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Leveling Up
Earn CE certificates via
many of these free and
low-cost webinars and
seminars. Register for
these and others on edWeb.net and MITS.cenmi.
org.
•

Coding for Kindergarten: Teaching Creativity and Problem
Solving Skills to Early
Learners, Wed., Oct.
8, 3 to 4 p.m. ET on
edWeb.net.

•

Making Connections
That Matter, Wed.,
Cont. on page 2
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Tips for Enhancing Classroom Learning

Using tablets in moderate/severe
special education classrooms
by Carmen Watts-Clayton
cwattsclayton@gmail.com
I teach life skills to a dozen low-functioning elementary school students
with multiple disabilities. Most are nonverbal and
experience life challenges and barriers to accessing education; however, all are digital natives. Our
devices include a Smart Board (interactive white
board), a document camera (modern day overhead
projector with frills), and some AAC (assistive and
augmentative communication) switches, buttons,
and toys for limited-mobility children.
We also have iPads that kids can take home to
extend their learning day. At first, there was some
in doubt whether my low-functioning students could
benefit from having iPads. A year later I can attest
to how greatly personal digital devices have expanded my students’ abilities and potential!
Carmen Watts-Clayton
My students range in disability and are 5 to
10 years old, though cognitively they are 0 to 3.5 years of age. Our life skills
lessons include self-care skills, toileting, eating, and independently making
transitions in class. Students with
hearing disabilities and low-vision
are included in the group.
Two years ago there wasn’t
any spoken language in the
room, only babbling, grunts, and
gestures. Today, students with
adequate mobility can follow picture icon schedules, speak some
ASL (American sign language),
Spanish, and English expressively,

Please see Tablets on page 3
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Exploring games & learning
Operation Play, Filament Games

Check out Filament Games’ Operation Play
Resource Center at https://www.filamentgames.
com/operation-play for game-based learning tools.

Meaningful Play Conference, MSU

The Meaningful Play Conference at Michigan
State University will be this year from October 1618 in the MSU Union Building in East Lansing, MI.
Register online at http://meaningfulplay.msu.
edu/register.php. Hotel accommodations are available at the East Lansing Marriott and Quality Inn
University in Lansing.

About Special Ed Tech / Subscriptions
Special Ed Tech is published monthly from
September through June by the director of
Aspiring Games Foundation.
Special Ed Tech welcomes your questions and
article suggestions. Direct all queries and
subscription requests to editor Becky PalmerScott at SpecialEdTechEditor@gmail.com.

About Aspiring Games Foundation
www.aspiringgames.org

Aspiring Games Foundation supports the creation
and use of learning games and educational
technology for individuals, groups, and classroooms.

Board Members

Leveling Up, continued from page 1
Oct. 15, 4 to 5 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.
•

Level Up Learning: The Players, Practices, and Perceptions of Teaching with Digital Games, Mon., Oct.
20, 4 to 5 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

AssisTechKnow Conference, Thurs., Oct 9 and Fri.
Oct. 10, 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. ET at Kent Intermediate
School District Education Service Center, 2930 Knapp
NE, Grand Rapids, MI. $20/day. Register by Thurs.,
Oct. 9 through assistechknow.org.

•

Engage, Empower, Energize: Leading Tomorrow’s Schools Today, Tues., Oct. 21, 3 to 4 p.m.
ET on edWeb.net.

•

Trick or Treat! Tips and Tricks to Transform Transition Time for Students with Autism, Thu., Oct. 23, 5
to 6 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Browser Based Assistive Technology, Tue., Oct. 28,
3:30 p.m. to 6 p.m. ET on MITS.cenmi.org. Free;
register by Mon. Oct. 27.

•

Using Educational Technology in the Classroom,
Tues., Oct. 28, 4 to 5 p.m. ET on edWeb.net.

•

Increasing Accessibility to Mathematics for All
Students, Wed., Nov. 5, 5 to 5:30 p.m. ET on MITS.
cenmi.org. Free; register by Tue. Nov. 4.

Director: Becky Palmer-Scott
Serious Game Designer
BeckyPalmerScott@gmail.com
Treasurer: Rich Schaberg
happydayrj@yahoo.com
Kate Fanelli
Math Accessibility Specialist
Michigan’s Integrated Math Initiative
katefanelli@gmail.com
Aroutis Foster
Assistant Professor of Learning Technology
Drexel University
anf37@drexel.edu
Reid Felsing, Attorney
Knaggs, Harter, Brake, and Schneider
reidfelsing@gmail.com
Jason LaFay, English Teacher and
Co-Founder of Dewitt Creativity Group
Dewitt High School
lafayj@dewittschools.net
Sandra Logan, English Professor
Michigan State University
logans@msu.edu
Kimberly Mathiot, Educational Consultant
State of Michigan
kimmathiot@gmail.com
Bryan Novak, Serious Game Designer
arcemise@hotmail.com
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Tablets, continued from page 1
(Using a tablet
app) I can keep
student attention
on learning tasks up
to four times longer
than with paperbased materials.

‘Endless’ app set

iWriteWords app

In a future article
I will discuss ways
to get supplies and
materials donated to
any K-12 classroom.

request items, sing, and play reciprocally. Sixty percent have developed use of
50 to 200 words. Reading skills are on the rise, and students are more focused,
have better attending and concentration levels, and can better self-monitor
their behavior.
I am painfully aware that I grew up in a different age of communication.
But I know I must strive to learn new things. Often, my special needs children
teach me! Recently my student discovered how to put her camera on ‘airtime”
and the teacher next door asked if we could discontinue sending photos to her
smart board! Whoa, I didn’t even I could do this, but thanks to student inquiry,
I know now.
I have found the following apps and programs particularly helpful:
• Starfall.com gives wonderful early language, number sense, and writing
lessons in an arts-integrated manner that kids love. Versions are free, or for a
small subscription fee you can have the entire curriculum on multiple devices.
For phonic alphabet learning, early reading, articulation, and pre-academic
skills acquisition this site is great.
• Patty Shukla, at pattyshuklakidsmusic.com or on YouTube, is a wonderful PPK-K online teacher who frames lessons through movement and song.
She offers a wide selection, including language learning, Spanish, ASL, English
learning activities, and more. Videos are short, and can be repeated often for
best effect. Young students and many with learning challenges love these interactive videos; dancing, singing, and talking along; learning language and other
concepts while strengthening core muscles, fine, and gross motor skills.
• For iPad, my students really love three apps, avaialble on iTunes: Endless Alphabet, Endless Reader, and Endless Numbers. You can get a limited free
version or purchase the bundle for under $30. I can keep student attention on
learning tasks up to four times longer than with paper-based materials.
• Also for iPad, iWriteWords is an excellent app for learning to write,
trace, and spell. It offers animation, interaction, and self-paced education in a
game-like atmosphere that engages students for sustained periods.
These apps work much better when accompanied by adult interactions,
guided practice, and reflective discussions with teachers and peers. Interactive
and digital devices DO NOT replace a good teacher but rather help the teacher
reach every student and maximize instructional time.
Many classrooms suffer from a lack of technology. I am grateful to my
district for providing several technology pieces students needed. But my students wanted and deserved more, and could not wait for some future budget to
get the learning tools they needed. Since I could not afford to buy these tools
myself, and work in a low-income Title I school, I began investing three to four
hours a week into educational grant research, writing, and grant applications.
In a future article I will discuss ways to get supplies and materials donated
to any K-12 classroom. You can get anything the classroom needs: tablets,
musical instruments, books, software, even field trips! Small budgets or small
minds needn’t deter you from getting digital tools your class needs now!
Carmen Watts-Clayton is lead teacher in a moderate/severe elementary
special day class. She is a vocal proponent of technology in the classroom and
has experience securing donations and grants to support it. You can e-mail her
at cwattsclayton@gmail.com with your experiences or questions.
Link to page 1
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Math
Tech:

Numbers and
Composition
by Kate Fanelli

Kate Fanelli

For learners
who lack an
understanding of
the operations,
asking them to learn
math facts is really
asking them to learn
random number
combinations.

Sums Stacker
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This month, I’m thinking about composition of numbers and arithmetic.
I went to my 4th grade daughter’s curriculum night last night and heard an
excellent explanation for the controversial Common Core State Standards for
Mathematics. The teacher told the parents, “The Common Core figured out
what successful students were doing and decided that ALL the students should
learn how to use those strategies to be successful.” As an example, she said
that if she asked us “What is 9+6?” many of us know it is 15 because we automatically think “10+5.” We make the shift in our heads to make an easier
problem, or we made that shift enough when we were learning our facts, that
we can instantly recall the answer now.
Two of my favorite apps (and also favorites of my own 4th and 1st grade
children) are Sushi Monster (free at the App Store) and Sums Stacker ($1.99 at
iTunes App Store). Both apps allow the user to practice math facts, but at the
same time build understanding of numbers through composition. Sums Stacker
provides the option to build numbers using dots on dice, numerals, and words.
Multiple representations allow teachers to direct practice toward students’
strengths and needs, and help students make critical connections.
When students understand what they are doing, rather than simply memorizing number combinations, they learn facts and can use them more creatively
and flexibly for problem solving.
In their book Learning and Teaching Early Math: The Learning Trajectories
Approach, Douglas Clements and Julie Sarama describe the learning trajectory
for composition of numbers. BEFORE understanding that a sum is the total of
values, young learners go through a progression of understanding. First they
must understand the concept of parts and wholes (although they may not yet
understand that the groups are the smaller groups added together), know
that the whole is bigger than the parts, and are able to name the parts of the
whole. After these understandings are in place, typically by around age 5 (but
this may vary depending on the abilities of the child), the learner begins to
compose numbers up to 7, then to 10, then using tens and ones, and so on.
For learners who lack an understanding of the operations, asking them to
learn math facts is really asking them to learn random number combinations,
for example, 7, 8, and 15 go together. If they lack understanding that smaller
parts make up a whole, 7+8=15 will never be more
than 7, 8, 15.
Technology tools like Sums Stacker and Sushi Monster reinforce this idea of composition of numbers in
the context of arithmetic. They are engaging, meaningful methods for practice, but they are only tools.
We do not just need our students to memorize facts.
We need students to understand what the facts mean,
what they are doing when they are computing, and
how to use that understanding for problem solving
Sushi Monster
and developing flexible thinking.
Kate Fanelli is the math accessibility specialist
for Michigan’s Integrated Mathematics Initiative (Mi)2, a state initiative that
promotes and supports high quality mathematics education for ALL students.
Follow (Mi)2 on Facebook (www.facebook.com/mi2.page) or on Twitter
(MI2_Math). Contact Kate at kate.fanelli@misquared.org.
Link to page 1
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Leading the nonverbal
special education classroom

Carmen Watts-Clayton

Research shows
that the arts are
a major factor in
stimulating language
development and
other communication
skills.

A student most
wans to engage in
what the teacher is
engaged in. Allow
students to look
over your shoulder,
and then take it
away from you and
continue what is
begun.

by Carmen Watts-Clayton
cwattsclayton@gmail.com
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have been catching on like wildfire.
The idea that general curriculums can focus not just on the “What?” of knowledge but also the “How,” and “Why” of content areas and skills have recently
again become important. And it comes as no news to teachers that the new
standards call for improved higher
level thinking skills and creative
thinking, which leads schools back
into inclusion of arts and music
within the curriculum.
This is especially noticeable
in special education classrooms.
Research shows that the arts
are a major factor in stimulating language development and
other communication skills. Song,
music, composition, painting,
drawing, molding, and compiling
reach broadly into the skills of
language, number sense, writing,
reading, collaborating, vocational,
self-care, and social/
emotional health. I rec‘Music is my Life’ by Alfred Gockel
ommend usng musical instruments such as piano,
drum, tambourines, and bells in skill acquisition. Improve interest
in reading by stimulating students with exposure to shapes, images,
and colors found in a variety of hardbound books, and interactive
technologies (such as iPad and Smart Board), now widely available in
classrooms and homes. Recent research indicates nonverbal students
may be able to make interactive connections and sustain attention
and concentration longer with electronic devices than paper-based
materials or most teacher student interactions.
A teacher can improve nonverbal student outcomes by remembering a few
key strategies:
• Differentiate learning by broadening the number and type of learning
styles addressed in the lesson. If a student has learning disabilities, simplify;
if there are hearing difficulties use ASL signs to translate the key concepts and
visual images to portray the idea; if visual impairments exist, put the student
close to content, enlarging it accordingly.
• You can lead a student to content but you can’t make them swallow it.
Or, what interests you is likely to interest students. Present new content using
Please see Nonverbal on next page
Link to page 1
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Nonverbal, continued from previous page

Make lessons having
multiple handson components,
then try not to
be attached to a
“correct” outcome.

Empower students
with happiness,
curiosity, and rigor.
Expect a lot, then
be truly pleased
with any level of
progress.

a modeling or “show and tell/try” sequence. Show the students more interesting initiating presentations about a subject, and then actively engage for your
own pleasure. A student most wants to engage in what the teacher is engaged
in. Allow students to look over your shoulder, and then take it away from you
and continue what is begun. Be prepared to be amazed at how much farther
students will go when they are not being “told” what to do, but rather shown
how-to “do” a new skill.
• Make lessons having multiple hands-on components, then try not to be
attached to a “correct” outcome. Accept that engagement and participation is
far more exciting and rewarding than simply following steps or directives. Open
the door to creativity and accept what follows. Be prepared to be surprised.
• Allow students artistic and expressive freedom beyond anything previously experienced in general classroom settings. To foster expression teachers should reserve judgment about products,
assessments, and outcomes. Students are taking
their educations far and wide beyond what current educators can truly imagine. Be flexible.
Even students categorized with disabilities have
talents and skills waiting to be uncovered. Expect more, predict less, to really free students
to advance their abilities.
• Have a sense of humor. As the leader
of the class, your reactions, preferences, and
style will affect students more than you can
image. Be as broad based and open minded as
possible. Empower students with happiness, curiosity, and rigor. Expect a lot, but then be truly
pleased with any level of progress.
• Avoid talking down to students, even
very young ones. Non-verbal students are
frequently more advanced in receptive language skills than
adults are aware. Talk to a student with disabilities just as you would a trusted
friend; not as a baby or unaware creature, but as valued and competent. Although the student will not comprehend every word, the tone and intent will
be clearly understood.
These are suggestions helpful to educators thinking about their non-verbal
and special needs students in a new way. I strongly suggest including a variety
of technology in the curriculum of non-verbal students. Low-tech itms such as
picture icons, as well as more complex devices, are highly prized as learning
tools in today’s educational environments. All students need digital literacy and
computer knowledge to succeed in today’s world. Digital natives are all around,
even in special day class. Prepare to be amazed at the abilities of today’s diverse learners.
Carmen Watts-Clayton is lead teacher in a moderate/severe elementary
special day class. She is seeing fantastic performance results by offering artintegrated environments with technology access. You can e-mail her at
cwattsclayton@gmail.com with your experiences or questions.

Link to page 1
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Review of 6 iPad music apps
Play
Worthy
Music apps
for iPad

by Becky Palmer-Scott, Editor
SpecialEdTechEditor@gmail.com
In our first-page article, Carmen Watts-Clayton discusses tablet use in the
moderate/severe special ed classroom, and encourages exploration of the arts
and music. So this month I’m going to compare six iPad music apps, available
on iTunes, which can be used by moderate/several special ed students and the
very young. All of these apps are rated for ages 3 and up.

Beatwave – Free

Beatwave plays loops of sounds and pitches defined
by the user on a grid of time (x) versus pitch (y). The
loops are quite short (about three seconds by default,
or 16 8th notes) so it’s hard to play anything approaching a melody. But it does show the playout of rhythm
and pitch. The result often sounds like a repetitive
techno loop.

Pantastic – Free

Pantastic allows the user to re-create the
banging of pots and pans as a drum set. While
innovative, this can also be annoying...another
reviewer said she chose to leave the room
when her child played because it was so noisy!
Unfortunately, this app also came with intrusive advertising.

Ratatap Drums – Free

Similar to Pantastic, Ratatap Drums provides a virtual drumset. Unlike Pantastic, the
sounds are drums and this app is highly rated
for being realistic and engaging. I encountered
volume problems with both this app and Pantastic, though not with any other music app.

Please see Music apps on next page
Link to page 1
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Music apps, continued from previous page

Sound Prism – Free

Sound Prism lets the user play a wide
variety of chords simply by touching the
screen. Since it plays only harmonies, it’s
nearly impossible to play anything dissonant, so even when used randomly it’s
pleasant to listen to. It’s hard to create a
melody though, and it doesn’t visually depict rhythm. The app does have an option
to display key names to indicate how the chords are constructed.

Fingertip Maestro – Free

Like Sound Prism, Fingertip Maestro
allows the user to play chords, but it
provides a greater selection and variation
of chords than Sound Prism. It’s gorgeous
to look at and easy to create beautiful
sounds, so if your student just wants to
randomly touch the screen, this will deliver a satisfying result. However, the notes
aren’t organized in an obvious pattern, so
it won’t teach about note arrangement or
rhythm.

Morton Subotnick’s Pitch Painter – $3.99

Recommendation:
If your students
just want to make
beautiful music
while touching the
screen randomly,
download Sound
Prism or Fingertip
Maestro. But if you
want them to learn
something, go for
Morton Subotnick’s
Pitch Painter.

There’s a reason this app costs something, and that’s because educationally Morton Subotnick’s Pitch Painter is far
superior to the other apps mentioned in
this article. Like Beatwave, it is a grid of
a short amount of time (x) versus pitch (y)
with looping available.
But the user interface is much better in
Pitch Painter. The grid is the user’s fingerpainting, where instruments are identified
by color; for example, piano is red and
horns are green. There are instrument sets
from Europe/North America, West Africa,
MIddle East, and East Asia. The user can
choose to reverse the tune or play it upside down.
Given the freedom to select any note in the scale, your student might not
make beautiful music with this app. But he or she will certainly see the playout
of rhythm, pitch, and instrument.
Do you know of good learning games you would like to tell others about?
Write to our editor at SpecialEdTechEditor@gmail.com.
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