
Special Education Course: Teaching Students with Moderate to Severe Disabilities 

Gateway: Community-Based Instruction 

 
Activity: Undergraduate students majoring in special education are required to take a three-

credit course titled, Teaching Students with Moderate to Severe Disabilities. This course is 

taught, in part, at Lake Shore Middle School on the west side of Jacksonville. Students spend 

time in a typical classroom-setting where they learn and research the instructional strategies 

used to teach students with disabilities. After some time in the classroom, UNF students begin 

visiting the middle school classrooms. There, the UNF students spend a minimum of 20 hours 
a semester observing and assisting special education teachers.  

 

Alignment: The course is designed using learning outcomes that meet national standards. By 

the end of the course, students are expected to have gained the knowledge and skills needed to 
engage with a diverse school population (CBTL outcome: intercultural competence). Many 

students also often go on to implement a social change project after the course is completed 
(CBTL outcome: effective citizenship).  

Assignment: All students are expected to maintain an online journal as part of an e-portfolio.  

The journal is to be updated after each visit to the middle school. The e-portfolio is graded 

against a pre-determined rubric that includes elements of community-based transformational 

learning.   

The partnership with Lake Shore Middle School is part of the Urban Professional Development 

School program that the College of Education and Human Services has developed. As such, 

UNF Assistant Professor, Dr. Debbie Reed (Education) is a professor-in-residence at the middle 

school. She teaches up to three classes a semester for UNF students at the middle school.  One 

of those courses is titled, Teaching Students with Moderate to Severe Disabilities.  

 
As part of the course, UNF students spend time observing middle school classrooms that 

contain students with moderate to severe learning or behavioral issues. Many students will 

also assist the classroom teacher with small tasks around the classroom. At the end of the 

semester, students are expected to create a list of action steps that detail what is needed to 

make changes or improve upon the current teaching methods used in the classroom.  In many 
cases the students want to see their action plan through and will continue to partner with the 

school or integrate their findings into their own practice in an effort to make a real difference in 

the lives of the young students. As a result of the course, students have written grants to form 

a peer support program from the middle school, started up a local chapter of TASH (a disability 

advocacy group) and have created learning tools to assist students with particularly severe 

disabilities.  
 

Debbie and the students know how lucky they are to be included into the fabric at Lake Shore 

Middle School. Debbie stresses the importance of that relationship in building a solid 

partnership that enhances the learning outcomes of both the middle school and college 

students. The partnership began in 2011 and will continue indefinitely. It is one of the first 
opportunities for students interested in working with this population to actually interact with 

them. The relationship has allowed Debbie’s students to gain first-hand knowledge and 

experience. It also provides a building block for their required internship which will take place 

a semester or two later.  

 

For Debbie, the best part of the project is watching the UNF students interact with the middle 
school children. She enjoys reading her students’ blogs from start to finish, noting the 

challenges they faced in the beginning and how they develop along the way. The result of their 

work has led Debbie to feel like she has made a real difference in the lives of her students, and 

undoubtedly the lives of the middle school students and teachers as well.   
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