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Introduction

 
Educators and parents sometimes have very different views on the education of their children and the best approaches to classroom process.  Educational initiatives since the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has led to increasing focus on providing parents with adequate data for decision-making and promoting positive parent/teacher interactions.  For children with learning disabilities, the team approach based on interactions between parents and teachers is one of the most effective in addressing student needs.   

Interview


“Jane” is a 48 year-old special education teacher working primarily in the resource room.  She has been working in special education for 25 years and stated that she has watched her role in special education change over the years.  Specifically, Jane stated that the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act has defined a specific change in how she interacts with other educators and with family members.  


Jane stated that when she began working in Special Education in the 1980s, parents rarely felt the need to intervene.  She could enter a Pupil Evaluation Team (PET) meeting, present her information about the needs of a student, have them sign off on the student’s individual education program (IEP) plan and never hear from them again until they appeared for the next PET meeting.  Increasingly, though, parents are demonstrating an awareness of their rights, the rights of their children, and the benefits they can receive from being constant advocates for the needs of their children.  As a result, No Child Left Behind has created a call for communication with parents and active interactions to promote continuity between home and school. 


Jane went on to note that there are both positives and negatives to parent interactions and to their desire to be involved to a greater degree both in the planning and application of individual education plans for LD learners.  The positives, Jane maintained, is that students can gain from educational plans and techniques that can be applied both in the classroom and at home.  In addition, Jane also maintained that students who have parents who are involved in their educational process are more likely to succeed and demonstrate greater understanding of the best techniques for learning.  


At the same time, Jane also noted that parental involvement can be challenging.  When parents are empowered to become involved in the educational setting, some parents take this as an “open-door” policy, one that encourages their constant participation in their child’s education.  While volunteerism is an important part of modern school operations, special education programming can require specific control over the learning environment in order to meet the needs of students with varied learning disabilities.  Jane maintained that at one time, she had a parent who would come in every day to observe her son in his programming in regular education, in order to ensure that he was getting adequate support services. Because of her presence in the 8th grade science class, the child discussed feelings of embarrassment because his mother was constantly present, and opposition to the inclusion programming.  The student reverted to participation in science programming in the Resource Room, rather than participation with other students in the regular Biology class.  


Jane subsequently maintained that parents and family are essential to the experiences of LD students because they help to employ learning strategies used at school in the home setting.  As a result, she argued that even in the presence of difficult parents, it is her goal to create open communication with each parent and to promote communication as a means of enhancing student process.  This includes daily/weekly/monthly progress reports; meetings with parents to discuss present or potential issues; and an open communication policy, in which the educator shares telephone numbers, e-mail and any other modes of communication with parents and encourages their use.  

Activity


“Jane” discussed the learning environment and her “perfect” environment, the one that she believed was most conducive to learning for the LD students.  Jane noted that there are two different elements when considering the environment for learning for an LD student:  whether the student can benefit from inclusion programming (and subsequent support services) and how special education services are also offered in a secondary learning environment (e.g. the Resource Room) (Ferguson, 1995).  Jane decided that it was important to talk about each of these elements separately.


In the inclusion classroom, Jane maintained that special educators have only limited control over the environment and the educational approaches that are utilized.  Though some of these classrooms utilize collaborative models between educators and special education support staff, most of the time support staff is provided only when necessary and support elements are put into place using the programming that goes on the classroom.  In other words, Jane stated that she often has to “pick up the pieces” for the LD learner who does not understand the content of the materials in learning modules in the regular education classrooms.  Jane, then, focuses on the educational environment in her Resource Room program, which provides a variety of support services to different types of learners. 


In Between Teacher and Child, theorist Haim Ginott maintained that the teacher in any classroom is the most significant determinant of the educational environment and plays an essential role in the successful application of educational goals.  Specifically, it was Ginott's contention that educators have the power to create the mood in the classroom, impact student's responses, create environments for effective learning or create environments that can be harmful and to student learning.  Ginott (1972) maintained that every educator is a "…decisive element in the classroom," whether that element is positive or negative.  Ginott stated that it is the educators "…personal approach that creates the climate…" and "…daily mood that makes the weather."  


Ginott’s perspective is valuable when considering Jane’s role in her classroom and her specific view of her special education classroom.  From observations, it is clear that Jane is the central component to her classroom organization.  She begins by creating contact with each student as they enter the classroom.  Jane works with different paraprofessionals, including speech pathologists and educational technicians who help address the needs of a widely varied student population.  When students enter the room, though, they check in with Jane, make their initial contact with Jane, and it is clear that her role is both to determine the services or programming focus for each child and direct them to additional staff when necessary. 


Jane had a positive attitude and immediate interactions with each student in her class.  Creating a positive view of learners with special needs is often a challenge for teachers, but it is a fundamental aspect of their role.  Key to the successful implementation of this role is the ability of a teacher to create a respectful focus and define methods through which educators and students can unify to spread a message of respect.  Children, regardless of their level of disability, have the right to access to education in the least restrictive environment, an element that not only defines how they are perceived in the school setting, but how they themselves perceive their educational process.  Creating positive environments, positive interactions and a positive team approach defined by respect for student diversity, is the best approach to directing effective educational outcomes.  
Evaluation of Learning Experiences


Jane’s point of view provides some interesting reflections regarding the process of education for LD learners.  Parents often become advocates for their children, defending specific modifications and defining the role that their child will play in a school setting.  Modifications to programming may need to be changed in the presence of specific learning disabilities and parents are often involved in the decision-making as a part of this process.   Jane’s reflections on the involvement of students in early programming is imperative to the distinctions made regarding the changing role of parents in special education.  


Increasing parental understanding of rights and responsibilities and a growing focus on improving educational outcomes for children with learning disabilities has increased Jane’s involvement with parents and family members, and important consideration when developing learner programming.   For example, a child with dyslexia may have very different programming needs than a child with a functional language disorder who has subsequent behavioral issues.     


In each of these cases, services of educational paraprofessionals may be required and will be defined within the scope of program planning for the child.  Parents have the right to call for meetings to determine services, request testing, refuse testing and determine the service plan.  Though parents cannot insist upon services for a child who does not qualify for special education services, children who fall within the guidelines for special education services enter into a process that provides parents and students with specific rights and responsibilities.  Once programming is defined, parents become or can end up being the constant advocates for their children.  In each case, the specific needs of the student and their individual education plan must be taken into consideration in creating programming valuable for all learners.

Conclusion


A changing educational paradigm and a growing concern for the long-term functionality of children requiring special education services have led to an increasing focus on the role of special educators in promoting educational gains.  Teachers like Jane recognize the importance of parental involvement, while also demonstrating the challenges of balancing different parents and their views of what their role should be.  
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