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Welcome & Introductions

Sarah Hadden, Senior Advisor, Research and Professional Services, 
Teachstone

Email: sarah.hadden@teachstone.com 



●Understand why the types of interactions described in the CLASS manual are 
important for children with special needs.

●Learn how the CLASS aligns with the Division for Early Childhood’s (CEC) 
Recommend Practices.

●Discuss recommendations for observing in special education and inclusive 
classrooms.

●Receive answers to your questions about CLASS in special education settings.

Objectives



Who Is Here? 

Administrator Teacher

Coach/Mentor Other

What role best 
describes you?



How much knowledge 
do you have about 
CLASS?

●A little

●Some

●A lot! 



Turn & Talk

What are your main 
questions or concerns 
about using CLASS in 
inclusive or self-contained 
classrooms?

What do you hope to gain 
by attending this session?



The Importance of Relationships



“Young children experience the world in the context of relationships. In 
turn, these relationships influence all areas of development. These 
relationships also lay the foundation for later developmental outcomes 
including self confidence, mental health, motivation to learn, achievement 
in school, and conflict resolution.”

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2004). Young Children Develop in an Environment of 
Relationships: Working Paper No. 1. Retrieved from www.developingchild.harvard.edu 

The Importance of Relationships



In order to develop normally, a 
child requires progressively more 
complex joint activity with one or 
more adults who have an irrational 
emotional relationship with the 
child. Somebody’s got to be crazy 
about that kid. That’s number one. 
First, last, and always”

 Urie Bronfenbrenner

Relationships are the heart of the 
matter



What Do Children Need?



Why Teacher-Child Interactions Matter

Sensitive and responsive interactional 
practices are the foundation for promoting the 
development of a child’s language, cognitive, 
and emotional competence. 

2

High quality interactions help children feel 
known, understood, and important.3

Interactions that teachers have with children 
are key to promoting children’s development.1



Research Connecting CLASS & Student Outcomes



Why CLASS in Inclusive Settings?



The Interactions Described in CLASS Matter  for All Children



Children who receive 
special education services 
are more like their typically 
developing peers than they 
are different from them.  



●The majority of children who receive special education services have a 
speech and language delay.

●They often benefit the most from being in warm, supportive, structured, 
and enriching  environments where teachers have clear and consistent 
behavioral expectations.

●Stereotyping children based on a disability label is not helpful, as the 
same diagnosis may manifest in different ways in different children.

Considerations for Children with Special Needs



How CLASS-Based Interactions Align with 
DEC Recommended Practices



DEC Recommended Practices 
(2014)

• Interaction recommended 
practices emphasize the 
teacher’s ability to carefully 
observe, interpret, and respond 
to children’s cues.

• Interactions foster 
social-emotional competence, 
communication, cognitive 
development, problem-solving, 
autonomy, and persistence. 

Division for Early Childhood, Council for 
Exceptional Children 

• Leadership

• Assessment

• Environment

• Family 

• Instruction

• Interactions*

• Teaming & collaboration

• Transition



Sensitive and responsive interactional practices are the foundation for 
promoting the development of a child’s language and social-emotional 
competence. These interactional practices are the basis for fostering all 
children’s learning.

For children who have or are at risk for developmental delays/disabilities, 
they represent a critical set of strategies for fostering children’s 
social-emotional competence, communication, cognitive development, 
problem-solving, autonomy, and persistence.

Division for Early Childhood, 2014

Sensitivity is Foundational



INT1: Observe, interpret, and respond contingently to children’s emotions

INT2: Encourage positive interactions with children & other adults

INT3: Interpret communicative attempts, respond contingently, and use 
language to label and expand

INT4: Interpret & respond contingently to children’s exploration, play, & 
social interactions

INT5: Promote problem-solving by observing, interpreting, and scaffolding

DEC Specifics



The types of effective teacher-child interactions delineated in the CLASS 
are important for all children.  Regardless of ability, all children benefit 
from being in warm, supportive environments where they can develop 
strong relationships with their teachers and peers.  Similarly, all children 
deserve increased opportunities to learn in well managed classrooms 
where teachers provide interesting and engaging instruction that 
increases children’s knowledge and skills.

Teachstone’s Recommendations



Special Considerations for Observing 
Inclusive and Self-contained Classrooms



●Observers should have a background in special education.

●Observers must use the tool as written; they may not make allowances 
because they know children have special needs.

●Regardless of the student’s development levels, the observer simply 
observes and records the interactions that relate to the indicators and 
behavioral markers in the CLASS.

● Whenever possible, spend several minutes in the room prior to the 
observation to allow the children to get used to the presence of an 
observer. 

Recommendations



Pay Particular Attention to How Children Respond to Teacher

• Children who require an additional level of support may differ from 
their typically developing peers in how they communicate with the 
teacher or respond to stimuli.

•  Watch for subtle cues in the child’s behavior and how the teacher 
responds to these cues.

• Observing children’s reactions to teachers’ actions may be key to 
determining the effectiveness of the interactions.



Q: What age level is appropriate when observing in self-contained special 
education settings? Should we go by children’s chronological age or 
developmental age?

A: Chronological age level. 

○It may be difficult for an observer to know children’s developmental ages. 

○There may a mix of skill levels in any classroom.  

○An individual child  may have age appropriates skills in one domain, yet have 
significant delays in others. 

What Age Level Should I Use?



●Individualization is the heart of special education.

●Teachers must be consistently aware of and responsive to the 
individualized needs of students with IEPs.

●Teachers constantly read children’s cues and evaluate how well they 
respond to instruction and adapt instruction accordingly.

A Word About Teacher Sensitivity



Because the CLASS measures the average experience of the average 
child, challenging behavioral do not necessarily bring down scores

○Watch for how the teacher responds to misbehavior.

○Are her efforts successful? 

○Does the behavior disrupt classroom activities or upset the other children?

○Does the teacher take time away from instruction?

A Word About Behavior Management



● Teachers should be explicit about learning objectives and how children 
should focus their attention.

● They may need to alter how they present information, as well as accept 
alternate modes of responding on the part of the child:

○ Picture cards

○ Physical materials

○ Puzzle pieces with knobs

○ Adaptive materials 

A Word About Instructional Learning Formats 



Children can problem solve how to share materials when there aren’t 
enough for everyone. They may problem solve around how to open a jar 
of paint or what to do if the area where they want to play is already full. It’s 
a lower level of problem solving than we see with typically developing 
children, yet problem solving nonetheless. 

Children may sort or classify using basic categories that may seen ”too 
young” for their chronological age. 

A Word About Instructional Support 



●Teachers may need to provide additional wait time before scaffolding.

●Scaffolding may include physical modeling and/or hand over hand 
assistance.

●Feedback loops do not have to be entirely verbal.

●All children benefit from explicit and specific feedback. This may be even 
more if children have special needs.

A Word About Quality of Feedback 



●Remember that the purpose of Language Modeling is to both expose 
children to language and give them practice using language (regardless 
of method).

●Children with limited language really need for adults to label, use 
advanced language, and use self- and parallel-talk. Don’t mistake limited 
expressive language with limited receptive language! 

●Children may use a variety of modalities to respond to teachers –grunt, 
eye gaze, sign, point, pictures, or other communication devices

●Regardless of mode, it is important to be provide wait time, provide  
attribution, and respond contingently

A Word About Language Modeling 



What If the Children Are Non-Verbal?



Example of Emotional Support

During center time the teacher notices that Sammy, a boy with 
ASD, is getting agitated (Awareness). She bends down close to 
him and says, “You seen upset. What’s going on?” (Close 
Physical Proximity & Responsiveness). Sammy points to a 
group of children who are building with blocks. The teacher 
says, “Oh, you want to play with blocks too?”  Sammy nods his 
head. The teacher tells him to get his Go Talk so he can ask his 
friends if he can play (Autonomy & Leadership). After Sammy 
asks to play, the teacher says, “Super job!” (Positive 
Communication). Sammy smiles and joins the other children in 
play (Student Comfort). 



Example of Classroom Organization

Many of the children in Ms. Bee’s classroom have IEPs. To ensure that 
each day runs smoothly, she has interest areas set up for they children 
when they arrive (Teacher Preparation). As each child comes into the 
room, she reminds them to put their things away and select an area (Clear 
Behavioral Expectations). When it is time to transition to morning circle, 
Ms. Bee sings a special song. The children stop their activity and quickly 
move to the rug (Routines & Transitions). Children do finger plays and 
movement activities during circle (Variety of Modalities & Materials.) 



Example of Instructional Support



❖ Language

• Encourages responses from students, whether they are verbal or nonverbal.

• Challenges us to use alternative methods for responses such as augmentative devices, 
peer talk, and nonverbal cues.

• Has led us to incorporate more science-based activities that elicit prediction-making, 
problem solving, and scaffolding.

●Lincoln Parish Early Childhood Early Intervention Teachers
● Mechelle Brown

● Karen Anderson

● Jennifer Breeding

● Phyllis Batusic

As Early Intervention Teachers we have enriched our 
classrooms by using the CLASS instrument. 

CLASS has benefited us in the following ways:



❖ Child-Directed Instruction

• Allow more wait time for students to expand on activities

• Encourages regard for student perspective

• More conscious of offering leadership roles to ALL students in some capacity within the 
special education classroom

Thanks to Lincoln Parish Early Childhood Early Intervention Teachers: Mechelle Brown, 
Karen Anderson, Jennifer Breeding, & Phyllis Batusic

●Thank

CLASS in Self-Contained Classrooms



Questions and Comments?



●DEC Recommended Practices

○Division for Early Childhood. (2014). DEC recommended practices in early intervention/early childhood special 
education 2014. http://www.dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices

●Teachstone Recommendations

○Recommendations for Using the CLASS in Inclusive Early Childhood Programs, Birth – Age 8. 
https://info.teachstone.com/resources/research/special-needs-class-tool-report

●DEC Recommended Practices Monograph Series No. 5. Interaction: Enhancing children’s access to 
responsive interactions

○https://www.dec-sped.org/product-page/dec-recommended-practices-monograph-series-no-5-interaction

Resources

http://www.dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices
https://info.teachstone.com/resources/research/special-needs-class-tool-report
https://www.dec-sped.org/product-page/dec-recommended-practices-monograph-series-no-5-interaction

