaptable and easy-to-move from one place
to another.

Steps in the Selection Process
The steps described on the following pages refer to the Report Card on
Instructional Materials. For a sample report card, refer to Appendix A of
this guidebook. The instructional materials report card was designed to
help you organize the information you have gathered on various instruc-
tional materials for adults with learning disabilities. Once that informa-
tion is organized, it is easier to compare materials.
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Step 1: Know the Standards 

Allow adequate time to review the standards and the report card. The
first few times that you complete a review, the lack of familiarity will like-
ly slow you down. With practice, you will become more aware of the spe-
cific information needed and where you will be likely to find it, and,
therefore, will complete the task in less time.

Step 2: Consider Selection Priorities

The standards that are important in one literacy program may differ
from those of another program. The decisions about which standards to
give the most consideration are best determined by each program. The
eight standards are not ranked in order of importance. If you are select-
ing a material to add to your program’s resource collection, consider its
appropriateness for teaching the types of skills for which you intend to
use it. If you are selecting a material with a particular learner in mind,
consider what you know about that learner’s capabilities and interests as
you review the materials.

Step 3: Gather Information About Instructional Materials

Gather all of the sources of information you have about a curriculum.
Information resources may include:

➤publisher’s catalogs

➤ instructor’s manual

➤the materials

➤comments by colleagues or other professionals

➤notes on the materials

➤published reports or reviews

Step 4: Review Materials Using the Standards

The report card provides each of the eight standards, explains what each
standard means and why it is important, and tells what type of informa-
tion to look for and sometimes where to look.

Determine how well curricula satisfy each standard. Several persons
working together can simplify the review process. As they find informa-
tion, they should write it in the “Evidence” section of the report card.
Resist the temptation to just write “yes” or “no,” but write down what you
found and where you found it. It may be helpful to review some report
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cards in Appendix B to see how this is done. While reviewing the mater-
ial, make your own evaluative judgments. In other words, ask yourself if
the material meets the standard based on the information available with-
in the material’s contents.

Allow adequate time to review the standards. Many curricula contain lit-
tle information on one or more of the standards. In some instances, you
may feel discouraged about this lack of information, but you should not
be. Materials that do not address these standards do not deserve to be
used, regardless of how polished the packaging or how convincing the
author or publisher. The best recourse options are to (a) continue
searching for more appropriate materials, and (b) make adaptations to
the less than desired materials (while keeping in mind the caution that
extensively adapting a material may negatively affect what was good
about it.)

Step 5: Develop Conclusions

Discuss your findings with your colleagues. Be tentative about conclu-
sions until all information has been collected. If other staff have also
evaluated curricula using the report cards, share results. Sometimes pro-
gram staff get into discussions about which curriculum is better. This is
premature. The first question should be “Is the curriculum good
enough?” You should consider adopting a material only if it meets your
minimum standards. Once you have several materials that warrant fur-
ther consideration, compare them using the report card standards.
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Frequently Asked Questions About
Instructional Materials Selection

What if I can’t find the information? 

A material may not meet a standard. In such a case, write on the report
card that no information was found. Be sure that you have checked all of
the resources you locate, and that you have reviewed them carefully.

Can I accept information that partially 
answers the standards? 

Yes. You often will have to make do with information that only hints at
how well a material meets standards. If that is the best information you
can find, write it down. Be sure to word it in such a way that you are clear
it is not the information you were after.

How can I trust that the information I find is accurate?

There is no guarantee that the information you find is accurate. For that
reason, it is best to look for as much relevant information as possible.
Once you find information relevant to a particular standard, continue to
review your other resources. You may find additional information or
contradictory information. You are your own quality control; be confi-
dent that you believe what you are writing. Otherwise, look for more
information, or make note that you are uncertain about what you found.

Can I really know if something will be a “best practice”
before I actually use it? 

Here, too, there can be no guarantee. A thorough evaluation of a practice
using these carefully developed standards increases the likelihood that
the practice you select is the most appropriate one to use.

Why these standards? 

Remember, these standards have been identified by adult educators as
the most important to consider when selecting practices that will best
serve the needs of adult learners with learning disabilities and their liter-
acy educators. These standards are appropriate to use for all adults,
regardless of the presence of a learning disability.
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A
critical part of creating successful literacy programs is altering the
way program leaders and practitioners think about change.
Because all aspects of society can have an impact on the life of an

adult, the mission for change is broad. Several interfacing systems, rather
than one system, should be the target for needed change; i.e., the social,
educational, economic, judicial, and political support structures that
affect individuals with learning disabilities.

To the practitioner, the notion of systemic change can be overwhelming.
Therefore, the opportunity to create change must begin with those sys-
tems, or those aspects of an individual system, over which practitioners
have direct control. Most certainly, practitioners have direct control over
their own actions and their interactions with adults who have learning
disabilities. From this perspective, personal growth through professional
development is an important factor in systemic change. It is essential that
practitioners commit to developing actions based on (1) understanding
learning disabilities in adults, (2) valuing each learner, (3) creating part-
nerships with learners, and (4) creating a best-practices approach to
assessment and instruction.

Practitioners are also in the position to influence the people with whom
they work and to begin to shape the policies and procedures that define
their programs. For this kind of program change to occur, dialogue among
program staff is critical. Practitioners must use a shared knowledge base
and work toward a shared vision. For this reason, professional 
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development opportunities must be designed to foster interaction among
practitioners.

Gradually, practitioners can begin to move out of their own programs
and begin the work of shaping other parts of the system that affect adults
with learning disabilities. If all practitioners (whether they are working
in a national agency or in a local literacy program) begin to work togeth-
er to create change at the level at which they have control, then systemic
change can occur.

The following assumptions about systems change can be used to guide
program staff ’s thinking about improving services to adults with learn-
ing disabilities:

➤Change is a process, not an event.

➤Change is rooted in a shared vision of the need to change, and a
clear understanding of the needs and goals of adults with learning
disabilities.

➤Change, and the goals for change, are defined at multiple levels
within a system and are played out in each level; change is both a
top–down and a bottom–up process.

➤Work at change involves ensuring that people at different levels
within the system understand their roles and responsibilities.

➤Shared as well as unique actions are expected of those at each level.

➤Commitment, leadership, communication, and compromise are
required at all levels.

➤Equal attention must be given to the processes of planning, imple-
menting, and evaluating actions and outcomes.

➤Success is not contingent on a single person, group, or political
agenda.

➤Research-based practice in learning disabilities, appropriately
adapted and translated for use with adults, is used to guide the for-
mulation of policy, procedures, and actions.

➤High-quality conversations about improving the life of those with
learning disabilities are consistent, persistent, and pervasive.
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Creating a Shared Vision and 
Developing an Action Plan
To develop a literacy program that is appropriate to the needs of adults
with learning disabilities, program leaders must engage their staff mem-
bers and other stakeholders within the larger community of service
providers to review the literacy services currently being offered. Together,
they may identify components of the program which could be improved
to be more responsive to the needs  of persons with learning disabilities.
As they engage in this process of self-examination and strategic plan-
ning, they will be well served by creating a vision centered around the
following program features.

Integrate Services with All Literacy Services

Services for adults with learning disabilities should not be thought of as
a separate set of policies, procedures, and practices to be used with a few
adult learners. Rather, it is more productive to conceptualize services for
adults with learning disabilities as an integral part of all services that are
provided to all adults who enter literacy programs. Once this perspective
has been adopted, then all services can be systematically modified to
address the significant number of adults in literacy programs who may
have learning disabilities.

Ensure that Services Reflect Best Practices

It is true that many practices suggested in Bridges to Practice are built
around practices that are good for all learners who may be struggling with
literacy. However, it is also true that best practices related to serving adults
with learning disabilities are based on the premise that good practices are
already in place in adult literacy programs. Therefore, when adults do not
learn, even though usually effective practices are in place, then more
structured, direct, and intensive instructional practices are needed. These
practices should be implemented and blended with appropriate legal
accommodations and instructional adaptations, as necessary.

Adult literacy services that are appropriate for adults with learning dis-
abilities are characterized as follows:

➤Accommodations are provided to ensure access to services that
would otherwise be available if learning disabilities were not present.

➤Accommodations are provided based on the determination of learn-
ing disabilities by a formal diagnostic evaluation performed by a psy-
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chologist or other qualified professional (e.g., clinician or diagnosti-
cian who is licensed to administer psychoeducational test batteries).

➤Practitioners are involved in advocacy and creating linkages to com-
munity resources. These linkages (including helping the adult
obtain testing for confirming or ruling out learning disabilities)
should promote understanding and change. This process increases
the chances of success for adults with learning disabilities.

➤Assessment practices allow for intensive probes to identify perfor-
mance patterns. These patterns can indicate that an adult is process-
ing information (i.e., acquiring, storing, retrieving, expressing, and
performing) differently from other adults. In other words, just pro-
viding more practice, independent learning activities, and presenta-
tion that include little interaction, guidance, or feedback will not sig-
nificantly enhance performance. (For further information on the
assessment process, refer to Guidebook 2: The Assessment Process.)

➤A carefully thought-out process for screening for learning disabili-
ties is embedded in the overall assessment process. This process
should involve a review of multiple information sources that even-
tually leads to a decision to discuss the possibility of learning dis-
abilities and the potential advantages and disadvantages of seeking
formal diagnostic testing by a qualified professional. (For further
information on the assessment process, refer to Guidebook 2: The
Assessment Process.)

➤Staff are trained and have the resources to plan, select, and imple-
ment a variety of curriculum options, including self-advocacy. (For
further information on the planning process, refer to Guidebook 3:
The Planning Process.) 

➤Individual and group instruction incorporates research-based prin-
ciples for teaching individuals with learning disabilities. (For fur-
ther information on the teaching/learning process, refer to
Guidebook 4: The Teaching/Learning Process.)

Initiating Change
The following five steps are critical to initiating the change process:

1. Bring all stakeholders together to create a shared vision and devel-
op an action plan.

2. Enlist administrative support.
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3. Provide meaningful and ongoing professional development 
opportunities.

4. Identify resources.

5. Continuously monitor and improve the change process.

These five steps are described in greater detail below.

Step 1: Bring the Stakeholders Together

There are many specialized programs available to persons with disabili-
ties in various public and private community organizations.
Unfortunately, the potential impact of these programs is often weakened
because they do not connect with other local programs to create a more
comprehensive network of services. Adults and literacy programs need to
enlist the assistance of a broad base of community organizations for two
major reasons:

➤The more that groups are enlisted as partners in the change and
development process, the more likely systemic change will occur.
Literacy providers are in a unique position because they can bring a
variety of these stakeholder groups together to create a shared
vision and to develop an action plan to bring about change.

➤The resources and costs needed to provide appropriate services can
be significant. Literacy practitioners are in a position to understand
the needs of adults with learning disabilities and to locate commu-
nity resources that are free or available at a reasonable cost. In addi-
tion, literacy practitioners can work with other community organi-
zations to arrange collaborative partnerships that can create access
to resources and advocate for changes in policies and procedures
that could improve access for adult learners.

By developing community linkages, literacy programs may be able to

➤help adults who desire testing to confirm learning disabilities to
gain access to formal and professional diagnostic testing adminis-
tered by a psychologist;

➤obtain training opportunities needed for family, community, and
employment success that are beyond the mission of the literacy 
program;

➤obtain social and emotional support for adults to discuss issues
involving living with learning disabilities; and
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➤promote advocacy by assisting in securing civil rights protections
and appropriate accommodations for learners.

The following state and community services may assist adults with learn-
ing disabilities. Contact information for many of these organizations can
be found in the Resources for Learning section in this guidebook.

CHILDREN AND ADULTS WITH ATTENTION DEFICIT DISORDERS (CHADD)

This group can provide information, support, and advocacy for persons
with learning disabilities who have been diagnosed with attention deficit
disorder (ADD) or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
They may also be able to connect adults with learning disabilities spe-
cialists and, in some cases, to arrange for lower-cost diagnostic testing or
other services.

DEPARTMENT OF VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION OR DEPARTMENT OF REHABILITATIVE

SERVICES

This is a federally supported, state-run agency that provides employment
services to adults with disabilities. Policies related to testing and services
vary from state to state. Services provided may include covering costs for
literacy training, diagnostic testing, job training, or college courses.
Diagnostic testing for learning disabilities to determine eligibility for
support can be provided as part of entrance into programs.

DISABILITY COUNCILS 

Many communities have representatives from a variety of community
groups working together to coordinate policies and services and to advo-
cate for people with disabilities.

EMPLOYER-SPONSORED JOB-TRAINING PROGRAMS 

Many businesses sponsor literacy or job training. Their personnel
departments may have individuals who coordinate or deliver these train-
ing activities.

HOSPITALS

Some large hospitals collaborate with community agencies to provide
diagnostic testing for learning disabilities. Some literacy groups have cul-
tivated these relationships because hospitals regularly deal with Medicaid
regulations and procedures, which allow for payment for diagnostic test-
ing. While most literacy programs do not have the infrastructure to
access these funds, large hospitals do.

N A T I O N A L  A D U L T  L I T E R A C Y  A N D  L E A R N I N G  D I S A B I L I T I E S  C E N T E R

5 6 B R I D G E S  T O  P R A C T I C E  G U I D E B O O K  3 :  T H E  P L A N N I N G  P R O C E S S



INDEPENDENT LIVING PROGRAMS 

These programs may pay for some literacy services.

INTERNATIONAL DYSLEXIA ASSOCIATION 

This group, formerly known as the Orton Dyslexia Society, can provide
information, support, and advocacy for persons with learning disabili-
ties. They may be able to connect adults with learning disabilities spe-
cialists and, in some cases, to arrange for lower-cost diagnostic testing or
other services.

LEARNING DISABILITIES ASSOCIATION (LDA) 

This group can provide information, support, and advocacy for persons
who have or may have learning disabilities. There are LDA chapters in
most states. They may be able to connect adults with learning disabilities
specialists and, in some cases, to arrange for lower-cost diagnostic testing
or other services.

MEDICAID/MEDICAL INSURANCE PROGRAMS 

Some medical programs may pay for literacy services and diagnostic test-
ing. Early Periodic Screening Diagnosis and Treatment (EPSDT) services
may be available. The Health Care Finance Administration (HCFA) is
responsible for Medicaid and has policies for covering the expenses of
some diagnostic testing.

POSTSECONDARY EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS 

Most universities, colleges, and community colleges have testing and
other services for persons with disabilities or suspected disabilities.
Faculty may also be willing to collaborate in providing free or reduced-
cost testing and other services as part of psychologist and teacher train-
ing efforts. For example, groups of programs can arrange to have gradu-
ate students perform testing under the supervision of a psychologist.

PRIVATE PSYCHOLOGISTS 

The yellow pages include the names of certified psychologists who can
provide formal diagnostic testing and may arrange follow-up services.
Some psychologists work with community agencies, and a group of local
organizations might be able to contract for testing at a reduced cost.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS 

Some private schools offer services and diagnostic testing for adults with
learning disabilities, and may be willing to make flexible payment
arrangements for adults with limited resources.
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PROGRAMS SUPPORTING WELFARE REFORM 

Many individuals on welfare may have learning disabilities. A number of
agencies addressing welfare are supportive of efforts to identify adults
with learning disabilities and find appropriate interventions to help
them move to self-sufficiency.

PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

Special education services provided through IDEA may be available for
young adults under 22 without high school diplomas. These services can
include diagnostic testing.

SUPPLEMENTAL SECURITY INCOME (SSI) 

This program can provide direct income to persons with disabilities.
Diagnostic testing to determine eligibility for support is also provided.

SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT SERVICES 

This program can provide for job training and job coaches.

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING PROGRAMS 

Vocational programs have education and training services that can meet
the needs of adults with learning disabilities. These programs may need
information about accommodations and how to provide better instruc-
tion in mixed-ability classrooms.

Programs that provide testing may have a psychologist test adults with
learning difficulties. However, the psychologist may determine after testing
that the difficulties are not severe enough to quality for the learning dis-
abilities diagnosis. For others, the severity will be sufficient to qualify for
this diagnosis. The psychologist’s report will provide documentation that
enables the adult to become qualified for the rights to protections as a per-
son with a disability, including the right to accommodations in testing and
in the workplace. More information on issues related to obtaining formal
diagnostic testing is included in Guidebook 2: The Assessment Process.

Step 2: Enlist Administrative Support

Literacy teachers and tutors cannot effect broad-sweeping change by
themselves. They may be able to make some changes in the way they
work with adults with learning disabilities, but they need the support of
program administrators, from the chief executive officer level to the lit-
eracy program leaders, to make the change process successful.

Program leaders can bring together the various community stakeholders,
encourage the creation of a shared vision, and work toward identifying
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agencies to which learners can be referred for issues such as diagnosis of
learning disabilities, vision and hearing screening, employment support,
and health care. Program leaders can also ensure that literacy program staff
have the opportunity to meet frequently and engage in meaningful dialogue
about the change process and their progress toward their stated goals.

Step 3: Provide Meaningful and Ongoing Professional
Development Opportunities

Literacy programs should have a vision about the nature of, practices for
addressing, and legal issues associated with learning disabilities. This
vision is most effective when shared by program staff and a variety of
community organizations, and requires an investment in high-quality
professional development opportunities focused on improving services
for adults with learning disabilities.

Staff should select program and professional development activities
based on a long-term commitment to increase the success of adults with
learning disabilities. Most practices require an initial investment of three
to five years to introduce a practice to the staff in a literacy program.
After a practice is in place, continued success of the practice requires an
ongoing investment of resources and staff time to update and review the
practice and to ensure that it stays effective.

Step 4: Identify Resources

To effect change, literacy program leaders and staff need to work with
other stakeholders to identify resources which will allow for increased
contact time with learners, frequent high-quality professional develop-
ment opportunities, specialized program staff (lead teachers or learning
disabilities specialists), and other elements which will improve the qual-
ity of services provided to adults with learning disabilities.

Step 5: Continuously Monitor and Improve the Change
Process

After developing an action plan, literacy program staff need to continu-
ously monitor their progress toward goals and adjust the plan, as appro-
priate. To assess the process effectively, program staff should consider the
following questions:

➤What are the criteria for evaluating the change process? (For exam-
ple, how will success be measured?)

➤Who will provide the evaluation input?
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➤Who will review the results?

➤How will the results be used?

➤Who will monitor the desired outcomes?

➤How will new ideas and needs be incorporated?

➤How will the need for continuous improvement be communicated
and encouraged?

Indicators of High-Quality Services
Literacy program staff can evaluate their progress toward developing
high-quality programs by ensuring that the programs have the following
characteristics on this checklist:

Program action plans are collaboratively developed with adults and are
based on assessment information and the learner’s goals.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that assessment
information is used to develop learner profiles that can be used for
instructional planning.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that learner pro-
files are used to create action plans that define the learner’s partici-
pation in the literacy program.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that learners are
involved in charting the direction of program action plans.

❐❐ Follow-up sessions are held with students to review assessment
results and cooperatively design an instructional plan that builds on
student strengths.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that additional
assessment information is collected as needed.
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Appropriate curricular options for adults with learning disabilities are
used in program action plans.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that appropriate
curricular options and resources available for enhancing basic skills,
learning strategies, social skills, content mastery, and self-advocacy
are used in instructional plans.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that the best mix
of curricular options are appropriately selected and implemented
for each learner.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure that the selection
of instruments and activities for use in screening for learning dis-
abilities is based on research-based standards of best practice.

❐❐ Staff know whether the screening instruments selected for use in
the process of screening for learning disabilities meet national stan-
dards for best practice, and compensate for shortcomings by col-
lecting other assessment information.

❐❐ There are clear guidelines for altering instruction based on different
types and levels of assessment information.

Instructional plans lead to instructional activities that are sensitive to
the information-processing characteristics and needs of adults with
learning disabilities.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure legal accommo-
dations and adaptations are appropriately included in instructional
plans.

❐❐ Written policies, procedures, and practices ensure instructional
plans are derived from program action plans.

❐❐ Instructional plans are developed prior to instructional sessions
and are modified as needed during interactions with the learner.

❐❐ Instructional plans respond to how the learner acquires, stores,
retrieves, expresses information, and demonstrates competence.

❐❐ Instructional plans are verbally and graphically shared with the
learner through the use of critical questions, graphic organizers,
and cumulative reviews.
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A P P E N D I X  B  

Report Cards on

Instructional Materials

The following instruments have a completed report card:

The ADD Program

Affective Skills Curriculum

Building Learning Power for Children and Adults

Breakthrough to Math, 3

Challenger 6, Adult Reading Series

Cooper Sight/Sound Reading System

Cooper Individualized Spelling Program

English Day by Day

Everyday Reading and Writing

Framing Your Thoughts

Jordan Prescriptive Reading Tutorial

Keystrokes to Literacy

Language!

Laubach Way to Reading

Learning Wrap-Ups and Math Facts

Number Sense, Fractions

Paraphrasing Strategy

Personal Stories, Book 2

Pre-GED Writing

Reading in the Content Areas, Lit. 2

The Self-Advocacy Strategy for Ed. and Transition Planning

Starting Over

Studying for a Driver’s License

Tic Tac Toe Math

Visualizing and Verbalizing

VAK Tasks for Vocabulary and Spelling

Wilson Reading System

Your Learning Styles and...
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Critical Questions for 
Adult Literacy Programs
To develop an adult literacy program that is responsive to the needs of
adults with learning disabilities, literacy program staff may find it helpful
to use the following critical questions as a framework for discussing and
planning services. Each of the five guidebooks will provide information
that can be used to help practitioners answer these critical questions:

➤What makes adult literacy services sensitive to the needs of adults
with learning disabilities?

➤What is the nature and impact of learning disabilities on adults?

➤How does the law affect the quality of life of adults with learning
disabilities?

➤What linkages to other community agencies are critical for literacy
programs to increase the success of adults with learning disabilities?

➤How can literacy program staff ensure that systemic change will
increase the success of adults with learning disabilities?

➤How can literacy program staff ensure that assessment practices in
adult literacy programs increase the success of adults with learning
disabilities?

➤How can the choice of curriculum and curriculum materials affect
the success of adults with learning disabilities?

➤How can instructional planning become more sensitive to the needs
of adults with learning disabilities?

➤How can literacy program staff ensure that instruction increases the
success of adults with learning disabilities?

➤How can literacy program staff ensure that accommodations and
instructional adaptations are appropriately selected and used to
increase the success of adults with learning disabilities?
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