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CHAPTER 1
Start Small, Win Big

I will never forget when I started working with upper grades. I did not do my 
school placement with this age, I did not learn how to work with this age group 

in graduate school, and I did not know anyone working with this age group I could 
ask questions. This was a time before social media, before iPhones, before Pinterest, 
and before Teachers Pay Teachers. I was terrified. It did not help that I did not want 
to work with this age group. I wanted to work with elementary students. But a job 
was a job and I was not going to pass an opportunity up. I did not want anyone 
suspecting I was not capable.

On top of not having experience or materials, I had an extremely large case-
load. I stopped counting after 60 students. A large caseload, a large building with 
lots of personalities to adjust to, and lots of different goals to manage. Back‐to‐back 
sessions, large groups of five students, students all working on different goals, and 
trying to navigate a new setting. It was a huge adjustment. To add to the stress of all 
this, I was placed in a tiny room that was hot. There was zero circulation of air. No 
windows. Just heat pumping in and nowhere to go. I was even forced to keep the 
door closed for security reasons. Enough said.

Okay. Back to the caseload. I was given Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) 
with goals such as determining the main idea, making inferences, recalling 
sequences, and understanding vocabulary. I did not even realize those were things 
students in grades 4–12  would still be working on or need to be working on in 
speech therapy. Yes, when I did my school placement with elementary students, we 
had some sequencing and basic answering questions goals (i.e., who, what, where, 
when, why) but not as complex as these. I learned how to work on more basic 
skills, even using literacy‐based therapy, but I was never instructed how to work on 
these goals.
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4� THE SECONDARY SLP ROADMAP

I remember seeing similar goals listed to be addressed by the classroom teacher 
and wondered why we were both working on them. I knew why reading specialists 
would be working on reading goals. But why me too? Should we both be working 
on that? What was my role with these goals and why was it a speech thing?

I did not have any resources to look at. I walked into an empty therapy room. 
I only had the materials I made and collected from my elementary placement. 
What should I be using to work on these goals? I also didn’t have any colleagues 
to ask questions. I was the only SLP in the building. So, I did what I had to do; I 
went into the local teacher store that existed at the time. I found English language 
arts (ELA) workbooks from various publishers. The store employee could not help 
me find speech therapy materials, but they directed me to what they had for the 
above goals. I found ESL worksheets from free websites. I used what I had and 
went through the motions. I assumed this was what I was expected and supposed 
to be doing and using with my students. I didn’t see other options. After a few weird 
comments from students, I learned to use whiteout to cover up the ESL label on the 
worksheets.

Worksheet after worksheet. We just practiced the various goals over and over 
again. I remember thinking, I guess this is what I am supposed to do and what 
I am supposed to use to work on these goals. I didn’t have anyone telling me other-
wise. It also didn’t help that I was new, no one knew who I was, and I was having 
a difficult time getting teachers to let me know how my students were doing in the 
classroom or what they were working on. I didn’t have access to the curriculum, 
textbooks, or what things they were trying in the classroom. At the time, many 
of the classroom teachers I was working with wouldn’t even respond to an email 
I sent. I left notes in their mailboxes, and they did not respond.

It did work for a while. My students participated and did the work. Were they 
making progress toward their IEP goals? Were they becoming a more effective 
communicator or student? I am not sure. Were they having fun? Probably not. But 
they did the work, and I was getting the job done. I was addressing the goals as 
defined on their IEPs. But I did not feel adequate or effective, and major imposter 
syndrome was kicking in. Who was I to be working on these skills with these stu-
dents? I did not feel properly trained or prepared. I was still a relatively new clini-
cian, and working with this age group was foreign to me. I was not seeing quick 
wins, let alone any wins. I was not seeing progress at all, and I felt like I wasn’t 
making an impact.
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INTRODUCING MY MOST CHALLENGING STUDENT EVER

But then I had a student who I’ll call K. Have you ever had that one student that 
you will never forget, but not for positive reasons? K. did not like my activities. He 
did not like me. He did not have a problem letting me and the other students know 
how he felt. He would torment me and the other students every time he entered 
my speech room. He complained about every activity. “This is boring.” “This is 
babyish.” “X is stupid for being here.” He made me brace for impact and take a 
deep breath every time he was about to show up. (And of course he was never 
absent! Those students never are!). Week after week went on like this. It got worse 
over time. My anxiety when he entered the room grew. I was not confident. I was 
nervous, and it probably showed. I spent hours planning for his group because 
I did not want to have another disaster session that left me wanting to run out of 
the room and cry in the bathroom (no time to run to the car!). I knew I couldn’t go 
the entire year stressing and worrying about planning for this one student on my 
caseload. I had 60 other students to worry about. I realized I had to ask for help and 
that I wasn’t the only one working with this student. I asked his teachers, reading 
specialist, and even his former speech‐language pathologist about him. “How is he 
doing in your class?” “How is his behavior?” “How are you getting him to partici-
pate?” “Why is he receiving speech services?”

By asking the right questions, I finally found the answers I needed. I realized 
why he was acting the way he was and why he was receiving speech in the first 
place. K. couldn’t read. He was in the sixth grade and reading on a kindergarten 
level. No wonder he was acting the way he was in my room. I was giving him read-
ing comprehension activities, worksheets with passages he couldn’t read. He did 
not want his peers to know he couldn’t read. He was using his behavior as an avoid-
ance strategy and boy was it working. But how could I work on the reading compre-
hension goals he had without reading?

I realized I needed a different approach. Did I have to make him read? What 
did he truly need from me? I started to understand my role as the SLP and with lan-
guage comprehension and how I could support him without even reading. I started 
using a strengths‐based approach and built his strengths to support his weaknesses. 
He was savvy socially, had strong listening comprehension skills, and had great 
background knowledge. I used materials that were appropriate for him. I did not 
force him to read. I used simplified language activities that he had background 
knowledge of. He was competitive and liked to win, so I incorporated games and 
competitions.
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We played jeopardy games where I gave the students the option to read or to 
have me read to them. I found articles on his favorite sports but did not require him 
to read. I rewrote articles I found so that it was simplified and easier to understand. 
We solved mysteries where students worked together to figure out the mystery. 
I started using YouTube videos to work on comprehension skills.

I helped him achieve some quick wins and in so doing, built his confidence. 
He was willing to work for me and ended up becoming one of my star students. 
He learned my room was safe and he was capable there. I didn’t provide him with 
activities that were so easy that he felt they were babyish or so challenging that he 
needed to avoid them. I changed the way I taught the skills so that he could grasp 
them and make tons of progress. I ended up discharging him from speech services 
on his IEP at the end of sixth grade.

By learning how to work with my most challenging student of my career thus 
far (and probably the most challenging throughout the years), I realized what was 
necessary to get quick wins for my students and how essential those wins were. We 
cannot just work on the end goal from the beginning and expect our students to be 
successful. We need to start where they are at and build up from there.

READY FOR QUICK WINS?

That is how I came up with the Quick Wins Concept. It is what I have used to guide 
me to knowing what to work on and how to work on it with my students. I didn’t 
have a roadmap or curriculum, so I needed to develop something to provide me 
with direction. I have realized the importance of getting quick wins for students. 
I have also seen the frustration when they are not making progress or not under-
standing what we are doing. I cannot predict every situation for you. But I can help 
you determine what is appropriate for your individual students on your caseload. 
Yes, there are exceptions to every rule. Of course. But SLPs are creative problem 
solvers and use their knowledge and expertise for those situations. There are many 
components that will be necessary in order to achieve quick wins that we will go 
into thoroughly throughout this section. My goal is that you see the benefit of get-
ting quick wins for your students and how to get them.

Some questions to think about:

	▪ Do you find it challenging to come up with goals for your students?
	▪ Do you struggle to know whether or not a student qualifies for speech?
	▪ Do you have students that are not making the progress you would like?
	▪ Do you find it challenging to work on goals so students they grasp them?
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	▪ Do you often find yourself feeling like a tutor or reading teacher?
	▪ Does it take a long time to write evaluation reports or IEPs?
	▪ Do you have a bunch of students on your caseload that you feel like should be 
dismissed or have nothing to work on anymore?

If you said “yes” to any of these questions, this section is for you. Even if you 
said “no” to any of these questions, don’t skip this section of the book, since it gives 
you the foundation for the following sections, where I explain ways to motivate 
your students and plan quickly. But that isn’t possible if you don’t have a deep 
understanding of what to work on and how to work on it. You may even get a new 
nugget of information that will transform the way you view working with this age 
group. This section takes you through how to make these decisions and gives you 
the steps to take so you can write IEPs and teach the skills so your students grasp 
them and make progress. I have been there. I made many mistakes, as you read 
above. My hope is to help others get results faster and easier than I did.

In this section, I show you how you can get quick wins for your students. I go 
through in more detail how to determine where your students are, your role as an 
SLP in language comprehension and overall reading success, how to determine 
appropriate and attainable goals that can be met, and how to teach skills differently 
so that students can grasp them. We want to show our students they can be suc-
cessful and build that momentum so that when things get more challenging as the 
year goes on, they won’t give up, and they continue to push through. In addition, 
although every student can benefit from support, it is important for SLPs to truly 
understand who really warrants their services. This will help make appropriate rec-
ommendations and not have students on caseloads who are better suited to stay in 
the classroom.

If you find that your students are often not mastering goals or you are unsure 
how to teach the skills in a way that is different from the classroom teacher, take 
notes in this section. Imagine this: You have a new student to assess. You know 
exactly what to look for, what to determine, and how to generate goals and a game 
plan that will make a difference for that student. This is all possible with this Quick 
Wins Blueprint. Gone are the days of making arbitrary decisions and seeing arbi-
trary results.

My hope is that after reading this section, you feel equipped to make appropri-
ate recommendations, create goals, and have a game plan on how to target those 
goals. We want our students crushing their goals and no longer needing us. We 
want to feel effective and that we are making an impact on our students and provid-
ing value when we take them out of the classroom. By making sure our goals and 
plan are tailored to the specific and individual needs of our students, we can ensure 
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they are going to get the support they need to make progress with us that will carry 
over into the classroom.

How confident are you with the goals that your students have? Do you believe 
they are the best goals to meet their needs? Do you feel confident in knowing how 
to address these goals? Take a moment to reflect on that. Then, head onto the 
next chapter and learn how to better understand your role with this age group. This 
section will help you determine which goals to work on and how to answer the 
question “Why do I have to go to speech?!”
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