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BACKGROUND INFORMATION:

What is the Access Center?

The Access Center is a national technical assistance (TA) center funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs to improve educational outcomes for elementary and middle school students with disabilities. It is dedicated to building the capacity of state educators, TA systems, districts, schools, and individuals to help students with disabilities engage in and learn from the general education curriculum. The Access Center sponsors real-time expert chat events, in which users can participate from their computers. These online chats connect users across the country with an expert in a specific topical area. Each chat provides an opportunity for participants to learn from a recognized leader in the field and to share experiences with their colleagues.

Why are Research-Based Practices important? 

The concept of research-proven practices is grounded in the current legislation, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Education Act passed in 2001 (www.nclb.gov ). The legislation requires that states adopt and implement challenging academic content standards and student academic-achievement standards for all students, including those with disabilities.  Objective statistical evidence indicates that research-proven practices result in positive student gains. As instructors implement empirically proven practices, students with disabilities will meet high educational standards and make progress in achieving their instructional goals.  

What standards are in place to determine what is a research-based practice?

Identification of effective research-proven practices is currently underway. The U.S. Department of Education has funded the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC)  (www.w-w-c.org ) as a reliable source of scientific evidence of what works in education. The goal of the WWC is to encourage informed decision making in education. The WWC produces high-quality reviews of scientific evidence of the effectiveness of replicable educational interventions (for example, programs, practices, products, or policies) that promise to improve student outcomes in areas such as reading, math, and behavior.
 In addition, the Access Center is providing information on research-proven practices to facilitate access to the general education curriculum for students with disabilities. 

Who are Dr. Mastropieri and Dr. Graetz?

Dr. Margo Mastropieri is a Professor of Special Education in the Graduate School of Education at George Mason University. Dr. Mastropieri has focused much of her research on cognitive strategies designed to promote learning and retention of school-related information. She has also studied what happens during inclusive instruction with students with disabilities and suggested instructional strategies to facilitate inclusive efforts. 

Dr. Janet Graetz recently completed her doctoral studies in special education at George Mason University. For nearly 20 years, she has taught individuals with special needs focusing on children with autism. She will be joining the faculty at Oakland University in Michigan in August 2003. 

QUESTIONS FROM THE CHAT PARTICIPANTS:

There is so much talk about using Research-Based Reading Interventions, but which intervention is best? 

We now have a great deal of research that supports reading instruction for students with disabilities. For example, the National Reading Panel concluded after extensive studies of the research literature that students should receive instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, and reading comprehension to help become better and more fluent readers and comprehenders. You can find the results from the National Reading Panel studies at: http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/Publications/publications.htm
Do you have any recommendations of studies or strategies that are currently being studied that pertain to reading interventions with children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and related issues?

I don't know of any particular studies as of now focusing just on autism. In most of the autism classrooms, we implement many of the same reading programs. Since children with autism tend to be visual learners, frequently programs are used that include visual strategies. In the area of reading comprehension, I have also used software, such as Inspiration, to support students with autism. Inspiration can help students with a visual reminder of content material. The visual mapping seems to help. Many students with autism require an actual photograph as opposed to line drawings. 

Can you comment on the issue of students who are not reading at grade level and are receiving reading remediation being held responsible for the curriculum and state-wide testing? 

The issue of access to the general education curriculum is an important one. Since many students with disabilities have reading levels substantially lower than the adopted general education textbooks, the challenge becomes helping students learn that content either by using reading comprehension strategies and/or by adapting the text materials so students can read the content. 

How are you adapting the text so that students not reading at grade level can read the content? 

Textbooks can be adapted in many ways. One method that has been successful involves using peers. Research has shown that partnering students in peer-tutoring situations can be one way of adapting the reading materials. In some research the peer tutors read the materials to their partners and ask their partners reading comprehension strategies. 

Another method for adapting textbooks involves the use of graphic organizers. Graphic organizers can be made to highlight the critical content in the text in a more user-friendly format. Software such as Inspiration can be used to facilitate the making of those graphic organizers. That particular software program also converts the organizers into outline formats. Moreover, KIDSPIRATION allows voice output as well.

What do you use to adapt text for students with reading issues?
I usually try to find the "big idea" in the passage or the reading material. What are the words that are important for the student to know? What are the main ideas? Then, I rewrite the text, incorporating familiar words that should be known.

Do you suggest rewriting an entire chapter?

I might look at the entire chapter, but I do not rewrite the entire chapter. Again, I look for the big ideas and concentrate on them. 

How do peers know how to adapt the curriculum for their peers with learning issues? 

The majority of the peer tutoring research seems to show that when tutors and tutees are trained using specific procedures, the findings are more positive. In our research, for example, students with disabilities have cue cards containing steps for implementing reading comprehension strategies. One strategy we have used is a summarization strategy, in which students are told to ask and answer simple questions such as: Who or what is the passage about? What is happening to who or what? And then say a summary sentence for that passage. 

How labor intensive is it to use graphic organizers?
It takes time to teach students how to use graphic organizers but it is well worth the time and effort. If they are introduced in elementary classes and are continued in other grades, then students become more efficient in using them. Graphic organizers seem especially effective for middle school students.

Are there any studies you could cite that were done with students using software such as Inspiration?

We have actually just completed two studies that we are writing up for submission to journals right now that used Inspiration Software. One study involved the use of Inspiration in world history classes in which students were provided with template graphic organizers. When instructed using the organizers, students recalled more content on tests than traditional instruction. 

Could you comment on how it is that these reading interventions connect to limiting or enhancing the access to the general curriculum? 

Access to the general ed curriculum is the challenge for all of us. It seems, however, that we can rely on reading comprehension research results to help us design interventions. Research has documented that reading comprehension strategy instruction has been beneficial for students with learning difficulties. Several Meta-analyses or large-scale research syntheses document the efficacy of reading comprehension strategy instruction: Talbott, Lloyd, & Tankersley (1994); Mastropieri, Scruggs, Bakken, & Whedon (1996) and Swanson (1999). These findings have identified some very promising strategies that work with students with disabilities. 

What are some of the strategies from the research that you cited?

Some of the strategies can be subdivided into the amount of teacher time and impact on students learning. Strategies that require the least amount of teacher time and effort include vocabulary instruction and corrective feedback. These strategies can help make a difference in students' comprehension, but require little teacher preparation time and little time on the part of students to learn. 

Another class of strategies can be referred to as text enhancements. These strategies take more teacher preparation time, but also impact student learning more. These include adaptations to texts, such as the organizers discussed earlier. In addition mnemonic strategies, imagery and other adjunct aids are examples. All help increase student learning and access to the general education curriculum. 

The most powerful strategies are referred to as those that involve "self-questioning strategies." These strategies also require more teacher time and more student time. Examples include summarization strategies like the one described earlier and combinations or packages of strategies. These strategies take longer for students with disabilities to learn, but the pay-off in learning is usually very substantial.

What else do we need to consider other than the reading program? 

In addition to the reading program, perhaps we need to also look at the teacher. Dewitz and Dewitz (2003) looked at how the teacher taught reading and not just the reading program. In addition to what the teachers were using (which reading program) they found that how teachers teach impacted reading achievement. They report that the teacher who "tells" their students too much does not appear to be as effective. When coding student behavior in classrooms they also noted that the students who were actively involved, reading and writing, demonstrated more growth. This supports Pressley et al. (2001) and his findings regarding teacher behavior when teaching reading. 

What increases fluency for reading disabled students from the research? 

Fluency increases with the use of repeated readings, peer tutoring, cross-age tutoring or repeated readings with a partner may be effective. It does appear that good and poor readers both benefit from repeated guided reading. Students need time to practice to be able to rapidly process print by reading passages more than once. Review Chard et al. (2002) for a synthesis of 24 studies that report findings on repeated readings, sustained reading, and fluency. The article appears in Journal of Learning Disabilities: A synthesis of research on effective interventions for building reading fluency with elementary students with learning disabilities, vol. 35, pages 386-406. 

Can you identify some programs with a research base?

Below is a list of some programs with a research base: Reading Program: Open Court Publisher/ Authors, Marilyn J. Adams, Carl Bereiter, Jan Hirshberg, Valerie Anderson S.A. Bernier Components: Basal Reading Program; phonics instruction, integrated instruction, practice and enrichment; scripted lessons Target Population: k-6 Efficacy: Review: The Effectiveness of Open Court on Improving the Reading Achievement of Economically-Disadvantaged Children by Margaret Moustafa and Robert Land, paper presented National Council Teachers of English, Nov. 15-20, 2001; Review: Building on the Best; Learning from What Works: Seven Promising Reading and English Language Arts Programs (1998) AFT. Review: Foorman, B.R., Francis, D.J., Fletecher, J.M., Schatschneider, C., & Mehta, P. (1998). The role of instruction in learning to read: Preventing reading failure in at-risk children. Journal of Educational Psychology, 90 (1), 37-55. Reading Program: SRA Reading Mastery Publisher/ Authors: SRA/Mcgraw-Hill; Siegfried Engelm 
What do you believe is the greatest challenge with reading instruction in this current educational climate? 

One of the many challenges is to have sufficient time and instructional conditions to teach students with difficulties how to learn to read and comprehend. Many teachers are faced with too little time to adequately prepare students to read. The pace of instruction in the general ed class is typically much more rapid than many students require.
How can I monitor students’ reading progress? 

A very good method for monitoring student progress is through the use of curriculum based measurement (CBM). CBM involves the administration of short tests that are correlated with the curriculum. For example, some have used short passages consisting of 100 words and required students to read as quickly and as accurately as possible for one minute. The number of correctly read words and incorrectly words are then recorded on a graph. Teachers can then refer to student progress by examining the graph and making informed instructional decisions based on the graphic display of the data. 

In the area of fluency, a teacher can use a CFS. A Classroom Fluency Snapshot (CFS) is a one-minute reading that can help a teacher identify students that may need help. A student reads for one minute and the teacher notes the errors. (Blachowicz, Sullivan, & Cieply, 2001). 

For more information about improving access to the general education curriculum, visit our website at www.k8accesscenter.org
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