
Using Data-Driven Instruction in Special Education 

Making Informed Decisions to Improve Student Learning and Progress 

 

Purpose & Overview 

This guide supports educators in using student data to inform instructional decisions, monitor 
progress, and improve outcomes for students with disabilities. Data-driven instruction involves 
collecting, analyzing, and applying data to determine what students know, what they need to 
learn next, and how instruction should be adjusted. 

The purpose of this guide is to help teachers move beyond simply collecting data and instead use 
it to guide instruction, target interventions, and support progress toward IEP goals. 

 

Instructional Outcomes 

By applying the strategies in this guide, teachers will be able to: 

▪​ Collect meaningful academic and behavioral data 
▪​ Identify patterns and trends in student performance 
▪​ Adjust instruction based on student needs 
▪​ Monitor progress toward IEP goals 
▪​ Use data to support instructional and intervention decisions 

 

Why Data-Driven Instruction Matters 

Data helps teachers answer important questions such as: 

▪​ What skills has the student mastered? 
▪​ Where is the student struggling? 
▪​ Is the current instruction effective? 
▪​ What adjustments are needed? 

When data is used effectively, instruction becomes intentional, targeted, and responsive, leading 
to improved student outcomes. 

 



Types of Data Used in Special Education 

Type of Data Description Classroom Example 
Formal Data Standardized or benchmark 

assessments 
District reading assessment 
scores 

Informal Data Daily classroom performance Exit tickets, classwork, 
quizzes 

Observational Data Teacher observations and 
notes 

Noting student engagement or 
behavior patterns 

Progress Monitoring Data Ongoing tracking of specific 
skills 

Weekly fluency or math 
accuracy tracking 

Using multiple types of data provides a more complete understanding of student performance. 

 

The Data-Driven Instruction Cycle 

Teachers can use a simple cycle to guide instruction: 

1. Collect Data 

Gather information from assessments, observations, and student work. 

2. Analyze Data 

Identify patterns, strengths, and areas of need. 

3. Plan Instruction 

Adjust strategies, grouping, or supports based on findings. 

4. Implement Instruction 

Teach using targeted strategies and supports. 

5. Monitor Progress 

Track whether the student is improving and adjust as needed. 

This cycle should be ongoing and embedded in daily instruction. 

 



Real Classroom Examples 

Example 1: Reading Comprehension 

Data shows a student can identify main ideas with 60% accuracy.​
Instructional Adjustment: Teacher provides graphic organizers and guided reading practice. 

 

Example 2: Math Problem Solving 

Student struggles with multi-step problems and shows 40% accuracy.​
Instructional Adjustment: Teacher models step-by-step problem-solving and provides visual 
supports. 

 

Example 3: Behavior Data 

Student is off-task during independent work 40% of the time.​
Instructional Adjustment: Teacher introduces a timer and structured check-ins. 

 

Data Tracking Example 

Skill Area Baseline Current 
Performance 

Instructional 
Adjustment 

Reading 
comprehension 

50% 70% Increase text 
complexity and 
reduce scaffolds 

Math problem 
solving 

40% 60% Continue step-by-step 
modeling and guided 
practice 

Task completion 55% 80% Gradually reduce 
prompts and increase 
independence 

 

This table helps teachers connect data directly to instructional decisions. 

 
 
 



 

 

Using Data to Adjust Instruction 

Teachers can use data to: 

▪​ Provide targeted small-group instruction 
▪​ Adjust pacing of lessons 
▪​ Introduce new strategies or supports 
▪​ Increase or decrease scaffolding 
▪​ Identify when students are ready for more independence 

 

Student Data Check-In 

Students can be involved in understanding their progress through simple reflection: 

▪​ What skill am I working on? 
▪​ What progress have I made? 
▪​ What is still challenging? 
▪​ What strategy helps me the most? 

 

Student Self-Monitoring Example 

Reflection Question Student Response 
What am I working on? Improving my reading comprehension 

 
What progress have I made? I can find the main idea most of the time 

 
What is still challenging? Finding supporting details 

 
What helps me succeed? Using a graphic organizer 

 



This helps students build ownership of their learning and progress. 

 

Teacher Implementation Reflection 

Teachers may consider: 

☐  Is data collected consistently and accurately?​
☐  Are patterns and trends identified over time?​
☐  Is instruction adjusted based on student data?​
☐  Are students making progress toward IEP goals?​
☐  Are students involved in understanding their progress? 

 

Connection to IEP Goals and Progress Monitoring 

Data-driven instruction directly supports: 

▪​ monitoring progress toward IEP goals 
▪​ identifying when goals need to be adjusted 
▪​ documenting student growth 
▪​ ensuring compliance with progress reporting 

Consistent data use ensures that instruction remains aligned with student needs and goals. 

 

Closing Reflection 

Data-driven instruction allows teachers to make informed decisions that improve student 
outcomes. By consistently collecting, analyzing, and applying data, educators can provide 
targeted support that helps students with disabilities make meaningful academic and behavioral 
progress. 

 


