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Leveling Up
Earn CE certificates
via many of these free
and low-cost webinars,
courses, and seminars.
See edWeb.net, www.
cec.spec.org, and ADDitudemag.com for additional interesting webinars.
•

•

Visual Models for
Whole Number &
Decimal Multiplication and Divison,
Tues., April 7 at 4
p.m. on edWeb.net.
The Truth About
OCD: Recognize
Symptoms & Get
the Best Treatment,
Wed., April 8 at 1 p.m.
on ADDItudemag.
com.
Cont. on page 2

Temple Grandin’s tips for success
in educating special needs kids
In the world of autism, Temple Grandin is a rock star.
Although she didn’t speak until age 4 and was bullied
because of autism all through school, Grandin grew up
to earn a Ph.D., change the livestock handling industry,
become a professor at Colorado State University, and be
the subject of a popular 2010 movie, Temple Grandin.
Speaking at the annual MCEC (Michigan Council
for Exceptional Children) conference in Grand Rapids,
Temple Grandin
Mich., Grandin had a lot to say about special needs issues, including perceptual differences, expectations, discipline, teaching tips,
and providing opportunities for success for special needs kids.
Grandin said there is a wide range of symptoms and intensity from child
to child. Some children have impaired hearing, others struggle with auditory
Please see Grandin on page 8

Top ten assistive technology tools to
support students in reading

by Kindy Segovia, OTR
Assistive Technology Coordinator, Kent Intermediate School District
Few would argue that reading is one of the most important learning skills.
Reading is necessary for access to all other content
areas, including math. Even in our growing digital world,
reading is key to accessing increasingly large volumes of
data and information.
Targeted skill areas are generally identified as phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension,
and fluency. As students progress from ‘learning to read’
to ‘reading to learn’, many struggle with frustration and
Kindy Segovia
risk failure. Barriers may involve:
Please see Reading on page 4
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Leveling Up, continued from page 1
•

Identifying Autism Spectrum Disorder in
School-Age Children, Wed., April 8 at 6 p.m. ET
on edWeb.net.

•

More Than Fun & Games: The Games4Ed Initiative, Thu., April 9 at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Coding, Robotics & Making: Finding Money to
Support Your STEM Program, Mon., April 13 at 4
p.m. on edWeb.net.

•

Creating a Makerspace at Your School, Tue.,
April 14 at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Strategies for Teaching  Young Children with
Autism Spectrum Disorder, Tue., April 14 at 5
p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Five Ways to Use Apps for Autism: Moving
from Low Tech Visual Tools to High Tech Supports for Lifelong Success, Wed., April 15 at 3
p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Special: TFK Talks to Jane Goodall!, Mon., April
20 at 1 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Celebrate Student Authors! Inspiring Common
Core Writing with Technology, Mon., April 20 at
4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Digital Tools for the Social Studies Classroom,
Tue., April 21 at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Developing  Young Scientists in the Early Elementary Classroom using Digital Resources,
Wed., April 22 at 3 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Global Community Engagement for K-12 Students: Lessons from Greenleaf, Wed., April 22
at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

1, 2, 3, 4, Foundations to Early Numeracy and
More!, Thu., April 23 at 3 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Check In/Check Out (CICO) for Students with
Challenging Behaviors, Thu., April 23, at 4 p.m.
on www.cec.sped.org.

•

Differentiating Instruction with Technology: A
Framework for Success, Thu., April 23, at 4 p.m.
on edWeb.net.

•

Digital Literacy for Teachers & Students - Locating and Curating the Best of the Web, Thu.,
April 23 at 5 p.m. on edWeb.net.

About Special Ed Tech / Subscriptions
Special Ed Tech, specialedtech.net, is a free
newsletter published monthly from September
through June by the director of Aspiring Games
Foundation, aspiringgames.org.
To subscribe, go to specialedtech.net, scroll
to the subscription box on the bottom of the
page, insert your e-mail address, and click the
“Subscribe” button. We welcome your questions
and article suggestions. Direct all queries and
subscription requests to editor Becky PalmerScott at SpecialEdTechEditor@gmail.com.

‘Foundations of Math’ 5-day
course for educators of students
with special needs (K-12)

Michigan’s Integrated Mathematics Initiative is
sponsoring a 5-day research-based training course for
all educators of students with special needs (K-12).

Dr. Chris Cain will present a way of understanding
and teaching mathematics to struggling students —
from building the understanding of number to developing understanding of function — that will challenge
and enhance teachers’ current thinking about math
education.Training will be offered in
• Traverse City, Mich., on Aug. 10 & 11, Sept.
21, and Oct. 19 & 20.
• Novi, Mich., on Aug. 13 & 14, Sept. 23, and
Oct. 22 & 23
The course is $75; register soon to reserve your
spot. For details and to register, see http://mi2.cenmi.
org/professional-learning-opportunities/foundationsmath.

Link to page 1
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Worthy
“Who Was”
book series

What makes the
series particularly
appealing is its
even-handed,
compassionate
embrace of
controversy and the
human condition.
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by Becky Palmer-Scott, Editor
As a parent of a child who struggled with reading, I know it can be difficult
to find high-interest material. So in honor of Reading Month, I am highlighting a
book series so well-written and compelling that my child marks the date when the
next issue comes out -- this from someone who for years would only read under
duress. An added advantage of the series is that it educates her about the world
we live in, enabling her to understand cultural references and contribute intelligently to conversation.
These are the “Who Was” books published by Grosset & Dunlap, of the
Penguin Group. With more than 100 books and counting, the series features notable people, historical events, and famous structures.
Most are biographies, from history (Queen Elizabeth,
George Washington), the arts (Mozart, Frida Kahlo),
explorers (Marco Polo, Ernest Shackleton), science
(Galileo, Rachel Carson), popular culture (Andy Warhol, Stan Lee), writers (Maurice Sandak, J.K.Rowling),
sports (Jackie Robinson, Wayne Gretzky), civil and
women’s rights (Frederick Douglass, Gloria Steinem),
politics (Nelson Mandela, Eleanor Roosevelt), and
more.
Adorned with a large inviting caricature, each book
follows a successful formula. The first chapter provides
the “salt,” that is, it explains why the subject of the
book is interesting. For biographies, this is preferable
to the typical begining of “So-and-so was born on such
a date in such a place.” The books are written at a 4th grade level and are about
100 pages long. The font is large -- about 14 point -- with ample space between
lines, adding to the readability. Illustrations decorate almost every page. Interspersed throughout the book are “sidebars” which give more context to the story
and discuss related topics. The books are well-researched and contain many
little-known details about the subject’s personal life. I even learned some new
things about George Washington!
But what makes the series particularly appealing is its even-handed, compassionate embrace of controversy and the human condition. For example, it
acknowledges that Mount Rushmore is an amazing accomplishment and a loved
American landmark, and also notes that it was built on sacred Indian ground
and some people think it shouldn’t have been made at all. It speaks of Steve
Jobs’ genius and artistic vision, and adds that he sometimes verbally abused his
employees. It celebrates Sally Ride’s accomplishments and also notes that she
felt it necessary to hide that she was gay. This presentation of the whole person
promotes tolerance in the reader and a sense that we all have strengths and
weaknesses.
Reasonably priced at about $5 each, the books are published at an average
of two or three a a month. I can’t wait til the next issue comes out!
Do you have a favorite book or book series for your students? Please tell us
about it in the article comments or at specialedtecheditor@gmail.com. Your comments will be published in Special Ed Tech.

Link to page 1
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Reading, continued from page 1
They give you the
full list of easily
obtained everyday
items that you will
need to perform
the activity, and
complete step-bystep instructions to
complete them.

•

poor foundation of background knowledge and understanding of embedded vocabulary

•

varied learning styles such as auditory and kinesthetic

•

lack of automaticity as text complexity increases, offers fewer contextual
clues and is less predictable

•

lack of ability to read strategically, organize the content, make connections or judgments, understand language rules, find similarities, key
vocabulary.

•

need for longer processing time.

Providing supports as assistive technology or as part of the school environment within the framework of Universal Design for Learning can be the bridge for
student access. To guide the selection of reading supports, use the SETT framework, considering student, environment, task, and tools, which was conceived by
Joy Zabala. It is also important to consider who is part of the student’s learning
team, what tools are already available, and training needed for implementation.
Several free and low-cost tools have risen to the top of our “go to” list of reading supports. Here are our top 10 recommendations!

1. Low Tech Tools:
Tools available at the student’s fingertips are a great starting point (all available from Onion Mountain Technology (www.onionmountaintech.com).

After watching
the video lesson,
constructing
the activity, and
answering questions
about the lesson,
your students
will truly have an
understanding of
the concept you are
trying to teach.

Highlighter Tape multicolored and
removable ($3.75)

Erasable Highlighter allows
flexible highlighting of critical
information ($2.90)

EZC Reading Guides highlight individual
lines of text ($2.00)

Franklin Children’s Talking Dictionary or
Speller provides audio support for key
words and definitions ($59.95)
Please see Reading on next page
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Reading, continued from previous page

2. Picture-Supported Text
Boardmaker (Mayer Johnson, Inc., www.mayer-johnson.com, $399) and
Pixwriter (Suncastle Technology, LLC, www.suncastletech.com, $99) software
programs allow you to create your own text supplemented with pictures. Find
existing materials using either of these programs through the Boardmaker Share
site, www.boardmakershare.com, or www.slatersoftware.com - ‘Free Stuff’.
Online resources offer free picture support, vocabulary or content. Harcourt Talking Dictionary provides pictures, audio
and use of vocabulary in a sentence (www.harcourtschool.com/glossary/esl). SymbolWorld, also
free, provides picture supported text in the areas
of current events, science, sports, functional tasks,
etc. (www.symbolworld.org).
Google now has a free application, Picto4Me
(www.picto4.me), available in the online Chrome
Web Store, which allows for creation of picture supports within Google Drive.

“The Pledge of Alliegance” created with
Boardmaker symbols

Harcourt School Dictionary offers picture and audio
support for vocabulary
Picto4Me allows creation
of picture supports within
Google Drive

SymbolWorld provides picture
supported text on many topics
and current events
Please see Reading on next page
Link to page 1

Special Ed Tech, April 2015

Page 6

Reading, continued from previous page

3. Text-to-Speech:
Many free options are available for download or use online.
• NaturalReader has a very user-friendly floating toolbar
(www.naturalreaders.com).
• Read The Words has free and paid options, allowing you
to quickly create audio files from text (readthewords.com).
Text-to-Speech (TTS) is also built in to many of our existing
programs and operating systems.
• Google Chrome has browser-based TTS extensions such
as SpeakIt! available in the Chrome Web Store.
• Adobe Reader has a Read Aloud feature that reads most
PDF documents
• Microsoft Word and other Office products have TTS
options
• Windows and Macintosh have TTS built into their operating
systems.
Natural Reader is a free, downloadable text
You can find information for these in the Help menus of each.
reader with a simple user toolbar

4. Wikipedia - Simple English
Choose “Simple English” from the language menu in the left column of a
Wikipedia page. Simple English offers content with fewer words and simpler
grammar than traditional content. This can be helpful for struggling readers or
those with English as a second language. (en.wikipedia.org)

5. Free Audio Books
Several online resources provide access to public domain audio books at no
cost. These sites offer books read by volunteers:
• Lit2Go (etc.usf.edu/lit2go) texts can be read within your browser, while
viewing the corresponding print.
• Books Should Be Free (www.booksshouldbefree.com) allows for downloads or streaming of audio within a browser.
You can also utilize local volunteers to read aloud and create relevant audio
books for your students. Older students can record for younger students, drama
or honor society students can record audio books, poems and stories, parent or
grandparent volunteers, etc.

6. Digital Fiction and Literature
Several free sites offer web-based access to fiction, poetry, short stories, etc.
for all grade levels.
• StoryLine Online: Screen Actor’s Guild members narrate video stories of
popular titles (www.storylineonline.net)
• Children’s Storybooks Online: Illustrated children’s books for all ages
(www.magickeys.com/books)
• Giggle Poetry: Hundreds of poems created by students
(www.gigglepoetry.com)
• Signed Stories: Books presented in video format, accompanied by narration and sign language (www.signedstories.com)
Please see Reading on next page
Link to page 1
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Reading, continued from previous page

7. Digital Text Supporting Curriculum and Content
Several open-source sites allow for digital text with multimedia supports.
•
•
•

HippoCampus provides free multimedia content for secondary students,
primarily in math, science and social studies (www.hippocampus.org/).
CK-12 provides free learning content in a variety of formats supporting
supporting STEM courses and topics, K-12 (www.ck12.org/).
Curriki is a website that curates content in a variety of disciplines, highlighting noteworthy teachers and content. (www.curriki.org/)

8. Bookshare
An accessible online library with over 170,000 titles, free to those with print
disabilities that prevent them from reading traditional print materials. Books can
be downloaded and read aloud on a computer utilizing either of two free software
options. This resource contains fiction, textbooks, periodicals and other text to
support students in the curriculum. (www.bookshare.org/).
Bookshare is also available on a student’s iPad through their Read2Go app
($19.99 in iTunes) - a seamless way to download and hear books read aloud.

9. AnyBook Reader
Designed as an oversized “pen,” this reader uses a special optical reader,
built into the tip, to read unique codes embedded in special stickers. Stickers are
used to record your voice onto anything a student may need to hear. They can
be adhered to books, flashcards, tests and quizzes, study materials, etc. Once
a recorded sticker is placed, the student can use the AnyBook Reader to listen,
making this a terrific mobile, customized auditory support option. (Franklin Electronic Publishers, www.anybookreader.com, $59.99 - $99.99)

10. Livescribe Smartpen

The AnyBook Reader from
Franklin can make any
book or print text talk.

Livescribe Smartpen can
pair text with synchronized
audio.

This ingenious device is a ballpoint pen with an embedded computer and
audio recorder. When used in conjunction with special digitized paper, it records
what a student writes or draws and synchronizes it with the audio that has been
recorded. The Smartpen can be used individually by students for note-taking,
but educators are finding wonderful applications for creation of audio materials
for students to support studying, reading and listening, test and quiz taking, and
much more. (Livescribe, Inc., www.livescribe.com, $99.95-$199.95).
Kindy Segovia, OTR, is currently the Assistive Technology Coordinator at
Kent Intermediate School District, Grand Rapids, Mich. She has worked as an
occupational therapist in both schools and pediatric rehabilitation for over 25
years. She has provided educational training for teachers, parents and administrators over the past 15 years with a focus on adapting curriculum, classroom accommodations, and integrating technology into instruction. She is also an adjunct
professor at Grand Valley State University.

Link to page 1
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Grandin, continued from page 1
overstimulation, and for others, visual images break up and fragment, similar to
migraine headaches. (See image from Oliver Sacks’ book Migraine. )
Some signs that a child is having problems with visual processing include:
• Finger flicking near eyes
• Tilting of head when looking at things
• Hatred of escalators
• Hatred of fluorescent lights; seeing a flicker
• Difficulty catching a ball
• Words vibrate and jiggle on page

Instead of shielding
special needs kids,
parents and teachers
should encourage
them to stretch
and progress...Too
many kids aren’t
developing social
skills because they
spend hours in front
of a screen.

When encouraging
new skills, stretch
the child just
outside his or her
comfort zone. Offer
choices that stretch
a little and that
stretch a lot.

Encouraging progress
Regardless of a child’s problem, Temple urged parents and teachers to encourage special needs kids to stretch and progress, and not let them become recluses or adopt a “handicapped mentality.” She warned that too many kids today
aren’t developing social skills because they spend hours in front of a screen.
Grandin said it helped her to be drilled in social skills such as turn-taking,
being on time, doing family activities (including ones she disliked), serving as
hostess at family parties, and saying “please” and “thank you.” Other important
skills are shaking hands, using eye contact when meeting people, ordering food
in restaurants, table manners, proper grooming, and doing household chores.
Grandin believes that special needs kids should have employment. As a teen,
Grandin took a job mucking out stalls, which led to other opportunities important
to her growth.
So how does one help a special needs child mature and grow? By gentle
insistence, patience, and correction, said Grandin. Here are some strategies:
• Don’t say or shout NO, just correct calmly. When Grandin made a social
mistake, Grandin stressed how important it is to be very direct but calm.
• Stretch the child just outside his or her comfort zone. Pushing too hard
causes sensory overload and no progress.
• Offer choices that stretch a little and that stretch a lot. Grandin was offered choices like “you can go to camp for two weeks or you can go for
the whole summer.”
• Create opportunities for the child to use language.
• Never have sudden surprises. This causes fright and tantrums.
• Never threaten with a punishment when the child is having a meltdown.
Wait until he or she calms down.
Please see Grandin on next page
Link to page 1
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Grandin, continued from previous page

Interventions
Grandin suggested some teaching interventions.

Auditory problems
Stretch out and enunciate consonants when speaking to the child.

Speech problems
Let the child swing when speaking.

Visual perception problems
•
•
•
•
•
•

Put an incandescent light near the desk.
Block fluorescent lights with a hat.
Use a laptop or tablet computer.
Use grey, tan or pastel-colored paper instead of white. This may help
words appear more stable on the page.
Suggest Irlen lenses or pale-colored glasses.
Suggest prism glasses for double vision, positional correction, or convergence correction.

Attention problems
•
•

Irlen lenses

•
•

Give the child extra time to shift attention from one thing to another
Give the child extra time to respond to questions. If the answer doesn’t
make sense, ask why it was given. A “wrong” answer may have logical
reasoning.
Have the child sit on a balance ball. (See supporting article at http://life.
gaiam.com/article/how-sitting-ball-helps-kids-focus-and-do-better-school)
Try weighted vests, 20 minutes on, then 20 minutes off.

Severe sensory problems
Try to desensitive
autistic children to
touch...use a heavy,
steady touch, which
is calming, instead
of a light touch or
tickle, which causes
alertness and
nervousness.

Children suffering from severe sensory problems must exert extreme effort to
screen out background noise and visual distractions. They sometimes have body
boundary problems, are often fearful, and often think out loud.
• Stimulate two senses simultaneously, where one of the senses is either
smell or touch. Keep changing the stimulation.
• If a child must be exposed to a loud noise, allow him or her to turn the
noise on several times.
• Try “squeeze machine” therapy a couple times a day for 15 minutes, such
as sandwiching a child between bean bags. This strategy helped Grandin
combat anxiety.
• Try to desensitize autistic children to touch so they will enjoy hugs as an
expression of kindness. Use a heavy, steady touch, which is calming.

Please see Grandin on next page
Link to page 1
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Grandin, continued from previous page

Visual thinking explained

Students who
have trouble
communicating
verbally can create a
portfolio of pictures
of their work so they
can sell their skills,
not themselves.

Many autistic students think in specifics rather than generalities and need
specific examples. For example, when asked to visualize a steeple, Grandin
thought about all the steeples she had ever seen.
Some teaching suggestions:
• Teach fractions by showing a whole object (such as fruit) cut up, with the
fraction created from the pieces.
• Teach vocabulary with specific examples. For example, for the word
“down”, introduce phrases such as “Walk down the stairs,” “A plane goes
down and lands,” etc.

Building on the individual’s strengths
Many special needs children do well when given the opportunity to work with
their hands. Grandin suggests encouraging extracurricular activities such as
maker clubs, 4H, and scouting.
Grandin recommends visiting work places, and helping teenagers find mentors and jobs. “Students who have trouble communicating verbally can create a
portfolio of pictures of their work so they can sell their skills, not themselves,” said
Grandin. She recommends Google SketchUp as a free excellent tool for creating
drawings.

It takes a village, and details about yours

Grandin recommends Google
Sketchup as a free excellent
tool for creating crawings.

Even if your school no longer has vocational-technical classes, you still have
power to help your student find a path to employment. An excellent resource is
your county’s ISD (Intermediate School District). Vocational rehabilitation is a federal mandate, and ISDs often work with state agencies to place people in jobs.
For example, in Michigan, county ISDs work with MRS (Michigan Rehabilitation
Services) which has placed over 16,000 high school students in work-study, volunteer, or training positions each year.
Keep an eye out for “transition counselors” who visit each school to sign students up for work-study programs. Or, simply contact your county’s ISD directly
to find out more. As a school teacher, counselor, or administrator, you have the
power to recommend a student’s enrollment in an ISD program.
You can find out more about Temple Grandin by watching the movie Temple
Grandin (available for free on Amazon Prime) and by visiting her website,
www.templegrandin.com.
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