
ACE-ED.ORG | August/September/October 2019

ACCESSIBILITY, 
COMPLIANCE &

EQUITYAC&E
Every Student, Every School, Every Day

WHAT’S 
INSIDE:  
Music tech 
levels the 
playing field

Equitable 
school funding

Accessible 
classroom 
design

Diversity in 
literature

Equity in 
postsecondary 
education

AND MORE >    

NEW:
INDUSTRY VOICES

Exclusive interviews with 
business & association 
leaders who are paving 
the way to equity.

BACK TO
SCHOOL

ISSUE



Amplify learning from the 
front row to the last

MimioClarity™ is a new type of classroom audio system consisting of a 60-watt amplifi er, speakers 

(ceiling and wall-mounted versions), a teacher microphone, and student microphone. The lesson 

and teacher’s voice are not just made louder, but evenly distributed throughout the room via 

strategically placed speakers. Teachers can use a quieter, more natural tone instead of straining 

to project their voice to the back of the room—all with simplifi ed one-button linking. Now every 

student will have the acoustical advantage associated with sitting in the front row, allowing them to 

hear and engage with the lesson and content.

Hear about the di� erence at boxlight.com/mimioclarity

MimioClarity Classroom Audio System: The First Step to Learning Is Hearing.

MimioClarity is a networked device allowing 
for easy management and updates, and even 
connecting with existing school audio systems.
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accelerate student writing
proficiency with personalized, 
automated feedback

With hundreds of papers to go through one at a 
time, it can be a time-consuming and subjective 
manual task to grade by hand. Keeping track of 
students’ writing ability can also be daunting for 
many educators. 

Until now. 

WriQ automatically grades papers digitally.
Grading is faster, more accurate and consistent - 
giving clear visibility of writing progress over time 
against peers and standardized norms. 

Providing you with those much needed 
benchmarks on a student, classroom and district 
level to effectively improve writing performance, 
whilst providing meaningful, accurate feedback 
on a student level on an ongoing basis. 

Try it for free: text.help/ACEWriQ

WriQ was awarded Tech &
 Learning’s Best of Show 
at ISTE

Accuracy

automated feedback
Best of Show

automated feedback

With hundreds of papers to go through one at a 
time, it can be a time-consuming and subjective 

automated feedback

With hundreds of papers to go through one at a 
time, it can be a time-consuming and subjective 



and witty, I believe he has struggled to find his 
place.  Is he black enough to be considered 
black?  Or is he white enough to be considered 
white?  Even though his family is loving and 
accepting, each of us clearly identifies with 
one racial group; either black or white.  We are 
not forced to explain the differences in our hair 
texture, skin tone, or parents.  People look at 
us and immediately place us in one category; 
black or white.  For my nephew, his physical 
appearance to some is racially ambiguous, 
raising questions about his ethnicity.  How then 
do students like my nephew find their place 
in America’s classrooms when they do not fit 
easily into identifiable categories?  Hence, 
the need for all students to see themselves 
in literature.  When students see images of 
themselves and read about characters with 
similar experiences, they are affirmed and 
validated.  In addition, this affirmation helps 
to create a learning environment conducive to 
learning and academic success.

CREATING 
INCLUSIVE 
CLASSROOMS 
WITH 
DIVERSE 
LITERATURE

Literacy Leadership Matters!

Leadership matters!  This phrase now 
permeates the educational landscape; yet, 
few people understand what this phrase 
means.  True leadership requires vision and 
the ability to usher others into sharing in 
that vision of success.  As the leader of the 
reading department within Portsmouth Public 
Schools in Portsmouth, Virginia, I envision all 
students reaching their full potential.  To do 
this, students must read on grade level by 
the beginning of third grade.  If they do not, 
chances for academic success and beyond are 
greatly diminished. So the question becomes, 
how do literacy leaders change the trajectory 
of student achievement?  The answers are 
found in the pages of books.  Especially when 
these leaders champion the need for schools 
to select books where story characters look 
like the readers. 

It’s not always black or white!

Racial identity is a social construct.  When I 
think about my biracial nephew, I often worry 
about how he will be perceived in the world.  
Although my nephew is smart, polite, confident, 

By  Krystal Thompkins

““When students see images of themselves 
and read about characters with similar 

experiences, they are affirmed and 
validated. 
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As I reflect on my public education, I 
remember rarely seeing characters that 
looked like me in the books I read.  Although 
I loved reading about the adventures of 
Ramona and Beezus, I often wonder if my 
comprehension, fluency and vocabulary skills 
would have been enhanced if I had access to 
more books where the characters reflected 
my experiences as a student of color.  Studies 
show that academic achievement increases 
when students see themselves reflected in 
literature.  Moreover, offering students a 
myriad of classroom literature opens the door 
for conversations about diversity; thereby 
increasing achievement for all students.  

As the district leader of reading education, 
I trained my staff to recognize the value 
and need for literacy resources that mirror 
students in our classrooms.  As such, my office 
purchased a variety of books for schools 
featuring characters from multiple ethnicities, 
different religions, social issues, and home 
structures.  It is our collective belief that all 
students deserve to see themselves on the 
pages of the books they read.  By doing so, 
the message is clear that all students truly do 
matter!

Shifting the Paradigm

If diverse representation in literature is critical 
to the academic success of students, how 
might schools shift their classrooms and even 
school libraries to places where all students 
feel valued?  One way for this transformation 
to occur is for administrators to organize 
literacy walk-throughs looking specifically for 
books that reflect the school and classroom 
community.  By conducting walk-throughs, 
building and district level stakeholders can 
determine if various literature resources are 
available for student use.  If not, this data can 

support the need for more financial resources 
allocated to buy books and other reading 
materials truly reflective of an inclusive 
environment.

Diversity Matters!

As the country becomes more sundry, a 
diverse student population already exists 
within schools.  As such, school officials must 
work to make sure that students not only see 
themselves as part of the school but reflected 
in the school’s culture, especially in the books 
they read.  Furthermore, racial variances should 
be celebrated, acknowledged and affirmed if 
we want to create an inclusive environment 
where all students have an equal opportunity 
to learn and thrive.  Without diverse classroom 
literature, schools become complicit in 
promoting social injustice and intolerance.  
Therefore, it is our moral obligation as 
educators to eradicate injustices in the school 
setting.  As a result, we promote the true vision 
of inclusion, equity, and fairness for all.

About the Author

Ms. Krystal L. Thompkins 
is a distinguished 
educator with 25 years 
of experience at the 
school, district and state 
levels. She now serves 
as the English and 
reading coordinator 
with Portsmouth Public 

Schools in Portsmouth, Virginia.  She received 
her Bachelor of Science, Master of Science in 
Education and Education Specialist degree 
in administration and supervision from Old 
Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia.  
She received additional leadership training 
through the BB&T Leadership Institute for 
Education Leaders.  As a well-respected 
educator, Ms. Thompkins has worked with 
several districts and schools and is known for 
her knowledge of curriculum and instruction 
and data-driven decision-making.

“
“Studies show that academic achievement 
increases when students see themselves 

reflected in literature. 
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COLLEGES HAVE CALLED 
FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS. 

FACULTY MUST ANSWER.
By Amelia Leighton Gamel

The past several years have seen a concerted 
effort to increase the number of first-
generation, low-income, and marginalized 
students in institutes of higher education. 
Some studies show that 36 percent of college 
freshmen are first-generation students.  
However, getting students registered and in 
the door is one thing; keeping them there is 
another. The Postsecondary National Policy 
Institute reports that just 11 percent of low-
income students who are the first in their family 
to attend college will have a college degree 
within six years of enrolling in school.

Colleges have responded to bleak retention 
and persistence rates by implementing a host 
of interventions, from creating streamlined 
program pathways to implementing student 
success initiatives or to reformatting or 
eliminating remedial classes altogether. 
Although these interventions are well-intended 
and even promising, they don’t address what 
often is a core factor in the students’ success—
or lack of success—at the institution: their 
relationship to the classroom environment.

Student success or failure is frequently the 
product of what occurs in classrooms—not only 
because financial aid is the lifeblood that allows 

students to remain registered in classes and 
students’ financial aid is contingent upon grades 
and grades are generated in the classroom, but 
also because the classroom experience and 
interactions with faculty are often what drives 
students’ feelings about higher education, their 
beliefs about their abilities to succeed, and their 
motivations to persist. 

FACULTY AND STUDENT SUCCESS

While the demographics of college students 
have shifted, college professors remain a fairly 
homogenous group. Nearly 80 percent of full-
time college faculty and 77 percent of part-
time faculty at degree-granting post-secondary 
institutions are white—and along with that, 
privileged. 

Often disconnected from the experiences, beliefs, 
and attitudes of first-generation, marginalized 
students from underserved cultures, some faculty 
members—including faculty of color who are 
from more advantaged economic and cultural 
backgrounds than their students—struggle 
to effectively interact with various students 
and to create inclusive, equitable classroom 
environments where all students feel welcome 
and safe.



First-generation, marginalized students who 
find themselves on campuses of predominately 
white institutions are often sensitive to signals 
that suggest, or are interpreted as, racial 
bigotry or intolerance. Such perceptions can 
easily make students feel like unwelcome 
outsiders in the classroom, increase their 
anxiety, and impact their sense of belonging.
It’s sometimes difficult to separate the 
experiences, challenges, and needs of 
one student group from those of another. 
For example, the Pell Institute reports 
that first-generation college students are 
disproportionately minorities from low-income 
backgrounds and that nearly 30 percent are 
from families with an annual income less than 
$25,000. 

Although educational attainment won’t solve 
all issues related to equity, economic and 
otherwise, post-secondary achievement is 
a lifeline for many. For marginalized young 
people with a degree, garnering employment 
that provides a living wage can be challenging; 
garnering employment that provides a living 
wage without a degree is nearly impossible. 

Students with the academic resources 
and supports to complete post-secondary 
education will likely flourish. For students who 
do not, a much different pattern will likely 
play out: failing grades, deflating self-esteem, 
dropping out, under- or unemployment, 
lifelong economic struggle, and for some, 
incarceration. There is so much at stake not 
only for them but also for their families and 
our communities.

FACULTY MUST ALSO ANSWER THE CALL

Colleges have called first-generation, 
marginalized, and under-resourced students 
to their campuses, and students have 
answered the call. Once students become a 
part of the college community, it is the ethical 
responsibility of the organization as a whole to 
give students what they need to be supported, 
safe, and successful.

It would be inequitable and professionally 
neglectful to invite students to register for 
classes and live on campuses that lack resources, 
supports, a safe campus culture that values 
diverse populations, and knowledgeable 
faculty who are skilled in strategies that help 
students feel welcomed, understood, and 
valued. Colleges simply cannot ask students 
to be a part of a campus community that does 
not provide them with the tools, resources, 
and supports they need; that would be setting 
students up for failure.

If ethical reasons aren’t enough to persuade 
colleges to position themselves to understand, 
welcome, and support students, perhaps 
considering the fiscal impact of student 
attrition will encourage them to take action. 
It is more beneficial and less expensive to 
provide supports and resources for students 
than it is to recruit new students. Additionally, 
public policy is leaning on colleges to increase 
completion rates.

Some faculty would argue they don’t choose 
the students in their classes; instead, students 
simply appear on their class rosters. Even 
the most committed professors might find 
themselves thinking, “College isn’t for 
everyone. If students aren’t able and prepared, 
wouldn’t it be easier if I just weed them out in 
the first week or two? After all, I’m being held 
accountable for the number of students who 
pass my classes.”

Students are counting on educators, not just 
to provide them with opportunities to succeed 

““For marginalized young people with 
a degree, garnering employment 

that provides a living wage can be 
challenging; garnering employment that 
provides a living wage without a degree 

is nearly impossible. 
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but to provide them with a welcoming campus 
climate and the resources and supports 
necessary for their success. 

Relationships with and among students are 
crucial to student engagement and success. 
An empathic, compassionate approach—
which includes understanding the histories, 
experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and values 
of first-generation, marginalized students 
who come from under-resourced cultures—
contributes to the human experience instead 
of taking away from it. Educators need to know 
their students and use that understanding as 
a foundation to teach, engage, motivate, and 
encourage their success.

When students feel welcome, comfortable, 
safe, respected, supported, connected, and 
cared about, they are much more apt to 
consistently attend class, participate, engage, 
complete assignments, try harder, study more, 

and feel an obligation to succeed and not 
disappoint those they care about, including 
their professors with whom they have a rapport.

About the Author

Amelia Leighton Gamel 
is an assistant professor 
at Jackson College, 
where her focus is on 
equity and inclusion. She 
is a national speaker and 
consultant; the author 
of Compassionate 
Teaching: Unlocking 

the Potential of First-Generation Marginalized 
Students; Help! My College Students Can’t 
Read: and Teaching Vital Reading Strategies 
in the Content Areas. She is also the founder 
of EquitableEDU, LLC, which promotes equity 
and empowers educators to effectively engage 
with students.  
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All-In-One Solution to Large-Scale Laptop and 
Charger Checkout from LaptopsAnytime

Duncanville High School Supplements 
BYOD Program With Laptop Kiosks

At Duncanville High School 
in Texas, a Bring Your Own 
Device (BYOD) program al-
lows students to use their 
personal laptop, tablet, or 
smart phone for learning. 
But there are some students 
in this school of nearly 4,000 
pupils who don’t own a dig-
ital device. And for students 
whose only device is a smart 
phone, writing an essay or 
producing other content can 
be challenging.

“It’s much easier to use a 
laptop to create content,” 
says Shawntee Cowan, chief 
technology officer for the 
Duncanville Independent 
School District.

The Duncanville High School library has laptop carts that teachers can 
borrow for instruction, but district leaders wanted to give individual stu-
dents the opportunity to borrow laptops to complete their schoolwork 
as well. A few years ago, they installed a 12-bay laptop dispensing kiosk 
from LaptopsAnytime in the high school’s library. The kiosk proved to be 
so popular with students that the school has since added a second 12-bay 
kiosk to meet the demand.

From August 2018 through April 2019, the two kiosks seamlessly han-
dled nearly 3,000 laptop checkouts. “Every time I visit the library, the 
kiosks are empty—which tells me the laptops are being used,”

Students can borrow a laptop by scanning their ID badge and typing their 
network password into the console. The kiosk takes a picture of them in 
case there is a problem, and it requires them to read and agree to the 
terms of service. Once students promise that they will use the device re-
sponsibly and will return it by the end of the day, the kiosk dispenses a 
laptop. 

Students return a laptop by simply inserting it into one of the empty 
bays. The kiosk automatically recharges the device and returns it to its 
original state.

Duncanville has stocked both of its kiosks with rugged Dell laptops. “I was 
a little hesitant at first,” Cowan says, “but I’m proud to say that we haven’t 
had any broken, lost, or stolen laptops.” Administration of the kiosks has 
been simple as well, she observes, noting: “This has not been one of my 
pain points.”

The initiative is meeting its goal of increasing students’ access to 
technology, and Cowan is thinking about adding kiosks at other 
Duncanville schools as well. “It has been very successful,” she says.

Crazy but true. They said that Self-Service On-Demand 
Dispensing Kiosks would not work in the Public Sector. 
Now scores of installations later & 2.5+ Million Annual 
Automated Checkouts (mostly in Higher Ed and Public 
Libraries), We are introducing ourselves to enhance
 “Bring Your Own Device” Programs in K-12.

We are not for everyone but this may be a fit for you if...
Your students come to school without a fully charged laptop!
You struggle to make school laptops available on-demand!
Your staff keeps complaining about under-utilized technology resources!
You have a long-range vision, plans to build out your tech 
  access and the budget to match!

Finally You Can Set Up A Self-Service 
Program To Dispense Powerful, 
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INDUSTRY VOICE

  BETH LAWRENCE
   CEO, CO-FOUNDER, SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST, INFERCABULARY

Beth is a language and literacy expert with an 
M.A. from Northwestern University. She has 
had an exciting career as a speech-language 
pathologist, working with children of all ages 
in public and private settings for 25 years.
In 2013, with Deena Siefert,  Beth co-founded 
InferCabulary a web-based language and 
literacy company. In 2016, she co-authored the 
Test of Semantic Reasoning when prominent 
literacy and learning experts encouraged her 
that the process embedded in InferCabulary 
was a new cognitive-educational construct 
that needed to be explored. Beth is a national 
presenter on vocabulary acquisition and 
reading comprehension. She is constantly 
learning from her students, in fact, two 
of her past students were the muses for 
InferCabulary.

What does your company do? 

As I shared in a recent TEDx talk, an 8th grade 
girl named Peninah was the muse for our 
company. Peninah struggled to comprehend 
Animal Farm, by George Orwell, in large 
part, due to her shallow understanding of 
nuanced vocabulary. Despite using state-
of-the-art vocabulary instruction, nothing 
worked. Because Peninah lacked years of 
word encounters by not being an avid reader, 
she became trapped in the all-too-common 
vicious cycle of failing to read, failing to learn 
vocabulary, and failing to comprehend. I had 
two epiphanies: 1) why are we educators 
relying on language to teach language 
to students who struggle with language?; 
2) I could provide her with years of word 
encounters/contexts  (that she was not getting 
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from reading) by providing her multiple 
images, tapping into her good reasoning 
skills. Well, five years ago we discovered many 
other students benefited from this approach. 
Then prominent academics encouraged us, 
and we were on our way!

How and why does InferCabulary work?

InferCabulary is a K12, web-based, research-
backed language, literacy, and critical thinking 
tool that improves reading, writing, and oral 
communication for all students (including 
those in Gifted & Talented, Special education, 
Response to Intervention, and those learning 
English.)  Students engage in a brand-new 
educational construct we discovered called 
Semantic Reasoning (i.e., using inductive and 
deductive reasoning to infer and define for 
themselves deep meanings of nuanced tier 
two and academic vocabulary through analysis 
of multiple photographs). InferCabulary has 
an ESSA level 3 status (therefore approved 
for Title I purchase) due to the publication of 
a recent (extremely positive)  research study 
by Dr. Michael Kennedy at the University of 
Virginia

Tell us why Pre-K-12 educators should be 
aware of what you are doing regarding 
Educational Equity and Accessibility.

Much is being done in the areas of decoding, 
fluency, and comprehension strategy 
instruction. However, if students do not 
understand the meaning of 98% of the words 
they are reading, they will not comprehend 
(Hu & Nation, 2000). Many students who enter 
Kindergarten with low vocabulary never catch 
up. The solutions proposed to help decrease 
this “Matthew Effect” have, among other 
things, encouraged decreasing the number 
of words during instruction, and increasing 
the intensity and depth of instruction. This 
tends to result in more talking, more reading...
more words being used to teach words! Even 
with multisensory lessons, vocabulary growth 
is time consuming, and peers continue to 
accelerate. Finally, there is an approach that 

does not over-tax language skills, and depth of 
knowledge is achieved in a fraction of the time.

What are you most proud of about your 
company in today’s educational world? 

The “business as usual” approach, such as rote 
memorization or language-dense activities and 
drill-work, is what can be found in almost all 
language/literacy materials. We are so proud 
to have introduced a brand new cognitive-
educational construct for learning that students 
find extremely engaging and fun, and gets data-
driven results! Deena and I smile each time we 
see or hear about the “aha moment” people of 
all ages and abilities experience when playing 
a “Climb” activity in InferCabulary for the first 
time. Other things that make us proud include 
all the times we hear, “this just makes so much 
sense!” Oh yeah...the TEDx talk and the amazing 
UVA research study results were pretty proud 
moments, as well!

How does your company approach the needs 
of ESL/ELL students if at all? 

InferCabulary takes one of the largest hurdles-
-the requirement of already being a master of
the English Language--out of the equation by
asking students to engage in critical thinking
in the visual domain. Because it is highly visual,
and allows students to critically think in the non-
language domain, it is often described as a “no
brainer” by ESL instructors. We have testimonials
of children going home, and teaching their
parents sophisticated, nuanced English
vocabulary as well as using these words in their
writing assignments.
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protects your student data is a significant and 
necessary undertaking. However, it’s critically 
important to also remember that protecting 
student data privacy is dependent on people, 
not machines. Everyone, including third parties 
and all of your employees, has a role to play. 

Privacy depends on behavior, and there is   
much that should be done within the walls 
of every educational institution to set a solid 
foundation for bringing in technology. Perhaps 
the first task in setting your teams up for success 
is to determine who should have access to what 
data and why. This baseline protection begins 
by determining the legitimate educational 
interest for access to different types of data 
for each role. Ensuring that access to data 
is sufficient but minimal is one of the most 
important things you can do to protect privacy 
and security within your walls. Once that is 
established, everyone must be trained, at 
least annually. It is simply not responsible to 
expect that a data protection program will be 
successful without accompanying education.

TEACHING

Protecting student data privacy is a 
fundamental requirement for all educational 
institutions.  However, it’s easier said than done. 
The modern school or district collects a wide 
array of information from and about students, 
including addresses, parent names, custodial 
arrangements, financial information, free and 
reduced lunch qualification, bus schedules, 
disabilities and accommodations, learning 
plans, preferences, attitudes and aptitudes, 
medical information, grades and behavior. 
It’s a heady mix, with some of the data clearly 
more sensitive than others. Despite that, most 
employees aren’t properly trained on how to 
handle the data in a manner that protects the 
privacy of the students. 

In fact, when developing a plan to protect 
student data privacy, it’s common to focus 
almost entirely on technology and third-
party providers. After all, the complexities 
of understanding the privacy and security 
practices of the companies running the 
technology you’re bringing into the institution 
and managing them in the manner that 

By  Linnette Attai 
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Who receives the least amount of student 
data privacy training but handles student data 
most often? Teachers. They are responsible 
for collecting and using student data every 
day, but many are not provided with any 
information about what they should do to 
protect it properly. When training is provided, 
it sometimes suffers from being too high level 
to be able to translate easily into actionable 
practices. Of teachers who do receive training, 
for the vast majority it is not customized to the 
work they do with their students. 

Of course, the need to provide robust, 
tailored training often conflicts with resource 
constraints and other priorities. With so many 
important topics already lined up for training, 
it’s understandably challenging to add one 
more to the mix. However, if we expect 
teachers to do their part in protecting student 
data privacy, we need to provide guidance. 
Thankfully, training doesn’t have to be complex 
or require a significant infusion of resources to 
get it right. It does require a plan. Here’s how 
you can get started:

1. Create the Roadmap

Bring leadership from different teams together 
to map out the plan for developing training. 
What platforms will be used? Will you use 
existing content or create your own? When 
will training begin? What topics will you cover 
and in what order? If you plan to issue training 
in short bursts throughout the year, create the 
schedule for the different touchpoints so that 
you have a calendar to rely on over time. Map 
different training topics to the calendar so 
that you can be assured of delivering all the 
information over the course of the year.

2. Set the Foundation

Before you can move into tailored, role-based 
training, everyone should be trained on the 
basics. This might include a discussion of 
leadership expectations around student data 
privacy, beneficial uses of student data, an 
explanation of basic federal and state legal 
requirements, district norms and community 
expectations, basic security training, such 
as phishing awareness and password 
requirements, and a reminder that employee 
behavior matters to protect the institution, 
maintain community trust, protect student 
privacy, and to teach students how to navigate 
their own privacy in the future. 

3. Customize the Message

Get granular with actionable training for 
different teams. What specific behaviors are 
necessary for each team to protect student 
data privacy? How do those map to the legal 
requirements? Explain team-specific policies 
and procedures and why they are important, 
and explain how the policies will be enforced 
and audited. Articulate policies related to data 
access, use, transmission and sharing. Specific 
security requirements, reinforced with context 
for why they are important using real-world 
examples of what goes wrong when they’re 
not followed. Provide technical training where 
appropriate, and show employees where they 
can go with questions or concerns. 

Throughout the training, remember to 
highlight not just the do’s and don’ts, but also 
why your institution collects the data it does, 
how it uses that information to fulfill the school 
mission and what other steps the institution 
takes to protect student data privacy. Be sure 
your teachers have this information so that they 
can have more constructive conversations with 
parents about your use of technology and the 
protections that are in place for your students. 

4. Choose the Media

Do you have an LMS for employee training?
““Ensuring that access to data is sufficient 

but minimal is one of the most important 
things you can do to protect privacy and 

security within your walls. 
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Are you purchasing training modules or going 
with a home-grown approach? If you don’t 
have the resources for a slick, professional 
training course, not to worry. Teachers actually 
enjoy quick email tips, books and other self-
paced resources, and short videos almost as 
much as they like in-person training with a 
skilled facilitator. What that means is that cost 
doesn’t have to be a big driver for creating 
effective training, and it doesn’t have to be 
a “one and done” module. Consider trying 
combinations of approaches, with training 
delivered in different ways, at different times, 
to keep student data privacy top of mind in 
your institution.

Choose free resources from the US Department 
of Education or create your own. Record short 
videos of teachers delivering privacy and 
security tips to their peers, compile reading 
materials for employees to work through at 
their own pace, send out emails with your top 
3 privacy and security lessons for the month, 
challenge teachers and students to create 
privacy posters to display in the building, 
and run monthly privacy quizzes via email for 
bragging rights.

5.   Keep it Going

Once you get through one cycle of training, 
you’ll want to do it again. Keep it fresh by 
changing the combination of media, updating 
some of your content and tying the lessons to 
both protecting student data and employee 
data. Be sure you’re training on the latest 
policies and procedures and are keeping the 
material focused on tangible behaviors. 

Everyone has a role to play in protecting student 
data privacy, and the training you provide is 
critical to ensuring that all stakeholders will be 
up to the task, armed with the information they 
need to do the job well. It will also set students 
up for success in protecting their own privacy 
in the future. After all, children of all ages 
model adult behavior. The more your teachers 
engage in good privacy and security behaviors 
when operating technology in the classroom, 
the more they’ll also be planting the seeds for 
students to begin to absorb those lessons for 
themselves.
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student data privacy, and the training 
you provide is critical to ensuring that all 

stakeholders will be up to the task, armed 
with the information they need to do the 

job well.

18



ONLINE.UNH.EDU

BEYOND
TRANSCENDING EXCELLENCE IN THE CLASSROOM AND

MASTER OF EDUCATION
IN EDUCATIONAL STUDIES

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY
GRADUATE CERTIFICATE IN

EARN THE CREDENTIALS TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE WITH THE 
UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE’S ONLINE PROGRAMS:

LEARN MORE AT

AND



FIVE SIGNS
A CHILD NEEDS AUGMENTATIVE
/ALTERNATIVE COMMUNICATION 
By  Rachel Madel and Christopher R. Bugaj

“You were a late talker too,” your mom says as 
she sips her latte. “I wouldn’t worry about it. 
Look at you. You turned out fine. Just give him 
time. He’ll talk when he’s good and ready.”

You want to listen to your mom. She’s your 
mom! She’s been the cornerstone of wisdom 
your entire life and she’s never steered you 
wrong. She was right about that jerk you dated 
back in 11th grade. She was right when she 
told you to eat your vegetables. She was right 
about a lot of things. So, she’s likely right about 
this too, right?

Maybe. 

Your well intentioned, reassuring mother might 
be absolutely right. Your child might begin 
talking (or talking more) any day now. But 
what if she’s not right? What if speech doesn’t 
develop like you hoped it would? While 
you wait to find out, might valuable time be 
slipping by when your child could be learning 
tools that could help him to communicate?

How do you know when a child needs a 
device to help communicate?

Tools that help people communicate are called 
Augmentative/Alternative Communication 
(AAC) and can range from simply utilizing 
pictures to using a high-tech device such as 
a tablet, iPad, or computer. Here are some 
guidelines that can help anyone decide when 
to consider AAC: 



The child isn’t talking 
at all

According to development 
research, typically 
developing children start 
saying words by the time 
they are between 12 to 
18 months old and are 
beginning to combine three 

to five words together into sentences by the 
time they reach preschool. Ask yourself: What 
is the child’s primary way of communicating? 
If a child is over two years old and primarily 
relying on gestures (i.e. pointing, grabbing 
your hand, etc.) then starting 
AAC is essential in helping 
that child expand his/her 
communication skills. 

Child isn’t talking much

Sometimes children are 
using words but they aren’t 
using enough of them. This 
is especially relevant when 
thinking about preschool 
and early elementary school children. 
You may encounter a child who can piece 
together thoughts into simple sentences 
but are missing essential conjunctions (like 
“and” or “but”), prepositions (like “in” and 
“under”), and other grammatical markers 
(“run” vs “ran” or “mouse” vs. “mice”). For 
some children formulating complex sentences 
is taxing.  Utilizing technology can help make 
the process of putting words together in the 
right order more visual and more memorable 

which  allows them to start 
creating longer and more 
sophisticated sentences. 

Child is talking, but isn’t 
intelligible

Often parents and teachers 
get accustomed to the way a 
child is speaking and become 

master translators. Parents often recognize 
when their child is not being understood and, 
in turn, begin to learn to understand what their 
child is trying to communicate. A true test of a 
child’s intelligibility is whether or not listeners 
who are less accustomed to the child’s 
speech, such as extended family and friends, 
understand what the child is attempting to 
say. Making speech sound errors is a typical 
developmental process that begins to subside 
as children develop appropriate musculature 
and coordination in their lips, tongues and jaw. 
By 3 years of age, an unfamiliar listener should 
be able to understand 75% of what your child 
has to say. If a child is having a hard time being 
understood, AAC can be used as a tool to help 
a child clarify his/her message. 

Child is scripting or only 
saying nouns

This is especially relevant 
when you’re thinking 
about children who have 
a diagnosis of autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD). 
Children with autism may 
have a large and detailed 
vocabulary of nouns, but lack relevant verbs, 
adjectives and prepositions. These parts 
of speech are essential in the creation of 
sentences. Students with ASD might also 
have the capacity to memorize long scripts 
from past experiences and tend to use these 
scripts in a variety of situations. Sometimes 
these scripts can even be used in context but 
it is difficult to have a memorized script for 
everything someone might ever want to say. 
Sometimes students who are using scripts do 
not understand the meaning of the individual 
words  that allow them to create novel 
sentences that they haven’t heard before. 
Using AAC creates a visual representation 
of these abstract language concepts. With 
practice, instruction, and when others model 
using these words on a device, children with 
autism can expand their vocabularies and 
develop the ability to create novel sentences. 
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You, or anyone, thinks 
your child needs AAC

If you are asking the 
question, then your child 
needs AAC. If any educator, 
doctor, family member, 
family friend, stranger 
you meet on the street, or 
anyone else even brings up 
AAC as an option, then your 
child needs AAC. Using 

technology to help someone communicate 
can never do harm. Copious research 
suggests that AAC can only ever help. Using 
a device to say a word provides another 
modality by which someone can learn what a 
word means. Most communication devices are 
designed to combine a visual representation 
of a word (symbol), with the orthography 
(text), and auditory output (sound). Put simply, 
communication devices allow students to 
simultaneously hear how a word sounds, see a 
picture of the word, and see how it is spelled. 
When these words are paired with experiences 
to help the child learn the meaning, he or 
she learns how and when to use the word. If 
a student is destined to use verbal speech as 
his or her primary form of expression, then a 
device only works to make those connections 
faster. Communication devices do not restrict 
verbal speech. They only work to enhance and 
improve the experience of communicating 
with others.

Once an idea of using a communication 
device has been broached, the real work 
begins. Families collaborate with professionals 
to begin selecting what the system should 
be. Stakeholders in the child’s life meet to 
brainstorm specific needs and then use that 
list to find a system that meets those needs. 
Once a system is put in place, everyone can 
begin to use that system to model how and 
when words are used. Given enough time, with 
enough of the right instruction, and access 
to the right tools, the child can and will learn 
language. 

It might be cliche, but the old adage holds 
true. Every journey starts with a single step. 
The sooner you take that first step, the sooner 
you get to your destination. In the case of a 
child’s ability to communicate, it’s never too 
early to start. 
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Discovery Education’s President of K-12 
Education, Scott Kinney has spent 25 years 
supporting the success of all learners through 
a variety of roles in both public education 
and the business world.  Prior to his current 
position at Discovery Education, Scott served 
as the organization’s Senior Vice President 
of Education Partnerships and before that, 
as Senior Vice President of Professional 
Development. Before joining Discovery 
Education, Kinney spent 15 years in public 
education, serving at the school district 
and regional service center levels. Kinney 
has taught undergraduate and graduate 
classes at the university level and has served 
on numerous education-focused advisory 
boards.

The national conversation around defining 
and improving educational equity seems 
to be picking up steam.  Any thoughts to 
why? 

Well, I think there are two reasons.

The simplest reason is that across the 
country, there are still students who do not 
have, for a variety of social, economic, and 
political reasons, access to the resources and 
opportunities they need to reach their full 
potential.    

I think the other reason is that many of the 
initiatives and innovations that educators 
thought would revolutionize education and 
solve the equity issue fell short.  In particular, I 
think many of us in the education community 
expected technology to be a silver bullet 

INDUSTRY VOICE

SCOTT KINNEY        
DISCOVERY EDUCATION PRESIDENT OF K-12 EDUCATION
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that would solve many of the issues facing 
education.  

Now, in my mind, there is no doubt the 
wave of technology that has flowed into the 
hands of teachers and students over the 
last few years has improved K-12 teaching 
and learning for students across the United 
States.  However, the equity issue—the fact 
that some students don’t have the teachers, 
the technologies, social/emotional support, 
or other opportunities—persists, and we as 
a society need to put our collective heads 
together to solve this challenge. 

I want to focus on educational 
technologies for a moment. You mention 
technology has improved teaching and 
learning—has it also improved equity?

Yes, I believe educational technologies have 
improved equity.  Let me focus for a bit on the 
high quality, digital content included in digital 
curricula created by Discovery Education.  

The content that Discovery Education creates 
helps to improve the vocabulary of young 
learners by presenting them with a wide-
range of academic language.  The high 
quality content accessible to students in our 
digital curriculum helps break-down barriers 
to learning by providing read aloud options 
that support reading fluency, and varying 
levels of text complexity to support readers at 
all levels.  If reading the text does not engage 
them, there is a video alternative, or better yet, 
an interactive tool to help them understand 
the concept. High-quality digital content 
also provides multiple language options for 
students learning a second language.

In addition,  the content in our digital 
curriculums and supplemental resources 
encourages educators to let students show 
what they have learned in many different ways, 
from the traditional written response to a 
complex video production. Structures in place 
throughout our digital curriculum encourage 
the creation of feedback loops between both 

teachers and students and student and their 
peers. Our services also provide students with 
alternative ways of showing their understanding 
of content through a variety of mediums, such as 
a simple graphical presentation, digital drawing, 
or a quick self-produced video.  

What role does professional learning play in 
improving equity?

I think professional learning plays a key role 
in promoting equity, especially when you are 
considering technology.  It is ridiculous for school 
leaders and policymakers to say, “Look, we are 
going to give you a wide variety of new tools 
that you’ve never used, but have the ability to 
provide your students a host of new educational 
opportunities.  We’ll leave it to you to figure out 
where to go from there.”  

The key to unlocking the potential of educational 
technology and maximizing its ability to improve 
equity is to provide educators professional 
learning that demonstrates how to thoughtfully 
integrate technology into classroom instruction.  
You can’t just tell people to change—you have to 
show them both how to change and how change 
will positively impact students.

What role do you think companies like 
Discovery Education play in improving 
educational equity?

I think companies like Discovery Education play 
a critical role in improving educational equity.  
While the wave of technology that has flowed 
into classrooms has not completely solved our 
nation’s equity issues, it has provided millions 
of students with new educational opportunities 
that are preparing today’s learners for success in 
the classroom and beyond.  As companies like 
Discovery Education create new services, one of 
the things we need to consider is how our services 
impact equity.  I encourage my colleagues across 
the educational services industry to do the same—
our children are depending on it.

Read the full interview here.
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BY GREG FIRN

Full disclosure: I do have an ulterior motive. 
Underpinning my thoughts and insights is a call to 
action. It is time for those who are leaders and those 
who aspire to lead to step up and embrace what is 
right, true, and good for each learner.

Moving from pithy and often trite statements to 
practical action requires more than words. It requires a 
fundamental shift in our thinking before any shifts in 
behavior. The problem is that we seldom challenge or 
question our thinking. 

The power of mental models—those pictures and 
processes we carry around with us that help us make 
sense of things—can sometimes work against us. When 
Jim Collins in his salient work Good to Great posited 
that the “enemy of good is great,” conscientious 
educators considered the implications for their 
classrooms, schools, and school systems. 

Yet, how many took the action necessary to create and 
sustain “great” schools? It wasn’t money or resources. It 
wasn’t policymakers or leadership. It wasn’t the 
teachers. Not to oversimplify, it was and continues to 
be the mental models that reside below the surface. 

THE SHIFT BEGINS WITH MENTAL MODELS

Until we challenge our mental models, we will again 
look back at the calls for innovation and see only 
isolated pockets of success, not improvement at scale. 
Unpacking and confronting these mental models is 
neither simple nor easy. They are deep-rooted and, in 
most cases, have become institutionalized. Though 
many have been proven false or antiquated, they have 
become so normalized in our thinking and practice 
that any attempt to expose them, let alone change 
them  engenders resistance and con ict  

SO WHAT?

Change is hard and transformation is harder! It can, 
however, be realized. Integrity, character, and bluntly, 
spinal anatomy are the first steps to creating and 
sustaining authentic change. The core of your values 
about teaching and learning will be challenged. Your 
convictions about the worth, potential, and 
significance of each learner ill e tested  any  if not 
most  challenges are camou age for the pre ailing 
mental model that underpin the practices and 
programs that most need to be reformed.   

When I was a superintendent, I served in a rural, poor, 
minority-majority county school system that at the time 
was one of the lowest-performing school systems in 
the state. I asked our organization how many of us 
wanted each of our learners to be successful. The 
answer was a resounding and unanimous yes. I then 
asked, “How many of you believe that each learner can 
and will be successful?” Their silence was deafening. 

Our organization knew that the “right” response was 
wanting all learners to be successful, but when it came 
to actually believing they could, all sorts of mental 
models presented reasons why they couldn’t: poverty, 
home environment, lack of motivation, the bell curve, 
to name just four. 

We spent several months painfully unpacking these 
and more, culminating in a community-wide “reset” of 
our mission to “All means all.” We focused on one 
question: “If we were accused of being an organization 
where ‘all means all,’ what evidence would our 
students, staff, learner guardians, business, faith, and 
civic community present to convict us of such a crime?” 
We needed to transform the what and the how of our 
thinking before taking steps to address our actions 
and behaviors. 

THE DARTBOARD MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

To ensure a level of ownership without pointing 
fingers  e egan group and community 
conversations about our dissatisfaction with current or 
past performance. Taking care not to make it 
personal, we began the arduous task 
of determining which of these 
dissatisfactions was within 
our control and which 
was not. Interestingly 
enough, most of the 
frustration was 
with decisions 
and conditions 
over which we 
had little or no 
control, such 
as state-level 
mandates for 
testing and 
accountability or 
the fact that many 
of our students lived 
in poverty.

nce e identified our 
dissatisfaction, we moved to 
identifying our vision of what could, 
should, and would be. Creating a vision is not that 
difficult hen you kno  hat isn t orking  he 
challenge is when you associate the vision with values. 
What are the values—or, in this context, the mental 
models—that frame the vision?  

Picture a dartboard with a bull’s-eye in the center with 
inner and outer rings.  Most change initiatives focus on 
the outer rings of an organization: structures such as 
instructional day, bell schedules, and grade 
configurations  hese are important  ut at the end of 
the day really don’t drive enduring change to a school 
or school system.

The next layer I call “practices and processes.” These 
include instructional practices such as project-based 
learning, differentiated instruction, or learning by 

design. The rings closest to the bull’s-eye are 
the professional and corporate beliefs and 

alues of our organi ation  ithout eshing 
out these institutional beliefs, a shift in 
practices and processes ill e superficial at 
best.

The really, really hard work of creating and 
actualizing a vision is making it resonate with 

others’ personal values and beliefs so that they have a level of 
ownership and personal commitment that empowers them to address 

structures, practices, and programs that have not met their 
expectations.

FROM COMPLIANCE TO COMMITMENT
“Compliance” is not a goal I would choose as a school leader. I prefer 
“commitment”. Compliance is externally imposed and doesn’t engender 
ownership, whereas commitment requires a decision and therefore a 
deeper level of personal responsibility to meet or exceed. Commitment is 
empowering and suggests a “do whatever it takes” attitude whereas 
compliance is conforming to a minimum standard.

Returning to Collins, let me posit three constraints that undermine authentic 
discussions and necessary actions regarding compliance, access, and 
equity.  

     1. Compliance is the enemy of commitment;   
     2. Opportunity is the enemy of access; and
3. Equality is the enemy of equity.

The best example I can think of with respect to how adversarial compliance 
is to commitment is from the military. There is an expectation that when an 

order is gi en  it ill e fulfilled  o e er  the success of an order re uires 
in large part a sense of ownership of the order by the subordinate. When 
the order is “owned” or “internalized,” it becomes theirs not, someone else’s. 
The order then becomes personal and therefore much more likely to be 
carried out ith fidelity

We need commitment, not just compliance, to ensure that all learners have 
the highest standard of teaching and learning.

Opportunity has become the enemy of access. Absent 
intentionality  defined purpose  or structured planning  
opportunity is by chance or coincidence. Access 
requires opportunity. Yet, if opportunities are not 
clearly defined  then access is akin to emperor ith no 
clothes. It’s not real.

We have long confused equity with equality. The bane 
of our existence is sameness. We have a storied and 

argua ly contro ersial past of fighting for and 
recognizing equal rights, equal standing, etc. Yet, we 
have failed to understand, appreciate, or take the 
necessary steps to build the requisite capacities to 
ensure access, opportunity, compliance, and commit-
ment ork in concert  not in con ict ith one another   

Equality works against equity in the sense that there 
are situations and circumstances that warrant, different 
resources, different strategies, and different timelines. 
In practice, pursuing equity is not about compromising 
standards, expectations, or outcomes. Rather, it is 
recognizing and taking action to dedicate resources to 
address the different needs of each learner. The 
practice of customizing or individualizing resources to 
the needs of each learner is in direct opposition to the 

mental model of sameness.

Connecting the Dots
School and school system leaders need to champion 
access, commitment, and equity for each of their 
learners. To do so requires a careful examination of 
their own mental models that may interfere with 
authentic, transparent, and sincere actions in their 
organization. Confronting mental models is not easy, 
but it is necessary. If mental models, especially as they 
pertain to access, commitment, and equity, go 
unexamined, we will not move forward. In fact, we will 
become a footnote in the history of American 
education that reads, “The more things changed, the 
more they remained the same.” 

LANDMARK COLLEGE
An Integrated Approach to Teaching Students Who Learn Differently 

While many colleges offer special programs for students with learning 
disabilities (LD) and other learning challenges, Landmark College is one of 
the only accredited colleges in the United States designed exclusively for 
students who learn differently, including students with learning disabilities 
(such as dyslexia), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

For almost 40 years, our combination of research-based learning strategies 
and academic support has proved successful in preparing students for the 
rigors of college-level work. As the field of learning disabilities and 
differences expanded, our approach to working with students has grown 
more varied, but always with a constant unyielding mission to provide best 
practices for all.

THE LANDMARK COLLEGE DIFFERENCE
Landmark College offers the same range of student services found at any 
college—from counseling and health services to student life and athletics. The 
difference at Landmark College is that these professionals, like our faculty and 
academic ad isors  ring specific e pertise in  and a passion for  orking ith 
students who learn differently.

orking together  e help students disco er their path as confident  empo ered  
and independent learners. We integrate our innovative learning strategies into 
everything we do.

ACADEMIC ADVISING
n addition to classes  students in their first year at Landmark ollege participate 

in weekly academic advising sessions while engaged with the advising curriculum. 
As students progress in their coursework, they become increasingly independent 
and meet with their advisor less frequently. Students pursuing their bachelor’s 
degree ork ith degree specific ad isors  he academic ad isor is central to the 
system which supports individual student performance.

CENTERS FOR ACADEMIC SUPPORT
Landmark College’s Centers for Academic Support offer unparalleled support to 
students who learn differently, at no additional charge. The Drake Center for 

cademic upport is the first place students turn for help ith reading  riting  and 
study skills. Academic support centers within individual departments offer drop-in 
support and one-on-one scheduled appointments with Landmark College faculty.

COUNSELING & HEALTH
Counseling Services are available to provide support to students dealing with 
stress and other personal  social  or academic difficulties  ealth er ices offers 
support for physical issues.

EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY
he office of Educational echnology er ices helps students take ad antage of 

the wide array of technologies that support the needs of students who learn 
differently.

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION COACHING
hrough the office of oaching er ices  Landmark ollege s rofessional 
ertified oaches ork ith students ho ha e a ariety of learning profiles and 

struggle with executive functioning.

INTEGRATED SERVICES FOR STUDENTS WITH AUTISM
Students with autism  who are academically prepared for college may still face 
significant challenges na igating the social curriculum and ad usting to the more 

uid routine of the college student  Landmark ollege recogni es the need to 
provide additional programming to assist students with autism to meet their 
college goals. Our integrated services model for ASD support services provides a 
structured living and learning environment that combines an effective 
pedagogical approach with tailored social and other programmatic supports. 

LIBRARY
The Landmark College Library offers walk-in assistance as well as one-on-one 
appointments with students to assist them with their research projects and with 
developing information literacy. The Library building offers a welcoming space 
conducive to individual and small-group study, as well as resources to support 
students’ curricular and extra-curricular needs and interests.

UNDERGRADUATE DEGREES & CURRICULUM
Originally founded as a two-year college, Landmark College began offering 
four-year degrees in 2014. We now offer an array of and associate degrees, with 
optional minors and concentrations.

Landmark College offers a diverse selection of courses in anthropology, English, 
business, communications, humanities, philosophy, psychology, history, literature, 
math, science, foreign languages, theater, video, music, art, physical education, 
and other disciplines.

For all entering students, the curriculum sequence begins with 
skills-development courses, designed to address the key areas of writing, 
reading, communication and study skills. Self-management, as well as the 
development of self-understanding and self-advocacy, are also important parts of 
this first semester curriculum  

Initial courses are offered at non-credit and credit levels. This allows students to 
be placed in classes where they are able to succeed, from the start. Due to our 
rigorous academic standards, more than 50% of incoming students begin in 
non-credit courses, with most moving into credit courses after one or two 
semesters.

VISIT OUR CAMPUS
Landmark College offers several Open Houses on 
Saturdays each semester. You can also schedule a visit 
with our Admissions office any week day during regular 
business hours by calling 802-387-6718 or emailing 
admisssions@landmark.edu. 

Nothing signals that the end of the carefree 
summerdays are drawing nigh like opening your 
child’s back-to-school supply list. In my case, wl need 
to stock up on the all the usual suspects — crayons, 
rulers, glue — to transition our son into fourth grade. 
But around the country, parents might notice some 
familiar items are missing, namely No. 2 pencils and 
paper. 

Welcome to the Digital Age, when more and more 
schools are replacing old-school paper and pencils 
with screen-time learning. 

This digital curriculum switch comes with many 
enefits  ool gadgets like i ads and hrome o es 

are loaded with accessibility features with the 
potential to maximize learning for all students, from 
those performing well above benchmarks to those 
with severe needs.

Still, while accessibility might seem like it’s just an 
app away for young learners, these devices are only 
as accessible as the content they deliver to students. 

The roots of digital accessibility date back to 1998, 

when Section 508 was passed to update Section 504 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, requiring federal 
agencies to make information that is provided 
electronically accessible to people with disabilities. 

Unfortunately, today many schools and districts are 
unfamiliar with requirements of section 508 and,  
therefore, do not purchase curriculum or 
assessments that are accessible for students who will 
be using assistive technology or for students 
needing to utilize the accessible features on their 
own devices. 

Question 1 – Are your products Section 
508 or WCAG 2.0/2.1 compliant?  

t s a simple uestion  on t e satisfied ith a 
simple “Yes” or “No response.  A product may not be 
fully compliant, but if the vendor understands the 
deficiencies and is orking to ards compliance  
their product could be a consideration.   If your 
vendor says “Yes,” ask them for an explanation. Also, 
ask them to provide a Voluntary Product Accessibility 
Template (VPAT). A VPAT highlights all of the 
accessible areas and components of an online 
product or platform.  

Question 2 – Do you have keyboard 
navigation? 

Even though section 508 and WCAG covers 
keyboard navigation, the vendor representative may 
not be familiar with that terminology. Therefore, 
asking these next questions, 2-5 of the checklist, will 
become important. Keyboard navigation removes 

arriers and allo s for e i ility  n addition  proper 
keyboard navigation has the potential to allow 
navigation with a switch, refreshable braille, screen 
readers  magnification de ices and much more  

Question 3 – Does your product have alternative 
text for pictures?.... graphs, charts and diagrams? 

If not, ask how the vendor might provide 
alternatives. Describing images in words or with 
sound is vital for visually-impaired students.  

Question 4 – Are videos 
closed-captioned or do they provide 
sign language?  

Media that includes video is an important 
instructional tool and all students should have full 
access.

Question 5 – For curriculum and 
assessment providers: Have you 
conducted usability studies? 

If so, with students? With adults? And did any of 
them use assistive technology?  Usability studies are 
important, because the vendor could have created a 
product to 508 standards and yet it is still not 
accessible. Usability studies help to make a product 
more intuitive, more user friendly and when done 
with accessibility in mind – accessible. 

Now that your accessibility checklist is complete 
there’s only one thing left to do — enjoy those last few 
days of summer, and, perhaps, wish a fond farewell 
to those No. 2 pencils. 
Elizabeth Barker, Ph.D., Senior Accessibility 

Specialist, NWEA, began her career in education as 
an elementary and middle school special education 
teacher. She earned a master’s degree in special 
education from the University of Colorado and a 
doctoral degree from the University of Oregon with 
an emphasis on growth trajectory for students with 
learning disabilities in mathematics and reading 
comprehension. 
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BY GREG FIRN

Full disclosure: I do have an ulterior motive.
Underpinning my thoughts and insights is a call to 
action. It is time for those who are leaders and those 
who aspire to lead to step up and embrace what is 
right, true, and good for each learner.

Moving from pithy and often trite statements to 
practical action requires more than words. It requires a 
fundamental shift in our thinking before any shifts in 
behavior. The problem is that we seldom challenge or 
question our thinking.

The power of mental models—those pictures and 
processes we carry around with us that help us make 
sense of things—can sometimes work against us. When 
Jim Collins in his salient work Good to Great posited 
that the “enemy of good is great,” conscientious 
educators considered the implications for their 
classrooms, schools, and school systems.

Yet, how many took the action necessary to create and 
sustain “great” schools? It wasn’t money or resources. It 
wasn’t policymakers or leadership. It wasn’t the 
teachers. Not to oversimplify, it was and continues to 
be the mental models that reside below the surface.

THE SHIFT BEGINS WITH MENTAL MODELS

Until we challenge our mental models, we will again 
look back at the calls for innovation and see only 
isolated pockets of success, not improvement at scale.
Unpacking and confronting these mental models is 
neither simple nor easy. They are deep-rooted and, in 
most cases, have become institutionalized. Though 
many have been proven false or antiquated, they have 
become so normalized in our thinking and practice 
that any attempt to expose them, let alone change 
them  engenders resistance and con ict

SO WHAT?

Change is hard and transformation is harder! It can,
however, be realized. Integrity, character, and bluntly,
spinal anatomy are the first steps to creating and 
sustaining authentic change. The core of your values 
about teaching and learning will be challenged. Your 
convictions about the worth, potential, and 
significance of each learner ill e tested  any  if not 
most challenges are camou age for the pre ailing 
mental model that underpin the practices and 
programs that most need to be reformed.

When I was a superintendent, I served in a rural, poor,
minority-majority county school system that at the time 
was one of the lowest-performing school systems in 
the state. I asked our organization how many of us 
wanted each of our learners to be successful. The 
answer was a resounding and unanimous yes. I then 
asked, “How many of you believe that each learner can 
and will be successful?” Their silence was deafening.

Our organization knew that the “right” response was 
wanting all learners to be successful, but when it came 
to actually believing they could, all sorts of mental 
models presented reasons why they couldn’t: poverty,
home environment, lack of motivation, the bell curve,
to name just four.

We spent several months painfully unpacking these 
and more, culminating in a community-wide “reset” of
our mission to “All means all.” We focused on one 
question: “If we were accused of being an organization 
where ‘all means all,’ what evidence would our 
students, staff, learner guardians, business, faith, and 
civic community present to convict us of such a crime?” 
We needed to transform the what and the how of our 
thinking before taking steps to address our actions 
and behaviors.

THE DARTBOARD MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

To ensure a level of ownership without pointing 
fingers e egan group and community 
conversations about our dissatisfaction with current or 
past performance. Taking care not to make it 
personal, we began the arduous task 
of determining which of these 
dissatisfactions was within 
our control and which 
was not. Interestingly 
enough, most of the 
frustration was 
with decisions 
and conditions 
over which we 
had little or no 
control, such 
as state-level 
mandates for 
testing and 
accountability or 
the fact that many 
of our students lived 
in poverty.

nce e identified our 
dissatisfaction, we moved to 
identifying our vision of what could,
should, and would be. Creating a vision is not that 
difficult hen you kno  hat isn t orking he 
challenge is when you associate the vision with values.
What are the values—or, in this context, the mental 
models—that frame the vision?  

Picture a dartboard with a bull’s-eye in the center with 
inner and outer rings.  Most change initiatives focus on 
the outer rings of an organization: structures such as 
instructional day, bell schedules, and grade 
configurations hese are important ut at the end of
the day really don’t drive enduring change to a school 
or school system.

The next layer I call “practices and processes.” These 
include instructional practices such as project-based 
learning, differentiated instruction, or learning by 

design. The rings closest to the bull’s-eye are 
the professional and corporate beliefs and 

alues of our organi ation ithout eshing 
out these institutional beliefs, a shift in 
practices and processes ill e superficial at 
best.

The really, really hard work of creating and 
actualizing a vision is making it resonate with 

others’ personal values and beliefs so that they have a level of 
ownership and personal commitment that empowers them to address 

structures, practices, and programs that have not met their 
expectations.

FROM COMPLIANCE TO COMMITMENT
“Compliance” is not a goal I would choose as a school leader. I prefer 
“commitment”. Compliance is externally imposed and doesn’t engender 
ownership, whereas commitment requires a decision and therefore a 
deeper level of personal responsibility to meet or exceed. Commitment is 
empowering and suggests a “do whatever it takes” attitude whereas 
compliance is conforming to a minimum standard.

Returning to Collins, let me posit three constraints that undermine authentic 
discussions and necessary actions regarding compliance, access, and 
equity.

     1. Compliance is the enemy of commitment;   
     2. Opportunity is the enemy of access; and
3. Equality is the enemy of equity.

The best example I can think of with respect to how adversarial compliance 
is to commitment is from the military. There is an expectation that when an 

order is gi en it ill e fulfilled o e er the success of an order re uires 
in large part a sense of ownership of the order by the subordinate. When 
the order is “owned” or “internalized,” it becomes theirs not, someone else’s.
The order then becomes personal and therefore much more likely to be 
carried out ith fidelity

We need commitment, not just compliance, to ensure that all learners have 
the highest standard of teaching and learning.

Opportunity has become the enemy of access. Absent 
intentionality defined purpose or structured planning
opportunity is by chance or coincidence. Access 
requires opportunity. Yet, if opportunities are not 
clearly defined then access is akin to emperor ith no 
clothes. It’s not real.

We have long confused equity with equality. The bane 
of our existence is sameness. We have a storied and 

argua ly contro ersial past of fighting for and 
recognizing equal rights, equal standing, etc. Yet, we 
have failed to understand, appreciate, or take the 
necessary steps to build the requisite capacities to 
ensure access, opportunity, compliance, and commit-
ment ork in concert  not in con ict ith one another

Equality works against equity in the sense that there 
are situations and circumstances that warrant, different 
resources, different strategies, and different timelines.
In practice, pursuing equity is not about compromising 
standards, expectations, or outcomes. Rather, it is 
recognizing and taking action to dedicate resources to 
address the different needs of each learner. The 
practice of customizing or individualizing resources to 
the needs of each learner is in direct opposition to the 

mental model of sameness.

Connecting the Dots
School and school system leaders need to champion 
access, commitment, and equity for each of their 
learners. To do so requires a careful examination of
their own mental models that may interfere with 
authentic, transparent, and sincere actions in their 
organization. Confronting mental models is not easy,
but it is necessary. If mental models, especially as they 
pertain to access, commitment, and equity, go 
unexamined, we will not move forward. In fact, we will 
become a footnote in the history of American 
education that reads, “The more things changed, the 
more they remained the same.” 

While many colleges offer special programs for students with learning 
disabilities (LD) and other learning challenges, Landmark College is one of
the only accredited colleges in the United States designed exclusively for 
students who learn differently, including students with learning disabilities 
(such as dyslexia), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

For almost 40 years, our combination of research-based learning strategies 
and academic support has proved successful in preparing students for the 
rigors of college-level work. As the field of learning disabilities and 
differences expanded, our approach to working with students has grown 
more varied, but always with a constant unyielding mission to provide best 
practices for all.

THE LANDMARK COLLEGE DIFFERENCE
Landmark College offers the same range of student services found at any 
college—from counseling and health services to student life and athletics. The 
difference at Landmark College is that these professionals, like our faculty and 
academic ad isors ring specific e pertise in and a passion for orking ith 
students who learn differently.

orking together e help students disco er their path as confident empo ered
and independent learners. We integrate our innovative learning strategies into 
everything we do.

ACADEMIC ADVISING
n addition to classes students in their first year at Landmark ollege participate 

in weekly academic advising sessions while engaged with the advising curriculum.
As students progress in their coursework, they become increasingly independent 
and meet with their advisor less frequently. Students pursuing their bachelor’s 
degree ork ith degree specific ad isors he academic ad isor is central to the 
system which supports individual student performance.

CENTERS FOR ACADEMIC SUPPORT
Landmark College’s Centers for Academic Support offer unparalleled support to 
students who learn differently, at no additional charge. The Drake Center for 

cademic upport is the first place students turn for help ith reading riting and 
study skills. Academic support centers within individual departments offer drop-in 
support and one-on-one scheduled appointments with Landmark College faculty.

COUNSELING & HEALTH
Counseling Services are available to provide support to students dealing with 
stress and other personal social or academic difficulties ealth er ices offers 
support for physical issues.

EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY
he office of Educational echnology er ices helps students take ad antage of

the wide array of technologies that support the needs of students who learn 
differently.

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION COACHING
hrough the office of oaching er ices Landmark ollege s rofessional 
ertified oaches ork ith students ho ha e a ariety of learning profiles and 

struggle with executive functioning.

INTEGRATED SERVICES FOR STUDENTS WITH AUTISM
Students with autism  who are academically prepared for college may still face 
significant challenges na igating the social curriculum and ad usting to the more 

uid routine of the college student  Landmark ollege recogni es the need to 
provide additional programming to assist students with autism to meet their 
college goals. Our integrated services model for ASD support services provides a 
structured living and learning environment that combines an effective 
pedagogical approach with tailored social and other programmatic supports. 

LIBRARY
The Landmark College Library offers walk-in assistance as well as one-on-one 
appointments with students to assist them with their research projects and with 
developing information literacy. The Library building offers a welcoming space 
conducive to individual and small-group study, as well as resources to support 
students’ curricular and extra-curricular needs and interests.

UNDERGRADUATE DEGREES & CURRICULUM
Originally founded as a two-year college, Landmark College began offering 
four-year degrees in 2014. We now offer an array of and associate degrees, with 
optional minors and concentrations.

Landmark College offers a diverse selection of courses in anthropology, English, 
business, communications, humanities, philosophy, psychology, history, literature, 
math, science, foreign languages, theater, video, music, art, physical education, 
and other disciplines.

For all entering students, the curriculum sequence begins with 
skills-development courses, designed to address the key areas of writing, 
reading, communication and study skills. Self-management, as well as the 
development of self-understanding and self-advocacy, are also important parts of 
this first semester curriculum  

Initial courses are offered at non-credit and credit levels. This allows students to 
be placed in classes where they are able to succeed, from the start. Due to our 
rigorous academic standards, more than 50% of incoming students begin in 
non-credit courses, with most moving into credit courses after one or two 
semesters.

VISIT OUR CAMPUS
Landmark College offers several Open Houses on 
Saturdays each semester. You can also schedule a visit 
with our Admissions office any week day during regular 
business hours by calling 802-387-6718 or emailing 
admisssions@landmark.edu. 

Nothing signals that the end of the carefree 
summerdays are drawing nigh like opening your 
child’s back-to-school supply list. In my case, wl need 
to stock up on the all the usual suspects — crayons,
rulers, glue — to transition our son into fourth grade.
But around the country, parents might notice some 
familiar items are missing, namely No. 2 pencils and 
paper.

Welcome to the Digital Age, when more and more 
schools are replacing old-school paper and pencils 
with screen-time learning.

This digital curriculum switch comes with many 
enefits ool gadgets like i ads and hrome o es 

are loaded with accessibility features with the 
potential to maximize learning for all students, from 
those performing well above benchmarks to those 
with severe needs.

Still, while accessibility might seem like it’s just an 
app away for young learners, these devices are only 
as accessible as the content they deliver to students.

The roots of digital accessibility date back to 1998,

when Section 508 was passed to update Section 504 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, requiring federal 
agencies to make information that is provided 
electronically accessible to people with disabilities.

Unfortunately, today many schools and districts are 
unfamiliar with requirements of section 508 and,
therefore, do not purchase curriculum or 
assessments that are accessible for students who will 
be using assistive technology or for students 
needing to utilize the accessible features on their 
own devices.

Question 1 – Are your products Section 
508 or WCAG 2.0/2.1 compliant?  

t s a simple uestion on t e satisfied ith a 
simple “Yes” or “No response. A product may not be 
fully compliant, but if the vendor understands the 
deficiencies and is orking to ards compliance
their product could be a consideration.   If your 
vendor says “Yes,” ask them for an explanation. Also,
ask them to provide a Voluntary Product Accessibility 
Template (VPAT). A VPAT highlights all of the 
accessible areas and components of an online 
product or platform.

Question 2 – Do you have keyboard 
navigation? 

Even though section 508 and WCAG covers 
keyboard navigation, the vendor representative may 
not be familiar with that terminology. Therefore,
asking these next questions, 2-5 of the checklist, will 
become important. Keyboard navigation removes 

arriers and allo s for e i ility n addition proper 
keyboard navigation has the potential to allow 
navigation with a switch, refreshable braille, screen 
readers  magnification de ices and much more

Question 3 – Does your product have alternative 
text for pictures?.... graphs, charts and diagrams? 

If not, ask how the vendor might provide 
alternatives. Describing images in words or with 
sound is vital for visually-impaired students.

Question 4 – Are videos 
closed-captioned or do they provide 
sign language?  

Media that includes video is an important 
instructional tool and all students should have full 
access.

Question 5 – For curriculum and 
assessment providers: Have you 
conducted usability studies? 

If so, with students? With adults? And did any of
them use assistive technology?  Usability studies are 
important, because the vendor could have created a 
product to 508 standards and yet it is still not 
accessible. Usability studies help to make a product 
more intuitive, more user friendly and when done 
with accessibility in mind – accessible.

Now that your accessibility checklist is complete 
there’s only one thing left to do — enjoy those last few 
days of summer, and, perhaps, wish a fond farewell 
to those No. 2 pencils.
Elizabeth Barker, Ph.D., Senior Accessibility 

Specialist, NWEA, began her career in education as 
an elementary and middle school special education 
teacher. She earned a master’s degree in special 
education from the University of Colorado and a 
doctoral degree from the University of Oregon with 
an emphasis on growth trajectory for students with 
learning disabilities in mathematics and reading 
comprehension.
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CREATING AN ACCESSIBLE 
POSTSECONDARY 

By  Manju Banerjee, Ph.D.

Perspectives on accessibility are varied 
depending on one’s viewpoint. Accessibility 
or lack thereof may be viewed through a 
legal, educational, and/or a social justice lens. 
A formal definition of the word as cited in 
Merriam-Webster’s defines accessibility as the 
quality of being able to be reached or entered; 
easy to obtain or use; and easily understood or 
appreciated. Inaccessibility, not surprisingly, is 
literally the opposite of accessibility. 

Who does Accessibility Affect?

Very simply put, lack of access affects us 
all. It affects those who do not speak the 
language of the country that they are in; 
individuals perceived as not belonging to 
a group membership or tribe; the elderly; 
neurodivergent individuals and neurotypicals. 

In other words, inaccessibility affects everyone. 
It affects the student who has dyslexia who 

““Very simply put, lack of access affects us 
all. It affects those who do not speak the 
language of the country that they are in; 
individuals perceived as not belonging 

to a group membership or tribe; the 
elderly; neurodivergent individuals and 

neurotypicals. 

WHAT DOES IT REALLY MEAN 
AND WHY SHOULD YOU CARE
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needs text-to-speech software to access the 
printed page, or the individual who is unable 
to get into his online bank account because 
he can’t recall the correct ID and password; or 
the elderly woman who holds up the line at a 
grocery store because she can’t find the store 
coupons in her purse.

Yet, even today accessibility is often an 
afterthought. We see it in designs of products 
and materials which are inaccessible and 
have to be retrofitted with access features 
or accommodations for diverse users. It 
is important to underscore the distinction 
between accessibility and compliance. Since 
the passage of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act in 1990, almost all institutions of higher 
education receiving federal funds must follow 
compliance guidelines that ensure equal 
access for students identified as having a 
disability. Compliance is a legal mandate 
and serves to ensure non-discrimination, but 
does not necessarily promote a culture of 
accessibility. 

Why Accessibility?

An accessibility mindset is important for three 
reasons:

1. Lack of accessibility robs individuals of
autonomy and independence. Consider
the anxiety and fear of someone using a
wheelchair having to wait at the top of the
stairs to be rescued while the room fills
with smoke from a fire.

2. Inaccessibility takes an emotional toll,
and it is frustrating and humiliating to the
individual. A student with dyslexia who is
told that she is stupid because she can’t
read fluently carries that scar with her into
adulthood. Yet, we know from research by
Shaywitz and Shaywitz (2010) that reading
ability and intelligence are not linked for
individuals with dyslexia; and that slow
readers can indeed be fast thinkers.

3. Inaccessibility robs us of opportunities
for innovation. Many individuals who are
excluded from the mainstream because

of their “differences” can and do add to 
the creative richness of societal capital, 
when given the opportunity. While the 
research is primarily correlational, there is 
evidence to suggest that some individuals 
who learn differently are particularly cued 
into pattern recognition and innovative 
entrepreneurship. It is a lost opportunity 
when these strengths are not recognized 
and leveraged.

How of Accessibility

At its core, creating a culture of accessibility 
starts with empathy. Empathy is understanding 
another’s emotions through perspective 
taking. It is being able to sense and feel how 
another person is feeling. When one can truly 
empathize with what it feels like to be excluded, 
marginalized or discriminated against, then 
there is a shift in mindset towards accessibility. 

Maya Angelou writes, “I’ve learned that 
people will forget what you said, people will 
forget what you did, but people will never 
forget how you made them feel.” Empathy 
is a component of emotional intelligence 
and is typically understood as consisting 
of two types of responses – emotional and 
cognitive. Emotional empathy, also known 
as affective empathy, is the ability to share 
the feelings of another and react with similar 
feeling. Emotional empathy allows us to act 
in ways that create an emotional connection. 
Cognitive empathy takes perspective and is 
able to understand how another person is 
feeling or thinking. When we are empathetic 
with individuals who are neurodivergent, we 
act and behave in ways that create a culture of 
accessibility. ““When we are empathetic with individuals 

who are neurodivergent, we act and 
behave in ways that create a culture of 

accessibility. 
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the act of empathy unteachable. However, 
by promoting attitudes and behaviors such 
as self-awareness, nonjudgmental positive 
regard for others, good listening skills, and 
self-confidence we can start building a culture 
of accessibility built on the foundational 
cornerstone of empathy. In today’s world it 
is easy to lose sight of the feelings of others, 
particularly when inaccessibility does not 
personally affect us. But reconnecting with 
our innate empathy as human beings can go a 
long way towards a fully accessible world. 

About the Author

Manju Banerjee, Ph.D. 
is Vice President for 
Educational Research 
and Innovation at 
Landmark College in 
Putney, Vermont.

Empathy is a natural state. Neuroscience 
research affirms that humans are wired for 
empathy. Mirror neurons in our brains trigger 
emotions and feelings experienced by another 
person. This feeling of sameness or empathy 
helps to create a truly accessible culture which 
transcends compliance, non-discrimination 
mandates, and/or ethical considerations of 
“the right thing to do.” At Landmark College, 
faculty and staff are oriented to empathy 
through observation, faculty mentorship, and 
a close relationship with students, grounded 
in the tenets of non-directive coaching. The 
latter proposes active trust building between 
students and faculty by creating a “safe space 
to fail” while maintaining high expectations; 
being non-judgmental and neutral while 
listening; and jointly articulating accountability 
and consequences.

When empathy occurs, we find ourselves 
experiencing it, rather than directly causing it 
to happen. This is the characteristic that makes 



YOUR
STEP-BY-STEP 
GUIDE TO 
PROTECTING 
STUDENT DATA 
PRIVACY

As education leaders, you need to be empowered to make 

the right decisions about protecting student data privacy, for 

today and for the future.  In Linnette Attai’s new book, Student 

Data Privacy: Building a School Compliance Program, you’ll 

learn what it takes to build a program that protects the 

personal information of your students while supporting your 

broader school mission.

“This is a foundational, 
must-read book that helps 
educators understand how to 
get started with concrete 
actions that build trust with 
parents and policymakers.” 

KEITH KRUEGER, CEO, 
Consortium for School Networking

About the Author
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cultures of compliance and guiding clients through the complex obligations 

governing data privacy matters, user safety and marketing. She is the founder 

of PlayWell, LLC, a full-service compliance consulting firm that takes the 

complexity out of developing compliant and responsible practices within the 

framework of your organization’s capabilities, capacities and goals. 

Learn more at PlayWell-LLC.com and follow us on Twitter @PlayWell_LLC.
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Protecting the privacy of student data is 
a fundamental responsibility of today’s 
school systems.

PlayWell, LLC

Available now



By Dr. Jeff Hawkins

The Kentucky Valley Educational Cooperative 
(KVEC) is a nationally recognized education 
service agency. KVEC’s twenty-three member 
public school districts comprise a rural 
geographic area larger than the state of 
Connecticut.

Appalachian Kentucky conjures many images: 
mist rising over densely wooded hills, winding 
streams, curving roads, strip mines, sub-
standard homes, or the faces of people with a 
faraway look in their eyes.

Media coverage about the region tends to 
examine challenges and depict stereotypes. 
Whether the focus of the story is about 
declining employment in the coal industry, 
the opioid crises, poor health or a myriad of 
other concerns; the overarching message is 
nearly always the same – a place and people 
struggling to survive hard-scrabble times.

Negative perceptions about education in 
Appalachian Kentucky also exist and are 
usually rooted in a lack of knowledge about 
the region and its schools and often originate 
from sources more interested in admiring a 

challenge rather than achieving a solution.
What does the data tell us?

Districts in the KVEC region are high poverty, 
low income, rural and remote according to 
Federal Department of Education Guidelines.

One half of the region’s youth live in poverty.  
According to the 2017 Small Area Income 
and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) data on child 
poverty rates, 12 counties in the KVEC region 
are in the top five percent of all counties in the 
nation for the highest levels of child poverty 
rates. The free and reduced lunch qualifying 
average for the region is 96.4%. The region’s 
unemployment rate is double the national 
average. The disability rate is more than double 
the state average. The region’s population has 
declined by 11.4 % since 2000 as opposed to 
a 10.2% increase for the state. School district 
enrollment trends have mirrored population 
declines across the KVEC Region. The districts 
have collectively lost 14,314 K-12 students 
since 2000, this change represents a 22.7 
percent decrease in population - meaning 
districts have lost more than two of every 10 
students from their schools since the year 
2000.
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The region is consistently rated as unhealthy. 
According to the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation’s County Health Ranking 2018, 
all KVEC districts reside in counties in the 
top 25 unhealthy counties. According to the 
2018 Kentucky County Health Index KVEC 
counties ranked near the bottom in “Quality 
of Life,” and in frequent “physical and mental 
distress,” higher than the state average in 
diabetes prevalence, and considerably higher 
in teen births, smoking usage, youth dental 
and disabilities’ issues and cancer rates while 
having more challenges to access quality 
health care.

Trend data by nearly every socio-economic 
measure indicates a region accelerating 
toward a tipping point that has been decades 
in the making.

What does history tell us?

On January 8, 1964, President Lyndon B. 
Johnson stood before the United States 
Congress and in his State of the Union Address 
declared an “unconditional war on poverty in 
America.” Legislation proposed by President 
Johnson included new programs: Head Start, 
food stamps, Medicaid, Medicare, more 
spending on education and tax cuts to help 
create jobs. The legislation was in response to 
a national poverty rate of nearly 20 percent.

On April 24th, 1964 President Johnson 
visited Martin County in KVEC’s service area 
to generate support for the legislative effort. 
While visiting the home of Tommy Fletcher in 
Inez, President Johnson stated, “I have called 
for a national war on poverty. Our objective: 
total victory.”

Two out of 10 Americans lived at or below 
the poverty threshold in 1964 when the war 
on poverty was declared. Now, 55 years later, 
three out of every 10 Americans living in 
the KVEC service region live at or below the 
poverty threshold.

But, what do we tell ourselves?

Despite the pervasive challenges facing public 
schools in this region, education leaders in the 
KVEC region are united by a fierce belief in 
schools and communities and their ability to 
play a significant role in advancing academic 
achievement, economic development and 
community vitality. It is true that very real 
challenges exist and cannot be discounted.  
Leaders choose to view education through a 
lens of abundance versus scarcity and view 
themselves as a vital catalyst impacting the 
future.

This strong belief in and connection to place 
and people grew into an imperative to launch 
the Appalachian Renaissance Initiative (ARI) 
six years ago to increase access to high quality 
opportunities for learners and educators.

Systems of dynamic supports and resources 
have been and are being developed continue 
the effort to lift the region out of generational 
poverty and historically poor educational 
outcomes. Practitioner developed solutions 
are informed by scholarship/research and 
engage the broader educational community 
in collaboration toward catalytic solutions for 
ongoing transformation.

The ARI includes six integrated and 
programmatically interconnected projects: 1) 
Personalized Learning, 2) Effective Teachers 
and Leaders, 3) Next Generation classrooms, 
4) Accessible Data Systems, 5) Health and
Wellness, and 6) College and Career Success.
All ARI projects focus on increasing agency,

““Two out of 10 Americans lived at or 
below the poverty threshold in 1964 

when the war on poverty was declared. 
Now, 55 years later, three out of every 

10 Americans living in the KVEC service 
region live at or below the poverty 

threshold.
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Actionable insights for teachers

i-Ready.com/Empower

Engaging instruction for students

Student 
Name

NO ALG MS GEO

Date
Overall
Placement

Showing 20 of 20

Tan, Melanie

Sanchez, Abby

Stanton, Geena

Warren, Santino

McDonald, Kal

Vo, Isaiah

Wade, Kiara

Patel, Mia

Ramirez, Gabriella

Bowers, Tara

Lowe, Noah

Baker, Danielle

Singh, Brian

Powell, Elijah

Choi, Isabelle

Ruiz, Justin

Hess, Michael

Malone, Carla

Cochran, Damon

Simmons, Tristan

Late 5

Late 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Late 5

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Mid 5

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Early 5

Grade 3

Grade 2

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

Choose Your Column:

517

516

512

491

489

484

483

473

472

472

470

463

463

462

459

454

453

440

429

429

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 2

Overall Placement Placement by Domain*

Number and Operations (NO)

Algebra and Algebraic Thinking (ALG)

Measurement and Data (MS)

Geometry (GEO)

Class/Report Group

Mrs. Lotton's Class

Date Range

Diagnostic 1 (09/14/18)

Placement De�nition

Standard View Key

7 Students

35%
On or Above 
Grade Level

10 Students

50%
One 
Grade Level Below

3 Students

15%
Two or More 
Grade Levels Below

0 Students

0%
Not Completed

Showing All Students

Diagnostic Results PDF

Subject

Math

Placement by Domain

Scale
Score

*Students not completed are not included

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

Typical 
Growth

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

Stretch 
Growth

Growth Measures

HelpAssess & TeachRosters Regina MooreReports

Student 
Name

NO ALG MS GEO

Date
Overall
Placement

Showing 20 of 20

Tan, Melanie

Sanchez, Abby

Stanton, Geena

Warren, Santino

McDonald, Kal

Vo, Isaiah

Wade, Kiara

Patel, Mia

Ramirez, Gabriella

Bowers, Tara

Lowe, Noah

Baker, Danielle

Singh, Brian

Powell, Elijah

Choi, Isabelle

Ruiz, Justin

Hess, Michael

Malone, Carla

Cochran, Damon

Simmons, Tristan

Late 5

Late 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Late 5

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Mid 5

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Early 5

Grade 3

Grade 2

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

Choose Your Column:

517

516

512

491

489

484

483

473

472

472

470

463

463

462

459

454

453

440

429

429

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 2

Overall Placement Placement by Domain*

Number and Operations (NO)

Algebra and Algebraic Thinking (ALG)

Measurement and Data (MS)

Geometry (GEO)

Class/Report Group

Mrs. Lotton's Class

Date Range

Diagnostic 1 (09/14/18)

Placement De�nition

Standard View Key

7 Students

35%
On or Above 
Grade Level

10 Students

50%
One 
Grade Level Below

3 Students

15%
Two or More 
Grade Levels Below

0 Students

0%
Not Completed

Showing All Students

Diagnostic Results PDF

Subject

Math

Placement by Domain

Scale
Score

*Students not completed are not included

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

Typical 
Growth

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

Stretch 
Growth

Growth Measures

HelpAssess & TeachRosters Regina MooreReports

Student 
Name

NO ALG MS GEO

Date
Overall
Placement

Showing 20 of 20

Tan, Melanie

Sanchez, Abby

Stanton, Geena

Warren, Santino

McDonald, Kal

Vo, Isaiah

Wade, Kiara

Patel, Mia

Ramirez, Gabriella

Bowers, Tara

Lowe, Noah

Baker, Danielle

Singh, Brian

Powell, Elijah

Choi, Isabelle

Ruiz, Justin

Hess, Michael

Malone, Carla

Cochran, Damon

Simmons, Tristan

Late 5

Late 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Late 5

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Grade 4

Mid 5

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Early 5

Grade 3

Grade 2

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

09/14/18

Choose Your Column:

517

516

512

491

489

484

483

473

472

472

470

463

463

462

459

454

453

440

429

429

Mid 5

Mid 5

Mid 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 2

Grade 3

Mid 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Early 5

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 3

Grade 2

Overall Placement Placement by Domain*

Number and Operations (NO)

Algebra and Algebraic Thinking (ALG)

Measurement and Data (MS)

Geometry (GEO)

Class/Report Group

Mrs. Lotton's Class

Date Range

Diagnostic 1 (09/14/18)

Placement De�nition

Standard View Key

7 Students

35%
On or Above 
Grade Level

10 Students

50%
One 
Grade Level Below

3 Students

15%
Two or More 
Grade Levels Below

0 Students

0%
Not Completed

Showing All Students

Diagnostic Results PDF

Subject

Math

Placement by Domain

Scale
Score

*Students not completed are not included

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

14

14

14

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

18

20

20

Typical 
Growth

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

20

20

20

29

29

29

29

31

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

29

35

41

41

Stretch 
Growth

Growth Measures

HelpAssess & TeachRosters Regina MooreReports

With i-Ready Assessments, sophisticated data is transformed into meaningful, actionable insights
that make di�erentiating instruction a practical reality for teachers.

Driven by insights from i-Ready Assessments, i-Ready Instruction delivers rigorous, engaging online lessons  
in Reading and Mathematics that motivate all students to reach grade level and beyond.

Accelerate student growth  
with one powerful program

ACE_Spread-2019_2.indd   All Pages 5/30/19   1:20 PM



inspiring hope and building trust.

Below are a few examples from a host of 
projects, initiatives and resources that have 
been developed by KVEC staff and other 
regional educators to meet the needs of 
learners, staff and community as we concentrate 
effort on increasing access and opportunity to 
achieve equity.

www.TheHOLLER.org
The “Holler” is the first of its kind online 
Learning Portal in the rural US. The Holler is 
a place-based social learning network with 
the singular objective of reframing the rural 
education narrative.

Building It Forward/Tiny House Initiative
An investment in creating a ‘future story’ for 
learners, enabling students to design and build 
a tiny house from start to completion. Students 
learn skills including carpentry, welding, 
electricity; as well as, design and budgeting. 
Participants use their strengths and assets to 
collaboratively solve challenges and build 
capacity for improvement and innovation. To 
date 17 homes have been built and sold with 
the proceeds going back into the program.

Student Agency
A robust student agency component that 
consists of several related initiatives including; 
regional Student Senate, Community Problem 
Solving, Students Transforming Appalachia 
with Real Solutions (STARS), entrepreneurial 
collaborations with HE partners and state and 
national competition.

Activating Catalytic Transformation
Provides practitioner-developed clinical 
professional learning designed to engage 
schools, districts and communities in using 
their strengths and assets to collaboratively 
solve their own challenges and build capacity 
for improvement and innovation.

Innovation Learning Grants 
More than 150 individual Innovation grants 
are awarded to classroom teachers each year. 

Grants are awarded as part of a competitive 
application process focused on creating 
innovation in learning at the classroom level 
and include a well-developed action research 
component to share results and lessons 
learned throughout the process.

Appalachian Technology Institute (ATI) 
A multi-district collaboration that enables 
rural districts to share teachers, coursework 
and programs to provide learners with 
opportunities that they might not be able 
to provide otherwise because of scale. 
Over 800 students are currently enrolled 
in programming, coding, aeronautics and 
entrepreneurism.

Forging Innovation in Rural Education 
(FIRE) Summits
Summits are held twice per year and serve as 
formalized “waypoints” and celebrations to 
monitor implementation, extend participant 
learning at all levels, and consistently engage 
an expanding number of active participants in 
catalytic innovations. Summits involve a broad 
cross section of role groups and are broadcast 
as a live feed to a national and global audience.
  
“A Way Forward” Call to Action
This report begins to develop a more 
intentional, transparent strategy for rural 
development by strengthening education to 
enhance economic vitality, local agency, quality 
of life and community sustainability. The report 
can be accessed atwww.kvecforward.org.

Public school districts in rural east Kentucky 
work tirelessly to provide learners with the 
critical resources to succeed and demonstrate 
excellence. Schools and students are 
regularly acknowledged  for significant 
achievements   that combine authentic 
learning and address real-world community 
challenges. In the past year student teams 
were recognized for their work to address: 
the Opioid Crises, sub-standard housing, 
locally sourced food production, computer 
coding, app development, drone design and 
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innovation, 3D printing, wellness, obesity, art, 
music, publishing and an ongoing list that 
connects learning to community-building and 
entrepreneurialism.

Multiple measures are used to determine 
school success: two significant measure to 
both the learner and building community 
vitality are graduation rates and College and 
Career Readiness Rates.

Collectively, school districts in the KVEC region 
graduate students at a higher level than the 
state and national average (KVEC region = 
94.4%, Kentucky = 89.7%, US = 73%).
Collectively school districts in the KVEC region 
have a higher College and Career Readiness 
level than the state average (KVEC region = 
72.5%, Kentucky = 66%).

Community and education are interdependent 
and have the ability to ignite revitalization 
in rural eastern Kentucky that is absolutely 
necessary to create a viable future, a future 
where communities thrive, not just survive 
and where schools and learners work 
collaboratively across multiple sectors to 
engage in outcomes-based solutions driven 
by the unique assets and needs of place.

Equitable public education is the best hope 
for many rural learners and may be the last-
best hope for many rural communities.  

About the Author

Dr. Jeff Hawkins is the 
Executive Director 
at the Kentucky 
Valley Educational 
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twenty-two school 
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David Grunseit is a pioneer in the education 
field. He approaches all things in life with 
curiosity and dedication and his passion 
for creating safe learning spaces for all 
different types of learners is unparalleled. 
He has personally worked with hundreds 
of architects, school administrators and 
educators across the U.S. and Australia to 
revolutionize education through furniture 
and space. David has a keen desire to help 
all students succeed in school, no matter their 
personal learning preferences or needs. His 
company is committed to changing the way 
students learn, and thereby changing their 
lives for the better.

What does your company do? 

At NorvaNivel, we believe that changing 
students’ learning environments changes the 
way they learn and allows them to realize their 
greatest potential. We are a leading designer 
and manufacturer of inclusive, agile learning 
spaces and educational furniture. Founded in 
2010 in Australia, where we are an established 
player in the educational furniture market, 
our flexible, collaborative learning spaces 
promote student engagement and success at 
all grade levels. We base our designs on an 
understanding of educators’ and students’ 
needs, and our equitable, accessible learning 
environments validate them. We work closely 
with our education partners to create learning 
environments that set the standard for 
inclusivity, equity and engagement.

INDUSTRY VOICE

DAVID GRUNSEIT
DIRECTOR, NORANIVEL

38



Tell us why Pre-K-12 educators should be 
aware of what you are doing regarding 
Educational Equity and Accessibility 

NorvaNivel is all about creating safe spaces 
for every type of learner. We’re one of the 
original pioneers of this approach, first in 
Australia and now across the U.S. and Canada. 
We have the research, the experience and an 
ever-increasing range of classroom product 
offerings to bring this to life from pre-K 
through high school and higher learning. We 
work one on one with educators, dealers and 
school administrators to create the learning 
space that’s best for students. We build agile 
learning spaces that empower educators, 
and in turn, empower students. Students gain 
ownership over their learning space, which 
engages them, makes them feel safe, and 
helps them learn in ways that promotes self-
regulation and executive functioning. 

Put your company into the realm of Equity 
in education. We know you care and 
always have. Too many companies simply 
say the word and do nothing else. Please 
feel free to expound on this…brag a bit

Thought leaders, educators, administrators, 
architects and dealers who know us would say 
that “Equity,” “Accessibility” and “NorvaNivel” 
are synonymous. Equity and accessibility are at 
the heart of who we are, because our mission is 
to ensure that all students, across all ages and 
learning styles, have an equal chance to learn 
in the classroom. We were founded on the 
premise that’s it’s not “a seat for every child,” 
but a space that addresses each learner’s 
specific learning style, that advances learning. 

What are you most proud of about your 
company in today’s educational world.

Giving current and future learners a better 
chance to maximize their potential than what we 
had growing up. We’ve reinvented classrooms 
around the world to be places where students 
of all ages and types can safely, productively 

and successfully learn. Any student can walk 
into a NorvaNivel classroom and quickly “get 
to work.” They see their teacher as more of a 
guide and less of an instructor, and they feel 
confident learning alongside other students – 
each using the creative space to engage and 
learn in the ways that work best for them. We’ve 
tried really hard to break down barriers to 
learning that have been in place for decades, 
and the student outcomes are amazing. 

What does the term EDUCATIONAL 
EQUITY mean to you?

Educational Equity is a commitment that we 
owe today’s students. We must create spaces 
that make learning possible for all students – 
no matter their particular needs, challenges 
or preferences. For NorvaNivel, this isn’t an 
option; it’s what we do. We do it by observing 
students and educators and then designing 
products and spaces that literally change 
the way students learn. Our spaces promote 
choice and ownership: lightweight pieces 
that students can move and use as they like; 
high and low surfaces; options for sitting and 
standing; being collaborative or providing 
options to for introspective time. NorvaNivel 
makes educational equity a reality in 
classrooms, in schools, in districts nationwide.

Read the full interview here.

DAVID GRUNSEIT
DIRECTOR, NORANIVEL
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On any given day, my morning routine might 
include a “conversation” with my home digital 
assistant from which I learn the latest news, the 
weather forecast, or just how terrible the traffic 
is on my route to work. In my car, my GPS app 
tells me how to get 
where I’m going, and I 
often listen to podcasts 
or audiobooks to 
make my commute 
more tolerable. On 
particularly busy or 
stressful mornings, 
I’m grateful that my 
Bible app can read 
aloud to me while I 
navigate the crowded 
freeways, providing 
needed inspiration. 
In some of these 
audio experiences, 
the voices talking to 
me are human ones; 
other times, they’re 
digital voices so 
human sounding that I 
hardly notice the difference. For me, though, 
consuming content in audio is merely a 
convenience. For many others, it is as essential 
as air and water.

Digital Text-to-Speech Voices Are a Lifeline

Consider the person who is visually impaired 
and depends on audio interactions to provide 

directions, read emails, and complete everyday 
tasks. Or the person with dyslexia who can 
read with greater ease and comprehension 
with narrated books because he or she 
doesn’t have to struggle to decode every 

word. For individuals 
with reading barriers, 
audio is a necessary 
mode of receiving and 
processing information. 
And although some 
of what they consume 
today will be human 
narrated, more and 
more information will be 
communicated through 
technology. Let’s face 
it: digital text-to-speech 
(TTS) voices are here 
to stay, and they will 
only become more 
common. Thankfully, the 
quality has improved 
significantly and will 
continue to improve 
every year. Soon, the 

distinction between human and TTS voices 
will be negligible.

As I interact with educators around the country 
who support students with reading barriers, 
I sometimes hear concerns about students’ 
willingness to adjust to TTS versus human-
narrated audio. Some educators indicate 
that their students have already chosen one 

REFRAMING THE TEXT-TO-SPEECH VS. HUMAN AUDIO 
DEBATE: BOTH MAKE READING EASIER

The proliferation and improved quality of text-to-speech is helping people with 
reading barriers succeed in school and life

By CHRISTINE JONES



audio format or the other, or the educators 
themselves have made this choice for them. 
In light of the realities described above, this 
either/or approach to audio formats can limit 
learning opportunities. 

Preparing students for the future requires 
helping them become comfortable with TTS 
as well as human-narrated audio content. 
Fortunately, students have a growing number 
of excellent TTS voice options from which to 
choose, so they’re sure to find at least one 
voice they can use for reading. And, research 
shows that reading with TTS benefits students 
now as well as in the future.

Text-to-Speech Offers Features that 
Improve Reading Proficiency

Many applications that facilitate TTS reading 
offer karaoke-style highlighted text (at the 
word, phrase, or sentence level) to accompany 
the narration. In addition, these tools often 
allow students to customize their experiences 
by selecting the font, font size, color scheme, 
voice, and speed that works best for them. Voice 
Dream Reader, for example, offers 186 voices 
in 30 languages. Many tools also facilitate 
bookmarking and highlighting of text, note 
taking, and connections with supplementary 
online resources. According to studies on TTS 
used by students with reading barriers, as 
cited by the National Assistive Technology in 
Education (NATE) Network, features such as 
these “enhance student engagement, interest, 
and motivation” (Reinking, 2005; Strangman & 
Dalton, 2005).

In another study with students with reading 
barriers, “students accessed twice as much 
text within the same amount of time” when 
consuming information with TTS versus 

reading text on paper. In addition, “the use 
of the TTS allowed students to demonstrate 
improved comprehension scores on factual 
and inferential (higher level thinking) 
comprehension questions.” Moreover, in this 
same study, “teachers reported improved 
academic performance, better on-task 
behavior, and more engagement when 
students used TTS” (Hodapp & Rachow, 2010).

Another benefit and point of differentiation 
for consideration is that production of TTS-
enabled books is far quicker, easier, and less 
expensive than that of human-narrated content. 
That means more of the books students need 
will be readily available in a format that works 
well for them. No matter how people want to 
consume content – audio, karaoke-style, braille, 
large print, or printed on paper – that content 
should be accessible and available whenever 
people need it. 

About the Author

Christine Jones is 
Associate Director of U.S. 
Education for Bookshare, 
a Benetech initiative. 
She leads Benetech’s 
outreach to schools in the 
U.S., interacts extensively
with professionals who
support students with
reading barriers, and

partners with education and district leaders to 
bring about improved student outcomes.

Bookshare is the world’s largest ebook library 
for people with reading barriers. Members 
can access over 730,000+ titles and read 
their way with specialized formats that enable 
users to customize their reading experience. 
Bookshare has delivered over 14 million 
ebooks in 47 languages to more than 650,000 
members worldwide. Benetech is a nonprofit 
that empowers communities with software for 
social good.

““Preparing students for the future requires 
helping them become comfortable with 

TTS as well as human-narrated audio 
content. 
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Both organizations wanted to deepen the urban 
school’s commitment to providing children 
an individualized education that is balanced 
to develop character, intellect, creativity and 
physical well-being. The space had to be 
an environment where children would feel 
welcome, comfortable and safe, as those who 
attend Gordon Parks have experienced some 
sort of trauma already in their short lives.  
NorvaNivel was founded on the belief that 
every student deserves a learning environment 
that caters to their individual needs, fostering 
engagement, collaboration and ownership – so 

this request was heard loud and clear by the 
company.  

To “reinvent” Gordon Parks, NorvaNivel and 
Gould Evans asked for input from the school’s 
educators and administrators. With that, they 
created a flexible and easy-to-use environment 
for students, educators, and administrators. 
This meant rethinking individual classrooms 
for second through fourth graders, as well as 
making the most of the large corridor space, 
which up to then was underutilized, and 
creating an environment that they dubbed the 
HIVE.  

HOW NORVANIVEL 
TRANSFORMED A KANSAS CITY 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL INTO 
AN INCLUSIVE, AGILE LEARNING SPACE 
THAT HELPS ALL LEARNERS SUCCEED 

Educators, researchers, administrators and even students know that classrooms across our country 
are in dire need of an evolution, and in many cases, a revolution.  Gordon Parks Elementary School, 
the oldest public charter school in Kansas City, Missouri, is one such school. They recently partnered 
with NorvaNivel®, US-based designers and manufacturers of educational furniture and future-
forward learning spaces, and a local architectural firm, Gould Evans, to reinvent the 105-year old 
building that would cater to students’ individual learning styles, challenges, preferences and needs. 

SPONSORED CONTENT



The HIVE, which includes such NorvaNivel 
products as INCUPOD™ Nooks, COLLABANA™ 
Frames, CRASHPOD™ Cushions and 
GRASSYOTT™ Ottomans – each designed 
to engage and improve specific learning 
outcomes – allows students to work how they 
want, either individually or collaboratively in 
small groups. This gives students ownership 
and empowers them to work comfortably and 
productively, while building pride, which is 
critical to this student population. Many of the 
NorvaNivel components in the HIVE are vital for 
reflection and retreat, which are fundamentals 
for equitable and accessible learning spaces. 

Sean Klippel, a third-grade teacher at Gordon 
Parks, said that providing private spaces and 
getaway zones for their students has made 
in-depth individual learning and small group 
study possible.  He continued by saying that the 
new learning space has changed the lives of 
the students because it gives them a safe space 
to learn and foster a sense of accomplishment 
and pride.

For more information, visit norvanivel.com. 



HERE’S HOW MUSIC TECH 
LEVELS THE PLAYING FIELD 
by Luke Manas, Teacher, 
York Early College Academy

When I decided to become a music teacher, 
I wanted to give my students the sense of 
community and meaning making that I felt 
when I was in school. To build a program 
that offered that, I knew that I might have to 
find some creative solutions. What I didn’t 
anticipate was falling in love with those very 
solutions!

I teach in the New York City Department of 
Education, the largest school system in the 
U.S., with more than 1.1 million students. 1,800 
separate schools and just as many stories and 
contexts. For the last few years, I have found a 
home running the music program at York Early 
College Academy, a small school in Jamaica 
Queens for traditionally underserved, but 
strongly motivated students in grades 6-12. 
When I started the music program here, I had 
a few ideas that I let guide my planning: have 
students make music as quickly and as often 
as possible, push them be as creative as they 
can and, ask them to grow their voices as 
individuals as well as in collaboration. 

For us, like many, the challenge was context. 
Many of my students do not play instruments 
and have not taken formal music classes since 
elementary school. We did not yet have access 
to grants for instruments and equipment and 
even if we did, seeing students for multiple 
years is difficult to schedule in a small school 
with our model. My first year here, I taught 
most of my classes in a science room. Despite 
the challenges, I knew it was possible to offer 
my students a meaningful music education. 
For us, the solution was technology.



Technology offered the flexibility necessary 
to engage all my learners no matter their 
background, skill level or interest. 

It was a blank slate that could cut the learning 
curve and get our students making music right 
away. We built the foundation of our music 
program here using music technology and 
since built the capacity to expand to traditional 
instruments. Technology, however, will always 
remain the cornerstone of what we do because 
of its effectiveness.

Making Those Self-Portraits Sing

Every year, the first project we do is a Musical 
Self Portrait. We begin by discussing how art 
can influence the emotions of the viewer or 
listener; how different elements come together 
to paint an understanding beyond a recitation 
of facts. After journaling about how they see 
themselves and then finding out how their 
peers perceive them, they begin to connect 
these feelings to different sonic descriptors: 
dissonant, fast, melodic, sweet. Once they 
have an idea of their sonic pallet, they are off 
to work! 

This project is an amazing opportunity for my 
students to show me what they know and  for 
me to collect meaningful data to describe it. 
By using technology, my students can begin 
to produce meaningful work without having to 
worry about advanced technical knowledge, 
how they will notate their ideas or not having 
enough instruments to go around. They can 
add original vocals or instrumentals just as 
easily as they can manipulate loops and drums 
allowing students to go as deep as they are 
willing and able. 

There are many not-so-obvious benefits of using 
technology in the music classroom and each 
plays a part in why it is such an effective tool. 
Teaching students to work in a digital medium 
allows for seamless addition of both electronic 
compositions and recordings of acoustic 
performances into portfolios. It is a powerful 
aide for my learners with special needs as it 
provides visual scaffolds and easy revisions. In 
addition, it unlocks the use of station teaching 
in my classroom, where students are broken 
into groups working on separate tasks. I can 
then work with my budding violinists 
and cellists while my guitarists 
and vocalists are engaged in 
meaningful creative work 
that doesn’t disrupt 
the group. This small 
group instruction 
is one of the 
most powerful 
benefits of a 
technologically 
integrated music 
classroom. 

This is How We 
Do It

My tool of choice 
for digital music 
making  is Soundtrap. 
I discovered Soundtrap 
in 2015 while I was 
teaching at the Albert 
Shanker School for the Visual 
and Performing Arts in Astoria 
Queens. I was teaching a studio 
production course with Garageband in 
a mac lab, but the computers were aging and 
that lead to the expected problems. In the 
process of upgrading the lab I wanted to move 
to Chromebooks, but couldn’t unless I found a 
compatible platform. 

What I found in Soundtrap was more than I had 
anticipated. My students were able to utilize 
all of the same features of traditional beginner 
digital audio workstation but with the added 

““Technology offered the flexibility 
necessary to engage all my learners no 
matter their background, skill level or 

interest. 
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benefits of being based in the cloud. As such, 
it works across devices smartphones, tablets, 
PCs and Macs giving students the freedom to 
continue working on their projects from home 
and, I appreciate being able to tap into the 
students’ projects to see their process without 
peering over their shoulders or waiting for 
an audio file. I also found that with the ease 
of multi-device collaboration that Soundtrap 
offers students did just that, collaborating on 
interesting and original compositions and 
podcasts.

When I came to York Early College Academy 
in 2017, I knew I would be using Soundtrap 
to build our new music program. Technology 
gives us so many opportunities to reach 
beyond the boundaries of traditional music 
and music making. To innovate for and with 

Join Magnet Schools of America, Albuquerque Public 
Schools, and magnet school educators across the country 
for the 2019 Technical Assistance and Training Conference. 

Visit beautiful Albuquerque, New Mexico for 
conversations on building new magnet programs as well 
as the importance of equity, leadership and culture, and 
professional development across all magnet schools.

Learn more or register at: www.magnet.edu

OF A M E R I CA
MAGNET SCHOOLS

Schools Students Want. Schools Students Need. 

Magnet Schools of America’s 
Fall Conference
OCTOBER 28-30, 2019

our students. It is a universal access point that 
helps enable all learners, no matter their needs 
or economic status, to enjoy the benefits of 
music education.

About the Author

Luke Manas is a music teacher in the NYC 
Public Schools. Luke is interested in how 
the arts function as community and culture 
builders within larger school communities 
and, how technology can be utilized in an 
effort to engage students in more complete 
musical learning. He holds a B.A. in music 
performance from Stonybrook University and 
a M.S.ed in music education from Queens 
College.





INDUSTRY VOICE

  PETER EDEN
   PRESIDENT, LANDMARK COLLEGE

President Peter Eden is trained in molecular 
biology and worked in the biopharmaceutical 
industry before moving to higher education 
as a professor, then a Dean, and now a 
college president.  Dr. Eden’s interests in 
higher education extend beyond the STEM 
and discovery research and teaching areas 
to include novel, effective, and meaningful 
pedagogical and programmatic approaches 
to teaching and learning for all students 
(regardless of neurotypical or neurodivergent 
status). He became president of Landmark 
College in 2011.

What does your company do? 

Landmark College exclusively serves 
neurodiverse students who learn differently, 
including students with a learning disability 
(such as dyslexia), ADHD, or autism, using a 
strengths-based model to provide students 
the skills and strategies they need to achieve 
their college and career goals. A fully 
accredited, not-for-profit institution, Landmark 
College offers bachelor’s and associate 
degrees, as well as a one- or two-semester 
Bridge Experience, online dual enrollment 
courses for high school students, and summer 
programs to assist a wide range of high school 
and new or transferring college students with 
learning differences (LD). The College also 
offers a post-baccalaureate (online) certificate 
for educators and professionals, related to 
neurodiversity.
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The Landmark College Institute for Research 
and Training (LCIRT) conducts important 
discovery research in teaching and learning 
as related to neurodiversity and LD, and 
intentionally shares the findings and 
knowledge with educators around the world 
through webinars, workshops, publications, 
conference presentations, summer and winter 
symposia, professional training and online 
courses. 

What are you most proud of about your 
company in today’s educational world?

We were the first to, and remain the most 
open, about serving students with learning 
differences and challenges related to autism. 
The College has a carefully engineered social 
pragmatics program to help autistic students 
build social and academic skills through its 
structured, integrated living and learning 
model.

What do you think is the greatest challenge 
in education today?

Across higher education, and for small institutions 
in particular, the realities of a demographic 
drop in number of high school graduates (thus 
college-age students; particularly acute in 
the northeast) have stressed and challenged 
them.  Landmark College is prepared to remain 
a smaller, specialized, focused institution yet 
expand through online modalities (often to 
high school students with LD and seeking dual 
enrollment college credit), short-term programs, 
and partnerships across the U.S. and the world.  
The College sees an opportunity to serve 
students with LD at the end of high school, in 
gap/transition year programs, and in the first 
year or two of college, and embolden them to 
pursue college and career goals, which absent 
this unique experience they might not think is 
possible.

Read the full interview here.

800.245.9540     mackin@mackin.com     www.mackin.com

Periodic Table of
The

15% o� all Mackin Read-Alongs 
now through September 30, 2019!
Professionally narrated and easy to follow along, Mackin  
Read-Alongs are an engaging tool that gives students the 
confidence and desire to read, and read more.



THE IMPACT OF 
INEQUITABLE 

SCHOOL FUNDING
Solutions for Struggling 

Schools Without the Money to 
Fully Help Struggling Students

Introduction

The 65th anniversary of the landmark Brown 
v. Board of Education case was celebrated on 
May 17, 2019.  As we all know, this unanimous 
Supreme Court decision determined that 
state laws that established racially segregated 
public schools were unconstitutional, even 
if the segregated schools were otherwise 
equal in quality.  More specifically, the Court 
decided that “separate educational facilities 
are inherently unequal” and, thus, that they 
violated the Equal Protection Clause of the U.S. 
Constitution’s 14th Amendment.

Critically, the Supreme Court decision did 
not specify how states were to eliminate 
racial segregation in schools, and it ordered 
states to desegregate “with all deliberate 

By Howie Knoff, Ph.D.

speed.”  Thus, while Brown was a landmark 
civil rights decision, many districts and schools 
have “waxed and waned” from segregation 
to integration to re-segregation during the 
following 65 years.  

The “bottom line” is that the current state 
of educational equity is not good.  While 
segregated educational facilities were deemed 
by the Supreme Court to be inherently unequal, 
the quality of instruction and the availability of 
resources and money in today’s schools—for 
many students from poverty and students of 
color—is unequal. 

This article discusses (a) the presence and 
impact of inequitable school funding—which 
occurs especially in schools serving 
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large numbers of students from poverty; 
(b) the reciprocal impact of poverty on
students’ kindergarten through high school
achievement; and (c) the cyclical pattern
whereby unfunded schools and under-served
students undermine the educational quality
for other students, thus triggering additional
student challenges that these schools don’t
have the funds to address.

Two solutions also will be suggested: Core-
Plus School Funding at the federal, state, 
and district levels, and the Get-Go Process 
for schools to help them determine how to 
maximize the impact of their existing funds 
to best serve students across a multi-tiered 
system of supports.

Schools are Inequitably Funded Across the 
U.S.

There are many sources of financial inequity 
that directly impact schools and, especially, 
those serving high numbers of students living 
in poverty.  Some of these inequities originate 
with the funding formulas at the federal and 
state levels that, directly or indirectly, provide 
money to districts.  Other inequities occur at 
the district level relative to the funds generated 
from available local property taxes, or the 
ability of parents to donate financial support 
for school activities.

These funding inequities were recently 
validated and quantified in two reports, The 
Adequacy and Fairness of State School Finance 
Systems (Baker, DiCarlo, & Weber, 2019), 

and 23 Billion (February, 2019), a report 
from EdBuild, a non-profit organization that 
analyzes school funding issues.  

The first Report was based on data from the 
2015-2106 school year.  Using research, state 
and local spending patterns, and student 
test scores, the authors concluded that—
while states are spending enough money for 
middle class and wealthier students to meet 
states’ academic standards, they’re spending 
less on students living in poverty.  

Critically, the Report notes that these latter 
students require more funding, because 
they require more-qualified teachers, stable 
learning environments, and wrap-around 
multi-tiered services.  And yet, we know 
that schools with high numbers of students 
living in poverty typically are staffed by 
less experienced teachers who have more 
instructional skill gaps, and who resign from 
the school more often and after fewer years 
in-rank.

From a funding perspective, the Report stated 
that:

States historically have attempted to 
even out funding disparities between 
districts by providing more money to 
those with low property value and, 
inevitably, poorer students.  But states 
are falling short in those efforts.  While 
states currently spend on average 
around $13,000 on high-poverty school 
districts, states, they should be spending 
more than $20,000 on those districts. 

The second EdBuild Report went further in 
quantifying inequities in school funding by 
also using data from the 2015-2016 school 
year.  It investigated, across the country, the 
annual state-by-state per pupil expenditures 
in predominantly white versus non-white 
districts, and in poor white versus poor 
non-white districts.  The Report noted that 
approximately 12.8 million of our nation’s 
students experience significant funding 

““While segregated educational facilities 
were deemed by the Supreme Court 
to be inherently unequal, the quality 
of instruction and the availability of 

resources and money in today’s schools—
for many students from poverty and 

students of color—is unequal. 
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gaps because they are enrolled in “racially 
concentrated” districts where 75% of the 
students are non-white.

More specifically, the Report stated that racially 
concentrated non-white districts receive, on 
average, only $11,682 of funding per student 
each year, while racially concentrated white 
districts receive $13,908 per student each 
year.  As 27% of our nation’s students live in 
racially concentrated non-white districts, and 
26% of our nation’s students live in racially 
concentrated white districts, this translates to 
a $23 billion funding gap per year that favors 
white over non-white districts. . . even though 
approximately the same number of students 
are involved.  

This racial divide is even more concerning 
when the high-poverty rates of these districts 
are considered.  Here, it is critical to note that 
20% of our nation’s students are enrolled in 
high-poverty non-white districts, but only 5% 
of our nation’s students live in high-poverty 
white districts.

Given this distinction, the funding gap above 
takes on an additional context.  Specifically, 
high-poverty white school districts receive 
about $150 less per student than the national 
average. But these district still receive nearly 
$1,500 more than high-poverty non-white 
school districts.

Both of these reports validate the existence 
of significant funding gaps for the schools 
attended by students living in poverty and, 
especially, non-white students living in poverty.  
These funding gaps are devastating because, 
as shown below, students living in poverty 
come to school with more academic and 
social, emotional, or behavioral service needs 
than schools with higher income students.  

Correlating Poverty with Student 
Achievement

   The correlation between health, mental 
health, academic, and social, emotional, 
and behavioral challenges and students 
living in poverty has long been established 
(Buck & Deutsch, 2014; Hughes & Tucker, 
2018).  Recently, this correlational effect has 
included the triangulation of poverty, stress, 
and trauma—including the impact of hunger 
and poor nutrition, parental incarceration and 
loss, abuse and neglect, and the exposure 
to violence and drugs.  At a functional level, 
all of these factors can negatively affect 
students’ school attendance and expectations, 
classroom engagement and motivation, 
academic readiness and proficiency, emotional 
self-control and prosocial interactions and, 
ultimately, high school graduation and 
readiness for the workforce.  Critically, these 
are corollary, not causal, effects, and they can 
be prevented or moderated with the right 
services and supports.

At the same time, many high-poverty schools 
are constantly dealing with high numbers of 
(a) truant and chronically-absent students; (b) 
students with significant, multi-year academic 
skill gaps; and (c) students who are physical 
or school safety threats, or who have mental 
health needs that transcend the school’s 
available services.  These students then impact 
the staff’s instructional effectiveness and 
efficiency, the school’s climate and culture, and 
the educational process and its outcomes.

These correlations are clearly seen when 
analyzing where schools are rated on their 
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of education school rating status.  But, as 
suggested above, in between the race and 
poverty is the funding inequity—the funds 
that relate to school resources, staff expertise 
and longevity, and the multi-tiered resources 
needed by students with higher academic and 
social, emotional, or behavioral needs.

Continue reading online here. 

About the Author

Howie Knoff, PhD. is an 
international consultant 
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respective state and federal department of 
education report cards each year.  In general, 
the data consistently show that high-poverty 
schools tend to be the lowest rated schools 
in most individual states—a status that many 
superintendents consider “a crisis.”

A State Example

  Arkansas annually rates its schools—from “A” to 
“F”—on a composite of outcome indicators that 
include students’ academic proficiency and 
learning growth (including for English Second-
Language students); high school AP course 
enrollment, ACT scoring and graduation; and 
student attendance and community service 
learning credits earned.

According to the 2017-2018 academic school 
year data, published in October, 2018 by 
the Arkansas Department of Education, 152 
schools in the state received a school rating 
of A, 313 schools received a B, 380 schools 
received a C, 145 schools received a D, and 44 
schools received an F. 

 Relative to race and school poverty, there were 
no A-rated and only three B-rated Arkansas 
schools that enrolled over 50% black or low-
income students.  Moreover, the student 
populations in the A-rated schools averaged 
19% minority and 77% white students.  
Conversely, the student populations in the 
F-rated schools averaged 87% minority and
12% white students.

As is evident in the figure below, race and 
poverty appear to be strongly correlated 
to a school’s Arkansas state department 

““In general, the data consistently show that 
high-poverty schools tend to be the lowest 

rated schools in most individual states—a 
status that many superintendents consider 

“a crisis.”
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Vicki is the Chief Alliance Officer at Diamond 
Assets. Previously, she served Wisconsin 
school districts as a director of technology 
retiring from the La Crosse School District in La 
Crosse, WI. She has always worked to provide 
technology based on the needs of the end-
user ensuring that equity and accessibility 
are at the forefront of decision-making. 
Working at Diamond Assets she builds 
partnerships with educational organizations 
and businesses that complement Diamond 
Assets’ service to schools. 

What does your company do? 

Diamond Assets LLC is a trusted national 
asset management company that specializes 
in Apple hardware buy-back services. We are 
the leader in the Apple hardware market since 
beginning our business in 2015.

We bring free consultation to school districts 
to review their current fleet of Apple hardware 
giving them an idea of the residual value of 
that equipment to complement their existing 
budgets. We provide them with current 
and multi-year information that helps them 
address the sustainability of technology for 
students within their budgets ensuring an 
equitable technology learning environment 
for each and every student. 

INDUSTRY VOICE

VICKI LYONS
CHIEF ALLIANCE OFFICER, DIAMOND ASSESTS
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VICKI LYONS
CHIEF ALLIANCE OFFICER, DIAMOND ASSESTS

Many school districts shy away from financing EdTech devices because 
superintendents worry that it’s expensive and not fiscally responsible. 
That may have been the case a decade ago, but things have changed 
a lot in that time.

Ask the D.C. Everest Area School District in central Wisconsin. By 
financing its technology fleet, the district went from a jumble of 
various-aged devices to a streamlined environment of Apple iPads for 
each of its 6,000 K-12 students, and an iPad Pro or MacBook Pro for 
each of its teachers.

Getting everyone on the same platform saves the district both time and 
money, according to Emmett McBride, director of technology at D.C. 
Everest Area School District. He also says it creates an equal learning 
environment for all students.

D.C. Everest is among a growing number of districts that are financing
their ed-tech device purchases. The most common benefits these
districts cite for financing include:

1. BETTER PURCHASING DECISIONS AND VALUE
Financing leads school districts to make purchases based on total cost 
of ownership, instead of purchasing the cheapest device or buying 
technology as the budget becomes available. This encourages districts 
to purchase high-quality devices, which typically cost less to finance, 
while also maintaining a higher value. At the end of the financing term, 
the residual value of devices can be used to purchase more technology 
or to pay down the cost of the next fleet.  

2. PREDICTABLE TECHNOLOGY EXPENSES
Financing makes budgeting easier. Districts can have a smaller, 
predictable expense, without the peaks and valleys of large technology 
refreshes, because the cost is spread out and fixed over the term of 
financing. Technology then becomes a planned expense — like water 
or electricity — not a “nice to have.”

3. DIGITAL EQUITY
Buying technology as the budget becomes available creates a 
complicated and uneven learning environment, often resulting in 
students using different devices with inconsistent software and 
capabilities. This creates a digital equity issue because some 
students will have a better experience with their technology-
enabled learning than others. Financing allows school districts 
to provide current, consistent technology for every student and 
puts in place a regular refresh rotation.

4. EASIER MANAGEMENT AND TRAINING
Managing and maintaining devices of various ages and categories 
is costly – and a headache. Training also is difficult when teachers 
are using different devices and platforms. Financing allows districts 
to refresh entire fleets at the same time, thus reducing the cost of 
repairs and teacher training, and limiting the number of technical 
staff needed to support the devices.

Since Apple devices tend to hold their value, it’s worth talking with 
an expert like Diamond Assets, which pays schools for their used 
Apple devices and provides expertise to districts looking for ways 
to make ed tech financially sustainable.

FOUR REASONS 
YOU SHOULD FINANCE 
YOUR ED-TECH

Getting everyone on the same platform 
saves the district both time and money.“

“

EXCLUSIVE APPLE BUY-BACK PARTNER OF:

CONTACT US FOR A FREE CONSULTATION.
We’ll help you with a long-term ed-tech plan.

1850 Putman Parkway, Milton, WI  53563
tradeup@diamond-assets.com
877-398-4266



We offer schools aggressive pricing and 
exceptional zero-touch service -- fast, secure 
pick-up; detailed inventory and evaluation 
of devices; certified, secure data erasure; a 
thorough reconciliation review; and prompt 
payment so they can get on with their work.

Tell us why Pre-K-12 educators should be 
aware of what you are doing regarding 
Educational Equity and Accessibility.

One of the biggest struggles for educators 
can be securing technology resources 
with the latest tools and capabilities that 
serve students with their individual needs. 
Many times, due to tight budget planning, 
educators have devices that were purchased 
over multiple years or were purchased with 
special grant dollars. Both of these scenarios 
make it difficult for educators to facilitate an 

equitable learning environment and causes 
great concern in classrooms for management 
and use of appropriate tools. Using a multi-
year refresh model utilizing the high residual 
value of their Apple hardware allows school 
districts to have management systems and 
tools in place ensuring the end-user can count 
on the hardware they are using. 

Most administrators find that when they 
include buy-back planning, they move quickly 
to a 1:1 implementation of Apple devices with 
a financial ROI allowing them to purchase 
equipment so that every student has the 
opportunity to create and produce products 
that demonstrate their learning.

Read the full interview here.



FINDING  
“CAN DOS”  
FOR EVERY LEVEL
When Albert H. Brigance began his career 
as a school psychologist in the 1970s, he 
noticed that assessment tools undervalued 
his students’ unique development trajectories 
and instead emphasized what they didn’t 
know and couldn’t do. Al wanted to change 
the conversation.

From Al’s vision BRIGANCE evolved into an 
industry-leading publisher of screeners, 
assessment tools, and instructional 
materials, spanning from the earliest 
developmental skills through transition skills.

Trusted by Special Educators 
for more than four decades, see 
how BRIGANCE can help you and 
your students at Brigance.com/
SPECIALEDUCATION.



By Jim McGarry
Pres./CEO, Education Market Association

DESIGNING SCHOOLS WITH 
ACCESSIBILITY IN MIND



The Education Market Association (EDmarket) 
has over 102 years of collaborating with 
educators and suppliers working to make 
sure students have access to the best possible 
education whether the focus is on facilities 
or content. Looking forward, there are many 
exciting developments that are making student 
accessibility easier than ever before. As I travel 
around the country and tour new schools 
with the American Institute of Architects, 
Committee on Architecture for Education, I 
see new designs being implemented that are 
creating groundbreaking change. Several key 
factors are playing into this dynamic.

One of the first drivers of this change is 
the increased inclusion of stakeholders in 
the design process. Not too long ago the 
design of a school was perceived to be fairly 
simple. The number of students and subjects 
dictated the number of standard classrooms 
required which were all uniformly equipped 
with a teacher desk at the front and rows of 
static desks for students. There tended to be 
a center hallway with classrooms on either 
side where students went back and forth and 
were lectured to by their teachers. This factory 
model for education worked well for many 
years. But times have changed, and the skills 
student need to succeed in the 21st Century 
economy are much different.

Access to information is now ubiquitous. 
Students need to be taught critical thinking, 
collaboration, design thinking, presentation 
skills, and to work in diverse teams respecting 
the ideas of all involved. These new skills are 
demanding that new voices are heard in the 
design process. 

When a school is built or renovated it is now 
common to not only have the school board, 
superintendent and facilities staff involved, 
but sitting at the table with the architects and 
designers are the head of curriculum, chief 
technology officer, occupational therapists, 
parents, students and teachers all sharing 
knowledge as to how to best accommodate 
the pedagogy, technology, and new learning 
styles that promote 21st Century skills.

Designing with pedagogy in mind has 
dramatically changed accessibility. When 
learning can take place everywhere and the 
space needs to accommodate interaction, 
cooperation, prototyping and presentation, 
the old classroom becomes obsolete. 

This change has been taking place in phases. 
Some of the first and most simple ways 
explored how to increase access to spaces 
to enable these skillsets is flexible furniture. 
Most new furniture is now light and on casters 
allowing the easy reconfiguration of space for 
different types of activities in the same room. 
Tables and chairs can be arranged in rows for 
tests and solitary work, grouped together for 
team-based activities and pushed out of the 
way for presentation or creative space. This 
flexibility enables the teachers and students 
the opportunity to arrange the classroom to 
support the type of learning dictated by the 
lesson and is only limited by the imagination.

Technology is playing a huge roll in the new 
environments both in terms of flexible space 
and the ability for students to move around. 
Mobile tools including cell phones, tablets and 
e-readers have become a crucial component
of the learning process. The ability to view a
lecture via Skype or Face Time with students
across the country or world are transforming
education and making education more
accessible to students of differing abilities.
New types of collaborative spaces are being
created that encourage students to cooperate
on projects and solve problems together.
Since learning is no longer tethered to

““Access to information is now ubiquitous. 
Students need to be taught critical 

thinking, collaboration, design thinking, 
presentation skills, and to work in 

diverse teams respecting the ideas of all 
involved.
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the classroom, schools are using hallways, 
libraries, cafeterias, outdoor spaces, meeting 
rooms and designated lounges to both allow 
and encourage students to practice and utilize 
the new skills necessary for the jobs of the 
future.

The new flexibility combined with movable 
height furniture and lounge type meeting 
spaces has the direct impact of increasing 
accessibility for students with different levels 
of physical ability. These new education spaces 
make it much easier to accommodate students 
with disabilities and are creating a much more 
inclusive learning environment for all.

An acknowledged challenge is equity as 
investments are made to upgrade our 
learning infrastructure. Most of the schools 
currently in use in the U.S. were built in the 
50s and 60s. EDmarket is working with the 
21st Century School Fund and the [Re]Build 
America’s School Infrastructure Coalition 
(BASIC) to help increase the Federal funding 
for underserved populations especially in any 
national infrastructure bill. 

It is important that when a school is being 
built or renovated that the key stakeholders 
have access to the best thinking during the 
planning process to create an environment 
that not only accommodates todays changing 
needs but will be flexible enough to change 
over the next 50 years to serve the community 
around it. Attending the EDspaces Conference 
is one of the best ways for decision makers 

to experience firsthand conceptual classroom 
space, learn from important thought leaders, talk 
to creative manufacturers, and tour recently built 
environments to hear lessons learned especially 
if they are new to the responsibility for designing 
learning spaces. This year it will be held in 
Milwaukee, WI, October 23-25. 

EDmarket is very excited for the future of 
education and the ability for the intersection of 
pedagogy, space and technology to produce 
students of all abilities who are prepared to 
succeed in the future. The creativity displayed in 
many of the new schools being built is amazing, 
and we are just getting started. There are over 
5,000 schools being built or renovated in the next 
few years alone. Let’s make sure our students get 
the facilities they are need and deserve.

About the Author

Jim McGarry’s wealth of 
knowledge and expertise 
in manufacturing and 
distribution in both 
the commercial and 
education space has 
served the Education 
Market Association 
(EDmarket) well since 
2011. As President/
CEO of EDmarket, he 
facilitated the board’s 

communication of a redefined mission to connect 
people who want to succeed in the education 
market by providing events, resources and 
leadership to those who serve education. Prior 
to joining EDmarket, Jim served as President 
and Chief Operating Officer of the Independent 
Office Products and Furniture Dealers Association 
(IOPFDA), formerly the Business Products Industry 
Association (BPIA).  https://www.linkedin.com/
in/jim-mcgarry-a2a9b35/

““It is important that when a school is 
being built or renovated that the key 
stakeholders have access to the best 
thinking during the planning process 

to create an environment that not only 
accommodates todays changing needs 
but will be flexible enough to change 

over the next 50 years to serve the 
community around it.
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Read Your Way
Ebooks for People with Reading Barriers

Easy-to-read formats: audio, audio + highlighted text, braille, large font, 
and more.

Read on a device of your choice: smartphones, tablets, computers, assistive 
technology devices, and MP3 players.

Follow us:

Join for 
FREE!

Sign up for Bookshare today
www.bookshare.org

FREE for U.S. schools and students with dyslexia, blindness, cerebal palsy, 
or other qualifying reading barriers.

700,000+ titles: textbooks, children’s and young adult books, bestsellers, 
college prep, career advancement, and more.



PENNSYLVANIA’S 
APPROACH TO 
EXPANDING EQUITY
Pedro A. Rivera
Pennsylvania Secretary of Education

When Governor Tom Wolf outlined his vision 
for equity in Pennsylvania’s Equity and Inclusion 
Toolkit in 2017, he echoed our state’s founder 
William Penn’s ideals of tolerance and the value 
of diversity. Those same principles provide the 
foundation for the Department of Education’s 
approach to promoting educational equity 
across the commonwealth. 

Pennsylvania is a diverse state of over 12.5 
million residents, living in rural, urban and 
suburban communities. From farmland to 
former steel towns, each day our schools - 
from pre-k to postsecondary - are serving 
students with a range of academic, social, and 
emotional needs. 

As the state education agency in a local 
control state, we’ve approached our work on 
equity and inclusion on several levels and 
have been intentional in engaging a variety 
of stakeholders whenever possible - from 
policy makers to educators to families. To 
demonstrate the breadth of our work across 
the state, I’ll highlight a few of our initiatives 
that could be modified and introduced in 
other states, districts, or classrooms. 

Creating an Interdisciplinary Workgroup

Our education system, and ultimately students, 
benefit when communities collaborate to 
support schools; especially when those 
entities represent a diversity of experience, 
training, and perspective. 

With the goal of helping our schools create 
and maintain settings that celebrate and 
value diversity and inclusion, PDE convened 
a group of stakeholders to inform our work 
in developing resources for our state’s local 
education agencies. 

The interdisciplinary workgroup - including 
representatives from schools, community 
groups, educational organizations, and others - 
meets regularly using face-to-face convenings 
and online webinars. During these meetings, 
participants learn from equity experts, hear 



from school leaders about the challenges 
impacting rural, urban, and suburban school 
communities, brainstorm and formulate 
guidance for advancing equity, and engage 
in professional development. The team has 
examined equity from a variety of lenses 
including equity in data collection, discipline, 
and access. They’ve also taken a broader 
approach to equity, considering how it aligns 
to a continuous cycle of improvement. 

In its initial year, using Pennsylvania’s 
intermediate unit regional construct, the group 
helped create and facilitate a professional 
development opportunity for educators across 
the state to share strategies for expanding 
equity practices in the classroom. 

Based on resoundingly positive feedback 
from educators and administrators who have 
participated in training, the interdisciplinary 
group has decided to design a virtual 
“equitable practices toolkit” consolidating 
a variety of resources into one product, with 
the goal of making the toolkit available to all 
Pennsylvania’s 700+ LEAs in summer 2020. 

Engaging Families 

As educators we know family involvement is 
critical to overall student success - after all, 
students spend most of their time and do 
most of their learning out-of-school. Family 
engagement doesn’t just promote academic 
success but improves overall student 
wellbeing and strengthens communities.  

However, the traditional methods of family 
involvement - like parent nights and parent/
teacher conferences – have become outdated 

““Family engagement doesn’t just promote 
academic success but improves overall 

student wellbeing and strengthens 
communities.  

and insufficient for many of our communities. 
So, how can educators partner with caregivers 
and communities toward promoting student 
achievement and wellness?

To help address this issue, Pennsylvania formed 
a Family Engagement Coalition. The Coalition 
is aligned to Pennsylvania’s participation in 
the first national cohort of the Council of 
Chief State School Officers’ (CCSSO) work 
on family engagement, and is comprised of 
representatives of early learning programs, 
school districts, statewide advisory councils 
like the Special Education Advisory Council 
and the Statewide Parent Advisory Council, 
and community organizations like the United 
Way and the Pennsylvania Partnership for 
Children. One of the group’s chief objectives 
was to create Pennsylvania’s Birth through 
College, Career, Community Ready Family 
Engagement Framework, which is set to be 
released for the 2019-2020 school year. 

The framework outlines the commonwealth’s 
vision, goals, and strategies to support family 
engagement initiatives at the state and local 
levels. It also provides strategies for real world 
application by Pennsylvania educators.   

Pennsylvania’s family engagement work 
aligns to our emphasis on the community 
school model, which has been introduced in 
schools around the state – in rural and urban 
communities. The Department of Education 
also works across sectors by partnering with 
other state agencies, including the departments 
of Human Services, Corrections, and Labor and 
Industry to design and implement strategies 
for community involvement, especially for 
underrepresented students. 

Establishing a Superintendent’s Academy

Research suggests that teacher and school 
leader quality can play an important role 
in student outcomes. To improve educator 
preparedness and retention, over the past 
several years Pennsylvania has redesigned 
its SAS Portal – a researched-based online 
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resource teachers can use to enrich classroom 
instruction, as well as launching new programs 
aimed at strengthening and investing in 
Pennsylvania’s teacher pipeline.  

Among the most innovative and well 
received equity initiatives has been our 
Superintendent’s Academy.  The Academy is an 
intensive, two-year professional development 
program, geared toward district leaders 
serving in high poverty areas - urban and 
rural. Through a partnership with the National 
Institute for School Leadership, Pennsylvania 
has graduated more than 70 superintendents 
and charter school leaders to date and will 
welcome its fourth cohort later this year.

Throughout the two years, superintendents 
attend a series of in-person sessions to explore 
the ways poverty influences academic, social, 
and emotional development of students and 
on the work of teachers and administrators 
in high-poverty schools. Superintendents 
hear from experts and engage in reading 
and research of educational theory. Often 
participants share that among the most 
valuable aspects of the program is learning 
alongside their peers, who have often 
encountered similar challenges and allow 
them to work through potential solutions 
together. 

The Academy also has a focus on real world 
application. During the program, participants 
craft Action Learning Projects (ALP), where 
they can apply concepts covered throughout 
the course to address a major issue impacting 
their district. ALPs provide a vehicle for 
promoting deep inquiry in educational theory 

(research, analysis, synthesis and reflection) 
as well as a key lever for piloting potential 
solutions with peers and facilitators in an 
ongoing collaborative environment. 

In Pennsylvania, we know there’s no one-size-
fits-all approach to improving education and 
student achievement. Ensuring every learner 
has access to the resources they need at the 
time they need them is essential to achieving 
educational equity and can help students 
advance. Pennsylvania’s investments in these 
programs, coupled with our attention to 
college, career, and community readiness 
will ensure the commonwealth’s students are 
bettered prepared for success when they 
graduate. 

About the Author

Pedro A. Rivera 
was appointed as 
the Pennsylvania 
Secretary of 
Education by 
Governor Tom Wolf 
and confirmed 
unanimously by the 
state Senate in 2015. 
Currently, Rivera 

also serves as the President of the Board of 
Directors for the Council of Chief State School 
Officers (CCSSO), a nonpartisan organization 
of public officials who head state departments 
of elementary and secondary education. As 
President, he focuses on promoting equity in 
education and elevating the ways states can 
improve the conditions for learning to ensure 
all students have access to the supports they 
need to be successful inside the classroom. 
Rivera brings extensive experience in public 
education to his leadership roles. Prior to his 
appointment to Governor Wolf’s Cabinet, he 
served as superintendent of the School District 
of Lancaster. Additionally, he was a classroom 
teacher, assistant principal, principal, and 
executive director for the School District of 
Philadelphia, as well as a staff member with the 
Philadelphia Federation of Teachers. 

““Through a partnership with the National 
Institute for School Leadership, 

Pennsylvania has graduated more than 
70 superintendents and charter school 

leaders to date and will welcome its 
fourth cohort later this year.
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4 KEY COMPONENTS FOR BUILDING A  
STRONG DATA ANALYTICS FOUNDATION

Build a Blueprint for Student  
Achievement Using Class-Level Data
Continuously improve the impact of digital teaching and learning

CONTACT US TODAY!
For more information about CatchOn,  
contact 866-615-1101 or info@catchon.com.

Depth: Districts must have 24x7 access to the actionable data 
being generated on school devices outside of the classroom. 

Attention to Detail: Districts need to see what online apps and resources are 
being used at the classroom level to deliver impactful instruction.

Breadth: Administrative leaders need to be able to quickly obtain 
and analyze data from all devices, platforms, and apps.

CatchOn is a an easy-to-use, easy-to-implement data 
analytics tool that empowers school districts to make 
data-informed decisions.

Reporting: Raw data must be transformed into actionable 
insights to foster and support meaningful analysis.



Jena Draper is the founder and general 
manager of CatchOn, a company designed 
to support teaching and learning through 
the smarter use of data and technology. 
The company recently joined the Education 
Networks of America family of Companies 
in with their public announcement in June 
2018.

Lillian Kellogg has dedicated her career 
to education and has over 25 years of 
experience in working with schools 
and libraries in the field of educational 
technology. She is a member of the board 
of directors for the Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills (P21) and the Consortium for 
School Networking (CoSN) and a past board 
member of the Software and Information 
Industry Association (SIIA).

What does your company do? Perhaps a 
bit of history…. How long have you been 
working with schools, students, etc.

CatchOn is an expansive data-analytics 
solution that supports teaching and learning 
through actionable data insights. CatchOn 
was founded in 2016 and acquired by ENA’s 
parent company in 2018 to leverage ENA’s 
20-plus years in education to further deliver 

INDUSTRY VOICE

JENA DRAPER
GENERAL MANAGER, CATCHON

LILLIAN KELLOG
EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY LEADER, 
EDUCATION NETWORKS OF AMERICA
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the critical data schools need to effectively 
produce positive outcomes. As a trusted 
service provider for school districts nationwide, 
ENA has the privilege of working side-by-side 
with district leaders to build transformative 
digital-learning environments.

CatchOn is the next natural step in the digital 
revolution because it empowers districts with
the visibility to ensure students are using 
secure and impactful web-based resources 
and applications.

What are you most proud of about your 
company in today’s educational world.

We take the most pride in seeing customers 
leverage our tool to truly make an impact. 
That’s why we started CatchOn, and it’s 
amazing to see our vision brought to life. 
Most of our customers deploy CatchOn 
with a purpose(s) in mind: tracking the 
usage of known and unknown apps, easily 
managing subscriptions/renewals, creating 
targeted professional development, and/or 
pinpointing applications with student data 
privacy vulnerabilities. 

These are fantastic uses of the tool, but what 
we’re finding is that once education leaders 
start using CatchOn, they immediately see 
the infinite possibilities that come with having 
access to real-time data. 

All schools need to know that their vendor 
partners are producing products that are 
compliant to state regulations, district 
rules etc. How does a school district know 
that your products are compliant with their 
needs? 

At CatchOn, we take compliance very seriously. 
That’s one of the principal reasons we created 
our tool—to arm districts with the usage 
data needed to identify applications that 
may be compromising student data privacy 
policies. We are very active in the data privacy 
movement. We have signed the Student Privacy 
Pledge and currently partner with the Student 

Data Privacy Forum and the Future of Privacy 
Forum. From an operational standpoint, we 
only have access to de identified, aggregated 
information. All information that can identify 
an individual student stays with the district.

What do you see as the most important 
trend in education today?

The ability to instantly access consumable 
usage data using analytics tools like CatchOn. 
We are starting to experience the next phase 
of the digital transformation—data-informed 
decision-making. District leaders are shifting 
their focus away from the actual devices and 
are now challenging themselves to use the 
technology deployed and the data being 
gathered to produce positive outcomes.

CatchOn provides districts with the actionable 
insights needed to assess the efficacy of their 
technology investments, inform professional 
development, identify data privacy issues, 
and ensure the equitable usage of technology 
resources among their schools and classrooms.

What does the term EDUCATIONAL 
EQUITY mean to you?

Educational equity means ensuring that all 
students not only have access to advanced 
technologies, but that they are given 
the opportunity to effectively use those 
technologies. It is critical that district leaders 
have insight into their EdTech usage, both 
inside and outside the classroom, because 
they cannot fix equity issues of which they are 
not aware.

For example, if a teacher is not using a certain 
math application that is proving effective for 
students in other classes, equity gaps are being 
created. As another example, if the district 
sees an application is not being fully utilized, 
they can explore further and possibly discover 
access issues that need to be addressed. By 
leveraging CatchOn, districts can identify and 
track usage trends and formulate strategies to 
eliminate these gaps.
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THE CURRICULUM ENGINE
FROM WALCH EDUCATION
A revolutionary, intelligent curriculum 
editing and design platform

CHALLENGES WE ARE ADDRESSING
Are you concerned that your district has purchased re-
sources that teachers aren t using ith fidelity  and or 
supplementing ith E  etc

o you dread committing to a fi ed set of resources 
for a prolonged period of time hile district priorities 
or e en state standards could change

o you agree that ne si e fits all  does not re ect 
your range of schools  teachers and classrooms

o you ust rent your resources instead of o ning 
them

DYNAMIC CURRICULUM
IN A DYNAMIC WORLD

he urriculum Engine has i ards  
algorithms  tools and resources to 
make designing  authoring  assem-

ling and distri uting educational 
resources uick and easy  t s under-
lying connecti e tissue  ensures 
that you can precisely target rele-
ant learning o ecti es  and thou-

sands of instructional components 
that have been curated and orga-
ni ed so that they can e readily 
accessed and confidently put to 
use  

 istricts define and tailor make 
courses to meet the needs of differ-
ent schools teachers  classroom and 
students in their district

 chools sa e money ith unlimit-
ed course creation and editing 
capacity on an all you can eat  
frame ork

 urriculum leaders and designers 
sa e time and impro e outcomes  

y enhancing and e tending their 
e pertise  

 Educational outcomes impro e 
since educators ha e the tools to 
respond to emerging needs  heth-
er it s content or credit reco ery for 
struggling lge ra  students  addi-
tional home ork to prepare for an 
end of course test  a ne  instruc-
tional se uence for a core high 
school math course or an entirely 
ne  set of state standards  

Today’s world is dynamic 
and fast changing. 

Districts, schools and 
teachers face this reality 
every day. 

Finally, they can have 
resources and tools that 
match.
 

For more information, 
please visit 

curriculumengine.com 
or call (800) 341-6094. 

Sponsored Content



ACE-ED.ORG 73

CHALLENGES WE ARE ADDRESSING
Are you concerned that your district has purchased re-
sources that teachers aren t using ith fidelity and or 
supplementing ith E  etc

o you dread committing to a fi ed set of resources 
for a prolonged period of time hile district priorities 
or e en state standards could change

o you agree that ne si e fits all  does not re ect 
your range of schools  teachers and classrooms

o you ust rent your resources instead of o ning 
them

DYNAMIC CURRICULUM
IN A DYNAMIC WORLD

he urriculum Engine has i ards  
algorithms  tools and resources to 
make designing  authoring  assem-

ling and distri uting educational 
resources uick and easy  t s under-
lying connecti e tissue  ensures 
that you can precisely target rele-
ant learning o ecti es  and thou-

sands of instructional components 
that have been curated and orga-
ni ed so that they can e readily 
accessed and confidently put to 
use  

istricts define and tailor make
courses to meet the needs of differ-
ent schools teachers  classroom and
students in their district

chools sa e money ith unlimit-
ed course creation and editing
capacity on an all you can eat
frame ork

urriculum leaders and designers
sa e time and impro e outcomes

y enhancing and e tending their
e pertise

Educational outcomes impro e
since educators ha e the tools to
respond to emerging needs  heth-
er it s content or credit reco ery for
struggling lge ra  students  addi-
tional home ork to prepare for an
end of course test  a ne  instruc-
tional se uence for a core high
school math course or an entirely
ne  set of state standards

Today’s world is dynamic 
and fast changing. 

Districts, schools and 
teachers face this reality 
every day. 

Finally, they can have 
resources and tools that 
match.

For more information, 
please visit 

curriculumengine.com 
or call (800) 341-6094. 

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2019



THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

OF ASSESSMENT 
AND ACCOMMODATION 

POLICIES 

Educational assessments must include 
accommodations in the pursuit of accessibility 
for all, but the development and drive for 
accommodations on assessments is ever-
changing, like a boat drifting between two 
ports. It seems when accommodations “make 
shore,” they seem to sit in a unique spot 
with assessments, like an ecotone of sorts. 
Accommodations are adopted, but feel 
transitional, and therefore rarely seem like an 
organic and fully equal part of an assessment. 
And then public or industry expectations 
can change, new technology can arise, and 
accommodations can drift in a new direction. 
Let’s review the accommodations landscape—
discover the past, highlight our present 
progress, and uncover new areas to explore. 

Diving into the History

The Americans with Disabilities Act became 
law in 1990. This civil rights law prohibits 
discrimination against individuals with 

disabilities in all areas, including schools, 
ensuring that people with disabilities have the 
same rights and opportunities as everyone else 
(ADA National Network, 2017). The concern 
for inclusion of students with disabilities in 
assessments started to gain traction in the 
mid-1990s. When states started to require 
that students pass a competency assessment 
to earn high school diplomas, they had to 
consider the need for accommodations, so 
that students of all abilities could participate. 
It became necessary to consider whether 
and how assessments could be modified 
for comprehensive inclusiveness (Thurlow & 
Ysseldyke, 1995). 

When  the  Individuals     with   Disabilities   
Education Act (IDEA) was passed in 1997, it 
confirmed the need for accommodations, 
requiring that students with disabilities 
be included in statewide assessments 
and provided with the appropriate 
accommodations. Meanwhile, the education 
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scene continued to change with standards-
based assessments, and the shift from 
test publishers’ shelf products to assorted 
versions of state-owned tests began in earnest 
(Jorgensen & Hoffmann, 2003). In 2001, 
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was 
introduced and created new requirements 
and expectations for the results of state 
assessments and new era of accountability 
in education (Thurlow & Larson, 2011). The 
act specifically required the disaggregation 
of assessment data for specified subgroups, 
including students with disabilities. Finally, in 
2004 the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) was reauthorized and specified 
that all students, including students with 
disabilities, participate in state assessments 
used for accountability. 

The legal guidelines and laws described 
above had a significant affect on the purpose 
of assessments and the accountability of 
each state for their test scores. Student 
testing evolved from state-by-state programs 
and the choices of classroom teachers to 
federally mandated and reported summative 
assessments, which then ushered in interim 
and formative assessments to support and 
predict summative outcomes. In the early 
90s, many students with disabilities were not 
included in the assessments, so no data was 
collected on accommodations. When students 
were included in the early 2000s as required 
by NCLB and IDEA 2004, the accommodation 
policies created were based on little to no 
data. In fact, a single set of guidelines about 
what were acceptable testing accommodation 
for individuals with disabilities did not exist 
(Thurlow & Ysseldyke, 1995). 

Although students with disabilities were 
included in state summative assessments, with 
some students reaching state-determined 
proficiency, many students with disabilities 
were showing a large gap from the general 
level of student performance. This propelled 
a research movement to investigate the 
growing concern about the performance of 
students with disabilities and whether the 

assessments were appropriate for students 
with disabilities (McGrew & Evans, 2004). The 
inconsistencies between state and within state 
accommodations policies became apparent. 
Additionally, between and within states 
there was no consistency in how students 
were assigned assessment experiences: who 
participates in a general assessment without 
accommodations, who participates with 
accommodations, and who participates in an 
alternate assessment.

In 2009, led by the National Governors 
Association (NGA) and the Council for Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO), researchers 
and educators      across the nation decided 
to start work on universal academic standards, 
known now as the Common Core State 
Standards initiative (National School Boards 
Association). With the Common Core 
consortia came an attempt for a national 
consistent accommodation policy for 
statewide assessments. Meanwhile, Mike 
Russell, Thomas Hoffmann, and Jennifer 
Higgins (2009), were studying how universally 
designed assessments could support students 
with disabilities. They called their delivery 
system NimbleTools, and it illustrated how the 
principles of universal design could be applied 
and allow for the flexibility all students need 
to show what they know and understand. With 
a list of embedded tools such as a) text-to-
speech, b) answer masking, c) color contrast, 
d) color overlay, e) calculator, NimbleTools
introduced the assessment world to the
possibility of a universally accessible design
system that would support most students. In
addition, other researchers were also starting
to question the status quo of the creation
of the assessments and test items. Some
concluded that the processes of building tests
and writing test items should remove potential
barriers from the beginning, pushing for
assessments to allow concurrent and multiple
representations of items using different item
formats to allow for more access (Ketterlin-
Geller, Yovanoff, & Tindal, 2007). This was the
beginning of the major paradigm shift for
students with disabilities and assessments.
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Today and Beyond

As these principles about universally 
designed assessments were forming, 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 
(SBAC) and Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Career (PARCC) 
were listening. Their philosophy for creating 
assessments was to bring the best educators 
and researchers together to create two 
universal assessment systems addressing 
universal academic standards: the Common 
Core. Both consortia had the overarching 
goal of preparing students for future college 
and career opportunities. The SBAC and 
PARCC assessments accommodations 
reached even further; they both start building 
their assessments with accessibility in mind. 
The functionality that NimbleTools created 
was incorporated in SBAC and PARCC 
assessments, with embedded tools allowing 
for most students to take the assessment in a 
more universally designed system and without 
additional accommodations. 

The idea that removing barriers allows for 
more access into the content and that barrier 
removal does not look the same for all students 
was innovative and almost revolutionary. 
Pushing the status quo on what is considered 

allowable for accommodations, at the time, 
seemed risky, rebellious, and empowering. 
Just a year before, read-aloud assistance on a 
reading test was essentially never allowed, as it 
was almost always considered a modification. 
SBAC and PARCC dived in head first, positing 
that read-aloud (or text-to-speech) removes 
the barrier of decoding for those with a learning 
disability. Instead of being dismissed as a 
modification, read-aloud and text-to-speech 
are now standard accommodations for those 
with reading disabilities. As this movement 
started to take form, we saw support from the 
Standards for Educational and Psychological 
Testing revise in 2014 and dedicate an entire 
chapter to fairness, describing universal 
design principles and accommodations. 

As the accommodations environment keeps 
shifting and forming, from “no students with 
disabilities included in assessments,” to “let’s 
remove the barriers,” it’s no wonder we see 
confusion, tension, and misunderstandings 
with schools and districts. In 2013, SBAC 
published their Usability, Accessibility, and 
Accommodation Guidelines to meet the 
needs of English language learners and 
students with disabilities. For the first time, 
there was a framework (see figure 2.) that 
differentiated between accessibility and 
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accommodations. This became a foundation 
for a new way of building, creating, and 
describing accommodations on assessments 
(SBAC & NCEO, 2018). 

How do we Tackle Tomorrow?

While state language around summative 
assessments has changed and evolved 
to be more inclusive, there seems to be a 
gap between state summative assessment 
accommodations and district-level assessment 
accommodations. Whether this gap is based 
on a philosophical point of view or is a result 
of different assessment purposes, it is difficult 
to say. Most district assessments consist of 
measures such as computer-adaptive growth 
or curriculum-based measurement (CBMs). 
The purpose of these kinds of assessments 
range from Kindergarten readiness, to third-
grade reading retention, and to high school 
graduation. State summative assessments, 
of course, are usually intended to measure 
student proficiency at the end of a school year. 

In addition to the purpose of these assessments 
varying, the use of the student data may vary 
as well: informing teacher instruction, showing 
student growth, reporting accountability, 
and showing evidence of an intervention 
for funding. The question becomes, what 
is the accommodation policy for the many 
assessments that are not the state summative 

assessment? The conundrum is that the state 
policy is not being used as source of consistency 
throughout the state—at a district level—as a 
guideline for accommodations. Many test 
vendors have their own list of allowable and 
non-allowable accommodations, which may 
be based on their own research or empirical 
evidence. Elements that can be overlooked are 
the purpose of the assessment and what is best 
for the student. For some states there could be 
up to seventeen different types of assessments 
offered as reliable options to assess students 
and provide feedback. This may mean there are 
seventeen different accommodation policies 
and the district itself may have a different policy 
from the state. This does not seem like student-
centered approach. Many state policies now 
follow the SBAC or PARCC universal approach 
to accommodations, including the Council of 
Chief State School Officers 2016 Accessibility 
Guidelines. This seems to make the most sense 
for all of the diverse needs and purposes of 
assessment.

All things considered, accommodations on 
assessments continue to evolve, and while 
there may be an ecotone between state 
accommodation policies and district policies, 
we should all be asking some simple questions 
to grow in clarity: What is the purpose of this 
assessment? How will it support my teaching? 
And ultimately, how will it support my students?
School Officers State Collaboratives on 
Assessing Special Education Students and 
Formative Assessment, Washington, DC. 
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ROBUST SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL 
SUPPORTS ARE VITAL TO ENGLISH 
LEARNERS’ ACADEMIC GROWTH

Effectively supporting English learners 
(ELs) in a PreK-12 environment is com-
plex: as a rapidly growing population, 
ELs as a group speak a wide variety of 
languages and come from diverse cul-
tural backgrounds. Their unique needs 
require a careful look at how they are 

currently being supported, what gaps 
persist, and what further research 
should be conducted. 

The McGraw-Hill EL Education Report 
surveyed teachers and district leaders 
in order to identify some of the most 
pressing challenges PreK-12 teachers 
currently face in supporting ELs, and 
the approaches currently used to 
address EL needs.

Educators cited social and emotional 
learning as the biggest hurdle for ELs. 
For many readers, this will not come as 
a surprise: linguistic and cultural barri-
ers can complicate ELs’ relationship to 
the classroom environment, and many 
ELs have experienced trauma as a 
result of migration or cultural challeng-
es. In the survey, 69% of administrators 
and 65% of teachers report that con-
versations about immigration impact 
their school’s environment. 

Surveyed educators cite collaborative 
group work and games as the most 
impactful approaches on EL achieve-
ment. This, too, makes sense: research 
tells us that the connection between 
language skills and practicing vocabu-

lary verbally with peers can strengthen 
reading and writing skills. 

The challenge, however, is creating an 
environment where ELs feel empow-
ered, safe, and comfortable engaging 
in these types of collaborative activi-
ties. Teachers are challenged with pro-
viding ELs with the social and emotion-
al supports they need to feel confident 
interacting with their peers – particular-
ly when teachers are concerned about 
available SEL supports for their English 
learners. 

Research has long told us that SEL 
instruction should be integrated 
throughout the school day and into 
academic instruction for all students. It 

drive important classroom 
academic discussion while 
fostering literacy skills. 

While more research 
needs to be done  to iden-
tify best practices for sup-
porting ELs’ social and 
emotional development alongside 
academic growth, educators’ collec-
tive attention to English Learners’ 
unique needs will be vital in prioritiz-
ing their success.

To view the full results of 
the McGraw-Hill EL 
Education Report, visit: 
mheducation.com/ELreport

By Ed Lamprich 
VP of English Learner Strategy 
McGraw-Hill

is helpful to consider how SEL sup-
ports specific to meeting EL needs can 
be embedded into these collaborative 
vocabulary activities. Research also 
tells us that culturally responsive teach-
ing is key to creating affirming cultural 
spaces for EL students, where they will 
feel empowered to participate in col-
laborative work. 

Educators can support ELs in an 
impactful way by integrating culturally 
responsive social and emotional sup-
ports into academic content. For 
example, culturally relevant literature 
selections with summaries made avail-
able in multiple languages can serve 
as a powerful supplemental tool to 
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