By Jennifer Courduff

One Size Never Fits Al

Tech Integration for Special Needs
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hy is technology so difficult

to integrate into special

education? If it’s so pow-
erful, why isn't it being used to the
fullest advantage? After all, technol-
ogy is capable of unlocking the keys
to learning for all students—especially
those with special needs.

For more than seven years,
Etiwanda School District in Califor-
nia has implemented a districtwide
technology integration program that
included beginning, intermediate,
and advanced professional develop-
ment training and support for general
education teachers. Training included
programs such as Intel Teach to the
Future and the application of this
training for the effective use of Micro-
soft Office programs in teaching and
learning activities. Training also in-
cluded information about digital story-
telling, e-portfolios, using data for
differentiation, and integrating emerg-
ing technologies, such as interactive
whiteboards and student response
systems, into instruction. Our teach-
ers attended trainings and integrated
technology into general education les-
sons daily.

As we looked for ways to improve
our programs, we came to realize that
we didn't offer tech integration training
that focused specifically on students
with special needs. In response, we
implemented a practical technology
support plan for teachers working in
specialized academic instruction pro-
grams. Our vision and subsequent goal
was to enable teachers to help students
with special needs and challenges
through the process of weaving existing
technology resources into instructional
practices in meaningful ways.

Through the creative and diligent
commitment of Etiwanda’s special-
ized academic instruction teachers,
our students are now meeting their
individualized education program

What teachers really need

is to learn to match specific
curricular tasks with technology
resources that engage students,
increase understanding, and

enhance learning.

(IEP) goals more quickly than ever.
Additionally, student performance on
district benchmarks are improving
because we are helping teachers think
creatively about technology in their
classrooms.

We recognized that formal, stand-
alone training does not—and never
will—meet the needs of teachers of
students who are exceptional. The
spectrum of curricular, social, emo-
tional, and physiological needs is
much too broad. What teachers re-
ally need is to learn to match specific
curricular tasks with technology re-
sources that engage students, increase
understanding, and enhance learning.
To facilitate this, we are developing a
forum that offers choices. We provide
teachers with the initial list of curricu-
lar areas of need and technology re-
sources that might successfully address
that need. We help them make con-
nections between curricular tasks and
technology tools and then encourage
them to look for nontraditional fixes.
In essence, our goal is to create an
environment that is engaging and in-
spiring for teachers, increases student
achievement, and addresses student
learning goals, strengths, and styles.
We designed our program as a
Community of Practice model that
allows for a scaffolded learning ap-
proach. We provide assistive technolo-

gy (AT) toolkits that include resource
binders, Fusion writers, and headset
microphones, and we purchase other
interactive technology tools for all
special education teachers.

At the beginning of the program,

we really believed that three years

of training would be enough to suc-
cessfully affect how teachers integrate
technology into learning activities.
We learned, however, that it takes a lot
longer than three years for teachers

to make the transition from knowing
how to use technology to actually in-
tegrating it into learning tasks.

The complexities of special educa-
tion, such as student needs, IEP goals,
time restraints on teachers, school
culture, and administrative support,
make integration nearly impossible.

To integrate technology meaning-
fully, teachers needed individual and
group mentoring, collaboration, and
support. Because time has to be flex-
ible, we organized our program in
tiers instead of years.

Tier 1. Teachers participate in hands-
on workshop sessions to learn how to
use the AT toolkits, Fusion writers,
and microphones to engage students,
increase content understanding, and
meet IEP goals.

Tier 2. The focus of training moves to
the development of e-portfolios for
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student-led conferences. Teachers re-
ceive a digital camera, camera case, and
memory card to develop e-portfolios
with their students. We provide Tier 2
training in a hybrid format, meaning
teachers learn in both face-to-face and
online environments. Teachers are not
only learning the technology but also
learning the power of communicating
in the online environment.

in MS Word, word prediction, and
text-to-speech programs in the Fu-
sion writers, students’ attitudes toward
writing have changed. Reluctant writ-
ers have become enthusiastic about
using the computer to speak their
stories into existence. Because of this,

Tier 3. Face-to-face support and col-
laboration will continue, but online
collaboration is by far the larger com-
ponent. Texting, social networking,
and other emerging technology trends
will slowly replace face-to-face col-
laboration. In this tier, teachers and
students will learn to refine and ex-
pand on skills for using e-portfolios,
digital storytelling, and emerging
technologies, such as student response
systems, interactive whiteboards, and
dance mats. This is time consuming,
but the benefits we are beginning

to see in individual lives are simply
amazing.

Students who have great difficulty
organizing their thoughts and put-
ting them into words are not mo-
tivated to write. By using programs
such as the speech-to-text feature

Etiwanda School District found that
students who struggle with prescriptive
writing become highly motivated when
encouraged to add artwork that reflects
the meaning behind their words. This
image, created by fourth grade student
Jakob Jourdane, illustrates how the use
of technology can help bring a reluctant

writer’s ideas to life.

students read and write daily and are
improving their grades and scoring
better on district assessments. Some
students were able to meet academic
growth goals for the first time in their
lives!

Adriana was a second grade student
who has had a writing disability since
kindergarten. She struggled with both
the physical aspect of writing and being
motivated to write—she just did not
want to. When Adriana’s teacher intro-
duced her to the speech-to-text feature
in MS Word, she learned to speak her
thoughts into the computer. Adriana
said, “Tlove to talk my writing into the
computer. I can make stories. It's fun”

The next step for Adriana was
typing words on the Fusion

writer and hearing her
words through the text-
to-speech feature. For
the first time in Adri-
anas life, she met her
writing growth goal:

She wrote a sentence.

She said, “Tlove my

Fusion. It helps me

write the words” Both
Adriana’s teacher and
mother cried in joy at
this tremendous step for-
ward in Adrianass life.

e
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The stories go on and on. Shannon
was a fifth grader reading at a prekin-
dergarten level. She had trouble decod-
ing and writing, but not creating stories
in her head. We decided to introduce
Shannon to digitally narrating her sto-
ries into the computer using a headset
microphone. She used her own nar-
rated recording as a dictation device.
This changed everything for Shannon.
She was free from the hindrances of
spelling, writing, and even typing long
enough to free her mind to create—re-
ally write. After she wrote the story
through digital narration, Shannon was
more motivated to go back and write it
all down in the traditional sense using
her own narration as a guide. Shan-
non’s reading and writing scores went
from pre-primer to second grade level
in about six months.

Aaron, who is also in the fifth grade,
is a very reluctant writer who now
uses story starters to create wonderful
tales of adventure with himself as the

hero. He says, “I can do anything in
my stories. I can be a hero”

Josh, a middle school resource stu-
dent, had emotional problems and
wouldn’t present his U.S. president
report in front of his class. The pres-
sure of presenting was just too great
for him. We found a solution through
adding voice narration to his Power-
Point presentation. His teacher worked
with him to develop the PowerPoint
report. When they finished creat-
ing all of the slides, he recorded his
presentation through the narration
feature in PowerPoint. When the time
came to present in front of the class,
Josh dressed up as his president and
stood in front of the class while the
PowerPoint presentation played. The
entire class applauded, and it was clear
that Josh had not experienced such a
high level of success and self-worth in
a long time.

From kindergarten through eighth
grade, our students are using speech-

to-text and text-to-speech features

to create stories, write reports, and
even assemble academic portfolios of
what they have learned, what they are
learning, and what they want to work
on in the upcoming year.

While progress comes slowly, the
research and application embodied
in this approach is a significant step
toward developing and supporting
effective, sustainable technology in-
tegration into learning and teaching
practices. More critically, it helps ad-
dress the vast array of needs found
among students who are exceptional.
As teachers and educational technolo-
gists, is this not our ultimate goal?

W Jennifer Courduff is a teacher
and educational technologist
for the Etiwanda School Dis-
trict in southern California,
USA. She is a doctoral candi-
date at Walden University and
teaches in the Master of Arts,

Digital Teaching and Learning program through
Azusa Pacific University.
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In addition to NETSeT Certification, we now offer courses on integration of ISTE Standards
and 21st century skills—in an innovative virtual classroom environment and a convenient
asynchronous format, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week!

Upcoming Summer Courses

in the Classroom (3 weeks)
Next session starts June 13, 2011

Collaborative Tools (4 weeks)
Next session starts July 18, 2011

e Introduction to Instructional Technology

e Technology Literacy 101: Foundations in

e Creativity and Innovation in the
Classroom (4 weeks)
Next session starts July 25, 2011

NEW Courses

e Survey of Emerging Technologies

e Focus on STEM: Instructional Technology
Strategies for Science and Math

ment Systems Technology

Where do you stand?
Take our FREE
online surveys!

Partners
for Education™

e Literacy 102: Building Knowledge Manage-

jamesmadisoneducation.com
Phone:
Email:

> JAMES MADISON

e Literacy 103: Utilizing Social Networking
Tools in a Leadership Capacity

¢ Research and information Fluency

¢ Supporting Digital and Global
Citizenship

1-877-343-2302 (toll free)
info@jamesmadisoneducation.com

Integrating

21st Century Skills
Through

NETSeT Certification™
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