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Two Friends Talking About Inclusion

Micah Fialka-Feldman with Alex Cherup

Not many people, whether they have a disability or not, are able to make great friendships in college. My experience at Oakland University, however, gave me wonderful friendships that have lasted even after I have graduated. 

I have accomplished many things in college, but most importantly, I have made a lot of friends that still are close to me. One of my friends, Alex Cherup, and I travel to conferences around the country and talk about our inclusive post-secondary experiences. We would like to use this article to give more details about my experiences in college and how I was able to be a student at Oakland University.

To start off, I attended Oakland University from 2003 to 2010. I was a student through the OPTIONS program, which allows people with intellectual disabilities to go to the university. There were roughly nine individuals in the program when I attended Oakland University. I still had an Individual Education Plan (IEP) with my home school district, Berkley School District. While I attended Oakland University, students could remain in school until the age of 26. I picked a good state to live in! Rather than stay at my high school until I celebrated my twenty-sixth birthday, the OPTIONS program allowed me to spend these years of my life at college.

During my time as a student at Oakland, I lived at home in Huntington Woods, Michigan. Every day for six years, I took the bus over 20 miles each way from my house to school. Sometimes, the weather was nice, and other times, the weather was way too cold for any human being. But, as a devoted student, I didn’t let the cold or snow get in the way. But, my last semester before graduation, I didn’t have to worry any more about cold white stuff. I got to live on campus, and no longer had to wake so early to ride the bus. It took a two year court battle, which I won! My goal to live in student housing was to have the full college experience.

I am going to tell you about how I lived in the dorms, took college classes and participated in on-campus activities at Oakland University. I did all of these things with help from a lot of different people. This includes my great parents who helped me advocate, my friends on campus and my social supports through my community living services. All of these wonderful people helped make my college experience educational, independent, and fun! 

Once successfully in the dorms, I had wonderful natural supports, inside and outside of the classroom. I had friends that would help me keep my room clean, tutor me with my homework, and go with me to activities on the college campus. Two of my friends, who are both named Amanda (not all of my friends are named Amanda), would often come by my dorm room and help me when I needed it. These friends were “paid support” through my state’s regional center. I paid them every two weeks after they added up their hours and figured out how much time they spent with me. Sometimes, I jokingly said, “I was their boss.” Even though they were paid, they still are great friends and support me no matter what. In fact, the first Amanda has known me for five years! 

My friend Alex, who speaks and presents with me at conferences, writes some words below about how we first met and the importance of inclusion: 

I met Micah because he was not afraid to challenge community. Prior to my experiences, I had no knowledge of the disability world or movement. As an ambitious and busy student, I spent my college years in constant observation. During these observations, I had noticed Micah on many occasions but had never thought much about Micah’s presence on campus as anything revolutionary or part of a movement. From my perspective, it made sense for students with disabilities to attend college; however I did not think much of the implications this may have had on the larger structure.

I didn’t become involved closely with Micah until I passed by a flyer in the student union. The top of flyer, very directly, stated: “Are you willing to help a fellow student?” and was accompanied by a large picture of Micah with his contagious smile. Underneath the flyer, it read, something similar to “Micah is looking for a fellow student to spend time with on and off campus.” Although generic, I responded with a double take. I found the flyer interesting on different levels, and did not know how to initially respond. For the next day, I thought about the message: the vulnerability, the honesty, the courage to post a flyer of this nature around campus. The existential side of my mind felt a calling to respond. 

So I did.

With one phone call, my life changed. I spoke with Micah, and found a genuineness for which I could immediately relate. From there, I quickly became a social support staff, which, at first, was a difficult position for me to understand. Receiving pay for spending time with anybody for money felt odd. Micah assured me that for his program with the regional center, this was procedure. As a college student, Micah knew that I would enjoy the money and found no problem in paying me. He was completely confident in using this method as one of the many techniques to meet people. Also, as a fellow college student, he knew that there is natural excitement to get an unexpected paycheck.

I admire Micah’s honesty and belief in others. He challenges community in a way that enhances the word “community” to live up to its expectations. In my insulated environment, I had no idea about Micah’s story or capacity as an agent of change. By using unconventional methods, Micah finds ways to ensure that there is a connection between members of community. Micah’s insightfulness is ubiquitous in his communication with others and he is more than willing to preserve the community’s legitimacy in whatever way he can, regardless of how off the beaten path the technique may be.

From one flyer, I have a life-long friend, speaker and career option. Micah was and is my job coach and provider. He helped me identify my goals, desires and strengths. He even involved me directly in a legal civil rights fight years before I will spend my first day in law school.  I often say, during our presentation, that because of inclusion in a post-secondary environment, I received an additional degree in addition to my B.A.’s in philosophy and communication. I also received a Micah Fialka-Feldman degree. And that is the best accolade any college can offer.


When on campus, my friends would take me to different events. For instance, Oakland University has a great basketball team that is becoming more and more famous nationally, and I went to games with friends and fellow dorm mates. It was fun to see my college basketball team do so great! I enjoyed the fact that I went to a school that had such a good team. Through being included, I was able to have school pride and the Golden Grizzlies (Oakland’s team) got a really proud fan! Without inclusion, I wouldn’t have been a fan of the Grizzlies. I’d be saying “Go Michigan Wolverines!”

Peer tutors supported me in class, in addition to great professors. At the start of one of my classes, I would go to the front of the classroom and introduce myself. I’d say, “My name is Micah and I’m looking forward to being in your class. If anyone here would like to help me with note taking or tutoring, please let me know.” I never had a class where I did not get support from fellow students in the class. The tutors were all volunteers, and had a good time!

I made sure to develop a relationship with the professor before the semester started. Before my first day of class, I would sit down with the professor and talk about the class with him or her. I would introduce the OPTIONS program, and myself. I asked about what types of assignments were given in the class and the kind of help I would need. The majority of the time, I did the assignments given to the class. Also, I usually took the tests. Sometimes, I did creative assignments. For example, in my political class, I kept track of all of the polls during the presidential race. I collected all of the poles and organized them in a folder and handed them into the teacher.

As far as grades, I got written feedback about how I was doing in each class. I wouldn’t get letter grades, but I would still have the professor check my work and give me a different type of grade. I had a transcript that would show the classes I took, but without a GPA. There was one time I got the third highest grade in my communication class!

I decided what classes to take after conversations with my advisor. I would look over the catalog, and my advisor would help find classes I’d like to take. It’s hard to pick a favorite class because I liked them all so much!

Basically, when it came to life in the dorms and in the classroom, my friends and professors were always there for me. What a great community!

On campus, I was in many organizations. I participated in student government activities. I was a member of the Jewish Club, the Sociology Club and the St. Jude Club. I joined groups from seeing advertisements in the Student Union. I asked friends about the groups, and joined the ones that seemed the most interesting. Being a member of different clubs helped me meet other friends. 

I was even a member of Alpha Phi Omega. It is a service group to give back to the community. Alphi Phi Omega is a co-ed fraternity. I learned a lot about how to help people around me. I was a member of the group around five years.

Living on campus made it easier to adapt my schedule to events, as the transportation was no longer a problem. I could just walk to events! Since many people drove to Oakland and did not live on campus, I was lucky to get the full student experience available when it came to extracurricular activities.

I had many friends at the university. Whenever I needed any help, my friends were there. My friend Alex says that I am like a “field guide to Oakland University.” He says that I know everybody, because I like to talk to people and learn more about them. My close friends also stood by me during my long court case, and organized petitions, held rallies and spoke at university board meetings to support me living in the dorm. In fact, they still support me today with my court case!

Overall, I hope many others have the opportunity to go to college like I did. Not only was it my dream come true, but also I have become much more independent in life. I did so much more in my community because of being on campus. I hope everyone who wants to attend college will have the ability to. It is a wonderful experience.


Research Addressing Peer Relationships and Supports: What We Know and Where We Might Go

Erik W. Carter, Vanderbilt University
Friendships and supportive relationships are at the heart of what matters most in all of our lives. Although this statement certainly does not necessitate a citation, the “force of friendship” has been affirmed in countless studies conducted across decades of social science research (Rubin, 2002; Rubin, Bukowski, & Laursen, 2009). 

Put simply, relationships are at the core of a good life. And this is also true for children and youth with intellectual disabilities, autism and multiple disabilities.  Yet, virtually every available indicator suggests that friendships and durable peer relationships are few or fleeting for far too many students with significant disabilities. Two recent, nationally representative studies provide a striking portrait of the social lives of students receiving special education services. According to parents surveyed as part of the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NTLS2; Wagner, Cadwallader, Garza, & Cameto, 2004), only 22 percent of youth with intellectual disabilities, 6 percent of youth with autism, and 14 percent of youth with multiple disabilities frequently saw friends outside of school. Nearly 42 percent of youth with intellectual disabilities, 84 percent of youth with autism, and 63 percent of youth with multiple disabilities never or rarely received phone calls from friends. And only 54 percent of youth with intellectual disabilities, 24 percent of youth with autism, and 38 percent of youth with multiple disabilities got together with friends outside of formal groups at least once per week. 

For younger children, the social landscape is similarly disheartening. According to parents surveyed in the Special Education Elementary Longitudinal Study (SEELS; Wagner et al., 2002), 17 percent of children with intellectual disabilities, 21 percent of children with multiple disabilities, and 32 percent of children with autism had never visited with friends during the previous year. Only 80 percent of children with intellectual disabilities, 68 percent of children with autism, and 74 percent of children with multiple disabilities had been invited to other children’s social activities during the past year. And 50 percent of children with intellectual disabilities, 81 percent of children with autism, and 64 percent of children with multiple disabilities rarely or never receive telephone calls from friends.  

These findings represent important missed opportunities for students with and without significant disabilities. Each lose the chance to get to know one another, to discover shared interests and common aspirations, to give and receive needed support, and to learn from and about someone whose life experiences may differ somewhat from their own. As future co-workers, employers, neighbors, congregation members and fellow citizens, having opportunities to develop friendships during elementary school, middle school, high school and college can have a long-term impact on the opportunities, expectations and attitudes people with severe disabilities encounter into adulthood.

Some of What We Know About Supporting Relationships

Fostering friendships and supportive peer relationships has been a longstanding emphasis of both advocacy and research efforts (Brown et al., 1979; Cole & Meyer, 1991; Fisher & Meyer, 2002); I have highlighted just a few prominent themes of prior work in this area.

First, promoting relationships and learning are not competing priorities. Rather, they should be considered inseparable (Jackson, Ryndak, & Wehmeyer, 2008/2009).  Accessing the general curriculum also means participating in the array of interaction and collaborative learning opportunities that exist in a school. Too often, however, addressing academics and relationships within the school day is approached as an either/or proposition. Yet, studies consistently document that students with and without significant disabilities can acquire an array of social, self-determination, academic and other lifelong skills when—and because of—working together. Shared learning experiences foster relationships, relationships can enhance learning. It is not surprising, therefore, that recent school reform efforts emphasize relationships right alongside rigor and relevance as central elements of high-quality schooling (Carter & Draper, 2010). 

Second, there is a critical difference between “being present” and “having a presence.” Although legislative and policy initiatives have led to increases in the amount of time students with severe disabilities spend among their peers in inclusive school and community contexts (McLeskey, Landers, Williamson, & Hoppey, in press), a shift in location is not automatically accompanied by frequent peer interactions, new friendships and a sense of belonging. Both qualitative studies (e.g., Schnorr, 1997; Naraian, 2010) and quantitative studies (e.g., Carter, Sisco, Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Carter, Moss, Hoffman, Chung, & Sisco, in press) converge on this point: students can be just as isolated in general education classrooms and clubs as they are in self-contained classrooms if thoughtful planning, instruction and supports are not provided. 

Third, the support models increasingly used to promote social and academic participation in inclusive classrooms, clubs and community activities may inadvertently promote neither. Giangreco, Hurley, and Suter (2009) recently summarized state-by-state data on the ratio of special education teacher full-time equivalents (FTEs) to special education paraprofessional FTEs. In half of all states, a visitor to a school may be as or more likely to encounter a paraprofessional than a special educator. Paraprofessionals are becoming especially prominent in the school lives of students with severe disabilities, with many serving as individually assigned supports to students in inclusive classrooms. Although numerous concerns have been raised about the overreliance on one-to-one adult support (Brown, Farrington, Ziegler, Knight, & Ross, 1999; Giangreco, 2010), there remains a dearth of empirical evidence supporting the use of individually assigned paraprofessionals as an effective way to support social relationships and learning. Instead, recent studies primarily reveal a constellation of unintended consequences of relying too heavily or exclusively on adult-delivered support. If relationships really do matter, than it is essential to consider carefully whether the support models used in schools actually foster friendships and shared learning.

Fourth, there is much our field already knows about how best to create meaningful opportunities for students with and without severe disabilities to meet, to get to know and to interact with one another. A wide range of instructional and support strategies—individually or in combination—have been shown to substantively improve various indicators of social participation, friendships and belonging. For example, we recently completed a comprehensive review of the literature to identify intervention studies evaluating strategies for promoting social interaction among students with intellectual disabilities or autism and their peers in elementary and secondary schools (Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-Chapman, in press). Since 1990, more than 85 studies have been published, collectively addressing 20 educational practices that provide some evidence of efficacy. Practitioners have a rich menu of promising student-, peer- and support-focused intervention strategies upon which to draw.  

What We Still Need to Know

Despite an expanding knowledge base and many recent innovations in service delivery models, there is still much we need to know about how best to foster durable friendships and supportive peer relationships for children and youth with severe disabilities. The remainder of this article addresses recommendations for additional research focused on improving the social lives of students with significant disabilities.

First, despite the steady growth in the number of studies addressing the social interactions and peer relationships of children and youth with severe disabilities, there is relatively little empirical information available to guide practitioners in determining which instructional and support strategies are likely to work best for which students in which school contexts for which social-related goals.  In other words, strategies effective with students with complex communication challenges might look somewhat different from those that work best for students exhibiting challenging behavior; strategies implemented in classrooms may look somewhat different from those used at lunch, in the hallways or outside of school; and strategies for promoting communication device use include somewhat different components than those used to encourage friendships. To date, most intervention strategies have been evaluated using designs that allow one to convincingly conclude that “doing something” is better than “doing nothing.” Far fewer studies have incorporated comparative designs that provide insight in the differential impact of different strategies. 

Second, the short-term impact of peer-mediated interventions has been well established. For example, peer support arrangements can increase a student’s interactions with classmates, academic engagement and access to the general curriculum. Involving peers in teaching communication system use can increase a student’s social initiations, conversational turns and self-management skills. And peer network strategies can increase the number of classmates a student meets and spends time with. Much less is known, however, about the broader impact of these interventions over time and across settings. What combination of strategies is needed to set the occasion for the growth of relationships that last beyond the semester and extend outside of the classroom and school day? Or – to return to findings from the NLTS2 and SEELS studies referenced earlier – are students spending more time with friends, getting invited to social events and receiving more phone calls (or text messages, e-mails, tweets, etc.) because of the opportunities and supports they are provided during the school day? 

Third, more compelling approaches are needed for equipping and supporting practitioners to adopt evidence-based and recommended practices in their daily work with children and youth with severe disabilities (Delano, Keefe, & Perner, 2008/2009; Clark, Cushing, & Kennedy, 2004). This is particularly true when it comes to fostering social relationships. Although many well-researched approaches are available for enhancing social participation and learning in schools (e.g., beyond access model, Jorgensen, McSheehan, & Sonnenmeir, 2010; peer buddy programs, Hughes & Carter, 2008; peer support strategies, Carter, Cushing, & Kennedy, 2009), the extent to which schools are adopting elements of these models is unclear. A substantial disconnect exists between what we know works well for students and the everyday practices in many schools. Ensuring that teachers, paraprofessionals and other staff have access to educational practices that are both feasible and acceptable is an important piece of addressing this concern (Snell, 2003). At the same time, there is an enduring need for careful and closer examination of the ways we initially prepare practitioners, communicate new information back to the field and assist teachers in incorporating innovative practices into their ongoing work. As the field’s understanding of what constitutes effective pre-service training and professional development continues to evolve (Lang & Fox, 2004; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007), it is imperative that special education move toward the cutting edge of new innovations in educator training and support.

Fourth, the emergence of new social technologies, online communities and other ways of connecting students with one another introduces promising avenues for fostering friendships and belonging. The diverse avenues through which students initially meet and stay in touch with one another are rapidly expanding. Yet, the growing technology gap means that many students with severe disabilities are missing out on the connections that can come through these new avenues. Moreover, few peer-mediated interventions have incorporated these new technologies, leaving little guidance for practitioners and families regarding their possibilities and potential pitfalls. While we should certainly be mindful that technological connections should supplement, rather than supplant, the time students spend in the presence of one another, we should also capture the promise of these tools as students enter adolescence and early adulthood. 

Summary

Relationships really are at the core of a good life. Promoting supportive relationships and friendships should be considered an essential outcome of educational services and supports for all students, including children and youth with severe disabilities. While there is much we already know about creating contexts in which friendships form and flourish, it also is clear that we have a long way to go before the full promise of inclusive education is a reality for students with severe disabilities in today’s schools.

Educational Practices Evaluated in Intervention Studies Published Since 1990

	Student-focused practices
	Brief description

	Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) use
	Introducing AAC systems (e.g., pictures, communication books, electronic systems) to students with disabilities and/or providing additional training to students; peers may or may not also receive training.

	Cognitive-behavioral-ecological social skills training
	A training package consisting of: (a) instruction in particular social concepts; (b) affective education related to four basic emotions; and (c) social interpersonal problem solving.

	Collateral skills instruction
	Teaching students with disabilities other skills (e.g., game-playing, computer skills) that are not explicitly social to enhance participation in leisure or other activities.

	Conversational turn-taking
	Providing systematic instruction and conversational structures to facilitate balanced turn-taking by both partners in conversations.

	Pivotal response training
	Naturalistic strategies designed to promote generalization by using multiple exemplars and incorporating a target student’s preferences.

	Self-management
	Teaching students with disabilities to self-manage their own social behaviors using goal setting, self-prompting, self-monitoring, self-evaluation, and related strategies.

	Social stories
	Individualized stories that describe a specific social situation a student with disabilities may find challenging, explain the reactions of others to the situation, and provide examples of appropriate social responses.

	Peer-focused practices
	Brief description

	Social skills
	Teach students with disabilities general social and communication skills (not addressed in the other practices described above).

	Direct adult facilitation
	Adult-provided prompts or facilitation strategies to promote social interactions between students with and without disabilities; social skill instruction is incidental.

	Educational placement
	Enrolling students with disabilities in general education classes with appropriate supports (e.g., active collaboration among educators, curricular adaptations and classroom modifications, individual supports).

	Environmental modifications
	Modifying a classroom environment to promote the academic and social participation of students with disabilities without changing educational placement.

	Instructional groupings
	Small-group classroom arrangements designed to promote collaborative and interdependent interactions among group members.

	Interactive activities
	Introducing interactive activities to promote social opportunities between students with and without disabilities.

	Unified plans of support
	Individualized support plans consisting of (a) regular team meetings, (b) development of supports to increase the student’s academic and social participation in instructional activities, (c) built-in accountability system, and (d) flexibility to change ineffectual supports.
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Three Building Blocks for Designing and Implementing Social Supports for Students Who Use AAC

Pam Hunt, Kathy Doering, Julie Maier, San Francisco State University

Pam Hunt is a professor and Kathy Doering and Julie Maier are instructors and fieldwork supervisors in the Department of Special Education at San Francisco State University. This article is drawn from a chapter that the authors wrote for G. Soto & C. Zangari, Practically Speaking: Language, literacy, & academic development for students with AAC needs, published in 2009 by Paul H. Brookes Publishing Company and is printed here with permission.

Friendships between students who use alternative/augmentative communication (AAC) and their schoolmates develop because students participate in educational settings that support positive social relationships among children and adolescents with and without disabilities, and because educational team members actively encourage and systematically facilitate those relationships. 

These conditions serve as the premise for the recommendations that we offer in this article. The social support strategies that we describe were developed and validated in educational settings that provided membership and full social participation for students who used AAC; and they were implemented by educational team members who considered the development of positive peer relationships to be a high priority educational goal.

Students’ development and emotional well being throughout their school years is significantly impacted by the quality of their social relationships. Positive peer relationships and friendships provide them with nurturance, support, membership and companionship and promote their self-confidence and self-esteem (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996; Janney & Snell, 2006; Ladd, 1990; Light, Arnold, & Clark, 2003; Schwartz, Staub, Peck, & Gallucci, 2006). Children who are accepted by their peers appear to develop more positive attitudes towards school and to integrate themselves into academic activities in ways that promote learning and achievement (Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996). Child development theorists with varying perspectives (e.g., Bruner, Flavel, Piaget, and Vygotsky) have suggested that successful child-child interactions provide both a context and a mechanism for the development of interpersonal, communication and cognitive abilities.

Several conditions have been identified as essential to the development of positive peer relationships for students with disabilities, including: (a) opportunities to be with peers with diverse abilities, backgrounds and interests; (b) desire to interact with peers and having the communicative means to do so; (c) availability of informed and motivated peers who can serve as effective communication partners; and (c) organizational, emotional and social supports to develop and maintain peer relationships (Hunt, Farron-Davis, Wrenn, Hirose-Hatae, & Goetz, 1997; Janney & Snell, 2006; Kennedy, 2002; Schwartz et al., 2006). Unfortunately, some or all of these conditions may be unavailable to students who use AAC. The majority of students with intellectual disabilities and multiple disabilities have limited opportunities to interact socially with a broad range of students because they spend the majority of their school day in special education classes (U. S. Department of Education, 2004) and may be further isolated from their peers by riding separate buses to school, having different recess schedules and eating lunch only with their classmates from the special education classroom. In addition students with AAC needs may not be motivated to interact socially with their peers because their earlier attempts to communicate with or be accepted by their peers were not successful (Lilienfeld & Alant, 2005). Other students who use AAC may have a desire to interact with their peers but do not have a communication system that supports social closeness and sustained reciprocal interactions (Light, Parsons, & Drager, 2002), or informed and motivated peers may not be available to engage in interactions with students who use AAC despite the desire of the students to interact with their peers. Finally, there is evidence that, even if students who use AAC have access to integrated settings through general education placement, mainstreaming or integration during lunch, recess and fieldtrips, their physical presence alone is not sufficient. Planned and systematic support of positive student-to-student interactions through the collaborative efforts of creative and knowledgeable educational team members is needed for full social participation and the development of positive relationships and friendships (Kennedy, Cushing, & Itkonen, 1997; Hunt et al., 1997; Hunt, Soto, Maier, Müller, & Goetz, 2002).

Designing and Implementing Social Supports

The social support model that we suggest includes three major building blocks (Hunt, Doering, Maier, & Mintz, 2009). The first building block is information provided to peers that will assist them in developing positive social relationships with their schoolmates who use AAC. The second building block is identification and use of a variety of interactive media (such as nonverbal communication, low-tech communication boards and books, high-tech AAC devices, interactive computer activities, toys, and games) that serve as the basis for reciprocal, social interactions. The final building block is arrangement of interactive activities and implementation of facilitation strategies to promote positive social interactions across activities and settings. All three components of the social support model are implemented through the collaborative efforts of core members of the educational team; and regularly scheduled team meetings serve as the vehicle for tailoring the intervention to meet the needs of individual students and for coordinating team member activities.

Providing Information to Peers

Peers need information to assist them in developing positive social relationships with classmates who use AAC. There are a variety of approaches to use to present this information during class activities and during other social periods of the day, including ability awareness presentations, friendship groups and partner programs. During preparation and planning, the information and activities should be designed to help peers understand and appreciate: (a) diversity of abilities, languages and cultures; (b) qualities of friendship and ways to support others and ask for support; (c) the means by which an AAC user communicates with others; and (d) the purpose and use of a particular AAC device and other assistive technology and how students use them to interact and socialize with peers and engage in educational activities.

Ability awareness presentations. Providing information that increases students’ awareness of individuals with disabilities—their accomplishments, strengths, interests, competencies and educational supports—is known as ability awareness. This is a highly effective method to provide information and can be accomplished though class lessons related to the core curriculum, reading and discussing children’s literature with themes or characters related to particular disabilities or diversity issues, school-wide or grade-level ability awareness events, class meetings and small group discussion during social club meetings. 

Prior planning and preparation is essential to effectively implement ability awareness presentations. Initial planning should include discussions with students and their families, other members of the educational team and school administrators to assess the necessary content, potential formats and timing of these presentations. With older elementary and secondary students who use AAC devices, it can be effective and powerful to have them assist in planning and presenting this information to their peers. It is important to build in time for discussion with the students after the presentation and activities to give them a chance to ask questions and share their experiences and perspectives. 

Friendship groups.  Friendship groups, often called “support circles,” are another effective, as well enjoyable, venue to provide information and social opportunities to peers of students who use AAC devices. These groups are facilitated by a trained adult who utilizes a variety of activities and cooperative learning strategies to assist the supported student(s) and peers to make connections, build relationships and engage in group discussion and problem solving. Groups meet every week or two either during lunch or another designated non-academic period in the day. Often these groups are formed around a common interest or theme (e.g., a sign language or recess games club); however, the overriding purpose is to expand social connections and mutual support among the members of the group.


Partner programs. When students who use AAC and their peers participate in educational and social activities through structured partner programs, there are multiple incidental opportunities for educational team members to support interactions between the student and peers, model interactions, and share information and answer questions related to assistive technology, specialized equipments or educational materials the student uses. Partner programs also allow students to get to know one another better and develop deeper social relationships and establish natural supports across school settings.

At the elementary-school level the focal student may have a “partner-for-the-day” who sits by him or her and assists with academic materials or activities, a recess or lunch partner who joins and plays with the student during social periods, or a classmate who is asked by the teacher to serve as a work partner during a class activity. At the secondary level, “peer buddies” or peer tutors might help their partners who use AAC to be included during general education class activities and in the extracurricular activities that occur in a typical middle school or high school day.

Identification and Use of Interactive Media

A variety of interactive media—such as nonverbal communication, low-tech communication boards, high-tech AAC devices, conversation books, interactive computer activities, interactive toy play, and games—can be used across ages, cognitive differences and communication ability to support sustained interactions between students who use AAC and their peers. Nonverbal behaviors—including facial expressions (e.g., smiling and frowning), gestures (e.g., reaching, touching, pointing, waving, clapping or “high five”), body movements (e.g., nodding, orienting toward a communication partner), and vocalizations —can be used by students to initiate social interactions, make comments, express desires or concerns, ask questions and engage in a sustained, “conversational” exchange. When educational team members help peers understand the intent of the message and how to respond accordingly, the student’s initiation is reinforced, and, therefore, more likely to occur again; and peers begin to develop sensitivity to the nonverbal social initiations of their schoolmates and the ability to accurately interpret the messages that they express.

AAC aids, from low-tech communication boards to high-tech AAC devices, can be used by students in coordination with nonverbal behaviors to initiate and participate in social interactions and achieve social closeness with their peers. Vocabulary can be incorporated that not only allow the students to participate in educational activities by making comments and asking and answering questions related to the lesson or activity, but also to share information with another student, provide assistance to and ask for assistance from peers, and compliment peers on their work. Vocabulary can also be included that supports social interactions in unstructured, social contexts by enabling the students to greet peers, comment on topics of mutual interest and engage in conversational turn-taking. 

Interactive toy play, games, and interactive computer activities that allow the participants to focus on each other and require turn-taking and reciprocity can also serve as media to support peer-to-peer social interactions. These activities are designed to be age appropriate and occur in natural school environments, be pleasurable for both students, and have a clear, repetitive structure that is sustainable over time. For beginning communicators who currently communicate with presymbolic behaviors, interactive toy play (for example, building a tower with blocks with a peer), simple games (rolling a ball back and forth), or cause-effect-based computer games played with a peer partner can serve as primary social connectors by supporting extended, reciprocal and balanced social interactions with peers. For students who are symbolic communicators, interactive toy play, games, and interactive computer activities can also serve as interactive media to support sustained, mutually enjoyable social interactions without the need for AAC aids. 

Arranging Interactive Activities and Facilitating Positive Interactions

We recommend six strategies that educational team members can use to support positive peer-to-peer interactions and the development of meaningful relationships.

Strategy 1: Developing rapport with the focal students’ peers. It is important for educational team members to develop rapport with peers by learning their names and making meaningful connections with them. The connection with peers is strengthened when special education team members expand their role to one that allows them to interact with and provide support to all students engaged in educational activities (e.g., by leading small group lessons or providing individual support to any student in the class who could benefit from it). When educational team members establish friendly and supportive relationships with peers, they can more effectively foster the development of positive social relationships between them and the focal students by pointing out common interests, facilitating social interactions and structuring cooperative activities, partner programs and friendship clubs.

Strategy 2: Setting up interactive activities. Partner activities and interactive, small group educational activities provide an important context for the development of positive social relationships because they offer multiple opportunities for social exchanges, turn-taking, interdependent participation to complete a task, and sharing of materials and information. Social facilitators structure the activities, prepare AAC aids and provide the adaptations and peer supports necessary to ensure that the focal students are actively engaged and interacting with other students.

Strategy 3: Sharing information during interactive activities. Interactive activities provide multiple, naturally occurring opportunities for educational team members to provide information to peers about the focal students’ communication system and the assistive technology, equipment and adaptations the students may use. Peers’ questions are answered in a straightforward, but sensitive manner; and the information given is suited to the students’ level of understanding. Information or modeling is used to help peers interpret the nonsymbolic communicative behavior of the focal student and be effective communication partners. Adult facilitators also give information to both the peer and the focal student on how to participate interdependently to accomplish a task, such as playing a game, completing an educational activity or taking turns to play a computer game. Without adequate knowledge, peers may not approach the student with disabilities, or they may take on a “helper” role rather than participating with the student in reciprocal interactions. Throughout the activity adult facilitators highlight the competency of all the students by praising their progress and successes and encouraging them to acknowledge each other’s accomplishments.

Strategy 4: Modeling positive, respectful interactions. Peers will be watching educational team members as they interact with students who use AAC. The extent to which they see respect and caring modeled by team members will affect “their own interpretation of being ‘different’ in the classroom not only for their peer with disabilities but also for themselves” (Swartz et al., 2006; pp. 390). In addition adult facilitators can model strategies to communicate with and support students who use AAC and ensure that the focal student is the focus of any social interaction they have with peers.

Strategy 5: Facilitating positive student-to-student interactions. Unfortunately, arranging motivating, interactive activities and providing information to peers does not guarantee that meaningful social interactions will occur naturally. Facilitation is often required, at least initially. An adult facilitator can act as a social bridge by teaching the focal students and peers how to interact with one another when necessary and by prompting interactions during naturally occurring opportunities. Although they are well intentioned, adult facilitators who provide excessive prompting, constantly hover, help too much and solve problems unilaterally interfere with student-to-student interactions. Effective social facilitators do the following:

1) support versus dominate student-to-student interactions; 

2) wait to see what happens versus interrupting peers’ attempts to communicate with the focal students; 

3) step away to allow peers to step in with comments, feedback and support; 

4) ask focal students’ questions versus speaking for them; and

5) allow the focal students to advocate for themselves by ensuring that they have opportunities and the means to express their preferences.

Step 6: Fading adult presence. An effective social facilitator knows when to help and when to step back. In order to avoid helping too much, creating adult dependency and interfering with student-to-student social interactions, support staff must fade their physical presence. This is an important goal, and yet care must be taken that the support is not withdrawn too quickly. We recommend an approach that we call “support, fade, observe, and return”; that is social facilitators (a) provide initial support using the strategies described above, (b) fade their support and their physical presence once it becomes apparent that social interactions between students are occurring spontaneously and that the focal student is participating independently or receiving adequate support from his or her peers, c) frequently observe the activity from a distance to monitor the need for more support and return to the activity when needed to give the students additional information, instruction, or feedback and encouragement. When all the students are actively engaged and interacting positively with each other, the facilitator once again moves away to support others.

Conclusion

For David and for Theo, friendships are essential to their emotional well being and educational progress. Yet, for many students with significant disabilities, positive relationships and friendships with their peers are outside the realm of their educational experience either because they are separated from the social settings and activities of their peers due to educational placement decisions or architectural and attitudinal barriers or because educational team members are not providing the social supports essential to the development of positive peer relationships. Policy and administrative actions are needed to put an end to the isolation many students who use AAC experience during their school years by replacing separate educational placements with general education, classroom-based support and eliminating separate buses and bus schedules and architectural barriers that prevent access to educational and social settings and activities. In addition, educational team members must identify membership in peer networks and the development of positive social relationships and friendships with peers as high priority educational goals. Finally, educational team collaboration is needed to develop and implement cohesive and comprehensive interventions to promote and support social relationships and friendships for students who use AAC across the school years.

Every morning when the school children sleepily stepped off the bus and headed towards their classes, Nathan was always waiting to greet Theo. Theo would often make a comment about the bus driving away or an airplane he heard above him, and his friend would wave to the bus or look up in the sky, too. Nathan would take Theo’s hand, help him put his heavy backpack over his shoulders, and walk with him to class. Once inside their class, these two friends sought each other out during playtime or reading time to share their enjoyment of a favorite toy or to read a book together, finding familiar words on Theo’s communication device as they were reading. It was clear that these two friends would enjoy each other’s company for many years to come. 
—Julie Venuto, Inclusion Support Teacher

One day after school Sarah was waiting for her dad to pick her up. David came out to the bus pushed by Jerome. Sarah noticed him just as her dad arrived and went over to tell David “bye” for the day. She took his hand and said, “Bye, David.” David responded with a big smile, just as her dad walked up. Sarah turned to her dad smiling proudly and said, “Dad, this is David.” “I know,” he said, also smiling.
—Morgen Alwell, Special Education Teacher
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High School Peer Buddy Programs: Supporting Students with Intellectual Disabilities and Autism

Carolyn Hughes, Erik W. Carter, and Joseph C. Cosgriff, Vanderbilt University

Unfortunately, many youth with intellectual disabilities and autism spend the majority of their school days socially isolated from their peers without disabilities, even when they are educated in the same classes or share the same lunch hours (Carter & Pesko, 2008; Hughes et al., 1999). 

This social isolation affects learning when students have limited access to critical educational and social activities. One reason for this social isolation is that these students characteristically have limited skills needed to socialize, form social relationships and interact with teachers and peers (Alwell & Cobb, 2009). Lack of social participation skills limit opportunities for students to interact with their peers throughout the school day, further hampering their academic learning and social development. For example, peers are less likely to initiate conversation with classmates whom they perceive as having only rudimentary or inappropriate social interaction skills (Hughes, Carter, Hughes, Bradford, & Copeland, 2002). The fact that 44 percent of students with autism and 52 percent of students with intellectual disabilities spend 60 percent or more of their day outside the general education setting (U.S. Department of Education, 2009) indicates the limited access to general education activities and peers, further restricting access to peer models of expected social interaction behavior.

In addition, the academic engagement (e.g., being prepared for class, following classroom rules, responding to teachers’ questions) of high school students identified with intellectual disabilities or autism typically is lower than that of their general education peers. General and special education teachers participating in the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) reported that, compared to peers without disabilities, these students participated less actively in class, responded verbally to questions less often, presented less frequently in class, and were less likely to work with a partner or group in both special education and inclusive classes (Newman, 2007). Observational studies (e.g., Carter, Hughes, Guth, & Copeland, 2005) corroborate these findings: unless specific interventions are used, active participation in general education classroom activities is minimal.

Shortcomings of Existing Practice

Few interventions have been developed to address the core needs of high school students with intellectual disabilities and autism. NLTS-2 researchers reported that little is known about typically existing practices in these students’ classes other than the actual setting (i.e., general vs. special education; Newman, 2007). The few observational studies conducted in high schools indicate that strategies to increase communication and social interaction among general education students and peers with disabilities rarely occur; and that interventions to increase students’ active engagement in general education settings are similarly scarce (e.g., Carter et al., 2005; Carter, Sisco, Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Hughes et al., 1999; Hughes et al., 2002). Existing practice shows little evidence of efforts to promote social or classroom participation of high school students with disabilities in general or special education settings and that academic engagement (e.g., participating in small group activities) is substantially below that of general education peers. For example, Carter et al. (2005) found that across 320 observation sessions, teachers only prompted students’ social participation in less than one-third of the sessions across both general and special education settings. Indeed, the instructional format typically used by general education high school teachers is independent seat work or whole-class lectures (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Marder, 2003), neither of which promotes communication, social participation, or active classroom engagement among students (Carter et al., 2008). In addition, recent observations show that little social interaction typically occurs even among general education students: interaction only occurred 30 percent of the time (Hughes et al., 2011).

Rationale for Peer Support Programs

Fortunately, research has demonstrated that identifying a “buddy” or building a cohort of typical peers who can support and encourage the involvement of high school students with intellectual disabilities throughout the school day can increase students’ academic engagement and social participation (e.g., Haring & Breen, 1992). For example, Shukla, Kennedy and Cushing (1999) found that, when compared with direct assistance from a paraprofessional, peer supports produced positive student outcomes, including more frequent and longer social interactions between students, more frequent and greater variety of peer supports provided to students with disabilities, and increased academic engagement of students with disabilities and their peers. 

Our own work in high schools has shown that promoting social participation through peer support has resulted in improved peer acceptance and attitudes towards students with intellectual disabilities or autism and increased student, teacher and peer satisfaction (e.g., Carter, Hughes, Copeland, & Breen, 2001; Hughes et al., 2000). We developed and implemented a peer buddy model of support for students with intellectual and related disabilities across 11 high schools in an urban school district of 75,000 students (Hughes & Carter, 2008). We have been able to demonstrate both fidelity of implementation of the peer support model (e.g., recruiting and training peers) and improved student outcomes, such as increased social interaction and classroom participation (Copeland et al., 2002; Hughes et al., 2002; 2004). In addition, qualitative studies indicated that peer acceptance of students with disabilities increased as a result of social participation experiences; and peers assumed a variety of roles in supporting students, such as advocating, befriending, and modeling appropriate classroom behavior (Copeland et al., 2004). 

Peers have been shown to be effective as instructors of social interaction skills of students with intellectual disabilities and autism (e.g., Hughes et al., 2000). Although skill development is critical, developing competence alone is not sufficient; support in the environment must also be promoted (Hughes & Carter, 2000, 2008). Therefore, peer-assisted support, such as establishing a peer support club, providing sensitivity training, and training peers in both instructional strategies and peer brokering/networking strategies is needed to promote sustained social participation and academic engagement among all students. On the other hand, peer support alone does not address developing students’ competence and self-direction (Carter et al., 2005). Therefore, combining peer support strategies with skill-training components in a peer buddy program is a powerful approach to addressing the key areas of need for students with intellectual disabilities and autism. 

Peer Buddy Programs—One Solution

One option for promoting inclusion and social competence of students with intellectual disabilities and autism is a peer buddy program. Peer buddy programs can take a variety of forms, and the one described here requires general education high school students to enroll in a 1-credit course designed to increase access for students with disabilities. The Metropolitan Nashville Peer Buddy Program in urban Nashville, Tenn., public schools, has become the prototype for peer interaction and inclusion programs adopted by many schools nationwide (see a complete description of the program in Hughes & Carter, 2008). Peer buddies spend at least one class period per day with their classmates with disabilities, which often leads to friendships emerging from shared experiences during lunch and extracurricular activities and outside school at students’ homes and in the community. As described by Hughes and Carter (2008), as peer buddies, students provide social and academic support to their classmates by helping them acquire skills needed to succeed in the general education environment and adapting the environment to be more welcoming, accepting, tolerant and accommodating to individual differences and needs.

Upon enrollment in the program, peer buddies participate in a 30-minute orientation session, typically provided by a special education teacher or school counselor, that includes course expectations, disability awareness, communication strategies, suggestions for social interaction activities, and strategies for dealing with inappropriate behavior (Hughes & Carter, 2008). A peer buddy manual provides information about different disabilities, suggested activities and tips for interacting, and a journal format for recording experiences and reflections as a peer buddy. Some teachers also assign tasks, such as writing a short paper on a celebrity with a known disability or planning and implementing an inclusion activity. Support for peer buddies, such as how to interact with a nonverbal partner, is provided by a teacher or via a peer buddy club with an advisor – usually a teacher or school counselor.

Activities that peer buddies typically engage in include assisting with functional academics, participating in recreational activities, promoting social interaction skills, helping with functional life and employment-related skills, and befriending their partners. In addition, peer buddies report advocating for their peers with disabilities to stop teasing by classmates, modeling acceptance of students with disabilities, and expanding interaction opportunities between general education students and peers with disabilities (Copeland et al., 2004). Peer buddies are also effective at teaching social interaction skills. For example, Hughes et al. (2000) reported that an array of peer buddies taught five students with intellectual disabilities or autism to use communication books to initiate conversational topics with general education peers. Increases in conversational initiations generalized across settings and conversational partners for all participants, each of whom also reported having met their pre-established social goals of making more friends at school. (See box for teaching steps used by peer buddies.) 

Benefits of peer buddy programs are experienced by teachers, general education students, and students with disabilities alike. For example, general education teachers have reported how helpful peer buddies were in inclusive classes by providing 1:1 assistance on class assignments and supporting students to actively participate in class (Copeland et al., 2002). Teachers reported that peer buddies allowed them to “experience the whole spectrum of teaching all students,” and, for the first time, they realized how students with disabilities could benefit from inclusion in general education classes. Peer buddies have reported experiencing personal growth, increasing their interpersonal skills, gaining knowledge about and raising their expectations for people with disabilities, and developing friendships (Copeland et al., 2004). For example, one peer buddy observed, “Sometimes J. just sits there and does his own little thing. We came to find out J. can read … It really shocked me when I found that out.”  Students with disabilities participating in peer buddy programs have reported receiving assistance in academics and job training, engaging in sports and recreational activities, eating together and talking with peers, and having fun in the community or at each other’s houses (Hughes et al., 1999). These students also report that the greatest benefit of a peer buddy program is friendship, as illustrated in statements such as, “She introduces me to her friends and now I have a lot of friends,” and, “They are my best friends.”

Need to Improve Current Practice

There are three primary reasons why a high school peer support program is an improvement over current practice. First, there are few comprehensive school-based interventions to improve the communication, social participation and academic engagement of high school students with intellectual disabilities and autism in classrooms and other school settings where students spend their day. Pull-out programs, often the prevailing practice used to teach communication skills to students with autism, have demonstrated little generalization of target skills (Gresham, Sugai, & Horner, 2001). However, peer support strategies can be implemented throughout school settings and have included multiple peers as supports, increasing the likelihood that skills will generalize across people, settings and time. 

Second, few peer-mediated support approaches have been introduced to high school students with intellectual disabilities and autism. The prevailing practice for supporting these students in general education classrooms is with an adult paraprofessional, which has been shown to further socially isolate students, particularly at the high school level (Carter & Kennedy, 2006). Involving peers in communication training, academic engagement, and classroom participation removes significant social barriers often associated with having adult paraprofessional support in general education settings.  Third, a peer support model provides both skill building and support in everyday school settings, increasing the likelihood that valued student outcomes will persist.

“Peers are the best-kept secret” in supporting communication, social participation and academic engagement of high school students with autism and intellectual disabilities (Hughes & Carter, 2008).  When general education peers are trained, they can teach students with disabilities to problem-solve, sequence tasks, self-prompt, initiate interaction, attend to social partners and perform other valued skills (e.g., Hughes & Carter, 2000). Involving peers in instructional programs is cost-effective: (a) peers are ever-present across high school settings obviating the need to import other adults; (b) peers are willing to volunteer their time; (c) using peers frees up teachers to attend to other tasks while peers work one-on-one or in small groups; and (d) peers are expert in the social environment of school and have knowledge of expected communication and social participation behaviors. Other more costly and typical existing practices that involve removing students from authentic environments to participate in adult-directed interventions can be avoided.

The challenges to meaningfully include high school students with intellectual disabilities and autism in general education classes and activities can be overwhelming. We do not propose that a peer buddy program by itself will result in optimal inclusion of these students. We do contend, however, that in combination with additional school reform and inclusion efforts, a peer buddy program can be instrumental in building a school community in which all students feel welcomed, accepted and included.

Peer Buddy Social Skills Teaching Steps

Rationale

1.
Peer buddy explains that he or she wants to help student learn to talk to his or her friends at school. 

2.
Peer buddy explains that he or she is going to teach student a way to talk.

Training Sequence

3.
Peer buddy models using the book. 

4.
Peer buddy goes through all of the pictures in the book. 

5.
Peer buddy looks at each picture and asks the question. 

6.
Peer buddy instructs student while student uses book to ask questions. 

7.
Student uses book to ask questions. 

8.
Peer buddy provides lots of verbal praise for using book. 

9.
Peer buddy corrects student if student misses a step. 

10.
 Peer buddy prompts student to use book.

Reminder

11.
Peer buddy reminds student to use book when student wants to talk to somebody. 

12.
Peer buddy reminds student to start talking and do all of the talking when student talks to his or her next friend.
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Natural Supports: A Delicate Balancing Act

Michael Callahan

The concept of natural supports is closely linked to TASH and its mission.  In 1988, TASH members Jan Nisbet and Dave Hagner wrote the watershed article that appeared in The Journal of the Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps (this would later be renamed Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities):  “Natural supports in the workplace: A reexamination of supported employment.” In the years following the introduction of natural supports, the concept went viral.  By 1992, Congress accepted natural supports as a means for providing ongoing supports for supported employment.  

From the beginning, it seemed that those associated with developing strategies for natural supports confused the issue of developing creative and non-professionalized supports with the concept of accessing and utilizing the natural features of workplaces for support of people with significant disabilities.  Wehman and Bricout (1998) detailed multiple publications and definitions in which natural supports referred to creative strategies to be developed by human service agencies rather than utilizing the actual natural supports available in community workplaces.  Many of the early articles described ways to minimize the role of the job coach by finding innovative strategies to access supports from an array of sources such as mentors, parents, advocates, college students and workers from other shifts.  These approaches shared the common feature of expanding access to non-traditional supporters under the name of natural supports.

As the concept matured during the mid-to-late 1990s, there was a clear shift toward defining natural supports in terms of the workplace rather than in terms of alternatives to traditional job coaching. One article (West, et. al. 1997) got it just right.  These authors suggested that natural supports “refers to the resources inherent in community environments that can be used for habilitative and supportive services.” (p. 175).

In following this perspective, effective natural supports should attempt to balance two powerful forces that affect the success of anyone using integrated community environments – features of naturalness and individual needs.  In other words, it’s not enough to simply gain access to naturally existing features of support.  We must also assure that the needs of the individual are met.  But how do we strike this balance?  And which side of the issue do we start with—naturalness or needs?  How do we build capacity in community environments to more effectively meet the needs of individuals with significant disabilities?  The answers to these tough questions are complex and have been left almost completely to support agency staff – often young and inadequately trained – to find their way to naturally referenced success.  It is fair to say that we’ve not been extremely successful in our efforts to increase natural supports in community environments.  

Successful facilitation of employment for persons with disabilities requires a balancing act of two perspectives, which are often at odds in community workplaces—the general decisions made by employers regarding the support given to their employees and the specific needs of individual workers.  Traditionally the human service field has assumed the needs of workers with disabilities, especially employees with significant intellectual and developmental disabilities, could not be adequately met by employers.  Therefore most support strategies evolved from a human service perspective.  However, employment facilitators have begun to recognize the possible contributions of employers to be fully included in supported employment, and the limiting effects on integration and full participation, if they are excluded.

The Seven Phase Sequence

This evolved understanding of natural supports dovetailed with that of Marc Gold (1980), a pioneer in the areas of training and employment. Gold suggested a systematic approach to teaching individuals who found it difficult to learn tasks by creating a model known as the Seven Phase Sequence as a part of his Try Another Way training.  Marc Gold & Associates extended that model to address the challenges of developing natural supports (Callahan & Garner, 1997).  The Seven Phase Sequence provides a culturally-based road map to be used by employment supporters to maximize natural supports and to balance the complex issues raised by the impact of disability. 

In the first four steps of the Seven Phase Sequence, a strong preference is established for using natural processes to assist supported employees to learn and maintain their jobs.  This requires the employment facilitator to carefully examine and utilize all the features of “natural capacity” that exist in a workplace to assist all employees to learn and perform their jobs. 

The last three phases provide whatever additional needed assistance in as natural a manner as possible for those tasks in which the natural procedures are not sufficient.  Employment facilitators are faced with providing creative and effective suggestions in Phases 5-7 to supplement the natural supports available on a job site.  The Seven Phase Sequence results in a new role for employment facilitators and raises difficult questions regarding technical assistance and staff competence.  For instance, how can a facilitator offer creative solutions if he/she does not know powerful training techniques?  How can a facilitator expect to effectively teach an employee who finds it extremely difficult to learn if the facilitator does not have knowledge of effective strategies that can be individually tailored to meet the needs of the employee?  The answers require a balanced approach.

The Balancing Act

Too often, a paradox exists for employment facilitators and their service agencies.  Facilitators need to reference and support natural procedures and relationships whenever feasible and they need to be able to go beyond natural capacity to offer employees with significant disabilities access to necessary skills and relationships.  Perhaps the first key to resolving this dilemma is for the employment facilitator to recognize there are limits to natural supports and natural capacity.  Well-trained employment facilitators will usually have skills and perspectives to meet individual employee needs that are more technically effective than those found in typical employees and supervisors.  However, there are times when human service staff are barriers to “natural” people on job sites.   Employment facilitators must therefore recognize that powerful training and facilitation strategies might be needed to augment natural features to ensure an employee’s success.

The Seven Phase Sequence provides a clear direction to employment facilitators to initiate instruction using the natural ways, means and people available to any new employee.  However, this is not a lockstep model.  The facilitator must carefully weigh the features of naturalness.  Unless there is compelling evidence otherwise, the facilitator should proceed to support, not substitute for, the natural processes of the job site for initial instruction.

The Seven Phase Sequence in Action

Phases 1-3: The Natural Phases 

The first three phases are used to determine the information necessary for the facilitator to consider the features of naturalness that might be used to provide support and direction assisting the employee to successfully perform the job. The decision of who will provide the initial assistance and how the job will be taught and the manner it is to be performed is covered in Phases 1-3. Implementation begins on the initial day of employment for the supported employee (or possibly during a negotiated orientation period) and continues until all necessary job routines have been taught to the employee.  Additionally, the facilitator must ensure that the culture of the setting is translated to the employee.

Phase 1 references the natural ways in which job tasks are performed in work settings.  Natural ways include methods of performance for targeted job tasks, the culture of workplace, the manner in which workers interact, the managerial style of the setting, and all other natural features that describe the unique characteristics of performance and behavior desired by the employer.  This phase is crucial because it provides the information necessary for the new employee to “fit in.”  Not only are employees who perform their jobs in a manner similar to others more likely to be accepted as “one of us,” but it will also be easier for supervisors and co-workers to provide assistance and troubleshoot problems due to the similarity of performance with their jobs.

Phase 2 requires facilitators to examine the natural means used by employers to communicate desired employee performance and behavior.  This concept concentrates primarily on the teaching strategies used by employers to introduce new employees to their jobs and to support them when they need assistance and upgrading.  A troubling aspect of this phase is the possibility, or even the likelihood that teaching and supporting employees will vary across the work site, and that approaches may be unstructured and ineffective.  

Perhaps the most effective way to assess the natural means of job sites is to, first, ask the employer to describe the procedures used.  Second, observe, if possible, teaching done by employees in the setting.  Finally, and most importantly, ask to be taught how to perform the job tasks by the persons who would naturally assist the jobs to be performed by the supported employee.  This approach will provide the employment facilitator with a valid perspective from which to make later decisions in the sequence.

Phase 3 asks facilitators to identify and enlist the natural people who typically support new employees to perform their job tasks.  This activity is possibly the most novel aspect of natural supports for traditional providers of supported employment services.  In the past, job developers often promised employers that job coaches would provide all the assistance necessary for successful performance and that the employer would have little or no responsibility in the initial training and support of the employee.  This practice resulted in the isolation of supported employees within their own work settings.  The job coach often acted as an interpreter for all the information, rules, policies and activities of the work place for the supported employee.  This role placed the job coach between the employer and the employee. This phase asks employment facilitators to get to know all the different people who are responsible, or who may be willing, to provide assistance to new employees and to enlist those persons to provide training and support for the new supported employee.

Facilitating Successful Performance

Phase 4 involves the provision of initial and ongoing assistance to the supported employee.  Facilitators must now decide the degree of naturalness that will be used for initial training.  Unless there are clear indications to the contrary, it is expected that natural procedures will be utilized first.  Planning the strategy to observe the training and to be in a position to offer suggestions and supports is critical.  This requires the facilitator to be physically present at the job site during this initial period; and the facilitator may choose a range of options from discreet observation to close proximity.

Plans also must be considered to offer feedback and suggestions to natural supporters.  Depending on the needs of the employee and the capacity of the employer, the most appropriate strategy for feedback will vary.  It may be necessary to offer almost immediate feedback in some instances; in others, more time can elapse.  When significant problems arise, the facilitator should utilize more individualized attention for the supported employee.

Meeting the Individual Needs: Using Backup Phases 5-7

It is important to realize that regardless of who provides the initial training of the supported employee—natural supporters or the job coach—it is likely that there will be adjustments to be made to the features of naturalness identified in Phases 1-3. During the early days of employment, facilitators must constantly monitor the performance of the supported employee.  If initial strategies are not successful, then the backup phases can be implemented.

Phase 5 involves supporting or possibly substituting those who are naturally involved in teaching job tasks.  The facilitator must be present on the job site to successfully make this and many other backup decisions.  Often, the immediate inclination is likely to be for the job coach to offer to substitute for the availability of the natural person.  However, facilitators should ask: “What do you do when the supervisor of an untrained employee is called away to a meeting?” Or, “Has it ever happened that a new employee’s mentor is unavailable for support?” If so, “What do you do during these situations?”  In other words, try to frame the issue as a workplace problem rather than as a disability issue.  Of course the job coach can always step in to substitute, but first try to assist the business to address the challenge naturally. 

The decisions made during Phase 6 involve a reconsideration of the natural means used by employers to teach and motivate employees to perform their jobs.  It is likely that many work places will not have a single approach to teaching and motivating, but rather a hodgepodge of approaches individually determined by each co-worker and supervisor.  The teaching style of one co-worker may differ significantly from another and further yet from a supervisor.  It may be necessary to offer specific suggestions to specific natural supporters—each different from the other—in order to achieve successful performance.  A number of strategies might work in Phase 6:  (a) demonstrate a more successful technique, (b) negotiate a time for discussion and feedback with the natural supporter, (c) offer training information formally or informally to natural supporters, or (d) shadow the natural supporter and offer ongoing feedback.  

Phase 7 decisions involve adapting, modifying or negotiating for flexibility in the natural ways that workplace tasks are performed.  Natural ways most often reference task methods but can be expanded to include concerns like sitting/standing, work area design, employee dress and rules and other larger issues.  These decisions are logically considered last because they are often the most consistent and unchanging features of work places.  Job coaches must always get permission and employer input before making adaptation and modifications to natural ways.  It is necessary, in some instances to negotiate for changes in this area even before the employee begins employment.  For example, if the natural way to get paper for a copier in an office is to reach up into the storage cabinet to retrieve the paper, a modification would be immediately necessary for an employee who uses a wheelchair and has limited reach.  These negotiations occur between Phases 3 and 4.  

Making Changes Through the “Lens” of the Workplace

As the Seven Phase Sequence is put into motion, it is critical that job coaches make suggestions through the lens of the workplace rather than unilaterally, at the point of the problem.  In this way, we create the opportunity to build natural capacity rather than simply solving workplace issues.  This effort is represented in the model (see Seven Phase Sequence model) by the arrows that return to the features of the workplace’s culture, Phases 1–3, rather than to Phase 4.  The importance of this subtlety is huge.  If job coaches solve workplace problems in Phase 4 only, the workplace loses the benefit of the solution.  However, if job coaches attempt to address issues by engaging the business as if the problem is a workplace issue than simply a disability issue, the business has an opportunity to grow and build capacity.  This is an essential outcome of the use of this strategy.

Possibly the most significant contribution of the Seven Phase Sequence is its safety net.  Rather than blaming performance problems on the employee or the employer, the sequence asks employment facilitators to consider utilizing increasingly powerful strategies to achieve successful performance.  Phases 5-7 represent a logical closed loop for decisions that encourage the facilitator to remain positively focused until the employee learns the job.  

An employment facilitator’s role remains critical to supported employment success because of the continuing reality that many persons with significant disabilities require supports beyond those typically offered by employers.  Funding and responsibility for the provision of supports primarily rests with human service agencies, however, the use of natural supports does not mean that human service supports are counter-productive, but that these services are best used to develop and enhance more natural supports.  

The usefulness of this approach to building natural supports depends on the employment facilitator maximizing the use of natural conditions and supports while meeting the individual needs of the supported employee. The Seven Phase Sequence offers a logical road map for job coaches and job developers to follow throughout the delivery of job site supports.  Job coaches, like most human service support personnel, are rarely given clear directions to assist individuals to reach their goals.  A strategy such as the one described here can offer the clarity needed to maximize the use of natural features of support and to build effectiveness in community workplaces.
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Attending College Naturally: The Use of Natural Supports in Western Carolina University’s University Participant Program

Kelly R. Kelley, David L. Westling, Western Carolina University

Western Carolina University’s (WCU) University Participant (UP) Program was developed in 2007 as a postsecondary education (PSE) program designed to provide a two-year, full-time, inclusive, on-campus living and learning experience for college-age persons with intellectual disabilities (ID). 

The UP program collaborates with public schools and community agencies that provide support to adults with disabilities. Since its initiation, two young men have completed the UP program and four new participants, two women and two men, are currently in their first year. Participants’ learning activities are developed through an individual, person-centered planning process resulting in an Individual Plan for College Participation (IPCP). The IPCP focuses on five areas: 

· Personal Development Skills (e.g., communication skills, personal care skills, self-determination)

· Community Participation Skills (e.g., using public transportation, budgeting, grocery shopping)  

· Vocational Preparation Skills (e.g., learning specific job skills on and off-campus)

· Social Participation and Learning (e.g., participating in university functions such as athletic events, belonging to university clubs or organizations)

· Elective Course Participation (e.g., auditing two to three courses per semester, 6 to 9 credit hours) 

At the completion of the two-year period, when IPCP goals have been met and a sufficient number of hours per learning area have been documented, participants are awarded a UP Certificate of Accomplishment by the WCU Office of Educational Outreach. The overriding purpose of the program is to facilitate the transition of participants from secondary school to an adult life characterized by a high degree of self-determination, paid employment, independent living and an overall high quality of life.  

UP participants live on campus in rooms distributed throughout WCU residence halls under the same guidelines and policies that apply to all WCU students. Their on-campus life is fully integrated and inclusive. All activities are individually determined and implemented; there are no separate facilities, settings or classes for UP participants. WCU students provide natural supports to facilitate participation in: (a) dorm-life, (b) coursework, (c) social and recreational activities, (d) student organizations, and (e) social events (perhaps resulting in developing natural friendships and relationships). 

The Use of Natural Supports in the UP Program

“Natural supports refers to reliance on persons within typical environments,” (Westling & Fox, 2009, p. 565). Every semester, between 60 and 80 undergraduate student volunteers act as natural supports, facilitating “normalized” learning experiences for students with ID. In the WCU UP, we have used two levels of natural supports: (a) paid natural supports (currently paid through grant funds) and (b) unpaid natural supports. Although the term “natural supports” usually applies to those supports, resources and persons who are naturally found in a community setting, such as co-workers in a place of employment, our operational definition includes some students who are paid to assure a high level of consistency and sustainability. Experience has taught us that many undergraduates can provide natural support to UP participants without pay, but they may become less available when they have course projects due, exams to take, or when they obtain part time jobs.  Therefore, it is important to maintain a cadre of paid natural supports and to supplement their time with unpaid support persons. In the current program, each UP participant has two students who are paid to provide up to four hours of support per day, five days per week. In addition, as many as three other students, who are not paid to provide supports, are available on a daily basis to support students with ID across a multitude of on- and off-campus activities. Many of the students are recruited through the WCU Office of Service Learning.  

All students who serve as natural supports must participate and complete a training session to learn effective ways to interact with and support UP participants. New volunteers are also provided with a volunteer manual and are able to shadow other natural supports until they are comfortable. Recently, we have expanded the training to include: (a) homework assistance, (b) assignment modification, (c) basic reading, math, and social skill instruction, (d) data collection, and (e) guidance on using a homework blog site. Most training sessions have up to 25 students who are interested in learning more about how to participate.

It is very important that those providing natural supports understand the values of the UP program and interact with the participants in ways that maintain these values. During training, we focus on encouraging participants to be independent and to learn and exhibit a greater degree of self-determination. We want true natural supports, and we want to avoid over-protection and creating barriers that might inhibit normal college-life activities. For example, we have a participant who can only eat gluten-free foods. In the dining hall, her natural supports leave her to make her own food choice based on a gluten-free list. Volunteers only intervene when necessary, such as if the participant makes an inappropriate food choice. This allows the UP participant to make choices and wise decisions when appropriate resources (e.g., the gluten-free list) are available and ultimately develop better eating habits.

Organizing the Natural Supports

Ironically, natural supports do not occur naturally. In fact, the development of natural supports entails a great deal of coordination. Each semester, WCU students are recruited through the Office of Service Learning and through direct contact made by visiting key WCU classes and discussing the UP program. Interested students fill out an application form with times they are available to serve as supports and also the types of activities for which they would like to provide support. When accepted as natural supports, the students are asked to attend a training session to prepare for their roles.   


Soon after the individual plan for college participation (IPCP) is completed for each participant, weekly schedules are planned that include class times, social activities, work assignments, etc. Once the week is planned, the required supports are identified. See Figure 1 for an example of a weekly schedule for one participant.  WCU students are expected to provide support at the designated time, location and within the specified activity. If they cannot, they are expected to find a substitute from the cadre of natural support volunteers. Since the inception of the program, one promising trend has occurred, as more WCU students participate in the program and show more responsibility, some are able to actually develop the weekly schedule and even identify the supports necessary to facilitate the activities listed as part of the schedule.

The Benefits of Natural Supports

There are several benefits that result from using college students as natural supports for the UP participants, both for the participants and for the undergraduate students.  For the UP participants, it gives them the opportunity to have constant exposure to same-age models that can subtly guide and direct them through various social activities and help them with their academic pursuits. For the first time in many of the UP participants’ lives, they have the opportunity to spend most of their time with peers without disabilities and expand their social networks beyond what was previously available. This provides natural learning opportunities and often has a significant impact on personal behaviors and social learning opportunities. Because they share language characteristics and cultural values, same-age peers interact with the UP participants in ways that would be difficult and uncomfortable for many older adults, and they can do so without drawing undesired attention to the UP participant during important, natural learning opportunities. 

Those providing the support also benefit. For many who are interested in careers in teaching or other areas of human service, the natural support person role, whether paid or unpaid, provides a regular, authentic opportunity to develop both direct service and leadership skills. The undergraduate students’ responsibilities are real. Acting as a natural support is not a class project or an exercise done simply to earn a grade, but a meaningful experience requiring both responsibility and commitment.  This was evidenced recently when a UP participant experienced a major seizure while engaged with a group of students in table games in the University Center. Because the support persons with him had been prepared for the event with an emergency protocol, the response to the challenge was easily handled and the event passed without undue disturbance. 

In recent interviews with WCU student supports, we asked them what the program has taught and/or meant to them. One student stated, “Working with the UP Program has taught me to have patience. Also, that everyone is different, meaning they all have different abilities. The program means a lot because it is important for them to get an education and learn to be independent. I see how much they all are changing and it is amazing to see what we can do.”  Another student reflected, “The UP program has taught me that students with disabilities sincerely deserve higher education in order to succeed in society … They do not take the privilege of being here at WCU for granted and being a part of this wonderful program is what they are most proud of … The UP program means the world to me. Without the program, I would have never met the four best people I have ever met.” 

Many WCU students are committed to the program and excel in their support of UP participants, regardless of their academic interests or abilities. As many of these WCU students will be future special education teachers, the UP program gives us a chance to assess characteristics not always easily discernable in traditional courses or practicum experiences. For example, we can learn a great deal about their dispositions toward working with persons with disabilities and about their problem solving skills.  We have witnessed how these characteristics have led to small but important changes. For example, one participant had a fear of water but has now been taught by a peer how to swim. Another was homesick and did not want to stay overnight in his dorm room but gradually gained confidence and now, with support, stays overnight for the entire week. 

We believe there are also benefits for many in the student body who are not serving as natural supports but who see many of their peers in this role.  It sends a clear message that participants should be viewed as natural members of the university committee, that it is okay to hang out with them, and that a little support is not necessarily a bad thing. It may mean that at some time sooner or later, they may also be able to support an individual with an intellectual disability no matter what career or major they choose. 

Conclusion

The WCU UP Program was developed based on key values, especially inclusion and self-determination. The use of natural supports in the program helps us offer a program based on these values. Participants are fully included in virtually all aspects of university life and exercise a great deal of freedom in making personal decisions. But being included and exhibiting a greater degree of self-determination requires a social scaffold that promotes growth through learning.  Our students, as natural supports, provide this scaffolding. They are, we think, the essential element of the program that allows us to implement according to our values.   
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Embracing Our Interdependence—The Importance of Learning Together

Barbara McKenzie

Inclusion:  It’s All About Blue Nail Polish and a Tamagotchi

Reproduced with permission from Reflections of Erin, The Importance of Belonging, Relationships, and Learning with Each Other, By Barbara McKenzie, Design by Chris McKenzie, Art of Possibility Press, 2008.

It has been seven years since I became a “born-again inclusionist.”  Our daughter, Erin, had entered a segregated pre-K program across town that primarily did reverse mainstreaming (first graders coming into the special ed class to play with the students).  All of the students were close in age and Erin seemed to be happy.  

Unfortunately, I wasn’t.

That fall I went to the National Down Syndrome Congress Convention in Memphis and heard Marsha Forest, George Flynn and Barbara Buswell share their visions.  I began forming one of my own.  A month later I went to a retreat-style conference in Dayton on inclusive education and became completely committed.  There have been days in the past seven years that I have felt like I should have been “committed!”

Although our family has received the support of some administrators, teachers and school personnel, others have shown much consternation and misunderstanding.  Every year we have to “sell” our child to someone.  We work very hard to ease those minds and in the end Erin usually wins them over, but it does take its toll.  

Just when I am ready to wave the white flag and waiver in my commitment, something happens and I’m reborn.  Most recently I have a new resolve because of blue nail polish and a Tamagotchi.  Blue nail polish is the color of choice for pre-teen girls and a Tamagotchi is a “virtual reality pet” also cherished by the same.  Erin and her family have been introduced to these important fads by the people who truly understand inclusion best—the kids!

Since Erin began Kindergarten at her neighborhood school, her peers have always been calmer and more natural about handling all of this inclusion stuff than we adults.  They have figured out creative ways to interact with Erin and have learned to value her for what she has to offer.  She is in with the in group and with the out group, and with the group who doesn’t care if they’re in or out.  Erin may not always be a first choice to call or pick, but she is usually the second choice.  Her nickname is “E” like the cable channel.  She doesn’t just participate; she is one of the gang.  

The morning that I picked Erin up from the sleep over and found her with her blue nails and her beeping Tamagotchi, this inclusion stuff all made sense again.  Erin’s friends have assured me that I don’t have to worry about Erin going to middle school.  For now, I find comfort in that … if only we adults don’t screw it up!

“Relationships lead to more opportunities for all.”

When I first got involved in the inclusive education movement, many of us used the argument that it was primarily for social benefits.  Slowly we began to stress the importance of accessing the curriculum and making enhancements, accommodations or modifications as needed so that all students could learn together.  

Inclusion was not just a disability or special education issue; it was about welcoming all diversity—a social justice issue.  Now, I wonder if we’ve focused too much on the achievement of academic standards and testing, which has led to an obsession with identifying deficits through more assessment, resulting in more sorting, pull-out and remediation for a variety of students, including those with disabilities.  Discovering the gifts of each person and building on those gifts, developing relationships and embracing our interdependence are often not considered as valid as research and data collection for curriculum development or instructional practices.  The familiar, longitudinal study of our daughter Erin demonstrates the value of connecting, reflecting and sharing our stories.  This anecdotal data reiterates our need to learn with each other as we transform our schools into inclusive learning communities.  From the beginning it seemed to make sense that Erin should attend the neighborhood school her brother attended.  We lived in a community with many young children who often played in our backyard and those of our immediate neighbors.  The school bus stop was across the street and where these same children and many of their parents gathered each morning.  Why wouldn’t Erin and her family do the same?   

Our first hurdle was that the neighborhood school didn’t have a special class for Erin’s label – in fact it was an open concept school with few walls and most educators believed it wasn’t a good placement for a student with Down syndrome.  At the neighborhood school, there was a special education teacher who taught a group of students labeled learning disabilities (LD) in a fairly inclusive manner at the time.  There was also an LD tutor on staff.  However, the special teachers and classrooms for students with developmental or multiple disabilities were located outside our neighborhood, at other buildings in the district and county or at separate mental retardation/developmental disabilities (MR/DD) schools as they were called in those days.  

After hearing Marsha Forest, Barbara Buswell, and other leaders in the field talk about inclusion, I became adamant that Erin needed to be learning in her neighborhood community.  I admit that at first I was ready to sign away any guarantee of her learning anything just to get the school personnel to relax and let Erin in.  Luckily, we all were able to figure out a way to provide support with the existing tutor, speech therapist and an inclusion facilitator who worked with the general educators so that they could teach Erin along with their other students.  Of course, Erin showed us over the years that she was learning, sometimes in spite of the adults, and we were learning as well.  I like to say that we were all confused together and our confusion opened us up to beautiful discoveries!  The law came in handy once or twice, but mostly relationships moved us forward – among the adults and the children.  The idea of building on each of our strengths and being open to the possibilities became the norm more often than not.  My husband and I were a team at meetings and united in our beliefs and, with Erin as our leader, we gathered others along the way.  Some times were worse than others – beginning middle school comes to mind.  Fortunately middle school didn’t turn out to be as difficult for Erin as it was for the adults.  

A special class and teacher for students with Erin’s label were located in the middle school. “Why didn’t Erin belong in that class down the hall with all of the special services provided there?” seemed to be the question on a lot of educators’ minds.  “Weren’t we doing her an injustice depriving her of this opportunity to be with students like her and benefit from those extra supports?”  We kept hearing about our imprudent decision – spoken in the most polite fashion – for most of the first half of sixth grade.  Thankfully the principal understood our vision and saw the value of Erin’s presence for her and the other students, as did the district director of special education.  Slowly we got to know each other better and most of the sixth grade team of teachers began to “get it.”

Erin entered a middle school that was three-times the size of her elementary school; but then, so had her friends from the neighborhood.  Together they would help each other through the transition.  As one of her friends wrote later, “In middle school we all went through a change of environment.  Even though that was the case, Erin was always there to pick up your spirit.”  Like many young people, Erin didn’t always do what the adults wanted her to, but she usually did model what her peers were doing.  Sitting in the middle of the class and observing how the other students participated was how she learned the best.  When Erin was introduced to something that she really loved, as she eventually came to do with anything by Shakespeare, she became a leader and would share her joy at discovering the world of “Romeo and Juliet” and even “Hamlet.”  While some students were moaning, Erin was cheering!  The teachers loved that!

After sixth grade, each year got a little easier because of the relationships Erin and the rest of us were making.  Around eighth grade I began to try and capture what was happening and share that with Erin’s teachers.  In turn, they began sharing what accomplishments they were seeing and how they were trying to assist Erin to build on her strengths and successes.  The reflections list snowballed and continued to be passed on and added to as the years went on. I like to think the teachers were doing that with their other students as well. Erin’s middle school began a Thespian group and she joined initially because of two friends from elementary school. They even got to travel to New York City to see a few Broadway shows.  Although Erin would join other clubs, she truly blossomed with the Theatre club, which carried over to high school.  Being a ham, she also liked to give speeches in front of the class, a group, her mirror, anything! That became a wonderful way to share what she was learning. Communication was challenging for her but it also became her strength and as the adults got to know her better they supported and used that strength to enhance Erin’s learning and value within the class.  

By the time we got to high school, things seemed to be going well.  The network of relationships was growing and a lot of good ideas were being shared.  Erin’s friendships not only continued into high school but seemed to strengthen and grow with new friends they were meeting together.  One good friend who met her freshman year expressed, “I am thankful for her acceptance and her willingness to include me in the traditions that were already made.” During Erin‘s high school years the importance of location, location, location was again confirmed.  All of Erin’s classes were the general education academic classes and she participated in typical extracurricular activities. Most of the students with multiple disabilities were in separate classrooms, on different schedules, with different personnel from outside agencies, and out in the community during school time. High school was the most important community for Erin to be involved in!  

Only a few students with more significant disabilities were included.  Although Erin and the other “included” students did not have any more special abilities than the students in the separate classes, the perception by the general population, adults and students, was that they were less disabled.  When I would ask why all of the students with more significant disabilities were not included or participating in an activity as Erin was, I was told on more than one occasion that she “wasn’t as handicapped as those students.”  Those misguided perceptions allowed Erin to be a participating member of the school while the students in the separate programs were relegated to being occasional visitors or, worse yet, service projects.  

When senior year came, the students in the special classes, their families and their teachers weren’t even sure what year they were in school and whether they should go through the graduation ceremony.  They were not involved in the senior class activities, except for the prom, which they went to as a group along with several adult chaperones.  There was no senior dessert, no senior trip to Cedar Point, no evening of reflection, and not even a senior picture in the yearbook.  I don’t think they were intentionally excluded; rather, they were just never thought about.  Erin did happily participate and proudly graduated with her friends.   

Theatre introduced Erin to Otterbein University during her junior year and offered the dream of college after high school.  At Otterbein, Erin worked with the box office to compile the programs and usher for the summer and school year seasons.  They never felt that she needed much assistance and Erin did just fine working with the other college students.  She would often stay to see the play, sometimes several times, and always enjoyed each performance.  The relationships she was making with the students and faculty at Otterbein were also expanding her opportunities to eventually take college classes.  Unfortunately we never got to realize that extended journey when Erin passed away unexpectedly a few months after graduating high school.  Afterwards, an Otterbein graduate wrote, “Her love and passion for theatre were inspiring.  Seeing her usher and watch these shows that have become the norm in my life—her excitement and joy always showing—it brought a new light to our theatre and helped renew my love.”

Erin had the opportunity to have an ordinary life and her presence and participation was essential to her and to all she interacted with.  This importance of the existence of each of us to each other is reconfirmed in a belief shared by many Native Americans.  “Mitakuye Oyasin” is Lakota and often used at the end of a conversation as an affirmation.  It can be translated as “We are all related.”  As described in a plaque in the Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian, it means that everything in the universe is “connected, interrelated, and dependent in order to exist.”  

This same thought is weaved throughout the musical, “Wicked,” by Stephen Schwartz.  Near the end of the play, the two main characters sing a beautiful song titled, “For Good,” which tells how their lives have been changed—for good—by knowing each other.   What are the consequences if someone is not present so that we can get to know them and he or she can get to know us?  Who is missing or forgotten from our neighborhood schools and communities?  How can we find them, welcome them and connect?  We need each other.  

SPECIAL FEATURE: 2010 TASH Conference In Review

If you joined us in Denver for the 2010 TASH Conference, you saw first-hand how working together, learning from one another and inspiring each other can make a difference. Roughly 800 advocates, self-advocates, educators, service providers and others came together during those four days in Denver to learn, share and grow … to build upon the work and efforts of one another and to plant seeds for the future. TASH thanks everyone who was able to attend the 2010 TASH Conference and contribute to the ideas, insights, expertise and inspiration that are leading the way for positive change in the lives of people with significant disabilities.
TASH chapter leaders from across the U.S. participated in a five-hour workshop to share ideas and strengthen the TASH chapter network. The workshop included a discussion of the history of TASH, visioning for how TASH can impact the disability community in the future and grassroots advocacy training using social media. 

Left to right: Dean Paul and Ric Nelson made the long haul from Alaska.

Attendees peruse the exhibit hall to learn more about the products, services and organizations on display during the conference. Exhibitors at the 2010 TASH Conference included publishers, self-advocate entrepreneurs, merchants, foundations, service organizations and others serving the disability community.
Dan Taylor (center) takes a moment to pose for a photo while walking the poster presentation isles. Posters told of the remarkable work and contributions of presenters on a wide range of topics.
Left to right: Kyung Gun Han and Yun Woo Lee of Dankook University, along with Youn Jung Park of Pennsylvania State University, share their poster presentation on factors that promote integrated work settings.
Douglas Fisher, professor of language and literacy education at San Diego State University, addresses conference goers during a keynote address. Fisher shared his thoughts on common sense education and what he has learned over the years working with students with disabilities in the classroom.

TASH held TASH TECH pre-conference workshops to explore a range of topics in great detail in half-day and full-day formats. Nancy Frey of San Diego State University (left) leads a TASH TECH on curriculum supports in secondary schools.  
Tracy Thresher (left) and Larry Bissonette (right) respond to audience questions during a special screening of their film, Wretches & Jabberers. The film follows Tracy and Larry on their global quest to change attitudes about disability and intelligence.
Julie Petty addresses a packed auditorium during her keynote address at the 2011 TASH Conference. As a mother, wife and passionate self-advocate, Julie shared her life story and challenged attendees to create change within their communities.
TASH Board member Bill Smith (left) presents the TASH award for Positive Images in the Media to Steve Dallman (center) and Art Butcher (right), stars of the film Breaking Shells. The film follows Steve and Art across South Dakota as they advocate for the right for people with disabilities to make decisions that impact their lives.
Left to right: Julie Petty, Victor Robinson, Bob Williams, Emily Titon and Robert Kennedy attend the Self-Advocate Forum. This annual forum is an opportunity for persons with disabilities to discuss the issues affecting their lives on a wide range of topics.
Ralph Edwards speaks during the TASH Night Out event about the vision of TASH – both in its rich history and going forward to the future. This special event, A Social for Social Justice, attracted a lively crowd of veterans and newcomers alike during the TASH Conference to fundraise for TASH.
On June 28, 2011, TASH members joined congressional staff and other advocates for a TASH-led congressional briefing. 

The subject of the briefing was national policy measures to prohibit restraint and seclusion abuses in schools. 

You can now view this briefing in its entirety by clicking here!

SPECIAL FEATURE:  2011 TASH Conference Preview

For 36 years, the TASH Conference has been the place to come together, learn more about best practices in the field of significant disabilities and stake your claim in the movement to create real, progressive change for people with significant disabilities. We look forward to continuing that legacy this year, especially amid the myriad of challenges facing the disability community today. The 2011 TASH Conference theme is NO EXCUSES: Creating Opportunities in Challenging Times. This is more than just a theme, it is a rallying cry for our community to overcome all barriers to positive change. In light of state and federal budget cuts, high unemployment and inadequate services and supports for life in the community (to name of few of today’s challenges), TASH members and supporters will stand together to create a pathway to a positive future. We hope to see you there!

We are excited to host the 2011 TASH Conference in Atlanta, Georgia! Whether it has been organizing activists to desegregate public and private facilities in the 1960s or working to eliminate the restraint and seclusion of students with disabilities in Georgia schools, Georgia and its residents have continuously pushed new frontiers in their state to create national impact. At the 2011 TASH Conference, we are committed to examining current local challenges, adding national (and international) perspectives and creating a forum for thinking about systems change. You don’t want to miss it! 

2011 TASH Conference

No Excuses: Creating Opportunities in Challenging Times

November 30-December 3, 2011

Atlanta, Georgia

www.tash.org/2011TASH 

The following is just a taste of what’s in store for the 2011 TASH Conference! We have a variety of activities and projects still in the works, including our Diversity & Cultural Competency Initiative and special planning on eliminating the use of restraint and seclusion in schools. We are announcing new content, events and activities each week, so visit www.tash.org/2011TASH or follow us on the TASH Blog, Facebook or Twitter for the latest information about the 2011 TASH Conference!

2011 Keynote Speakers

We are pleased and honored to announce a very talented slate of keynote speakers for the 2011 TASH Conference! All three speakers have used innovative practices and creativity to address the most challenging issues people with disabilities face today. 

Kate Gainer

Kate Gainer is the Managing Principal of the Georgia Disability Advocate Consulting Group. Nationally recognized as a disability rights leader and speaker, Kate organized the first Long Road Home Project, an annual week of events throughout Georgia to raise awareness of the Olmstead decision. Kate was born with cerebral palsy and grew into a life of advocacy as a black woman with a disability in the South.

Rob Horner

Rob Horner is Alumni-Knight Professor of Special Education at the University of Oregon. He is a past editor of the Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, and the Journal of the Association for the Severely Handicapped. Dr. Horner’s research interests focus on positive behavior support, applied behavior analysis, stimulus control, instructional technology, severe disabilities and sustainable systems change.

John O’Brien

John O’Brien learns about building more just and inclusive communities from people with disabilities, their families and their allies. He uses what he learns to advise people with disabilities and their families, advocacy groups, service providers and governments and to spread the news among people interested in change by writing and through workshops. He is a member of the Center on Human Policy, Law & Disability, Syracuse University, and a Fellow of the Centre for Welfare Reform, and is associated with in-Control Partnerships and the Marsha Forest Centre.

Special Highlights for the 2011 TASH Conference

Micro-Enterprise Marketplace

The 2011 TASH Conference will feature the first ever Micro-Enterprise Marketplace. This marketplace is part of the conference exhibit hall and is intended for small business owners with disabilities to showcase their products and services to conference participants from across the U.S. and around the world. We’re calling all self-advocate entrepreneurs to come be a part of this year’s Micro-Enterprise Marketplace! TASH is committed to supporting innovative ideas and practices that lead to fulfilling and independent lives in the community. Please join us! Visit www.tash.org/2011TASH to learn more. 

Community Living Gathering

The Community Living Gathering at the 2011 TASH Conference will be a space of dialogue, innovation, hospitality, color, music and sharing that creates a sense of community. In the past, it was one of the things that set TASH apart from any other conference with competing sessions. The Community Gathering will embrace everyone—part of its richness is that it provides a place for parents, self-advocates, professionals and anyone else who feels passionately about everyone being fully included in the community to come together! It will be a place where the most cutting edge ideas and practices in community living will be shared.

Transition Conference within the TASH Conference

TASH is planning a Transition to Employment Conference for Youth with Significant Support Needs (working title) within the TASH Conference, November 30 – December 3, in collaboration with the Georgia Department of Education and several local and national partners. This conference will feature best practices that educators, vocational rehabilitation counselors and adult service professionals have identified that succeed in integrated employment for young people perceived as the most challenging to serve.  Topics will feature multi-agency partnerships and funding strategies; defining and describing “employment first” strategies; philosophy and values that guide practice; successful transition planning; employment experiences during high school that lead to employment; post-secondary options that lead to employment; parent and student roles and responsibilities in successful transition outcomes; and much more.  

Panels of speakers will include leading researchers, practitioners from the field of education and adult services, parents, and young people with significant disabilities.  Other features of the TASH conference that Transition Conference attendees may want to attend include multiple concurrent sessions and workshops on inclusive education, employment, and post secondary education.  Follow-up reports and discussion from the Alliance for Full Participation Summit and the National Conference on Transition, and an Employer mini-strand are also conference features of interest.  More information will be available at www.tash.org, or by contacting Barb Trader, TASH, at conference@tash.org.  

Registering for the 2011 TASH Conference

Online registration for the 2011 TASH Conference is now open! Visit the TASH Conference website at www.tash.org/2011tash to register online or download a printable registration form. We’ll also post additional details about registration on the site, so check back often or watch for more information in TASH in Action! You can also call us at any time with questions at (202) 540-9015 or send an e-mail to conference@tash.org.

SPECIAL FEATURE: Cultural Competency Corner

TASH Partners with National Center for Cultural Competence for Disability Organization Assessment Tool

While there are tools and guides to assessing cultural and linguistic competency within organizations, little has been done to address organizations serving the disability community. For this reason, TASH played a leadership role in creating the Cultural and Linguistic Competence Assessment for Disability Organizations, an assessment instrument available through the National Center for Cultural Competence. Along with seven of our disability advocacy and research partners, TASH assisted the NCCC in the development of this guide, which has created opportunities for the disability community to assess their organizations’ overall work for cultural and linguistic competency. This assessment guide provides the opportunity for organizations to address issues of cultural and linguistic competency and create strategic plans for implementing programs. TASH partners in this endeavor include The ARC, Autism Society of America, American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, Association of University Centers on Disabilities, Council of Parent Attorneys and Advocates, National Down Syndrome Congress and the National Council on Independent Living. The Cultural and Linguistic Competence Assessment for Disability Organizations can be found at http://www.gucchdgeorgetown.net/NCCC/CLCADO. 

TASH Presents at Congressional Black Caucus Health Braintrust 

The Congressional Black Caucus Health Braintrust is known for its long-standing influence on policy decisions impacting African Americans and other minority populations. Each year, the braintrust provides an opportunity to re-examine health issues and the implications for racial and ethnic minority groups in the U.S., as well as identify policy goals for eliminating disparities. Along with policy-makers, the 2011 braintrust held Tuesday, April 12, 2011, involved opinion leaders and experts to discuss these disparities and the legislative goals to combat them.

As in years past, representatives from TASH were on hand to present a perspective of the disability community. In attendance were Carol Quirk, TASH Board President, Ralph Edwards, Board Member and Chair of the Diversity and Cultural Competency Committee, Anne Smith, member, and Dara Baldwin, TASH staff member. Carol, who has considerable experience on disparities for individuals of diverse backgrounds with disabilities, had the following remarks on the opportunities the braintrust had for TASH:

First, the conference has representation from many of the federal agencies that address health issues, key civil rights, health and social policy organizations, and legislative leaders. Second, the focus of the event is reducing health disparities in diverse communities, which is consistent with TASH efforts in recent years. A large focus of the TASH Board and of the Diversity and Cultural Competency Committee is not only to increase our internal cultural competency and sensitivity within the TASH membership, but also to advocate for and address the health, education and employment challenges faced by people of diverse backgrounds with disabilities. Most importantly, the participation of TASH in the CBC Health Braintrust enables us to expand relationships with civil rights organizations and share the message of TASH about disparate experiences for persons of diverse backgrounds with a disability.

Ralph Edwards, who has been a leader in elevating the public consciousness of disparities faced by people of diverse backgrounds with disabilities, was invited as a panel participant during the CBC Health Braintrust. The panel, Health Reform that Transforms, explored the successes and challenges of health care reform and how it has been implemented. During the discussion, Ralph noted the disparate experiences of people with disabilities of diverse backgrounds in accessing care and achieving positive health outcomes:

TASH has documented lower life expectancy, higher morbidity rates, and decreased quality of life outcomes for people with disabilities, particularly people of diverse backgrounds with disabilities. The CBC Health Braintrust can help raise awareness of this population to federal agencies, researchers, policy-makers and to all diverse communities.

By being part of this event, TASH was able to connect with a number of influencers about TASH’s vision for people of diverse backgrounds with disabilities.

Organizations Sign Disability Community Resolution

In recent months, several national disability advocacy organizations have signed the Disability Community Resolution committing themselves to promoting and maintaining cultural and linguistic competency as a means to achieving diversity within the organizations and the disability community. These organizations include TASH, the National Council on Independent Living, American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, National Down Syndrome Congress and Autism Society of America.

The actions of these organizations include self-reflection through periodic cultural competency assessment, participation in multi-level cultural competency training and dedication of resources. The recognition of the intersection of disability and diversity and its disparate impact on health, employment, deployment of services and supports, education and other quality of life factors presents a formidable challenge. The organizations committed to this resolution intend to meet that challenge. The Disability Community Resolution can be viewed at TASH.org by clicking here.

2011 TASH Conference registration opens in July! 

Planning to see us in Atlanta? 

Visit www.tash.org/2011tash to take advantage of early bird pricing. We’re making sure this year is the best conference yet, so check back often as we update the site with news and details! 

2011 TASH Conference – November 30-December 3, 2011 – Atlanta, Ga.

Association News
Report Shows ‘The Cost of Waiting’ on Restraint and Seclusion Legislation

On March 3, 2010, the U.S. House of Representatives passed legislation to protect school children from abusive restraint, seclusion and aversive interventions. This bill, the Keeping All Students Safe Act, represented a monumental change in the protections that would allow all children to learn in a safe environment. Unfortunately, the Senate counterpart of this critical legislation never reached the floor for a vote. To the dismay of thousands of families and advocates, the issue was taken back to square one.

Approximately a year after the passage of the Keeping All Students Safe Act in the House of Representatives, TASH has released a report on the tragic implications of inaction. The Cost of Waiting is a review of restraint and seclusion cases as told through news media. With each story told, there are dozens and possibly hundreds untold. The Cost of Waiting was created to elevate the national dialogue on restraint and seclusion, and to let lawmakers know that each day we wait, the health and lives of children are at risk.

The Cost of Waiting was released just as Rep. George Miller, D-Calif., re-introduced legislation on restraint and seclusion in the U.S. House. This report is available as a free download at TASH.org. Visit www.tash.org/the-cost-of-waiting or type “The Cost of Waiting” into the search box at TASH.org. We encourage you to spread the word about this document, especially to members of Congress and media where you live.

‘Shouldn’t School Be Safe?’ Offers Insights and Tips to Parents on Restraint and Seclusion

What seems like a simple question has become a growing concern among families and advocates—Shouldn’t School Be Safe? We have come to understand the impact of restraint and seclusion through first-hand accounts, stories of abuse from friends and neighbors and investigations on abuse, including TASH’s 2011 report The Cost of Waiting. And while families continue to wait for federal protections against restraint and seclusion in U.S. schools, many parents live with the persistent fear that their child may be vulnerable to abuse in school. For this reason, TASH has compiled Shouldn’t School Be Safe?, a free, downloadable parent guide to restraint and seclusion in school.

Written by parents and for parents, Shouldn’t School Be Safe? offers preventative steps parents can take to limit risk at school. The guide encourages parents to play an active role in decision-making, including the creation of an Individualized Education Plan and behavior plan. It also covers ways to build positive relationships and set the foundation for success within the school and community for their child. Shouldn’t School Be Safe? includes information and step-by-step actions for parents to take if they discover or suspect their child has been restrained or secluded in school.

TASH encourages anyone interested in the protection of children against restraint and seclusion to view this guide and share it with your networks. Shouldn’t School Be Safe? is available to view and download at www.tash.org/shouldnt-school-be-safe, or visit TASH.org and search for “Shouldn’t School Be Safe?”

Welcome New TASH Board Members

TASH is fueled by the contributions of its members, many of whom volunteer their time and effort, make financial contributions, collaborate on a range of projects, participate in committee work and serve on the national TASH Board of Directors. In addition to those elected through the 2011 Board election, TASH has appointed the following individuals to serve as ex officio members of the Board: Lisa Mills, Charles Dukes, Pat Amos and SungHo Park. A complete list of Board members can be found at www.tash.org/about/ and click “leadership.” We look forward to their contributions as TASH Board members.

TASH Leads Advocacy Effort on Restraint and Seclusion

On June 28, 2011, TASH held its fifth annual Capitol Hill Day in Washington, D.C., with the board of directors and a number of advocates, some of whom traveled from as far away as California, Arizona and Florida to be here. Capitol Hill Day is an opportunity for constituents to come to the nation’s capital and present their concerns about issues that are important for legislation and policy reform. Each year, TASH sends out an invitation to its board of directors and to members to join in a two-day event where advocacy is at the forefront. Day one is an intensive advocacy training session, which was led this year by Serena Lowe, principal of Aneres Strategies and a government affairs consultant for TASH. During the training session, Serena review TASH’s position on policy items and armed attendees with the materials and know-how to be effective advocates on the Hill!

This year’s issue of concern was the bill H.R. 1381, otherwise known as Keeping all Student Safe in Schools. This legislation was introduced in the 112th Congress on April 6, 2011, by Rep. George Miller (D-Calif.), ranking member of the House Education and Workforce Committee. It is co-sponsored by Rep. Gregg Harper (R-Miss.). As of today there is no companion bill in the Senate. This bill is the restraint and seclusion legislation that TASH has put at the forefront of its legislative agenda and has lead the disability community with the creation of the coalition The Alliance to Prevent Restraint, Aversive Intervention and Seclusion (APRAIS).  

There were 13 board members and nine advocates on the hill visiting both House and Senate representatives to discuss H.R. 1381, as well as TASH’s work in each of its national agenda areas—education, employment, community living, diversity and cultural competency and human rights. Together, this amazing group of 22 people represented 16 states and visited 47 House and 32 Senate staff members to discuss the importance of “The Cost of Waiting” to pass this important legislation. The advocates asked their House representatives to sponsor the bill, to use their power to move the bill through committee and to the floor and to vote yes when the time comes. From their Senators, advocates asked for a sponsor who will not only introduce a companion bill, but also assist with the passage of this bill in the 112th and have this bill as one of the important pieces of legislation to come out of this congress and signed by President Obama.

Some of the advocates discussed their personal story of how their child has been the victim of such horrific procedures. All of them informed the legislators and their staff of the data that proves the use of restraint and seclusion is not needed nor warranted. They used the information given to them in the training and presented in the brief titled “The Business Case for Preventing Restraint and Seclusion,” by the Substance Abuses and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), to discuss the cost savings benefits to government by eliminating these procedures.

This year’s Capitol Hill Day also included a Congressional Briefing session in the Rayburn House Office Building. This educational briefing was opened to the public and the congressional staff and offices. There was a full house with more than 100 participants who were given a wonderful educational session about the need to end the use of restraint and seclusion in our schools. Barb Trader, Executive Director of TASH, was the moderator for the hour-long panel discussion and question-and-answer session. You can see photos from the event or watch the briefing in its entirety.  

If you have questions about this event please contact Jonathan Riethmaier at jriethmaier@tash.org.

Advocacy 101: Responding to Advocacy Alerts

TASH relies on the passion and persistence of its members to drive advocacy efforts throughout the U.S. From time to time, we ask TASH members to join us in petitioning Congress on issues and legislation that will advance equity, opportunity and inclusion for people with disabilities. Thank you to everyone who has thus far participated in two important advocacy alerts in 2011. Your efforts are appreciated. We still need you and other TASH members to make a difference. Making phone calls or sending e-mails to your Senators or Representative has a direct impact on the final outcome of legislation. Here are the two most common requests that you can make to your legislators: 

A. Co-Sponsor a bill—this means a bill has been introduced, but has not yet been placed on the docket for a vote (many bills are introduced that are never considered for a vote). If a bill has been introduced in the House, any House member can co-sponsor the bill. The same goes for bills in the Senate—any Senator can co-sponsor a Senate bill. An effective way to impact legislation is by gaining a number of co-sponsors.

B. Vote yes or no on a bill—this refers to bills coming before either the House or Senate for a vote. It is important during this time that you act fast to contact your Senators and Representative, as a vote may come within days.

Understanding and responding to both types of requests is critical to our success. We hope all TASH members will continue to support TASH advocacy alerts, particularly as a number of well-funded interest groups take opposing stances on legislation. You can always find the latest advocacy alerts on the TASH homepage. Just look for the Take Action box and click the link for details. THANK YOU for your support!

Internships Available: Be a Part of a Life-Changing Learning Experience

The TASH graduate and undergraduate internship program is designed to reflect the strengths and academic pursuits of each intern. TASH interns receive hands-on experience in areas that support the mission and vision of TASH while gaining skills and insights into public policy, marketing and communications, research, nonprofit management and many other areas. All TASH interns contribute in a meaningful way that advances the mission of TASH.

Applicants from all academic disciplines are welcome to apply, but must be current part-time or full-time students. Internships are available for spring, summer and fall semesters and applications are accepted throughout the year. TASH provides flexible work hours between 20-40 hours per week. Students of diverse backgrounds and abilities are encouraged to apply. For more information and to apply for the TASH graduate and undergraduate internship program, contact us at info@tash.org or (202) 540-9020.

TASH Lowers Cost, Increases Flexibility of 2011 Webinars

As part of TASH’s commitment to making educational and training content available for as many people as possible, several changes have been made to the existing webinar platform that will enhance accessibility and the user experience. Perhaps most importantly, we have significantly reduced the cost of viewing TASH webinars, making each webinar session available for as little as $35. We have also changed how the webinars will be viewed. Instead of one set time, TASH webinars will be available for a period of seven days! You can watch any webinar as many times as you want during that period. This is also a great option for educators and organizations who wish to provide TASH webinars to classes or staff. During the next several months, we will be rolling out three webinar series using this new webinar platform:

Discovery: The Foundation of Customized Employment

This series on Discovery will provide educators, adult service personnel and family members with the critical information necessary to facilitate discovery for persons with significant disabilities. This alternative to comparative assessment addresses the essential question so often overlooked by evaluations and tests, “Who is this person?” The sessions offer a comprehensive overview to discovery, the relationship to employment and transition from school to adult work, relevance to curricular outcomes and development of visual and written profile documents that capture the information learned during discovery. 

Building Inclusive High School Communities

The challenge of creating inclusive high school communities is complex. But as the gateway to adult life and independence, schools must address student-centered supports and opportunities for students with disabilities. Participants will learn about the supports and opportunities that enhance: Self-Advocacy, Differentiated Instruction and Universal Design for Learning, Youth Engagement, Relationship Building and Quality of Life. The material covered will help lay the foundation for enhanced opportunities for students with and without disabilities in the schools of tomorrow. 

Cultural Competency: Engaging Underserved Populations

TASH’s webinar series on Cultural Competency will arm educators, service providers, policymakers and administrators with the information, skills and strategies needed to understand and engage culturally diverse populations. Each session tackles the complex issues associated with cultural competency, from the fallacy of equating diversity with cultural competency, to implementing cultural competency within organizations. Participants will explore the interplay of values, policies, structures, attitudes and behaviors and how they affect the ability to understand, reach out to and effectively engage populations who have traditionally been underserved.

New Webinar Rates for 2011

TASH Members: $35 Individual, $65 Group

Non-Members: $55 Individual, $85 Group

The Discovery webinar series is expected to launch Summer/Fall 2011, and others will follow. For more information, visit www.tash.org or contact Haley Kimmet at hkimmet@tash.org or (202) 540-9015.

About TASH

TASH is an international leader in disability advocacy. Founded in 1975, TASH advocates for human rights and inclusion for people with significant disabilities and support needs – those most vulnerable to segregation, abuse, neglect and institutionalization. TASH works to advance inclusive communities through advocacy, research, professional development, policy, and information and resources for parents, families and self-advocates. The inclusive practices TASH validates through research have been shown to improve outcomes for all people.

Policy Statement

It is TASH’s mission to eliminate physical and social obstacles that prevent equity, diversity and quality of life for children and adults with disabilities. Items in this newsletter do not necessarily reflect attitudes held by individual members of the Association as a whole. TASH reserves the right to exercise editorial judgment in selection of materials. All contributors and advertisers are asked to abide by the TASH policy on the use of people-first language that emphasizes the humanity of people with disabilities. Terms such as “the mentally retarded,” “autistic children,” and “disabled individuals” refer to characteristics of individuals, not to individuals themselves. Terms such as “people with mental retardation,” “children with autism,” and “individuals who have disabilities” should be used. The appearance of an advertisement for a product or service does not imply TASH endorsement. For a copy of TASH’s publishing and advertising policy, please visit www.tash.org.

TASH Mission & Vision

As a leader in disability advocacy for more than 35 years, the mission of TASH is to promote the full inclusion and participation of children and adults with significant disabilities in every aspect of their community, and to eliminate the social injustices that diminish human rights. These things are accomplished through collaboration among self-advocates, families, professionals, policy-makers, advocates and many others who seek to promote equity, opportunity and inclusion. Together, this mission is realized through:

· Advocacy for equity, opportunities, social justice and human rights

· Education of the public, government officials, community leaders and service providers

· Research that translates excellence to practice

· Individualized, quality supports in place of congregate and segregated settings and services

· Legislation, litigation and public policy consistent with the mission and vision of TASH

The focus of TASH is supporting those people with significant disabilities and support needs who are most at risk for being excluded from society; perceived by traditional service systems as most challenging; most likely to have their rights abridged; most likely to be at risk for living, working, playing and learning in segregated environments; least likely to have the tools and opportunities necessary to advocate on their behalf; and are most likely to need ongoing, individualized supports to participate in inclusive communities and enjoy a quality of life similar to that available to all people.

TASH has a vision of a world in which people with disabilities are included and fully participating members of their communities, with no obstacles preventing equity, diversity and quality of life. TASH envisions communities in which no one is segregated and everyone belongs. This vision will be realized when:

· All individuals have a home, recreation, learning and employment opportunities

· All children and youth are fully included in their neighborhood schools

· There are no institutions

· Higher education is accessible for all

· Policy makers and administrators understand the struggles of people with disabilities and plan – through laws, policies and regulations –  for their active participation in all aspects of life

· All individuals have a way to communicate and their communities are flexible in communicating in alternate ways that support full participation

· Injustices and inequities in private and public sectors are eradicated

· Practices for teaching, supporting and providing services to people with disabilities are based on current, evidence-based strategies that promote high quality and full participation in all aspects of life

· All individuals with disabilities enjoy individualized supports and a quality of life similar to that available to all people

· All individuals with disabilities have the tools and opportunities to advocate on their behalf
