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Short  Abstract
This paper describes some of the challenges faced and solutions implemented by a classroom teacher working with a class of students who had significant and multiple impairments. It outlines some of the positive changes that were implemented after attending the 2007 AGOSCI ‘License to Communicate’ conference.  The presentation outlines a plan to ‘Power Up’ the classroom in order to meet students’ individual and learning needs more directly. Post AGOSCI changes included the introduction of modular hosing mounting systems for head switching purposes, request for external specialised assessment, and the introduction of Aided Language Displays, modified to assist students who had visual impairment. Strategies and resources were explicitly modelled and the staff team developed their partnership skills as they worked with the students. Some simple but effective modifications to the classroom environment increased student participation in education programs and provided a vehicle for the development of individual communication skills. 

500 word abstract/paper
One of the many challenges working as a classroom teacher in a large Special Education setting with students who have a range and combination of physical, health, communication, cognitive and sensory impairments is balancing the day to day demands of the classroom, responding to individual student needs and developing curriculum to achieve education/learning objectives. Another significant challenge is training and skilling ‘up’ communication partners to work more effectively with students; to create opportunities and conditions where students become independent active learners.

There were six students in my class. All had severe physical impairment and ongoing health issues. None of my students had a formal means of communicating; a reliable means of accessing technology and five students were considered to have Cortical Visual Impairment as well as other sensory processing issues. Although teaching and therapy staff were relatively consistent; other staff were more changeable.  Trying to develop and deliver a program to address our students’ multifaceted needs was quite daunting. 

So what changed? Early in 2007 I attended the AGOSCI ‘License to Communicate’ conference. I attended Linda Burkhart’s pre conference workshop (Four Secrets for Success for Students who face Severe Multiple Challenges) and other conference presentations and exhibits, and began to conceptualise how I could ‘Power Up’ my classroom and develop skills to enhance participation in the context of the curriculum. I got up at 5.30am, the day after the conference and like a mad scientist developed a plan of action.  I could hardly contain myself as I shared ‘the plan’, my learning and ideas with colleagues the following Monday morning.

 I ordered 25 feet of modular hosing from America (as demonstrated in Linda’s workshop) and made mounting systems for head switches. The hot glue gun and jam jar lid became my friend. This simple adaptation enabled one student to access technology from a prone position on a high-lo bed. I modified my classroom environment and explicitly modelled and discussed strategies that would enhance visual attention and participation.
Our Speech Pathologist contacted Com Tec (Yooralla) and organised an assessment of communication and access methods. From here we were given ideas and strategies to develop switching skills for 2 of our students and for software development. We were able to apply aspects of this to the whole class.
We needed a quick and powerful way to model language and build in opportunities to develop student’s receptive language. CHAT-Now, Children’s Aided Language Tools (Comm. Res.Centre, 2007) were introduced. We used high contrast (enlarged white PCS symbols on black background), on matt laminated A3 paper. A light cue (torch) was also used. These displays were developed around specific classroom routines; we could observe student responses and begin to formulate a plan for the development of individual communication systems.  Students began to visually attend, use auditory scanning and were developing more definite Yes/No responses. The staff team were also on board!
I refer back to ‘the plan’ and reflect on all the positive changes that have occurred over the past year. Where to now?  At time of writing I have just completed the AGOSCI 2008 Winter Literacy Intensive, and guess what…I have another plan! 
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