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	 Sarah, a student in Mrs. Thomas’ third-grade 
class, is struggling with reading. Sarah has difficulty 
using word-attack skills to decode text and this is 
affecting her fluency and comprehension. Mrs. 
Thomas is unsure of what to do next. Should she 
continue to work with Sarah in her third-grade 
classroom by employing additional strategies to help 
Sarah? Or, should she refer Sarah to the child-study 
team because she might have a learning disability? 
How should Mrs. Thomas help Sarah?

	 After the 2004 reauthorization of the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act (IDEA 2004), many educators, including 	
Mrs. Thomas, began to hear the phrase “Response 	
to Intervention” (RtI) and about its use for 
assessing and working with struggling students. 
Teachers are still not sure what RtI is and how 	
it works.

What does the law state about RtI?
	 IDEA 2004 gives educators permission to use 
RtI as a substitute for, or a supplement to, the IQ 
achievement discrepancy model used currently 
to identify students with learning disabilities 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001). Specifically, the law 
states, “… when determining whether a child 
has a specific learning disability as defined in 
section 602, a local educational agency shall not 
be required to take into consideration whether a 
child has a severe discrepancy between achieve-
ment and intellectual ability…” [(P.L. 108-446, 
614(b)(6)(A)].
	 The law further explains that “a local 
educational agency may use a process that 
determines if the child responds to scientific, 

research-based intervention as part of the 
evaluation procedures…” [(P.L. 108-446, 
614(b)(6)(B)]. This process is known as RtI. 
Policymakers hope by using RtI, educators will 
intervene earlier to assist struggling learners. 
By intervening earlier, there will be a decrease 
in the number of students who are given a 
disability label due to a lack of instruction, 
rather than an actual disability (Fuchs & 
Fuchs, 2001).

What is RtI?
	 RtI can be defined as “the practice of provid-
ing high-quality instruction and interventions 
matched to student need, monitoring progress 
frequently to make decisions about changes in 
instruction or goals and applying child response 
data to important educational decisions” 
(National Association of State Directors of Spe-
cial Education and Council of Administrators of 
Special Education, 2006). RtI is based on eight 
core principles that provide guidance to school 
systems and schools (See Figure 1 on Page 9).

What does RtI look like?
	 Two of the goals of RtI are identifying 
students who are not achieving at the same rate 
and level as their peers and providing research-
based interventions to these students (Mellard, 
2004; National Association of State Directors 
of Special Education, 2006). Teachers create an 
instructional match for students through RtI by 
matching the curriculum and instruction with 
the students’ skills and abilities. This is accom-
plished through the implementation of a multi-
tiered model of intervention.
	 The first tier corresponds with classroom 	
curriculum and instruction. The curriculum 	
is an effective, scientifically validated core 	

instructional program that is provided for all 
students. Teachers match their instruction to 
the skills and abilities of their students (Batsche 
et al., 2006). Interventions in Tier 1 are group 
interventions that are targeted to the entire class. 
Also, in Tier 1, screenings occur throughout the 
year to identify students who are not progressing 
at the same rate and level as their peers. Data are 
analyzed and students needing additional inter-
vention are targeted for Tier 2 interventions.

	 Sarah is in Tier 1. She was instructed, along with 
her class, in the core curriculum for reading. Mrs. 
Thomas used interventions for the entire class when-
ever they displayed difficulty learning the content 	
or with specific skills.

	 Tier 2 interventions target students who were 
not responding to the group interventions in 
Tier 1. Services at this level are provided along 
with the core curriculum (Batsche et al., 2006). 
Curriculum-based assessments are used to deter-
mine the student’s skills and abilities in relation 
to the classroom instruction and curriculum. 
Interventions are designed and implemented 
for use within the general education classroom. 
They may be implemented in small groups, con-
ducted by an individual with greater expertise 
(e.g., reading or math specialist) or occur with 
greater frequency and/or duration (TeachingLD, 
2005). Student progress is monitored with 
weekly assessments and evaluated to determine 
the response to the intervention.

	 Because Sarah was not progressing at the same 
level and rate as her peers, Mrs. Thomas decided 
to use Tier 2 interventions for Sarah. Curriculum-
based assessments were conducted to determine what 
Sarah knows and can do. Mrs. Thomas selected a 
research-based intervention to help Sarah with decod-
ing words in text. Mrs. Thomas identified two other 
children who would benefit from this intervention and 
worked with the small group each day for 15 minutes. 	
The three students were given an assessment each 
week to assess their progress with their decoding skills. 
Sarah’s progress was monitored and evaluated to 
determine her response to the intervention.

	 If students are not responding to the inter-
ventions that were implemented in Tier 2, then 
they are moved to Tier 3 for more intensive 
instruction (e.g., for longer blocks of time, indi-
vidual students) or an evaluation by a multidisci-
plinary team for eligibility for special education 
(Batsche et al., 2006; TeachingLD, 2005). Tier 3 
interventions are more intensive and are imple-
mented for a longer period of time. However, it 
may be determined that a student should be con-
sidered for special education services. The data to 
be used for consideration for eligibility would be 
the RtI data that was collected in Tiers 1 and 2.

	 Sarah was not making progress after several 
weeks of the intervention. It was determined that a 
more intensive intervention would be implemented. 
The Title I reading specialist would begin to work 
individually with Sarah each day for 20 minutes. 	
Her progress would continue to be monitored.

‘Response to Intervention’ spells success

Response to Intervention gives students an opportunity to receive instruction that matches 
their skills and abilities, giving them a greater chance at academic success.

. see Response, Page 9
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By Kelly Ligon, M.Ed., and Mona Pruett, M.S., OTR

	 The goal of the reading series in VCU Inno-
vations & Perspectives (Summer 2005, Winter 
2006, Summer 2006, Winter 2007) was to show 
you how to move beyond the initial stages of 
literacy awareness and experience and into 
meaningful literacy instruction for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities. As we conclude 
this series of articles, we want to share with you 
a new resource of research-based materials avail-
able through the T/TAC Lending Libraries that 
you can use to provide literacy instruction to 
your students.
	 Karen Erickson, Ph.D., and Caroline Mussel-
white, Ed.D., CCC-SLP, have collaborated with 
Don Johnston Inc. to create 13 sets of teaching 
materials, Start-to-Finish Literacy Starters, spe-
cifically designed for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities. Each set includes three dif-
ferent books related to a similar topic at different 
reading levels: enrichment (adult reads book to 
student), transitional (student reads with adult) 
and conventional (student reads independently). 
These books are written for the older beginning 
reader using high-interest topics and issues. By 
developing three distinct reading levels, the 
authors have created opportunities for students 
with significant disabilities to move beyond the 
emergent stage of reading. Many students with 
significant disabilities often listen to text for 
pleasure, to gain information and to participate 
in reading activities with peers, but have never 
had the opportunity to move beyond this stage 
and develop independent reading strategies.

Teaching tools
	 In addition to the hardback books, each set 
includes a computer book CD-ROM, vocabulary 
cards, teaching materials and teaching guide on 
CD-ROM. The teaching materials’ set includes 
an assessment and planning form to help teach-
ers create a reading profile for each student to 
identify reading interventions and to track the 
progress of each student over the course of the 
school year. The goal is to assess each student 
quarterly in reading and to modify instruction 

based on the results. These results help to guide 
the teacher in selecting the correct level of text 
for individual students.
	 Vocabulary cards are also included in the 
teaching materials for each set of books. The 
cards differ in form and type based on the read-
ing level of each book. Specific, research-based 
strategies for using the word cards are included in 
the “Building Vocabulary” section of the teacher 
guide. Teachers and students can track the books 
they have read on user-friendly forms and graphs.
	 Finally, there are plenty of ideas for planning 
reading lessons by using the “Always Activities” 
section of the guide. This section provides activi-
ties to help students build background knowledge 
and reading comprehension, before, during and 
after reading.

Types of text
	 The Beginning Literacy Framework provides 
the teacher with a guide for the student to 
develop independent reading skills through three 
distinct levels of text, whereas historically there 
has been only one reading level (easy).
	 Enrichment text is the most lengthy and 
complex of the three types of text in the books. 
These enrichment books are designed to develop 
language, build background knowledge, support 	

learning concepts and engage the student. They 
are intended to be read to the student. The 
authors of The Beginning Literacy Framework 
highly recommend providing students with addi-
tional enrichment materials that are challenging 
and just beyond their reading level.
	 Transitional text contains simple and con-
sistent sentence structure throughout the book. 
The text is often predictable and makes use of 
rhyme, rhythm and repetition. In addition, the 
transitional books often mix text that is slightly 
beyond the readability of the student with text 
the student can already read. These books are 
designed for the student who is transitioning into 
an independent reader. For typically developing 
students this stage can happen quickly, while 
students with disabilities might stay in this stage 
for an extended period of time. Therefore, it is 
important to have text available to them as they 
transition into being more independent readers.
	 Conventional text is the last of the three 
levels. These books were designed to introduce 
new vocabulary within familiar text. Students 
who have reached this level of reading are using 
word-based strategies to read both familiar and 
unfamiliar words. The predictability of the 
sentences has been reduced so that students 
can gain the ability to apply knowledge learned 
about sentence structure. In addition, the use of 
rhythm, rhyme and repetition have been reduced 
as have the number of graphics.
	 The importance of providing research-based 
instruction for all learners has been emphasized 
in the past few years, and at last there are tools 
that are appropriate, meaningful and available 
for our students with significant cognitive dis-
abilities. We are anxious to see how these tools 
will improve the reading ability of our students 
here in Virginia and we think those who support 
these students will be excited to introduce them 
to these books.
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Meaningful tools aid literacy instruction

Designed for students with significant cognitive disabilities, the 13-set Start-to-Finish Literacy 
Starters includes books for different levels of readers as well as various teaching tools.

Resource shelf 
Switching on Science: Earth (with Test Me, Earth), SoftTouch, kidTech Inc., 2006
Switching on Science: Habitats (with Test Me, Habitats), SoftTouch, kidTech Inc., 2006
	 These two CDs are designed for instruction of content standards with students with significant 
cognitive disabilities. The Switching on Science: Earth CD includes units on water, air, land and natural 
disasters. Every unit has nine items represented by three images and a choice of concrete vocabulary  
in short phrases and short sentences or longer sentences with more curriculum detail. Use the Test  
Me, Earth CD module to assess the student’s comprehension of the earth modules. The CD scores  
and collects student data.
	 Switching on Science: Habitats features eight different animals in each environment: desert,  
grassland, rainforest and coniferous forest. Each animal and habitat features three different images  
and a choice of concrete vocabulary in short phrases and short sentences or longer sentences with 
more curriculum detail. Use the Test Me, Habitats CD to assess the student’s comprehension of the 
habitat modules.
	 Check out the T/TAC Lending Libraries for this and other resource materials, including books,  
videotapes, assessment instruments and curricula: www.vcu.edu/ttac/Library/Library.htm.
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By Sharon Jones, M.Ed., and Kelly Ligon, M.Ed.

	 This is a follow-up to the Winter 2007 article 
about improving assistive technology services in 
school programs.

	 While the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 
2004) clearly defines assistive technology (AT) 
devices and services, it does little to describe how 
schools and programs should assess AT needs and 
provide quality services. Many school divisions 
have established AT teams to plan policies and 
procedures that ensure consistency and quality 
of AT service delivery. Smaller school systems 
might have difficulty pulling together members 
of a team who have time to commit to this 
effort. They may instead identify one or two AT 
facilitators to work with other professionals and 
individual education plan (IEP) teams at the 
school level to ensure AT devices and services 
are provided to students who need them. In 	
any case, it’s often the charge of these teams 	
or facilitators to train IEP teams and individual 
family service plan (IFSP) teams in how to make 
decisions about AT.
	 School-based IEP teams have the respon-
sibility to consider the need for AT in the IEP 
and to ensure that students with disabilities 
receive the necessary AT to support an appro-
priate education and achieve success in the 
Standards of Learning. IEP team members 
are empowered to make these decisions and 
must have knowledge of the law related to 
AT, what AT is available, how a range of AT 
devices and services can benefit students with 
disabilities, and how to make data-based deci-
sions when selecting specific devices. When 

IEP teams are uninformed about the benefits 
of AT, consideration of AT often results in a 
cursory exchange and a check of the “yes” box 
on the IEP that it was considered and the “no” 
box that it’s not needed. Many school systems 
have not focused their efforts on developing a 
consistent process for considering AT for the 
student and how to document information 
about the decision. So, how do you go about 
doing this?

Best practices in AT
	 The Quality Indicators of Assistive Technol-
ogy (QIAT) consortium has developed a set 
of Quality Indicators of Assistive Technology 
Services (University of Kentucky, 2005) that 
includes descriptors of how teams should consider 
AT in the IEP/IFSP. These descriptors include:

•	 AT devices and services are considered for 	
all students with disabilities regardless of 	
the type and severity of disability.

•	 The IEP team consistently uses a collaborative 	
decision-making process that supports 
systematic consideration of each student’s 
possible need for AT devices and services.

•	 IEP team members have the collective 
knowledge and skills needed to make 
informed AT decisions and seek assistance 
when needed.

•	 Decisions about AT devices and services 
are based on the student’s IEP goals 
and objectives, access to curricular and 
extracurricular activities, and progress 	
in the general education curriculum.

•	 The IEP team gathers and analyzes data 
about the student, customary environments, 

educational goals and tasks when considering 
a student’s need for AT devices and services.

•	 When AT is needed, the IEP team explores 	
a range of devices, services and other supports 
that address identified needs.

•	 The AT consideration process and results 
are documented in the IEP and include a 
rationale for the decision and supporting 
evidence.

Building capacity
	 These descriptors imply that AT training is 
needed for all IEP team members. Consider some 
of the following thoughts as you plan training 
for IEP teams, in order to avoid some common 
mistakes identified by QIAT.

•	 All IEP team members should understand the 
wide range of AT devices available to benefit 
students with mild to significant disabilities. 
When training is provided on a range of 
devices, team members may be less likely to 
make decisions based only on existing AT 
materials that are available in the school.

•	 If all team members are trained in AT, 
decisions can be made collaboratively from 
a similar knowledge base. All team members 
can then take a role in helping the families 
understand why certain assistive technologies 
are or are not chosen.

•	 Once the AT device is documented in the 
IEP, the school system has the responsibility 
for providing the tool. It’s best to describe 
categories of AT devices (such as portable 
word processors, rather than naming a 
specific device such as a Sony Tablet PC).

•	 When a consistent process is available, the 
team is directed to look at the student’s needs 
and abilities and instructional tasks required 
to participate in the Standards of Learning. 
Data are used to support AT decisions. 
When necessary, additional time is needed 
to collect data (e.g., AT trials with students 
to determine which device or devices 
would be appropriate in different learning 
environments).

	 One role of the AT team or facilitator is 
to establish a process and forms for IEP teams 
to use when considering AT during the IEP 
meeting. It’s also important to develop an 
action plan with time lines for training IEP 
teams about AT and decision making. Most 
likely you may have already identified other 
resources and individuals in your school divi-
sion with AT skills who can assist in providing 
these training events. Work with your admin-
istrators to establish times for these training 
events and include the administrators in the 
training. Broadening the group of professionals 
and families within your school division who 
are knowledgeable about AT will help students 
achieve even greater success and will ease 
transitions along the way.

IEP teams make informed AT decisions

If all IEP team members are trained in the wide range of assistive technology devices and services 
that are available, decisions can be made collaboratively from a similar knowledge base.

. see Decisions, Page 10
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By Sharon Jones, M.Ed., and Sue Palko, M.Ed.

	 You are walking down the hall to the gym 
for an assembly and one of your students drops 
to the floor and begins to scream and cry for no 
apparent reason. He has done this before but you 
attributed it to the fact that there was a change 
in the schedule. Later in the day, you distribute 
a writing assignment and one of your students 
makes a derogatory comment, knocks his paper 
on the floor, crosses his arms and sits staring 
straight ahead. Chances are if you work with a 
student with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
you probably can relate.
	 How have you typically responded? As 	
interventionists, teachers go to great lengths 	
to observe behaviors and analyze the ABCs 
(antecedent-behavior-consequence) and func-
tions of these challenging behaviors. Based on 
this analysis, they design behavior support plans. 
These plans contain strategies for teaching 
behaviors that replace the undesired behaviors 
— in the positive behavior support (PBS) field 
this is called functional equivalence training 
(FET). The goal of FET is to teach preferred 
replacement behaviors that serve the same 	
function as the identified problem behavior. 
Sometimes teachers carry out their behavior 	
support plans without effectively helping the 
student understand the differences between 	
the consequences of their current behaviors 	
and the consequences of more desired behaviors.
	 In recent years, research has shown that 
students with autism are relatively strong visual 
learners and the use of visual supports can 
enhance language comprehension (Brown & 
Mirenda, 2006). Some studies support the idea 
that students understand information better 
when it is presented both visually and verbally, 
thereby reducing problem behaviors (Mirenda, 
MacGregor, & Kelly-Keough, 2002; Peterson, 
Bondy, Vincent, & Finnegan, 1995).
	 Contingency mapping is a new research-
based visual approach designed by Pat Mirenda 
to teach students with autism to understand the 
consequences of using more desirable behaviors. 
Contingency mapping was designed as a method 
of visual support to increase a student’s under-
standing of contingencies associated with FET 
(Brown & Mirenda, 2006). These maps assist a 
student with understanding possible responses in 
a given situation. Brown and Mirenda’s (2006) 
initial research demonstrated a decrease in one 
student’s negative behaviors when contingency 
mapping was used to support FET.
	 A contingency map is a visual representation 
of both the current (undesired) antecedent-	
behavior-consequence relationship and the 	
alternative (desired) antecedent-behavior-	
consequence relationship. Mirenda (2005) 	
recommends the following pictorial representa-
tions in contingency maps: 1) the antecedent 
that typically triggers a problem behavior, 2) the 
problem behavior, 3) the consequence that will 
follow if the problem behavior occurs, 4) a more 
desirable behavior and 5) the positive and hopefully 	

natural consequence of the desired behavior. 
Given one of the problem situations described 
earlier, the first picture represents the teacher 
giving out a writing assignment. In the undesired 
scenario, the second picture shows the student 
throwing his paper on the floor, the third picture 
shows him still having to do his work and the 
final picture shows that he is not permitted to 
listen to his music when he is finished. In the 
alternative, more desirable scenario the first 
picture shows the teacher distributing the writing 
assignment. The second picture shows the student 
asking for a break or to take a walk. The student 
is completing the writing assignment in the third 
picture and in the fourth picture he is allowed to 
listen to his music. In this contingency map the 
student has a clear picture of his behavior choices 
and the consequences of each choice. The plan is 
for him to choose the path that leads to a reward 
or desired consequence (See Figure 1).
	 There are several things to consider when 
developing contingency maps:

•	 Make the contingency map large enough 	
for the student to see.

•	 Post the contingency map in a location 
where the target behaviors occur.

•	 Explain the contingency map to the student 
so he understands what it demonstrates and 
when and how to use it.

•	 Use symbols the student understands.

•	 Consider using target behaviors the student 
has already demonstrated, eliminating the 
need to teach a completely new skill within 
the contingency map.

	 The goal of contingency maps is to increase 
the success of FET instruction by helping stu-
dents understand the consequences of behavior 
through the use of visual supports. Contingency 
mapping, as part of a behavior support plan, 
may help students with ASD achieve greater 
independence, experience fewer confrontations 
and ultimately develop satisfying relationships 
with others.
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Resource
Mayer-Johnson Boardmaker Software: 	

www.mayer-johnson.com.

Visual maps promote positive behaviors

Pictures from Boardmaker

Figure 1

Technology lab open for tryouts
	 Come try out the instructional and 
assistive technology tools in our lab. The 
T/TAC at Virginia Commonwealth University 
Assistive Technology Lab is open every 
weekday for consumers to experience light-, 
mid- and high-tech tools as well as software 
programs they might not have used before. 
We have hundreds of items available for 
checkout.
	 Program specialists will be in the lab 
from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Friday, July 27. If 
you haven’t visited us before, make the trip.
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By Deborah Olchek, M.A., BCBA

	 We have all seen the movie stars on com-
mercials telling parents to “read to your child 
every day.” Although that is important, recent 
literature suggests that acquiring adequate lit-
eracy skills involves more complex processes that 
are established through early experiences in the 
home environment and in programs such as day 
care, preschool and elementary education. The 
process of acquiring these skills has been referred 
to as “emergent literacy.”

Components of emergent literacy
	 Current research suggests that there are 
several skill areas that should be targeted with 
regard to emerging literacy. Head Start indicates 
that the following skills are necessary compo-
nents to emergent literacy (Hawken, Johnston, 
& McDonnell, 2005).

	 Book knowledge/appreciation: Includes 
knowledge and interest in books; the ability 
to retell, predict and dictate stories; and 
engagement in activities related to books 
(e.g., acting out stories that have been 	
read to them).

	 Print awareness: Ability to understand that 
print carries meaning, that reading occurs 
from left to right and that letters written 	

on a page match the words 
that the teacher speaks 
when reading.

	 Phonological awareness: 
The ability to hear and 
manipulate sounds in words.

	 Alphabet knowledge: 
Ability to identify letters 
and understand that letters 
of the alphabet are a special 
category of visual graphics 
that can be individually 
named.

	 Early writing: Practice 
writing activities that 
should progress from 
scribbling to tracing 	
and writing letters.

	 Hawken et al. (2005) reflect 
that although no agreement 
exists as to how much of each 
skill should be taught, most of the research 	
suggests that these areas should be targeted.

Strategies for facilitating emerging literacy
	 Now the question becomes what teaching 
methods should be used to teach these skills? 
Do these strategies apply to special populations? 
Brand (2006) suggests promising advances in 

skill development when a multiple-intelligences 
approach is used. The theory of multiple intel-
ligences was first introduced in 1983 by Howard 
Gardner in his book “Frames of Mind.” This 
theory is based in the idea that society, particu-
larly education, focuses mostly on linguistic and 
logical-mathematical intelligences. Gardner 
claims that there are other intelligences that 
are not reinforced in our educational systems 
and children who are more apt to learn through 
these other intelligences are often labeled as 
requiring special education services related 	
to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 	
or learning disabilities.
	 A multiple-intelligences approach suggests 
that more diverse learners will benefit from 
addressing skills in different “intelligence” 
areas that include spatial (“picture smart”), 
interpersonal (“people smart”), intrapersonal 
(“self-smart”), musical (“music smart”), linguistic 
(“word smart”), naturalist (“nature smart”), logi-
cal-mathematical (“number/reasoning smart”) 
and bodily-kinesthetic (“body smart”) (Arm-
strong, 2007). Table 1 lists examples of strategies, 
related to the multiple-intelligences approach, 
that facilitate emerging literacy.
	 Brand (2006) concluded in her study that 
“the teaching of emergent literacy skills and 
concepts can benefit from … utilizing children’s 
literature, songs, and related and creative activi-
ties as a meaningful context for the acquisition 
and practice of skills” (p.144). Through exposure 
to a multiple-intelligences approach, all students 
exhibited a gain in skills that will help them to 
become successful readers.
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Strategies to facilitate emergent literacy

. see Strategies, Page 10

Alphabet knowledge

Musical

•	 Sing alphabet, chant and rap.

•	 Use song books.

Bodily-kinesthetic

•	 Make alphabet letters from clay.

•	 Go on ABC scavenger hunts.

•	 Fish for alphabet letters.

Book knowledge and appreciation

Bodily-kinesthetic

•	 Dramatize stories that have been read  
in the classroom.

Logical mathematical

•	 After reading a book on a particular topic, 
create a class bar graph on favorite 
characters.

•	 Sequence pictures of a story read  
to the class.

Phonological awareness

Interpersonal

•	 Play “How many words rhyme with…?” 
Students orally supply the rhyming words.

Intrapersonal

•	 Write in daily journals.

•	 Listen to rhyming words on tape.

•	 Use magnetic letters on cookie sheets or 
magnetic boards to create word “clumps.”

Print awareness

Musical

•	 Teach the children a song (e.g., to the tune  
of “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes”)  
to remember the direction of print.

Linguistic

•	 Create an environmental print alphabet book 
for the classroom.

Early writing

Bodily-kinesthetic

•	 Place different materials (e.g., flour, shaving 
cream, pudding) in trays. Students trace 
alphabet letters on the trays filled with  
the materials.

Linguistic

•	 Encourage children to dictate words, phrases 
or sentences to an adult to record on paper.

Spatial

•	 Have students draw pictures to illustrate  
a prediction for a story.

Sources: Brand, 2006; Virginia Department  
of Education, 2005.

Table 1. Emergent literacy skills and multiple intelligences strategies

Acquiring adequate literacy skills involves complex processes, 
which are established through early experiences in the home 
environment or in other settings such as preschool.
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By Kathe Wittig, M.Ed., Renee Bullano, M.Ed.,  
and Joan Lovegren-O’Brien, M.Ed.

	 Local transition councils work to improve 
options in secondary transition for students with 
disabilities in superintendent’s regions 1 and 8 
and throughout the state. Their mission is to 
form collaborative and cooperative intercommu-
nity partnerships and support transition oppor-
tunities and awareness for secondary students 
and their families. Networking opportunities 
are available and information that is crucial to 
successful outcomes through effective transition 
services is shared (Blalock & Benz, 1999).

Transition councils past and present
	 Transition councils have a long history 
in the commonwealth of Virginia. In the 
mid-1980s, Virginia took a leadership role in 
transition council initiatives. Project VAST, 
Virginia’s Approach to Services for Transition-
ing Youth and Young Adults with Disabilities, 
was a model transition project that the Virginia 
Department of Education (VDOE) used in the 
development of local transition councils. Dr. 
Susan Asselin and Dr. Alice Anderson formed 
interagency transition teams from 1981 to 
1989 at the Transition Technical Assistance 
Center in southwest Virginia (S. Asselin & A. 
Anderson, personal communication, February 
12-13, 2007). Virginia was a leader in support-
ing transition councils created throughout the 
1980s (See Figure 1).
	 Under the direction of Dr. Sharon deFur, 
Project UNITE (Unified Intercommunity Tran-
sition Empowerment for Youth with Disabilities) 
was created to promote local and regional coun-
cils in the mid- to late 1990s and continues to 
this day through a listserver (S. deFur, personal 
communication, February 12-13, 2007).
	 Today, the Virginia Intercommunity Transi-
tion Council (VITC) is made up of state repre-
sentatives from various agencies, the VDOE and 
T/TAC. It supports and guides the work of local 
transition councils.

Join your local transition council
	 There are two very active transition councils 
in superintendent’s regions 1 and 8: the Greater 

Richmond Interagency Transition Council 
(GRITC) and the Southside Virginia Intercom-
munity Transition Council (SVITC). A powerful 
tool for improving capacity for delivering effective 
transition services for youth with disabilities, the 
local transition councils exchange information 
about agencies, services and organizations that 
serve the needs of our community. The councils 
target areas needing development and minimize 
duplication of community services and supports. 
These efforts directly support the language of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improve-
ment Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004) by calling for 
school divisions to provide effective transition ser-
vices as an important measure of accountability.
	 Participants may include transition coordina-
tors, teachers, representatives from T/TAC at 
Virginia Commonwealth University, the Virginia 	
Department of Rehabilitative Services, 	
community services boards, the Virginia 
Department for the Blind and Vision Impaired, 
Resources for Independent Living, parents, students 	
and other adult service providers.

	 In the past year, the councils worked on 	
several important projects including:

•	 The support of VCU College Quest 2006.

•	 The sponsorship of a transition fair, Keys 	
to Success.

•	 The exploration of local mentoring programs.

•	 The development of a Web-based resource 
guide.

•	 The creation of a proposal for an on-campus 	
college experience for students with cognitive 	
disabilities, ages 18-21.

•	 Important networking opportunities.

	 Each council meets monthly. GRITC meets 
on the third Wednesday of every month. Typi-
cally, the meetings are held at the T/TAC at 
VCU. Meetings begin at 10 a.m. and end at 
noon. Contact Kathe Wittig or Renee Bullano 
for more information.
	 SVITC meets on the second Tuesday of 
every month in rotating locations among the 
local school divisions and agencies. The meet-
ings are held from 1:30 to 3:30 p.m. Contact 
Joan Lovegren-O’Brien for more information.
	 We encourage your participation and contri-
butions to improve outcomes for students with 
disabilities of transition age.

Resource
Virginia Department of Education 	

www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/sped/transition

Reference
Blalock, G., & Benz, M. R. (1999). Using community 

transition teams to improve transition services. 	
PRO-ED Series on Transition. Austin, TX: 	
PRO-ED, Inc.

Councils promote successful transition

Figure 1. Former and existing transition councils of Virginia

•	 IACC (Interagency Coordinating Council), delivers related services to handicapped children  
from birth to age 21

•	 State System of Supportive Employment

•	 Project TIE (Transition in Employment)

•	 EEP (Education to Employment Project)

•	 Project PERT (Postsecondary Education Rehabilitation Transition)

•	 VITAL (Virginia Integrated Transition Approach through Leadership)

•	 Project PLACEMENT (Partnerships Linking Agencies Concerned with Employment and Maximizing 
Employment Networks in Transitioning Youth and Young Adults with Disabilities)

•	 VITC (Virginia Intercommunity Transition Council)

Local council members form collaborative intercommunity partnerships and support transition 
opportunities and awareness for secondary students with disabilities and their families.
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reducing both long- and short-term suspensions, 
vandalism, bus suspensions and office referrals 
(Kansas City, Kansas Public Schools, 2004).

Focus on families
	 Greene County Middle School in Stanards-
ville, Va., holds a monthly family fun night. 
Students earn admission by demonstrating 
appropriate behavior, and families are invited to 
join in the activities. Games, music, dancing and 
refreshments are included. It is a well-attended 
community event.
	 A parent/family involvement program in 
a southeast community holds a back-to-school 
rally in August, featuring free transportation, 
small group sessions and activities for parents 	
and students, and displays set up by different 
community agencies and services (Guskey, 	
Ellender, & Wang, 2006).

Focus on schools
	 Dinwiddie Middle School, in Virginia, 
recognizes staff members’ positive contribu-
tions by collecting teacher reinforcement 
tokens and holding drawings for donated 
prizes. These include gift cards, school sup-
plies and other incentives to reinforce staff 
performance. Great Mills High School, in 
Maryland, holds an annual school beauti-
fication day each spring. Parents, students, 
community members and school staff work 
together on outdoor and indoor projects 	
supported through community donations.

Focus on communities
	 The Pathways Schools, in Maryland, are alter-
native schools for students with emotional and 
behavioral disabilities. Community members visit 
the schools to provide insight into job opportuni-
ties and possible career paths for students. One 
of these contacts led to a partnership with the 
community recreation association, where middle 
school students helped seniors with grocery shop-
ping, yard work and other activities. This is one 
of many community involvement initiatives that 
contributes to 89 percent of Pathways’ students 
completing high school programs (Tania DuBeau, 
personal communication, February 21, 2007).
	 The Mississippi State Board of Education 
suggests a variety of collaborative endeavors, 
including asking a local business to provide daily 
transportation to after-school tutoring programs 
and student group participation in the Adopt-	
A-Highway program (Mississippi Department 	
of Education, 2004).
	 The behavior of today’s youth in and out 	
of school is a major topic of concern in our 	
society. We know that involving communities 
helps schools strengthen programs aimed at 
promoting positive behavioral outcomes and 
improving student achievement. An African 
proverb says, “It takes a whole village to raise 	
a child” (Scheven, 1981). Schools are often the 
heart of a neighborhood and those that engage 
community support help improve the learning 
environment, promote student achievement 
and reduce disciplinary problems.
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Resources for community 
partnering

For more ideas and support in developing 
successful community partnerships, check 
out these organizations:

National Center for Family and Community 
Connections with Schools 
www.sedl.org/connections

Partnerships in Character Education  
Project Program 
www.ed.gov/programs/charactered

Character Education and Civic Engagement 
Technical Assistance Center 
www.cetac.org

National Network of Partnership Schools 
www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000

U.S. Office of Special Education Programs 
Technical Assistance Center on Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
www.pbis.org

Virginia Department of Education’s Training 
and Technical Assistance Center at Virginia 
Commonwealth University 
www.vcu.edu/ttac

Resource shelf
“What the Silenced Say:” An Evening with Jonathan Mooney
Produced and directed by Rebecca Golden, 2001 (DVD)

Jonathan Mooney is quickly emerging as one of the foremost leaders in alternative 
education. Thousands have heard his message, as he has lectured around the world. 
His book, “Learning Outside the Lines” (Simon and Schuster, September 2000), has 
received critical acclaim and commercial success. In “What the Silenced Say,” 
Mooney speaks honestly in a voice that comes straight from the educational trenches 
about his experience as a dyslexic and hyperactive student who did not learn to  
read until he was 12. He outlines how he moved past feeling “stupid and crazy”  
to ultimately graduate with a 4.0 GPA in English literature from Brown University.

“What the Silenced Say” is a call for an educational revolution for all of us concerned  
with cognitive diversity. This video includes a lecture, a question-and-answer session  
with the audience and an in-depth interview with Mooney, exploring his early struggles  
and ultimate success while spreading his message of hope and empowerment.

Check out the T/TAC Lending Libraries for this and other resource materials, 
including books, videotapes, assessment instruments and curricula:  
www.vcu.edu/ttac/Library/Library.htm.
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How does RtI affect students?
	 “The primary purpose of RtI is to provide 
general education services to at-risk children 
who, heretofore, have often fallen between the 
proverbial cracks in service delivery” (Teach-
ingLD, 2005). In the past, many students have 
not qualified for any services (e.g., Title 1, special 
education). RtI gives these students an oppor-
tunity to receive instruction that matches their 
skills and abilities. Students have greater oppor-
tunities for success when there is an instructional 
match and decisions are based on data collected 
during progress monitoring. In addition, another 
purpose of RtI is that it is meant to be preventa-
tive (TeachingLD, 2005). Instead of waiting for 
students to fail, we are proactive and identify 
struggling students earlier and provide them 
services much sooner.
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Response, continued from Page 2

RtI principles 
The eight core principles that provide structure for how RtI is used in schools are:

•	 We, as educators, can effectively teach all children by identifying the instructional, curricular  
and environmental conditions that enable learning.

•	 Intervening early is preferable to waiting. When we intervene early, problems are generally small 
and we will have greater success with solving them.

•	 A multi-tiered model of service delivery ensures differentiated instruction for all students.

•	 A problem-solving method is used to make decisions within the multi-tiered model of service 
delivery. The problem-solving method defines the problem, analyzes why it is happening, develops  
a plan to solve the problem and then evaluates the effectiveness of the plan.

•	 Research-based, scientifically validated interventions and instruction are used. 

•	 Student progress is monitored by using frequent assessments to collect data to determine student 
improvement.

•	 The evaluation of ongoing data collection informs instructional decisions.

•	 Assessment is used for three different purposes: 1) to screen all students to identify who is/is  
not making progress at expected rates, 2) to further diagnose what a student knows and can  
do in different academic areas and 3) to monitor student progress after interventions have  
been implemented.

Source: National Association of State Directors of Special Education and Council of Administrators  
of Special Education, 2006.

Welcome to new program specialist!
	 Joan Lovegren-O’Brien joins the Virginia 
Department of Education T/TAC at Virginia 
Commonwealth University with a great deal of 
experience, enthusiasm and expertise. She has 
educated students with disabilities in grades 
K-12, with an emphasis in transition services. 
Having worked in a variety of locations, including 
North Carolina, Texas, Minnesota and New York, 
Lovegren-O’Brien brings valuable perspectives 
and insight to her work as a program specialist 
in transition.

Shining Stars: Charting the Future for Today’s Children
Virginia’s Fourth Annual Early Childhood Conference
Ramada Plaza Resort Oceanfront, Virginia Beach, Va.

July 11-13, 2007

This statewide summer conference will focus on strategies for assessment  
and instruction that provide positive outcomes in inclusive settings  
for infants, toddlers and preschoolers with and without disabilities.

Who should attend
Early childhood special educators

Early childhood educators
Related service providers

Paraprofessionals
Head Start, Title I and Even Start providers

Providers to Virginia Preschool Initiative
Early intervention providers

Administrators
Families

Sponsored collaboratively by
The Virginia Department of Education

The Virginia Department of Education’s Training and Technical Assistance Centers
The Partnership for People with Disabilities

Virginia Division for Early Childhood

Program and registration details are available online  
at www.ttaconline.org or www.vcu.edu/ttac.
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Strategies, continued from Page 6

Resources for AT consideration
	 Resources are available to help AT teams and 
facilitators develop a guide for considering AT in the 
IEP. Many of these forms and supporting information 
are available for free. Review the sources listed below 
and continue to search for others; make a decision to 
either adopt one of these processes and forms or per-
sonalize them for your own use. Remember to always 
give credit to the original source of information when 
borrowing a form from someone else.

Assistive Technology Implementation Plan 	
(http://natri.uky.edu/resources/ImpPlanform060807	
.pdf). This form is used after AT decisions are made 
to address and document key implementation areas 
such as assigning responsibility for the AT, training, 	
monitoring and evaluation.

The Assistive Technology Consideration Checklist 
(www.gpat.org/Resources%20Main.htm). This 
form helps the IEP team identify instructional 
areas, accommodations and modifications and 	
other AT solutions.

The Assistive Technology Consideration Resource 
Guide (www.gpat.org/Resources%20Main.htm). 
This form accompanies the Assistive Technology 
Consideration Checklist and lists relevant tasks in 	
instructional areas with a wide variety of possible 
tools, modification and accommodations and 
solutions.

Considering Assistive Technology (www.otap-oregon	
.org). This guide and other IEP team resources 
are available in the Assistive Technology Model 
Operating Guidelines for School Districts and IEP 

Teams available for use from the Oregon Technol-
ogy Access Program.

WATI Assistive Technology Assessment Checklist 
(www.wati.org/AT_Services/pdf/atcheck1.pdf). 
This includes a list of possible AT tools by instruc-
tional area.

WATI AT Consideration Guide (www.wati.org	
/AT_Services/pdf/consider.pdf). This form leads 
the team through a series of questions to help 	
make AT decisions.

Reference
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Decisions, continued from Page 4

Resource shelf 
Workshop DVDs from Ooey Gooey ® Inc.

Fizzle, Bubble, Pop and Wow! Lisa 
Murphy, 2004
Does the thought of doing science 
bring up intimidating images of 
Bunsen burners, chemical equa-
tions and half-dissected frogs? This 
workshop DVD reassures viewers 
that they don’t need a degree in 
biology or chemistry to have an 
engaging science program in  
the classroom.

Identifying and Creating Child  
Centered Environments: The  
Five Key Points of Child Centered  
Classrooms, Lisa Murphy, 2004
Murphy leads viewers through an exploration of what it really means to be 
child-centered. She discusses the five key points and explains why each 
point is a necessary ingredient of the child-centered environment.

Ooey Gooey ® Activities, Lisa Murphy, 2004
This one-of-a-kind workshop will supply you with oodles of hands-on art 
and science ideas as well as “science words” that support their use in  
the classroom.

Check out the T/TAC Lending Libraries for this and other resource materi-
als, including books, videotapes, assessment instruments and curricula: 
www.vcu.edu/ttac/Library/Library.htm.

Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of mind: The theory 	
of multiple intelligences. New York: Basic Books.

Hawken, L. S., Johnston, S.S., & McDonnell A. 
P. (2005). Emerging literacy views and practices: 
Results from a national survey of Head Start 	
preschool teachers. Topics in Early Childhood 	
and Special Education, 25(4), 232-242.

Virginia Department of Education. (2005). Virginia’s 
foundation blocks for early learning: Standards 	
for literacy, mathematics, science, and history and 	
social science. Retrieved March 7, 2007, from 	
http://www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/Instruction	
/Elem_M/FoundationBlocks.pdf.

TechKnowledgy 2007
10th annual assistive technology conference

Nov. 5-6, 2007

Holiday Inn Select Koger South Conference Center, Richmond, Va.

Resource shelf 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking 9 Preferred
Nuance Communications Inc., 2006

Dragon NaturallySpeaking 9 
allows users to dictate to the 
computer, instead of typing. 
Words are transcribed into 
documents or e-mail messages. 
Individuals can cut and paste 
inside documents as well as 
revise and format text, using only 
their voice. A voice-command 
cheat sheet is available to assist 
with dictation.

Check out the T/TAC Lend-
ing Libraries for this and other 
resource materials, including 
books, videotapes, assessment instruments and curricula: www.vcu 
.edu/ttac/Library/Library.htm.

Emerging literacy tools available
	 In an effort to assist teachers in fostering emerging literacy, the T/TAC at Virginia Commonwealth  
University has purchased and augmented new literacy and math kits that are based on different 
themes (e.g., Growing Things, Weather Watchers, Vroom, Vroom Machines, My Neighborhood).  
In addition, there are kits based on different children’s books (e.g., “If You Give a Mouse a Cookie,” 
“Over in the Meadow,” “The Very Hungry Caterpillar,” “Wheels on the Bus,” “Old MacDonald’s 
Farm,” “Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly and If You Give a Pig a Pancake”). Each kit contains materials 
that can be integrated into classroom centers to promote literacy and math skills. Assistive technol-
ogy devices and adaptive materials have been included with the kits to assist teachers in helping  
all students access the materials.
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VDOE T/TAC at VCU staff 
contact information
Richmond office
Mailing address:
	 P.O. Box 843081
	 Richmond, Virginia 23284-3081

Physical address:
	 10 East Franklin Street, Suite 200
	 Richmond, Virginia 23219
	 (804) 828-6947
	 Toll Free: (800) 426-1595
	 Fax: (804) 828-7495

Sheila Ashley, Program Specialist
	 Mild/Moderate Disabilities
	 (804) 827-9976
	 ashleyss@vcu.edu

Cheryl Bishop, Office Manager
	 Conference Logistics, Information and Dissemination
	 (804) 828-6947
	 cebishop@vcu.edu

Renee Bullano, Program Specialist
	 Secondary Transition, Curriculum and Instruction
	 (804) 827-9972
	 rzbullano@vcu.edu

Susanne Croasdaile, Program Specialist
	 Secondary Curriculum and Instruction
	 (804) 828-8179
	 sscroasdaile@vcu.edu

Chris Frawley, Program Specialist
	 General Education Pre-K through Grade 5
	 (804) 827-1411
	 cdfrawley@vcu.edu

Erik J. Froehlich, Information Technologies
	 Library and Technology Lab Holdings
	 (804) 827-1412
	 ejfroehl@vcu.edu

Phyllis L.M. Haynes, Program Specialist
	 Mild/Moderate Disabilities, Positive Behavior Support
	 (804) 827-1408
	 plhaynes@vcu.edu

Jen Hines, Library Assistant and Support Technician
	 (804) 827-1414
	 jlhines@vcu.edu

Karen Hoover, Program Specialist
	 General Education Pre-K through Grade 5
	 (804) 827-1401
	 hooverkc@vcu.edu

Sharon Jones, Program Specialist
	 Early Childhood Special Education, Assistive Technology, Autism
	 (804) 827-1398
	 scjones@vcu.edu

Kelly Ligon, Program Specialist
	 Severe Disabilities, Assistive Technology
	 (804) 827-9993
	 kligon@vcu.edu

Joan Lovegren-O’Brien, Program Specialist
	 Transition
	 (804) 827-1409
	 jlovegrenobr@vcu.edu

Kathy Lynch, Program Evaluator
	 (804) 828-9580
	 kblynch@vcu.edu

Linda Oggel, Co-director
	 Communication, Autism, Assistive Technology
	 (804) 827-1400
	 lsoggel@vcu.edu

Fred Orelove, Principal Investigator
	 Executive Director, Partnership for People with Disabilities
	 (804) 828-3908
	 forelove@vcu.edu

Sue Palko, Program Specialist
	 Autism, Behavior
	 (804) 827-9991
	 palkosm@vcu.edu

Laura Peters, Program Specialist
	 Positive Behavior Supports
	 (804) 827-9986
	 lpeters2@vcu.edu

Mona Pruett, Program Specialist
	 Severe Disabilities, Assistive Technology
	 (804) 827-9990
	 mdpruett@vcu.edu

Linda Lundin-Seidel, Program Specialist
	 Inclusion and Behavior
	 (804) 828-8151
	 llundinseide@vcu.edu

Fran Smith, Program Specialist
	 Instructional Technology, Distance Education, Web Design
	 (804) 827-1406
	 fgsmith@vcu.edu

Sandy Wilberger, Co-director
	 Early Childhood Special Education, Positive Behavior
	 Support, Inclusion
	 (804) 827-1405
	 slwilber@vcu.edu

Katherine Wittig, Program Specialist
	 Transition
	 (804) 827-1403
	 kmwittig@vcu.edu

Blackstone office
	 440 QM Circle South
	 Pickett Park
	 Blackstone, Virginia 23824-3043
	 (434) 292-3723 • Toll Free: (866) 465-0412 • Fax: (434) 292-7486

Rose Eanes, Library and Office Support Specialist
	 (434) 298-0427
	 reanes@vcu.edu

Sarah Wright, Office Manager
	 (434) 292-3723
	 sswright@vcu.edu

Mission statement
The VDOE T/TAC at VCU is a grant-funded program of the 
Virginia Department of Education and the Partnership for People 
with Disabilities. The primary purpose of the T/TAC system is to 
provide improved educational opportunities and contribute to the 
success of children and youth with disabilities from birth to 22 
years of age. VCU is an equal opportunity, affirmative action uni-
versity providing access to education and employment without 
regard to age, race, color, national origin, gender, religion, sexual 
orientation, veteran’s status, political affiliation or disability.
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