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Leveling Up
Earn CE certificates via
many of these free and
low-cost webinars, courses, and seminars. See
edWeb.net, mits.cenmi.
org, Kent County ISDs
PD Hub, MATN Webinar
Series, and ADDitudemag.
com for additional instruction.
•

Geometric Reasoning with Shapes &
Attributes Part 4:
Classifying Plane
Figures, Tues., Dec. 1
at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.
Cont. on page 2

Using games to build skills in
social emotional learning (SEL)

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following article was inspired by an edWeb.net webinar
entitled Using Games to Assess and Personalize Your SEL Instruction, given
by Jessica Berlinski, chief impact officer at Personalized Learning Games.
Viewing the webinar entitles you to a free trial of Zoo U.
In the holiday season, we hear often about
peace on earth and good will toward men, but
these qualities are needed year-round. Students
who have empathy and who can manage their
emotions are more likely to graduate and get jobs.
Social emotional learning (SEL) is very important
for success in life.
There are a variety of strategies for teaching
SEL. But studies show that video games can be
especially effective because, among other things,
they are engaging, can reach many students at
once, can identify strengths and weaknesses, and
encourage repeated use.
Renowned neuroscientist Richie Davidson, Ph.D., of U of Wisconsin-Madison, wrote “There is no single spot in the brain for mindfulness, no single locaPlease see SEL on page 6

Offline ways to teach SEL

In their October 2015 paper, “What Does Evidence-Based instruction in Social and Emotional Learning Actually Look Like in Practice?”, published on the
CASEL website, writers Linda Dusenbury, Sophia Calin, Celene Domitrovich,
and Roger P. Weissberg identified strategies to promote SEL. You can read
their entire paper here, or do a Google search for the paper topic.

Free-standing lessons
Lessons should provide explicit, step-by-step instructions on SEL areas
such as labeling feelings, coping with anxiety or stress, setting and achieving
Please see SEL offline on page 8
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Leveling Up, continued from page 1
•

Finding Help When You Need It, Tues., Dec. 1 at
5 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Using eBooks, Databases, and Digital Tools to
Keep Students Engaged During the Holidays,
Mon., Dec. 7 at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Everything You Need to Know About ADHD
Causes and Treatments, Tues., Dec. 8 at 1 p.m.
ET on ADDitudemag.com.

•

Ask Jean: Kids’ Questions about Money, Tues.,
Dec. 8 at 4 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

12 Innovative Reading Ideas! New Ways to
Inspire You & Your Students, Wed., Dec. 9 at 4
p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Sensory Integration: Recognizing & Responding to Young Children with Sensory Issues,
Thurs., Dec. 10, at 2 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Current & Emerging Technology for Individuals with Autism: Building Communication &
Education Skills, Mon., Dec. 14, at 1 p.m. ET on
edWeb.net.

•

Making Use of Holiday Time, Mon., Dec. 14, at 3
p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Teaching and Learning in a Community by
Using Glean, Tues., Dec. 15, at 5 p.m. ET on
edWeb.net.

•

Google: The Great Differentiator, Thurs., Dec.
17 at 4 p.m. ET 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
issues to editor Becky Palmer-Scott at
SpecialEdTechEditor@gmail.com.

Link to page 1

Special Ed Tech, December 2015

Page 3

Sexuality education for
students with special needs
Teaching students with disabilities about
dating and appropriate behavior

“People at the
greatest risk for
exploitation are
those who are
insulated, protected,
or sheltered from
what could happen.
Skill development
and information are
powerful tools.”
Terri Couwenhoven,
2007
Mom and Sexuality
Educator

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following article was inspired by an edWeb.net webinar
entitled Sexuality Education for Students with Autism, Developmental and Intellectual Disabilities, given by Ruth M. Eyres, NBCT, Easter Seals Outreach, Special Education Consultant. It was sponsored by STAR Autism Support and vizZle.
Just like everyone else, people with special needs long to have satisfying
companionship. Many would like to marry and have families. And regardless of
other developmental delays, their bodies generally mature at a normal rate.
Issues arise when students don’t have a normal sense of modesty, often
because they are helped with personal care. They may not know that it’s wrong
to touch their private parts in public. The hugs they freely gave when young may
no longer be appropriate. It’s important for them to know how to ask someone
out and how to accept rejection. And students with disabilities can be targets for
sexual abuse. So teaching about sexuality is important.
However, this seems challenging. Parents and teachers are often not sure
what to teach or how to teach it. There are several resources which can help.
There are guidelines for content. SIECUS, the Sexuality Information and
Education Council of the United States, published Guidelines for Comprehensive Sexuality Education.on their website (www.siecus.org). Another resource
is National Sexuality Education Standards, Core Content and Skills K-12, which
provides content guidelines with an evidence-based approach.
There are also many resources which provide instruction. EdWeb webinar
presenter Ruth M. Eyres suggests getting parent buy-in and permission before
using them, and there are sample permission forms in the first resource in this
list. The entire list of resources can be found at http://www.edweb.net/.5a32370f/.
•

Introduction to Sexuality Education for Individuals Who Are Deaf-Blind
and Significantly Developmentally Delayed, by Kate Moss and Robbie
Blaha, is a free download. EdWeb presenter Ruth M. Eyres called it her
“go-to guide” and it has a lot of good resources for school action plans, including sample permission slips and how to create a curriculum. Chapter
7 is particularly good for handling students who act inappropriately.

•

Dave Hingsburger’s YouTube video on Sexuality and Relationships explains why sexuality education is important.

•

Sproutflix (sproutflix.org) contains videos which feature people with disabilities. The video Can I Call You?, directed by a young man with autism,
shows his efforts to ask a girl for a date.
Please see Sexuality education on next page
Link to page 1
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Sexuality education, continued from previous page
•

VizZle has ready-made social stories and games in their resource list.
Search on Dating and Relationships, Public and Private, and Masturbation. If you don’t have VizZle you can get a free trial.

•

The Vanderbilt Kennedy Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities offers the free downloads The Healthy Bodies Toolkit for Girls and
The Healthy Body Toolkit for Boys. Each book has printable activities and
an appendix with visuals; the girl version talks about dealing with menstruation, and the boy version talks about wet dreams and erections.

•

The Canadian Centre for Child Protection has many free downloadable
resources about preventing abuse.

•

Boardmaker share has a free social story about masturbation for boys
with disabilities, called Touching Yourself Social Story. It teaches boys to
wait until they get home. You can get a free 30-day trial of Boardmaker.

•

Safety Awareness for Empowerment, a free downloadable booklet, gives
lesson ideas and even a script for what to say when teaching how to be
safe. It also discusses appropriate boundaries for students.

•

King County in Washington state offers FLASH, free downloadable lesson
plans in Family Life and Sexual Health for middle and high school students with special needs.

Link to page 1
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Simplifying reading and writing for
students with disabilities
Corinn Hower

At a glance
Apps: Select & Speak
and Speak It!
Function: Text-tospeech engine
Cost: Free
Platform: Web-based,
on Google Chrome
How to get: Go to
Chrome Web Store

At a glance
App: Co:Writer
Function Text-tospeech and speechto-text
App: Snap & Read
Function: Text-tospeech with ability to
simplify vocabulary
Cost: Get quote from
website
Platform: Web-based,
on Google Chrome
How to get: Go to
donjohnston.com/,
buy code, then add
extension on Google
Web Store.

Google Chrome-based tools read aloud, take dictation,
and even translate complex text into simpler vocabulary
by Corinn Hower
chower@muskegonisd.org
Technology continues to open doors for students who experience challenges
with reading and writing. Text-to-speech, word prediction and voice-to-text software provide alternate ways to access content and demonstrate understanding
for students with disabilities in reading and writing. Students and teachers now
have access to many of these supports in an online environment.
Google Chrome offers free text-to-speech extensions, including Select &
Speak and Speak It!, which are available in the Chrome Web Store. These
extensions allow students to select text within a document or website and have it
read to them through the computer, providing access to content and background
information that may be above a student’s independent reading level. Recently,
Google has made voice-to-text an option for writing, with the introduction of a
voice dictation add-on and Voice Typing tool in Google Docs. Using this support, students capture their thinking on a Google Doc by dictating thoughts or
responses into a computer, Chromebook, or other device. This technology automatically translates speech into typed responses, making it possible for students
who struggle with writing to demonstrate their understanding.
While these free and readily available tools will support many students, there
are some who may benefit from additional subscription-based tools. Two recently
released examples include Co:Writer Universal and Snap & Read Universal.
These Chrome-based tools offer a level of support that is currently unavailable
through free Chrome apps and extensions.
Co:Writer Universal provides access to word prediction throughout Google
Drive, e-mail and online environments, supporting students who require spelling
support for writing.
Snap & Read Universal is a text-to-speech tool with an added feature: it
can adjust the complexity of a reading selection. When text from a document or
website is selected, this tool allows a student to decrease or increase the reading
level. This is completed automatically through analysis of the vocabulary within
the selection, which is then replaced with more or less sophisticated language,
depending on the student’s needs and preferences.
Corinn Hower is an assistive technology consultant with the Muskegon Area
Intermediate School District. As an occupational therapist, she has worked in the
school system for 12 years and has provided assistive technology services and
professional development in the area of assistive technology for 9 years. You can
reach Corinn at chower@muskegonisd.org..
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SEL, continued from page 1
tion for empathy...behavioral characteristics are instantiated in complex networks.
This leads to the suggestion that the most effective way to produce large scale
changes in neural circuits is through behavior training. If you accept this premise, you are immediately led to games. The way you change circuits is through
repetition. Games are the kind of behavioral opportunity that can be repeated
over time, that are engaging. Games represent a vehicle to produce sustained
changes in neural circuits that matter for complex behavior.”
And indeed, there are video games which have a proven track record in improving SEL skills. Some of these were introduced at a recent edWeb webinar by
Jessica Berlinski, chief impact officer at Personalized Learning Games.
The first game Ms. Berlinski introduced was
Zoo U, (https://www.zoougame.com) for grades
K-5. Funded by the U.S. Department of Education and aligned with CASEL (the Collaborative
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning),
the game teaches and assesses six areas of
SEL: 1) emotion regulation, 2) impulse control,
3) communication, 4) empathy, 5) cooperation,
and 6) social initiation (leadership).It does this
by presenting a series of role-play scenarios.
Stealth assessment occurs as the game measures if and how long it takes the player to do
the right thing.
For example, an empathy assessment
scenario shows a dejected boy sitting by a
playground, surrounded a few games which the
Zoo U curriculum alignment with CASEL objectives.
user can play. To assess the player’s emotional

Zoo U assesses student SEL skill in stealth mode, as the child role-plays in a playground scene.

intelligence, the game measures how long it takes for the player to approach the
boy and what conversation the player chooses when talking to him.
After the stealth assessment, Zoo U starts the player where they need the
Please see SEL on next page
Link to page 1
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SEL, continued from previous page
most support. It has an adaptive game engine, which alters what is presented
based on student choice and behavior, and alters the difficulty of the decisions
based on student progress. This gets kids into the optimal zone of learning,
where they are challenged one level higher than their own skill level.
Zoo U is normally $7 to $20 per student, but you can receive a free trial for
up to 25 students if you contact Jessica Berlinski by the end of February 2016 at
jessica@personalizedlearninggames.com.
Aimed more toward middle schoolers is Quandary (quandarygame.org),
a Games for Change 2013 Game of the
Year award winner made by the Learning
Games Network. Free to play, Quandary
presents a game world in which students
build a new colony and are faced with
ethical dilemmas. Quandary is CommonCore aligned and seeks to build critical
thinking, perspective taking/empathy, and
decision making. The makers of the game
say it works best when classmates play
together.
Those who use it say that Quandary
is good for assessment, providing valid
baseline data and informing instruction. “In
20 minutes, you get to know your students
better,” said one teacher.
Another proven SEL tool is Ripple Effects (rippleeffects.com), which presents
Quandary presents players with a conflict scenario and lets them investigate and
tutorials on a series of topics that the user
decide upon the best solution.
can choose. Ripple Effects has a version for kids and for teens, and has been
shown to increase SEL competencies,
improve behavior, reduce absenteeism,
and improve grades.
Ripple Effects is not free, and to find
the cost (which varies depending upon
license type) you must contact the company. However, you can get a free 30-day
preview through their website at http://rippleeffects.com/order/pricing/.
There are many other SEL tools and
games which do not include assessment.
To find them you can use Graphite for
game reviews (go to www.graphite.org
and search on SEL), Edutopia (www.edutopia.org/social-emotional-learning), and
Learning Works for Kids (learningworksforkids.com).
Ripple Effects provides a series of tutorials on a variety of topics, along with
self-assessment.
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SEL offline, continued from page 1
goals, developing empathy and compassion, communicating effectively, resolving
conflict, being assertive, and making responsible decisions.
Discussions, small-group work, and role-play are recommended at varying
complexity for different grade levels. The most effective lessons are those which
include opportunities for practicing skills throughout the day. Some suggestions:

The most effective
lessons are those
which include
opportunities for
practicing skills
throughout the day.

•

Build the students’ vocabulary of feelings. In preschool, use puppets and
discussion to help preschool students label happy, sad, and angry feelings. In elementary school, discuss more complex labels such as “pleasant,” “happy”,’ “irritated,”and “angry.” At the middle and high school levels,
discuss mixed emotions.

•

Teach students how to calm down and solve conflicts in a few steps (e.g.
stop and take a breath, say how you feel and why, let the other person
say how they feel and why, and decide together what you can do).

•

Teach deep breathing and yoga to help elementary students manage
anxiety and stress.

•

Read a story and discuss the content to explore different perspectives
and the feelings of others.

•

Teach how to begin, maintain, and end conversations.

General teaching practices
•

Solicit student input to create classroom rules with positive social norms,
such as listening respectfully when others are speaking.

•

Build teacher-student relationships with morning check-ins where students are welcomed by name, and create conflict resolution/peace corners.

•

Ask questions in a way that will support and encourage students’ authentic voice (for example, “Tell me about your favorite passage in the poem,
and why you liked it.”)

•

Create opportunities for students to explore their own interests and develop their own strengths (for example, artwork showing their passions, or
essays about their dreams for the future).

•

Provide authentic feedback which recognizes how they were challenged
and what they did to cope. For example, say “I know it can be hard to wait
your turn, but you crossed your arms to keep your hands to yourself. I
was proud of you and you should be proud of yourself.”

•

For older students, use project-based learning and community service to
help students develop their own ideas and skills, as well as learn how to
get along with others.

Read the entire paper to see recommendations for programs which incorporate SEL into academics, and ideas for administrators on facilitating SEL as a
schoolwide initiative.
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