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All students have different learning abilities and requirements when it comes to their schooling.  However, there are groups of students who may need more than a normal curriculum.  Special needs students necessitate additional facilites and technology in order to keep up with other scholars and the rapidly growing demands of a modern world. Access to equal education is imperative; all students have legal rights to curriculum and it’s components, some needing more than the teacher and the book.
There are many types of unique young scholars who have special needs.  In schools they sometimes can be classified by the program they are placed in: SAS (School for Advanced Studies), RSP (Resource), SDC (Special Day Class), and MR (mentally retarded), are just some of them.  Additionally, there are students with physical issues, like visual impairment, Cerebral Palsy, and many more.  Each of these students has a unique need when it comes to education, and as educators, it is our responsibility—legally and ethically— to teach them in individualized ways that best supports rigorous academic instruction, including methods of utilizing the school library for both instruction and pleasure.  

Some students have an Individual Educational Program (IEP), a legal document that delineates what the modifications will be for that child, created by a committee consisting of the special education teacher, parent, counselor, regular education teacher, and doctor if needed.  One accommodation these students might be given is to have an adult aide help them throughout the day.  While state funds are used to pay for this wonderful modification, what is missing is technology access.   

According to Jack O’Connell, State Superintendent of Public Instruction, “all individuals with exceptional needs, as defined in California Education Code (EC) Section 56025, must receive a free appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE).”  (2009) This means that no matter what their disability is, legally these scholars will have an education, and with regular education students as often as they can handle it, with percentage, program, and accommodations identified by their IEP.

Daniel Webster Middle School, with a 20% special education population, has all of these learners, and they each display different behavior types.  Some are able to function in a regular education class environment, while others are unable to be in a specialized class.  I have observed a non-verbal student run out of her class and sit in a corner screaming.  She punched and clawed everyone—even her teacher—who came near to her.  What a sad display of anger and frustration for someone without the ability to communicate its cause.  

Parents are huge resources for some of our students.  They come to Booster Club meetings and discuss ways of making our campus better, donate their time and energy, and meet with teachers to discuss concerns about their student.  However there are also those who don’t return phone calls and miss yearly IEP meetings.  Without their input the student does not receive the individualized attention and modifications she or he deserves.

Adolescence is a time characterized by “individual differences.” Adolescents want to be their own unique selves, yet the need to fit in is extremely intense.  (Learner, 1998).  All youngsters “go through similar developmental process that require certain activities, experiences, and support.”  (Carroll, 2008).   Without this support, especially in social situations, special needs children will often further isolate themselves through failed attempts at assimilation to the greater society. 

According to Alex Fern, Behavioral Intervention Implemntationist with LAUSD, “Adolescents that are already isolated from their peers, either due to cognitive, emotional, or physical differences, can feel removed from society, and thus alone in the world.”  He went on to discuss how this often leads to a ‘me against them’ attitude that furthers behavioral dissonance. Youngsters in this situation benefit tremendously from a parallel guidance figure, someone to help them find a place to belong. (A. Fern, personal communication, November 12, 2010.)

With this push-pull going on inside them, the last thing the average differently-abled person in this age range—or most people, really—  would do is complain about curriculum access.  Because of this, educators need to be sensitive to the abilities of their students, and make modifications for them so that these scholars can be successful.  One modification to help support access to the curriculum would be the addition of different technologies into the school.

There are many barriers to school library services for these students.  Some of them cannot read the print materials offered because the font size is too small.  Some cannot access the computers because, due to motor control issues, the keyboards don’t work for them. These kids need more than a teacher’s verbal instruction and a book; they need academic support, and that can easily come with new technology.  Other barriers are a lack of money with which to purchase universal design technology, a lack of interest by the district and the public at large, misdiagnosis of disabilities, a lack of educational minutes with which to teach the students how to use the technology, and little or no support from the administration. 

According to the Buffalo State University Online Glossary, universal design is defined as “the design and production of products that promote equal opportunity for use by individuals with or without disability.”  In Los Angeles Unified School District, a principal who asked not to be identified was interviewed regarding the lack of universal design (with a focus on technology) at her school, and her response was that “it’s the district’s responsibility to provide adequate universal access rather than the school site itself.”  As long as people put the onus on others rather than taking responsibility themselves, these children will not receive the services they need to be successful—in their classes, or in their lives.  

So who, then, is responsible for our special education students?  The state, school district, or school site?  Or the parents?  Is it the taxpayer’s responsibility or the family?  These are serious questions that don’t currently have an answer, and meanwhile these children are not being serviced to the fullest of our ability to service them.

If we look at the concept of universal design through an educational lens, this can include computers that can enlarge fonts and read text, doors that open with a push for those in wheel chairs, etc. Schools need universal design support in their libraries if they want their scholars to use them; in fact, schools ought to have them in every classroom that these students attend.  Some of these technologies include:

Optical scanners; closed-circuit television systems; optical magnifiers; note taking devices; and technologies that produce large print, braille, or speech are examples of technologies that enable individuals who are visually impaired to write and edit papers, conduct research, gain access to information, and develop job skills.  (Abner, 2002)   

If these students had access to teachers who used optical scanners to enlarge print for them, they would be able to see the print material clearer.  If the school had a closed-circuit television system, students would not have to depend on their ears for morning announcements.  Optical magnifiers would allow them to enlarge their text so they could read it alone, and note taking devices would let them focus on what the teacher is saying rather than spending a lot of time on the note-taking without the benefit of the lecture.  Also, had Abner written this in 2010, he surely would have included iPads and Kindles to lessen the weight of textbooks and to enlarge text, as well as contemporary computers able to run the modern operating systems which include a wealth of accessibility features.   Because there is no money for such things at the state, district, or school level, teachers and other faculty/staff at each school site need to write grants or get other outside funding in order to get the technology needed.  

All scholars, and some faculty/staff, need classes on how best to use the latest technology, as well as access to the internet, especially considering that across the country many of them come from low-income families who can’t provide a computer at home.  Special needs scholars also need specific educational support, which can come in the form of a computer game or a modification to their needs, such as headphones, larger keyboards, text with larger type, etc.  All of these products can be housed in the school library, with workshop on how to use them given by the school librarian catering to both students and faculty. 

 In order to truly gain technology such as this, we need three things: greater understanding, a change in attitude and an increase in budget.
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