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CHALLENGING ACADEMICSFOR STUDENTS
WITH DOWN SYNDROME
Strategies that Work in the General Education @ci Education Classroom

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (H2) states that all students with
disabilities must have access to and make prograbe general education curriculum.
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) states that siidents must be educated in
accordance with grade-level state content standHrgisur child takes an alternate
assessment, it muke based on standards that are aligned to gradeeentent,
although it can have less complexity and includgguuisite skills. Middle and high
school students should not be using elementaryo$st@andards and curriculum. This is
true whether the students are being educated iergleeducation or special education
classrooms. Unfortunately, many students with Dewmdrome and other intellectual
disabilities are not receiving the level of instran required by these statutes, especially
in the upper grades. Instead, schools generallg leav academic expectations for
students with intellectual disabilities and conceta on “functional life skills.”

Many schools are missing the point that functidifi@lskills, including job training, can
be acquired without compromising academic instamctiVe all know that some of the
most important lessons we learned in school waretional life skills, and we learned
them as part of an academic curriculum. Most skiléd are essential for independent
living and successful employment are natural bypet&lof the general education
curriculum. Higher reading and math skills, morplgsticated computer skills, improved
problem solving strategies (including asking folphieom the appropriate person),
greater interpersonal and communication skills;gased comfort with public speaking,
more independence, even the ability to cook and aesskills that can be gained from
the general education curriculum. In addition, iiddfe and high school, there are in-
school or after-school opportunities for job tragithat do not require students to miss
their academic classes. For example, students odnam money skills in the school
store; they can manage a sports team or they céormeclerical tasks in the office.

It is critically important to keep expectations iy ou will need to help your child’s
teachers understand his or her long-term goal$iandan academic education will
support those goals. Most teachers are not awatetire are over one hundred college



programs around the country for students with iet&lial disabilities (see
www.thinkcollege.net), including a two and four year program that NDS8elping to
develop in New Jersey at Mercer County Communitje@e and The College of New
Jersey. These programs will serve as replicablesiaddr other states. As your child gets
older, he or she can become a self-advocate fordxgectations. If your child’s
communication difficulties get in the way of sethcacy, he or she can develop a
PowerPoint (with support, as needed) to help taehters learn about his or her strengths,
needs, interests and goals for the future. The FRowet will have the added benefit of
showing that your child is capable of using tecbggl| a skill that always raises
expectations.

Thanks to NCLB, schools are starting to recogrie students with disabilities have the
ability and the need for challenging academic ungton. However, most general
educators and many special educators still do motvkhow to properly modify the
curriculum, the instruction, the materials and assessments for students with
intellectual disabilities. NDSS is working to protadhe principles of Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) at the federal and State lesgisschools can be provided with
curriculum, materials and assessments that aradsidesigned to be accessible by the
widest range of students. We are also calling aatterio the need for special and general
educators to be trained to use teaching methodlgtbeide access to the curriculum for
all students. UDL comes from the principle of umsad design in architecture. Buildings
should be designed from the start to be accessildeeryone instead of trying to fix an
accessibility problem when someone with a disabiditunable to enter. UDL helps
educators customize their teaching for individutiedences so students can be offered:

* Multiple means of representation to give learners various ways of acquiring
information and knowledge

* Multiple means of expression to provide learners alternatives for demonstrating
what they know, and

» Multiple means of engagement to tap into learners' interests, challenge them
appropriately, and motivate them to learn.

The Center for Applied Special Technology (CASTvatw.cast.org, the organization
that first articulated the UDL principles, has pabéd many articles and developed
digital instructional materials that can be usethmapplication of UDL. These materials
have multiple built-in levels of supports to hdfye tstudents read and understand the
material. For example, some students can haventire éext read by the computer
program, others can just click on certain diffioutirds to hear them. Students are also
guided at multiple levels through comprehensiokdasich as questioning, predicting,
and summarizing. See the graphic below from or@ABT’s products.
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There are also other organizations that have dpedltechnology and software that
would improve access to the general educationauwin for students with disabilities.
While you are waiting for the benefits of all theseovations to come to your school,

you can use the UDL principles as a guide to hegleitucators understand how they can

provide your child with a challenging academic eation:

Curriculum Objectives/Benchmarks
» Provide a clear sense of your expectations. Eahsubject area comes with a
long list of objectives for every grade-level. Guyr child is able to master all of

these objectives, you need to communicate thisaapen to the teachers and the
IEP team. However, if you do not expect your chidnaster all of the objectives,
you need to explain that there is a core subsebjeictives for each unit that will be
appropriately challenging for your child and thatiyexpect mastery on those
objectives and exposure to the rest.

Ask the educators to look at each grade-levelamdt pick out some core (and very
concrete) instructional objectives that your chiiitl be expected to learn. It is
better to err on the side of providing too muchllemge than too little. These
instructional objectives go beyond IEP goals, wiaapport grade-level
instructional objectives but do not reiterate &llleem (e.g. many IEPs do not
reflect social studies or science instructionatobyes, nor do they reflect every
math and reading objective that the child will workin class). To the extent there
are academic goals on the IEP, they should be mas#te content standards for
that subject area.



Example:The reading content standard for second gradecomigin the
following objective: use phonics to decode wordsis could also be a
short-term objective under your child's readinglgmathe IEP, although
you might specify the number of words that he @& ishexpected to be
able to decode over the course of the year.
The selected instructional objectives should beoties that are essential for the
student to learn in order to actively participateéhe current and future classes on
this subject, to become a citizen in the commundaynderstand his or her body
and the world we live in and to enhance post-schptibns (e.g. college
programs, employment, independent living). Thegeatives should contain
essential vocabulary that the student should laarsoon as possible in order to
understand the unit.
Example:In 7" grade science class during a unit on the eatyfiieal student
may have to identify the numerous parts that maktha ear and explain all
their functions. Depending on what is appropriateybur child he or she
might concentrate on most of the key parts and fbactions, just a few parts
and their functions or concentrate on the fact thatear is for hearing.
Ensure that the objectives allow for multiple meaheepresentation, expression
and engagement, as defined above.
Example:A second grade social studies objective that reguhe student
to draw a picture showing important American syrskaoid share it with
the class is not universally designed. Your chilymot be able to draw
recognizable pictures of these symbols. A universidsigned objective
would simply require students to demonstrate thederstanding about
the topic without prescribing a single way to distfYour child can meet
this objective by cutting out pictures from a magazr print images
from the internet that depict the flag, the Stabfteiberty and any other
symbols he or she wants to share with the class.

Instructional Materials

Final IDEA regulation Section 300.172 (b)(3) makedear that materials in
accessible formats must be made available to amest with a disability who
needs them. If you feel your child needs to haxthteks and other instructional
materials in an accessible format (digital, aud®,edd this accommodation to
the IEP.

Many districts and schools have the capacity to seaterials to create digital
versions for the computer. Digital text can be ocmsted with larger font and
colored background for contrast, portions can h@exzbinto another document to
create a simplified summary of the informatiorgah be used with a read-aloud
feature to help with decoding, comprehension qaestcan be added—there are
limitless possibilities.

Check outhttp://www.cast.org/products/index.htfar some products based on
CAST's work (see earlier description and graphitc)ddition, the special
education technology department of your schootidtsind/or your library may
be able to provide a list of other products andsiteb.




The services of the department that assessesctin@olegy and software needs of
students with disabilities and any technology dtveare that you already know is
important for your child should be written into theP. In addition, if your child
has a paraeducator, his or her hours should ind¢ioaefor collaboration and
planning with the teachers, as well as time totlegpropriate materials or adapt
the materials. If your child does not have a pauaatbr, the IEP should clearly
indicate who will be responsible for these taslkesd of this time will be
necessary as universally designed materials beewailable.

Teaching methods

Teachers should use as many different types ofaresipossible to support many
different learning styles.
Example:The lesson could include a short video clip arteéovisuals. In
addition, information from websites on the topiciktbbe projected on a
screen and books on the topic (that are approdoatgudents at different
reading levels) can be in the classroom as resooaterials.
Include an accommodation on the IEP that permits gbild to preview the
materials before they are presented in class.
Examplesif the class is going to be filling in a map oétbontinents, you
can work on this at home before it is done in s€sogyour child can
participate more fully in the classroom. Anotheample is to complete
the summer reading assignment by selecting thebirsk that will be
read in your child’s English class in the fall.
Homework, projects, tests and the questions tleastiident is asked by the
teacher as part of the class discussion shoul@éedon the instructional
objectives that have been identified for the stu@ewl the IEP goals.
Example: Let’s say your child’s instructional objectives f unit on the
Civil War are to demonstrate knowledge about winenvtar was fought,
who was President, one reason for the war and wdro im addition, your
child has the IEP goal of adding /subtracting foigit numbers on the
calculator. If there is a class discussion on th#l8 of Gettysburg, the
teacher could ask your child a question about vithemwar started (which
is one of the child’s instructional objectives) ahd teacher can tell him
or her the year of the battle. Then your child aae a calculator to
determine how many years passed between the twe datl the teacher
can ask the child for that answer.
Help the teachers understand that it is not diffimuwork IEP objectives into the
grade-level classroom activities, even if the IBbeotives are far below grade-
level.
Example:A group of students is playing a math game basegriome
numbers. Your child’s adapted assignment is to leeepe using a
calculator (IEP objective—use a calculator to addlamn of single and
double digit numbers).
The teacher should find a meaningful role for ychitd in classroom projects
that are done in cooperative groups or involvescfassentations. This is part of
being a full participant in the class. Even if mokthe project does not focus on



your child’s individualized instructional objectisehe or she will be addressing a
number of IEP goals including communication, ancdaaskills. If the class is
broken into groups of three and the project reguirenedia specialist (to find
books and materials to use) a recorder (to writerdihe groups ideas and
information collected), and a presenter (someone wili present the groups
conclusions to the class), your child should hawe af these roles, rather than be
given some task like holding up the poster forghesenter.

Examples Your child might be the media specialist for greup. He or

she could go to the media center and ask for lodfind the right

materials. If your child would not be able to exge¢his request orally, he

or she could bring a request written by the grdipe school’'s media

specialist would then show your child how to findterials on a particular

topic. This role offers a way to work on IEP goalsut communication

and independence and how to use resources likéthey. Your child

could also take the role of the presenter. If heher can’t read the

recorder’s notes, then they can be typed (by ybild or with support)

into a read aloud program. If your child has a keyling IEP goal, the

typing would be a good idea even if h or she cad tbe handwritten

notes.

Assessments

Assessments should be easily modified to sepatdtie questions that relate to
your child’s instructional objectives.
Example:The class will be taking a test on the parts andtfons of the
ear. There will be 20 questions on the test. Taehter shouldn’t just
randomly shorten the test for your child. Instegukstions should be
selected for your child based on the parts of #veaad their functions that
have been identified in his or her instructiongkachves.
Your child’s assessments should be designed sahiégpiallow all the students to
demonstrate their knowledge without the test itsetfoming a barrier.
Example:lf your child has trouble reading, the test shdugdread to him
or her by a person or with a read aloud prograrthercomputer.
The questions (and answers in multiple choicejrfihe blank or matching
column tests) should be written in easy to undatstanguage. Often difficult
words that are not related to the subject mattewvegnt children from answering a
guestion that they would have been able to andvitehad been asked using
simpler language.
Example: Difficult-Which part of the ear collects and chafsound to
the middle ear? Simpler-Which part of the ear Igiagund to the middle
ear? The simpler version still tests the same quirimét won’t confuse a
child who doesn’t know the meaning of “collectslaiannels.”
The questions should be in a format that allowshallchildren to demonstrate
their knowledge. Many students with Down syndroraeehdifficulty answering
open-ended questions, which can be converted intbpte-choice, matching
column or fill-in-the-blank questions. If neededynd banks that list potential
answers can be used to cue the students and #switiespelling difficulties.



Example:If your child needs cues to come up with the amsweter ear”
to the question above, it can be formatted as éipfeichoice question
and he or she would pick “outer ear” out of atlistt contains two or three
other ear parts. Often a child can recognize tjig answer in a list but
cannot remember of express the term without that cu

The universal design of curriculum objectives, imstional materials, teaching
methods and assessments has tremendous potermtigrave the education of all
children, but it is especially important for stutkewith disabilities. It provides a
framework that helps parents and educators unaer$iaw students with intellectual
disabilities like Down syndrome can patrticipatehie grade level curriculum.
Imagine how much easier it would be for teacheaisgipts and students if your State
or school district were to universally design thericulum, demonstrate a preference
for textbooks and materials that are availablecteasible formats (with built-in
supports), train their teachers to use universighiigned teaching methods and
provide universally designed assessments to acagyripa curriculum. Turning this
vision into a reality is one of the goals in thgisative agenda developed by the
NDSS National Governmental Affairs Committee. Yan delp us by sharing your
experiences and the need for these changes withigaal and State school boards,
your State Department of Education and your electidals.



