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Dear Dr. Coseo and TEPS committee:


I was able to attend the Closing the Gap conference held in Minneapolis, Minnesota last weekend.  Closing the Gap is an organization that provides assistive technology resources for children and adults with disabilities.  I have been a member of Closing the Gap for many years, and have used the monthly magazine and its website often to support students with learning differences across all areas of curriculum.


The conference was a wealth of resources.  There were too many workshops to choose from, so I concentrated on learning more about AAC (alternative and augmentative communication) for my students in the 12:1:1 classes at the MS/HS, and enhancing my knowledge of the technology that our district is currently using.


Day One of the conference I participated in a 2 ½ hour workshop on PODD (Pragmatic Organization Dynamic Display) communication systems for beginning/emerging communicators.  The presenter was Linda Burkhart, an expert in the field of AAC and students with multiple disabilities.  She is known internationally for her research.  Even though my students have had access to some form of AAC for years, they are still considered beginning communicators due to their limited initiation and response to directions and questions.  PODD gives the students autonomous communication for beginning communicators using both low-tech (picture symbol books) and high-tech (Dynavox) solutions.  It is designed to be used both receptively and expressively, to meet current communication needs and to stimulate further development of communication and language.  I will be able to take examples of this language system and incorporate it into my students’ communication devices.  Their educational team and I have already begun to explore language that would allow our students to say what they want to say, when they want to say it, to whom they wish to say it, but this organizational system could definitely be utilized to enhance what they are already using.  


I then attended the workshop Google in the Classroom.  This was a one-hour workshop that gave a mini run-through on how utilizing the Web 2.0 tools that Google has created can enhance student participation, independence and learning.  He offered several examples of utilizing Google docs to complete homework.  Paper does not have to be used, the students can log in, get their work done, and the teacher can check to see if the task has been completed.  I’ve already passed this information along to special education teachers who are struggling with their students that are not completing homework, so it may already be implemented in our district.

I also attended Technology Training:  Tips for Success.  This workshop gave me some tools to use when I am training staff on how to use and implement assistive technology with their students.  


Day One was also my day to explore all of the Assistive Technology companies, and their booths.  I’ve built relationships with all of my current providers of technologies, but I wanted more information about AAC devices mounting systems, and the tools and applications for the iPad and iPod Touch for special education use.  I found a relatively new mounting system provider that I will be contacting when one of my students gets their new wheelchair and communication device.  


Day Two I attended the 2 ½ hour workshop AIM Decision Making Tools:  Free Online at the National AIM Center.  The presenter was Joy Zabala, another internationally recognized expert in the field of Assistive Technology.  I am currently using her SETT (Student, Environment, Tasks, Tools) format for all of my Assistive Technology Evaluations, and use her website as a consistent mode of support and ideas.  Ms. Zabala walked us through the new AIM (Accessible Instructional Materials) website, which has fantastic (and free!) tools that educators can access.  I have a meeting with Ms. Colling and Mr. Maloney on Monday to demonstrate the website, as some of our special education students require accessible instructional materials as a result of their disability.  This workshop gave us ideas on how to evaluate, who qualifies, where to get the NIMAC files, and what to do with them once we get them.  I am hoping to get the OK from Ms. Colling and Mr. Maloney to pass this information along to special education staff via after/before school workshops.


I also participated in Boardmaker Studio and Interactive Whiteboards, a 1 hour workshop.  I recently put in a requisition for Boardmaker Studio, and am currently using Boardmaker v. 6 with my students who cannot read.  It’s a wonderful tool, and Studio makes it even easier for teachers/staff to program interactive activities and utilize with Promethean or Smartboards to motivate students to learn.


Finally, on Day Two, I attended UDL in the Post Secondary Classroom.  UDL is Universal Design for Learning, a concept developed by CAST.  It is something I strive for, touching every student with learning differences without having them singled out via evaluation and technology.  The more we accommodate all students in the planning and implementation process, the more students can learn.  While this workshop was based at the college level, incorporating UDL in the middle school and high school classrooms is so very, very important.  We are already practicing UDL by using web-based technology, alternative formats (audio, visual)  and differentiating instruction by utilizing our interactive whiteboards, but this workshop gave me a few more ideas that I will be able to address in our district.


Day Three I attended Transition Curriculum and Assessment (MECA).  The special education department recently purchased MECA, a transition curriculum and assessment tool.  I wanted to learn more about it, how it will be implemented, how to collect data and access reports so I can support the use of this tool at the Middle School and High School.  This workshop was able to walk me through all of its features, and how to access the reports.


The second workshop I attended on Day Three was A Day in a Language Building Classroom.  Unfortunately, I did not gain new information at this workshop, as it was about an elementary classroom for students with multiple disabilities.  We are doing the exact same thing at our middle and high schools, our teachers are experts at enhancing communication and language skills in these environments.


The last workshop I attended was Bookshare in the Classroom.  It was a thorough walk through of how to join, access and download NIMAC files via Bookshare, based in California.  Our district has been a member for years, so I am well versed in this area as well.


Overall, this conference was a fabulous way to both enhance my skills as a speech language pathologist and assistive technology evaluator, and provide positive feedback on the skills I have already mastered.  Building relationships with AT providers, networking with other professionals, and gaining access to AT listserves were all positive outcomes of my attending this conference.


I sincerely thank you for this opportunity.









Sincerely,









Amy Ratajczak

PIP Abstract for Closing the Gap Conference, October 20-24, 2010

Amy Ratajczak, MA, CCC/SLP

Assistive Technology

October 29, 2010

Subject areas I learned more about:

· PODD (Pragmatic Organization Dynamic Display) for students with multiple disabilities

· Web 2.0 Tools for Classroom Learning Enhancement (particularly Google)

· AIM (Accessible Instructional Materials) Decision Making Tools, free on the web

· Mounting systems

· ReadWriteGold mobile (which we currently have in the district)

· SOLO Literacy Suite (which we are currently using at the middle school)

· Applications for iPads and iPod Touch for students with special needs

· Universal Design for Learning in the Post-Secondary Classroom

· MECA (Microcomputer Evaluation of Careers and Academics) System 

· Mounting options for wheelchairs and communication devices

· Accessible software for students who are in a life-skills curriculum

· Becoming a more effective AT trainer

