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Using Small-Group Instruction Effectively in Special
Education

A Classroom Guide for Targeted Support and Differentiated Learning

Purpose & Overview

This guide supports teachers in planning and delivering intentional small-group instruction for
students with disabilities. Small-group instruction allows teachers to provide targeted teaching,
immediate feedback, and differentiated support while maintaining access to grade-level learning.

The focus of this guide is to help teachers move beyond grouping students by convenience and
instead use data-driven, purposeful grouping and structured rotation models that improve student
progress, engagement, and independence.

Objectives

By using this guide, teachers will be able to design purposeful small-group instruction based on
student data, implement effective rotation and grouping structures, deliver targeted interventions,
and monitor student progress over time. The guide also supports alignment between small-group
instruction, IEP goals, and classroom learning expectations.

Why Small-Group Instruction Matters
Small-group instruction is a critical component of effective special education because it:

Allows instruction to be matched to specific student needs
Provides opportunities for guided practice and corrective feedback
Increases student engagement and participation

Supports faster skill development and progress monitoring
Strengthens alignment with IEP goals and targeted interventions

When implemented intentionally, small groups become a powerful instructional tool, not just a
classroom routine.
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Types of Small-Group Instruction
Teachers may use different grouping purposes depending on instructional goals:

Skill-based groups — Students with similar academic needs receive targeted instruction
Strategy groups — Students learn a specific learning strategy or support

Re-teaching groups — Instruction is reviewed using a different approach

Enrichment groups — Students extend or apply learning at a deeper level

Flexible grouping allows instruction to remain responsive rather than fixed.

Grouping and Rotation Models

Model What It Looks Like When to Use It

Teacher-Led Rotation Teacher meets with one group Daily targeted instruction
while others complete
independent or supported

tasks
Station Rotation Students rotate through Skill reinforcement and
teacher, practice, and engagement

independent stations

Intervention Block Dedicated time for intensive ~ Tiered or IEP-aligned
support instruction
Flexible Grouping Groups change based on data  Ongoing progress monitoring

or skill




Structured rotations ensure all students receive meaningful instruction, not just supervision

Using Data to Form Small Groups
Effective small-group instruction begins with clear data. Teachers may use:

Classroom assessments and work samples
Progress-monitoring data

IEP goal performance

Observation of student engagement or errors

Data should guide who is grouped, what is taught, and when groups change.
Groups should remain flexible and responsive, not permanent.

Planning Targeted Small-Group Instruction
Strong small-group lessons include:

A clearly defined skill or goal

Explicit modeling of the strategy or concept
Guided practice with immediate feedback
Opportunities for student response and discussion
A quick check for understanding before ending

This structure keeps instruction focused, efficient, and meaningful.

Teacher Implementation Check
During small-group instruction, teachers should ensure they have:

[J Used recent data to form groups

[I Identified a clear instructional target

[ Modeled the skill or strategy explicitly

[] Provided guided practice with feedback

[ Engaged all students in active participation

[] Monitored understanding before moving on

[] Adjusted groups or instruction based on progress
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This check supports intentional and effective instruction.

Monitoring Progress and Adjusting Groups
Small-group instruction should be continuously reviewed. Teachers can reflect by asking:

Are students making progress toward the targeted skill?
Do groups need to change based on new data?

Is instruction matched to student need or too broad?
Are students becoming more independent over time?

Ongoing adjustment ensures small groups remain instructional rather than routine.

Student Independence and Self-Advocacy
Small-group instruction should also help students:

Recognize the skills they are learning

Use strategies independently in whole-group settings
Ask for help or clarification when needed

Build confidence through successful practice

This connection supports long-term academic independence.

IEP Alignment

Intentional small-group instruction directly supports:

e Targeted IEP skill development

e Progress monitoring and data collection

e Differentiated instruction within grade-level curriculum
e Increased access to learning and participation

Documented small-group progress can inform IEP reviews and instructional decisions.

Closing Reminder for Teachers
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Small-group instruction is most effective when it is purposeful, data-driven, and responsive.
When teachers intentionally plan groups, teach targeted skills, and adjust instruction based on
progress, small groups become a powerful pathway to student growth, confidence, and

independence.



