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Changes and Challenges

Educational Transitions the EASI Way

Permission is granted to duplicate and distribute this document so long as it is copied as a whole and not modified.) 

Dealing with Change

Change is scary. It usually means new people, a new environment, new equipment, new procedures, and new expectations. But change is also a part of progress. And the way to make sure that life changes are more beneficial than painful, is to understand what is expected and required in a new environment and to carefully plan how to fulfill those new expectations and requirements.

When a student moves from one educational setting to another, it is a time of anxiety. If that student has a disability, the anxiety is multiplied. The new environment may have to be physically adapted. New classmates will have questions, and new teachers will need information on how to best help the disabled student progress and become an interdependent part of the new classroom or school.

This booklet focuses on how to make those transitions most beneficial for students. Created by EASI (Equal Access to Software and Information),it was funded in part through a grant from the National Science Foundation. EASI's NSF project focuses on making science, math, and technology accessible to K-12 students.

A Fifth Grader

Jen'nai, a nine-year-old with cerebral palsy was about to enter the fifth grade. The child, who didn't speak at all, could type with a headwand, was considered very bright by her teachers, and ready to be mainstreamed - or so her school thought. In preparation for the fifth grade, her parents acquired a computer and a speech synthesizer, and a person to teach Jen'nai to communicate with the computer.

But, things weren't going well. After three weeks with a tutor, Jen'nai wouldn't "talk" to anyone, except to say "I love you, Mom," and "I love you, Dad." That's when the tutor figured out that the child did not know how to spell or read. Her parents had her tested, and they realized that Jen'nai, who had been moving through school at the usual pace, wasn't even reading and writing on the first-grade level. As it happened, the child had had a teacher for the previous four years who would read to her and then test her by asking her to nod her head "yes" or shake her head "no" for the answers. Jen'nai's comprehension and memory were great. Her language skills were not.

Jen'nai's parents made arrangements for her to have a special tutor in class to help her. But that yielded poor results. Jen'nai was pulled out of her class each day for speech therapy, learning how to use the speech synthesizer, special physical education, an hour-and-a-half long lunch, and 45 minutes twice each day in the rest room. With all the time out of the classroom, it was impossible for Jen'nai to learn the regular curriculum.

Finally, the family moved Jen'nai to a special school district, where she began making real progress.

That was 12 years ago. Jen'nai is currently finishing her last year of high school and has a volunteer job at the school entering data into the school's computer. Next year, she will get paid for this job.

Mainstreaming

One of the main issues facing parents of children with disabilities is whether or not to allow their children to be mainstreamed - put into regular school classrooms. Many people see it as an equality issue. Others see it practically - some children aren't able to learn what they need to learn in regular classes.

Whether or when disabled children are mainstreamed into the general school population is an issue that must be assessed for each child. Some students do just fine entering the general population at a young age. Others benefit by going to special classes for a few years and then moving into mainstream classes. The important thing is to make sure that mainstreaming is right for the individual child, rather than being done as a policy decision.

Whether a child with a disability is put in a regular class or a special education class, most parents agree that the most trying thing about having a disabled child, is the fight to get the appropriate education for their child. Whether a student goes through school in special education classes or in regular classes, the transitions from one school to another are often a challenge for the student, parents, teachers, and service providers. 

Steps to Success

What are the steps that faculty and staff at elementary, middle, secondary and post-secondary schools can take to make those educational transitions easier and rewarding for students with disabilities?

First, planning is critical to support disabled students who are moving through the educational system. Each educational institution should have a plan that complies with the intent of laws such as IDEA and the Americans with Disabilities Act. (See law section.)

Schools should also conduct a needs assessments of the current student population and work with other schools in their area to make long-range projections of what the demographic base will be in the coming years.

Second, services providers, faculty and accessible facilities must be available to support adaptations required by students with disabilities. This includes providing facilities and equipment access and staff who can provide technology training and support, especially in fields such as math and science.

Third, teachers and administrators must have appropriate information on how to best help students with disabilities succeed in their classes. Students with one or more physical disabilities will most likely require physical adaptations in the classroom, and the more informed faculty and staff are, the easier it is to make physical and computing adaptations.

Fourth, as they progress through school, students with disabilities must learn to take increased responsibility for their own educations and for making sure that special requirements and equipment are in place. Faculty and staff should help students learn to become self-advocates as early as possible.

A Seventh Grader

The story of Sarah -- a student with cerebral palsy -- illustrates some of the problems that arise and the steps that can be taken to ensure the best possible transition from elementary to middle school.

Sarah can not walk independently. She types with two fingers, and she can sign her name if she has help. She is also very shy.

Sarah went to an Intervention Program until she was four years old. She then went to a regular nursery school for one year. From that point on Sarah went to a regular public school. In kindergarten, there was an extra aide in the classroom to help her with her work. By the time she was in the second grade, Sarah had learned to use an electric typewriter and used it for assignments and class work through the fourth grade. In the fifth grade, a school district computer specialist recommended an Apple IIe with a word processing program and a math program. Sarah's speed, accuracy and ability all increased dramatically.

But, when Sarah moved to the mobile environment of the seventh grade, the Apple computer was too cumbersome to accommodate her needs. From first grade through sixth grade, Sarah had special workstations in her classrooms that accommodated her wheelchair and typewriter. While the workstations provided a comfortable place for her to do her class work, it also isolated Sarah from her classmates.

In preparation for her move to the seventh grade, the Individualized Education Program team - which included Sarah, her parents, her sixth grade teacher, and the district computer specialist - evaluated the new environment and requirements of her new school. Concerns were:

Speed and Accuracy -- Typing with two fingers didn't give Sarah enough time to finish class assignments. She also made many errors.

Research -- Sarah couldn't use the Internet or other online information.

Science and Math -- Sarah needed the ability to make graphs, pie charts and experiments and to work with mixed numbers, fractions and geometry.

Writing and note-taking -- Sarah needed access to a computer in every class to take notes and tests.

Isolation -- Sarah needed more interaction with other students.

After an in-depth needs assessment, the IEP team developed a plan that would best meet Sarah's needs and help her get the most benefits from middle school.

The new system included a Toshiba laptop computer that she could take with her to each class. An extra benefit of the laptop was that Sarah no longer sat in the corner every day. She could in sit anywhere in the classroom.

Various kinds of software also helped Sarah in her daily studies. The software she used includes KeyWiz, a word prediction program; Word Perfect, a full word processor that outlines, spell checks, and makes columns, and Quattro, a spread sheet program. The system also included a rolling, adjustable height table and a printer.

The school district was able to provide Sarah with this entire system with the help of Low Incidence Funds from the State of California.

Elementary to Middle School

The transition between elementary school and middle school requires special consideration because disabled children are moving from generally protected environments in which parents, teachers and school principals have taken responsibility for ensuring that physical and educational accommodations are in place, into a more independent environment in which students become increasingly responsible for making sure that their own special needs are met.

In elementary school, disabled students are usually sheltered in one classroom, with one teacher and 30 classmates. Although the teacher and many of the classmates change from year to year, the environment is generally static. New teachers are informed ahead of time that a student with a disability will be in class, and special arrangements are generally put in place before the student arrives for the first time in a new class.

In a one-room setting, a teacher has the opportunity to spend more time with a disabled child, to understand the particular child's special needs and to offer assistance and encouragement. Also, in the one-room setting, assistive technology needs - such as a computer and adaptive hardware and software - can be set up in a special workstation.

Accommodation isn't quite as simple in the faster-paced, mobile middle school environment, which is designed to demand more independence of students. Students move from class to class, and from teacher to teacher. Teachers lose the opportunity to work as closely with their students, and accommodating students who need it becomes a more difficult job.

A High Schooler

One woman, who happened to be a special education teacher before she gave birth to a son with cerebral palsy talked about her exhaustion at fighting the system, which she was quick to point out, was actually trying to do the best thing for her son.

Linda's son is 16 years old and entering high school. Because Linda's husband is a computer programmer, the couple has long been aware of the benefits of computers for individuals with disabilities. Before Paul even started school, his father had set him up with a computer and worked with him to learn to use the computer to communicate and accomplish other tasks. Paul's parents also bought all the computer equipment he needed for school and made sure he had the appropriate adaptive devices and software packages to complete his school work. So, what's the problem?

As Paul moves into high school, the equipment that he has used will no longer serve his needs. He must have a laptop computer to take from room to room, and he needs other adaptive accommodations that will make it possible for him to use the computer in multiple classrooms. The school district isn't much help in coming up with a good mobile system, and Paul's father is left with the responsibility of making accommodations.

Fortunately for Paul, his mother is a disability rights activist and his father knows computers. Most children with disabilities don't have the same resources available.

Middle School to High School

Even with IEPs and cooperation from faculty and administrators, the reality is that making the best arrangements for disabled students is difficult. Many parents say that the hardest thing about having a child with a disability is having to continually fight for rights and services for their children.

As students move into high school, the battle often gets harder. There's not as much individual attention to go around, and there's usually more competition for school funds and resources. 

There's also a great number of social issues that students and parents are faced with. This is where self-advocacy starts to become more critical for disabled students.

One of the most important things a child with a disability is going to have to learn is to advocate for himself or herself. Society is aware of the needs of individuals with disabilities, and there are laws that mandate accommodations for individuals with disabilities. There are even funds that have been set up to ensure that accommodations are made and that education is accessible. But, the fact of the matter is that no one knows what a particular individual needs better than that person, and, no one else has as much at stake as the individual in question. From an early age, children with disabilities should be encouraged - by parents and educators - to take responsibility and to speak up for what they need. When children are young, parents have to be the advocates, but the children should be part of the advocacy process from the beginning. By the time they reach high school, students will be in the position of advocating for themselves - whether or not they're ready for it.

A College Student

Robert was 12 years old when he dove into a pool and broke his spinal cord. With extensive rehabilitation and special classes, he continued his education and graduated high school at 19 years old. When Robert applied at state university, he was well-versed in the types of technology available and knew how to use adaptive technology. He also had become adept at working with service providers to get the technology and support that he needed.

When choosing a college, Robert researched schools to find one that provided the best adaptive services and accommodations. He also considered travel arrangements to and from the college and how difficult it would be to maneuver around campus. After being accepted into the college of his choice, Robert made an appointment to meet with people in the Disabled Student Services office and in the Disabilities and Computing Office. More than six months in advance of taking his first college course, Robert started working with campus service providers to determine what equipment he would need, what accommodations would be made, and to plot a course of study that would meet his needs.

In short, Robert did everything right. He had learned self-advocacy and the value of planning ahead.

High School to College

The transition from high school to college brings extra challenges for students with disabilities. As with earlier transitions, graduation to college brings more independence - and more personal responsibility.

Again the setting is more mobile than the student has been accustomed to, and there is even less personal contact with instructors and school counselors than occurred in high school.

While an IEP team no longer plans the course of study or determines the assistive technology that a disabled student will use, most colleges have a Disabled Student Services Office or an Adaptive Computing Technology Office that will provide support for students with disabilities.

Through the Disabled Student Services office, students with disabilities can register for their classes, find note-takers, readers and interpreters, and receive general support for their specific needs.

While most colleges already have Disabled Student Services offices in place, others have also established offices that provide adaptive computing technology services as well. These offices, which have special equipment available for students with disabilities, help determine what assistive technology best meets the needs of particular students and then train the students to use the equipment. Sometimes the Academic Computing Centers have personnel and equipment available to provide adaptive computer technology to students with disabilities.

The successful transition of a student from high school to college depends on early planning with either or both of these offices. Several months before taking classes at a college, the student should contact the Disabled Student Services office, the Academic Computing Center or the Adaptive Computer Technology office to make arrangements for services and training.

The move from a community college to a four-year college also presents new challenges for a student with disabilities. The transition means moving to an even larger, more impersonal environment, and there are several adjustments to be made.

Students who have used adaptive equipment at a community college have probably identified equipment that best suits their own needs, and they are most likely already comfortable in seeking help from Disabled Student Services or Academic Computing personnel.

It is important that new students begin meeting with people from the Disabled Student Services office, Academic Computing and the Adaptive Computing Technology Program office as soon as they have been accepted at the new college.

Again, it may be necessary for the student to learn to use new technology and equipment, and it will certainly be necessary for the student to get used to working in the new environment.

Checklist for Service Providers

Teachers, parents, and service providers should continually evaluate five areas when planning and acquiring assistive technology and support for students with disabilities.

•Consider the curriculum and goals of the student.

What kind of classes is the student taking?

What is the student's ultimate goal? 

•Evaluate the requirements of the student.

What is the student's disability?

What abilities does the student have?

What tasks does the student have difficulty with?

•Make a detailed task analysis for each of the student's classes.

Exactly what is required for each class?

Does the student require assistance in reading, writing, listening, speaking, or organizing information?

•Match appropriate assistive technology to each task.

What technology best fulfills each specific function? 

What technology is the student most comfortable with? 

•Continually re-evaluate the effectiveness and practicality of the assistive technology.

Is there technology that is easier for this particular student to use?

Is there technology that is less cumbersome or more portable?

Is there a less expensive way to fulfill the same need?

Becoming an Advocate

Sometimes faculty and service providers are thrust in the role of advocating for equipment and support services for their students with disabilities. These tips are aimed at service providers who lobby for the adaptive computing equipment and support that disabled students may need.

If no one at your school is particularly knowledgeable or interested in adaptive computer technology, bring the information to your school. Research it yourself. Find a computer resource center in your area, and bring brochures and other information on adaptive computer technology to the IEP team, Disabled Student Services Office or Academic Computing Office.

Research and share success stories about other students with disabilities who have benefited by using adaptive computer technology. See what other schools and universities are doing and suggest that your school can follow the same path.

Discuss assistive technology with teachers, campus computing center directors and professors, and give them information on picking accessible software and integrating the computer into the classroom curriculum.

Invite faculty and staff to your lab and show them how adaptive technology works.

Encourage school administrators and service providers to check out federal, state and private agencies for help in paying for adaptive equipment and training on the equipment.

Most importantly, keep informed of assessment and funding sources that are available to help obtain the best possible education students with disabilities.

Outreach and Awareness Programs

All schools -- from elementary to university -- can improve the services offered to students with disabilities by coordinating their services and providing links between elementary schools, middle schools, secondary schools, and colleges.

Both community and four-year colleges should create outreach and awareness programs to link up with feeder schools so they can coordinate technology and other support services.

Early identification of incoming disabled students and early, coordinated planning for their educational support will help smooth transitions and ensure that each student gets the best possible education.

How to Establish Links

There are several ways for colleges and universities to establish links with feeder schools.

Disabled Student Services offices and Offices of Adaptive Computing Technology can set up open houses during the year to bring in students with disabilities, teachers, guidance counselors, and transfer center staff for tours and demonstrations.

Outreach strategies should focus on the role of assistive technology in college and should highlight using assistive technology to do class and home assignments, for research, and as an all-around aid for students with disabilities.

It is also a good policy to incorporate adaptive computing technology service information and demonstrations into regularly scheduled campus tours and orientations and publications.

Laws That Mandate Equal Education Opportunities

There are several legislative initiatives and mandates aimed at providing equal educational opportunities for all American students. These listed are particularly important.

· Individuals with Disabilities Education Act:  This comprehensive legal package mandates a free and appropriate education for all students, regardless of the severity of their disabilities. It also mandates that education must be made available at public expense and provides federal grants to states for this purpose.  The new law also directs more federal dollars to school districts and allows them greater flexibility to meet the needs of children with disabilities in their schools.

· The Rehabilitation Act: Section 504 mandates providing equal education to students with disabilities and section 508 mandates the Federal Government to purchase accessible technologies and even when it doesn’t apply to colleges, many are adopting it anyhow.

· The Americans With Disabilities Act:  This umbrella civil rights law is in response to the movement to provide access to mainstream education, employment, recreation, and all of society for people with disabilities. The ADA generally takes the provisions of the previous disability laws, updates them and extends them to society as a whole. As regards education, this law provides that all students must have an equal opportunity to education and that reasonable accommodations must be made for disabled students.

