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By Roger Schwager, Edison Intermediate Center BEST
	 The	look	of	amazement	was	all	over	the	student’s	faces	as	they	watched	their	
creations come to life. No, this was not a twist on the “Frankenstein” story. It was our 
lesson on clay animation. I have always been interested in art and have always wanted to 
teach my students how to create clay animation. I attempted to teach it a couple of years 
ago after Mrs. Wozniak had taught her class the basics of clay animation. We thought we 
would give it a try. We had fun, but we were not as successful as I would have liked. This 
year we would try again.
 We started out by learning how to create storyboards. The students planned 
their animation step by step before they even got to touch the clay. Each student created 
a storyboard that would generate a 15 to 30 second clay animated feature. We wrote and 
revised these storyboards for about a week until they were ready to be turned into 3-D 
models. Next, students were given a supply of modeling clay to create their characters. It 
was so much fun watching what they had created on paper take shape in the clay. Next, 
we built our “studio.” This consisted of a cardboard box with a desk lamp and various 
backgrounds created by the students. I brought in my laptop computer from home, fully 
equipped	with	a	USB	webcam	and	Stop	Motion	Pro	software	and	we	were	ready	to	film.	
	 Our	finished	products	turned	out	to	be	very	nicely	done.	This	lesson	touched	on	
a number of curriculum areas and could be adapted for more. We wrote scripts (writing 
and editing), we learned about technology (science), we made models (art), and we had to 
figure	out	how	many	frames	we	needed	to	have	our	total	(math).	You	could	easily	adapt	this	
to have students give reports on books they have read, history lessons, science concepts, 
interpersonal skills, or just about any other subject or activity you could think of. But most 
of all, we had a blast doing it!

Animation Project Brings Curriculum to Life

Carlie, a student in Roger Schwager’s class, 
displays his clay animation characters.

By Cyndi Smith, Editor

(The following is a synopsis of an article by Susan Gately, “Facilitating Reading Comprehension for Students on the Autism Spectrum,” 
Teaching Exceptional Children, Vol. 40, No. 3, (January/February, 2008), pp. 40-45)

For	students	with	ASD,	their	core	deficits	in	social	understanding	impact	significantly	their	higher	level	reading	comprehension	skills.		It	
is	necessary	for	the	reader	to	understand	the	character’s	social	experiences	and	how	these	contribute	to	the	development	of	motivations,	
goals, and actions within a story setting.  Students with ASD tend to focus on details and interpret information in a fragmented manner; 
they	misinterpret	the	intentions	of	others	and	become	‘stuck’	in	one	mode	of	thinking	and	behaving	(Quill,	2000).
A variety of strategies can be tailored to the cognitive characteristics of students with ASD to develop higher order reading comprehension 
skills:  

1)	 Priming	background	knowledge	(Language	deficits	may	result	in	a	lack	of	general	knowledge	–	providing	this	information	can	
anchor thinking in the right direction)

2) Picture walks (can provide a more accurate preview of the story), 
3)	 Visual	maps	(can	be	a	good	alternative	if	no	pictures	are	available	–	expand	the		“order	of	actions”	as	the	story	is	read),	
4)	 Think	aloud	and	reciprocal	thinking	(Explicitly	point	out	words	in	the	text	that	trigger	specific	thoughts	about	the	character/

actions	–	write	thoughts	on	colored	post	it	notes	to	facilitate	integration	of	information	later),	

Reading Comprehension and Students with Autism
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(Part 2)
by Tom Spencer, Editor
( Part 1 “Health Issues and Children with Special Needs” appeared 
in the Feb., 2008 issue of The Special Edition)

	 One	important	step	in	assuring	your	child’s	good	health	is	
selecting a good pediatrician. Some doctors may be more familiar 
with children with special needs than others and, consequently, 
more experienced in dealing with unique health issues that may 
arise. Finding the right doctor that you trust and feel comfortable 
with can alleviate a great deal of stress and make visits to the 
doctor less worrisome. The website www. special children.about.
com lists some suggestions that might be helpful in selecting your 
child’s	doctor,	as	well	as	improving	your	son	or	daughter’s	overall	
health.	These	 include	 location,	 size	 of	 the	 physician’s	 practice,	
experience, availability and personality. In some instances small 
but	significant	issues	such	as	how	long	you	must	wait,	the	size	of	
the waiting room, etc. can be important in planning your visit to the 
doctor.  If you are new to the area and have not selected a family 
physician you might want to talk to other parents to see if they have 
any recommendations. 
 Another helpful suggestion is maintaining an up to date  
“care notebook.”  Keeping good medical records on your child in 
a well organized notebook enables you to have all the necessary 
information you may need regarding immunizations, your 
child’s	medical	history,	allergies,	antibiotics	and	other	 important	
information for your doctor or insurance company may need.  It 
may prove especially useful if you change physicians or move to a 
new location.
 One universal problem most parents face today is getting 
their child to eat a healthy diet. The proliferation of fast foods and 
busy, fast paced lifestyles often lead to poor dietary habits. The 
issue may be even more challenging for parents of a special needs 
child. Smell, texture and the visual appearance of the food are 
often	significant	issues	for	many	children	with	disabilities.	In	some	
instances children with special needs may require special diets that 
can potentially minimize the nutritional value of the meal.

 There are no easy formulas or simple solutions to help 

your child eat better. A number of books are available commercially 
which address the topic of “picky eaters” or promoting a better diet. 
Some simple suggestions include modeling good eating habits, 
and offering less preferable foods in small portions. Some experts 
recommend a calm approach to the issue to avoid making the issue 
a behavioral one. This also helps avoid the nightly confrontations at 
the dinner table that usually succeed in accomplishing little except 
getting everyone upset. Many experts note, too, that the amount or 
portions a child eats from day to day may vary. 

 One particular study, Get a Healthy Weight for your 
Child:	A	Parent’s	Guide	to	Better	Eating	and	Exercise by Dr. Brian 
McCrindle and James Wengle, support incentives and fun activities 
as a way to promote better eating. They recommend making a wall 
chart with nutritional goals and awarding stickers or other small 
prizes for meeting the goals, or holding a family competition to see 
who makes the most goals as two examples of ways to motivate 
children. . 
 While getting your child to eat more healthy foods may 
require an ongoing trial and error approach, parents can exercise 
some control over the size of the portions and the amount their child 
consumes as well as the content of the foods purchased. Selecting 
items	 that	 contain	 less	 sodium,	 less	 fats	 and	 sugars	 or	 finding	
substitute foods that your child may accept (turkey bacon or chicken 
hot dogs for example) may help improve overall diet and nutrition.  
Books and programs available that deal with the issue of the “fussy 
eater” or promoting better nutrition can usually be found at a local 
bookstore or by browsing the internet.
 Motivating children to exercise regularly is another 
universal	issue	in	America	today	and	it	can	be	a	particular	difficult	
issue for children with special needs. Finding an activity your child 
enjoys and building some exercise around it is one way to start. 
Using incentives or some type of reward system may be effective 
in getting your child started. Family walks, pool or swimming 
activities, and riding bicycles or adapted bicycles are some activities 
that the family can do together. Again, there are no quick or all 
encompassing answers to what it may take to get children involved, 
but exposing your child to opportunities and involving them in 
activities the family does is a good starting point. 

Tips for Maintaining Your Child’s Good Health

 Darden students from Sharon Stemmer and Cindy 
Osler’s classrooms visited the Health Works Museum and the Clay 
Fire Department this spring. Students were learning about healthy 
lifestyle habits and what to do in case of an emergency. At the 
Museum students  learned about brushing their teeth, eating healthy 
foods,	and	maintaining	good	hygiene.		At	the	fire	station	students	
toured	the	fire	station,	tried	on	firemen	boots	and	hats,	and	learned	
what	to	do	in	case	of	a	fire.	
 Students at Kennedy	 are	 preparing	 for	 the	 school’s	
International Fair on May 22. Michele Conway’s students have 
been studying Morocco, Tunisia, Poland, Azerbaijan, Chile and 
Ecuador, while kindergarten students have been studying Oregon 
and Texas. The fair is open to the public and runs from 5-7 PM.
 For the past twenty years students at Lincoln have been 
actively involved in a partnership with the Karl King Apartments. 
Special education students and their peers under the direction of 
Sally Radomski made Christmas ornaments for the tenants at 
the apartments. The students delivered the ornaments and served 
cookies and punch to the residents while the school choir provided 

entertainment. Students also participated during Disabilities 
Awareness Month in selling noses and hats for the LOGAN Nose On 
project. Iris Bergt reports that more than half of the students in the 
special education classes have achieved honor roll status at least in 
one quarter and many received Exemplary Behavior Status. Students 
are working on the Balanced Literacy model of Reading/Writing and 
more than half of them are reading and writing on or above grade 
level. She notes the wonderful support of the paraprofessionals 
in the building who have a combined service record of more than 
sixty years and the outstanding job done by her colleagues Gail 
McDonald (Cross-Cat) and Sally Radomski (Speech). She, along 
with	Gail	and	Sally,	have	over	70	years	of	service	in	the	field!
 Denise Domonkos at Monroe sends along an interview 
with	Monroe	Teacher	of	 the	Year	Kelly	Broadstreet.	Kelly,	who	
teaches third grade, states: “I have worked with many special needs 
children over the last fourteen years. I think that I am successful 
in working with students who have special needs because I am 
patient, accept them for who they are, building on their strengths,  

Primary Center Updates
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By Bonnie Hoover, Clay High School
(The following is part 2 of an article on modifying a classroom and 
assignments to help students succeed. Part 1 “Modifications Can 
Make the Difference” appeared in the
February issue of The Special Edition.)
 When giving an assignment I provide the students many 
choices. This allows them to choose what inspires, works or at the 
very lead is doable. Here are some examples.

From Writing about People-Character Portrait
Search your memory and discover all the possibilities of your 
subject. Suggestions:
-- Anyone who was in a position of authority over you or for who 

you felt responsible.
--	 Anyone	who	helped	you	through	a	hard	time	or	made	life	difficult	

for you
--	 Anyone	whose	advice	or	actions	influenced	you
-- Anyone who taught you something important about yourself
-- Anyone who really surprised or disappointed you….and several 

other possibilities.
  From a Project on Tolerance
Through the tradition of literature, we can express our emotions, 
teach, and document the past. Consider the instances of tolerance/
intolerance you have experienced/witnessed. Use this to write your 
piece of literature to add to the tradition.
Pick ONE of the following (each given with instructions) Monologue, 
Dialogue, Memoir, Poem or Connected Series of Poems
  From Writing about To Kill a Mockingbird
Describe	 the	 community	 and	 the	 trial	 from	 Rev.	 Sykes’	
viewpoint.
Tell	 about	 the	 incident	 and	 the	 trial	 from	Mayella	 Ewell’s	
viewpoint.
Pretend you are Boo Radley. Talk about yourself and the incident.
 Finally, novel studies are often concluded by assigning projects 
and presentations. Students have at least ten choices highlighting 
different skills and areas of interest. I am open to adding and 
modifying options. Here are the projects from various works. 

Adapting Assignments Helps Students Make Choices
 Options from The Crucible:
1.  Write and perform as a TV or radio interview a group 

conversation with three or four of the important characters 
talking about the events of 1692 and their feelings about what 
went on now that a number of years have elapsed. A script 
should be provided.

2.	 Memorize	and	act	out	part	of	a	scene	for	the	class.	Your	lines	
should be at least twenty.

3.  Indians are mentioned several times in the play. What Indians 
lived in that area? Research this and create a poster that includes 
a map.

  Options from The Scarlet Letter
1. Create and videotape a scene from the novel. An explanation 

and a script should be provided.
2.  Write a ballad based on the events in the novel. First research 

the ballad form and discuss it with me. This can be set music 
and performed live or recorded.

3.		 Create	a	 sound	 track	 for	your	own	film	of	 the	novel—what	
songs would you use? Submit at least eight songs with name, 
performer and why you chose each song. This can be turned 
in on a CD or audiotape. Design a cover for the sound track.

4.  If a child had a doll in Massachusetts in 1692, it was usually 
homemade. Make a “fair puppet: similar to what Mary Warren 
must have made for Elizabeth Proctor, using simple materials 
and design. 

 Options from Romeo and Juliet.
1. Photographic series: Do a series of at least six photos based on 

the play and write an explanation of each photo in the series as 
if you are having a one-man (woman) show.

2.  Costume design: sketch costumes that would suit the main 
characters of the play. Include accessories. Put them on poster 
board or in a book.

3.  Create a card company and resent a series of at least six greeting 
cards based on the play. Use quotes from the play on the cards. 
“Send” the cards to the appropriate characters. Create your 
company name and logo.

5)	 Understanding	narrative	 text	structure	 (Color	code	 lists	of	who-did-what	events	 in	simple	story	frames	–	 it	 is	 important	 to	
sequence the events), 

6)	 Goal	structure	mapping	(Use	shapes,	lines,	and	arrows	to	show	how	events	of	one	character	may	influence	the	actions	of	another	
character), 

7) Emotional thermometers (colors to demonstrate various intensities of emotions) 
8) Social stories (developed to explain different thinking perspectives).

Incorporating visually cued instruction, such as graphics and color, with these strategies provide tangible and concrete information 
important	for	focusing	on	relevant	parts	of	the	story.			Read	the	article	for	specific	examples	of	these	excellent	strategies.

communicate often with the special education teacher and parents, 
and truly love my students. Each year my special education students 
challenge me to think outside of the box. They force me to come up 
with creative ways for them to learn.”
 Inclusion at Swanson has been deemed a major success due 
to	the	cooperation	and	assistance	of	certified	staff,	paras,	a	multitude	
of consultants and the North Side support team. All children with 
special needs are able to attend their home school thanks to the 

dedicated efforts of the staff. These include students with autism, 
severe emotional issues, hearing impairments and moderate and 
mild disabilities. Rusty Ritchie reports that Swanson understands 
the concept “It takes a village to raise a child.”
 Several Special Education teachers were named Teacher 
of	the	Year	at	their	respective	schools.	Carmela Nowicki (Nuner) 
and Denise Wimmer (McKinley) join intermediate teachers Shawn 
Henderson (Washington) and Debra Haithcox (Edison) in receiving 
this honor. Congratulations to all!

Primary Center Updates Continued from page 2

Reading Comprehension Continued from page 1
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AUTISM CORNER
 by Cyndi Smith, SBCSC Autism Consultant

Sometimes	children	with	autism	spectrum	disorders	(ASD)	can’t	handle	even	a	simple	request,	without	becom-
ing agitated and escalating toward an emotional meltdown.  The given request probably requires him to shift 
gears,	which	is	very	difficult	for	a	child	who	tends	to	be	inflexible	and	who	has	significant	problems	managing	
his frustration.  When individuals with ASD are frustrated and their agitation is growing, they are in a sort of 
“vapor lock” (The Explosive Child, by Ross Greene, p. 21).  

In cars, vapor lock is caused by excessive heat that creates a 
bubble	in	the	gas	line.	This	prevents	gas	from	flowing	to	the	
engine and causes the engine to stall. No matter how many times 
the	driver	pushes	the	pedal	or	turns	the	ignition,	the	car	won’t	
start until it cools down. 

In children with ASD, escalating frustration causes a breakdown 
in their capacity to think clearly, causing them to become over-
whelmed and irrational -- just like vapor lock in cars.  No matter how many times the parent, teacher or other 
caregiver reasons, insists, rewards, punishes or whatever, the agitated individual cannot start thinking clearly un-
til someone helps him/her cool down!!! (DVD:  A Thoughtful Response to Agitation, Escalation, and Meltdowns 
in Individuals with ASD, by Rebecca Klaw)

If you decide not to follow through with a demand because it has been a rough day for your student and you see 
him growing agitated, that is a wise choice.  It will not cause the student to backslide or regress.  Dr. Klaw says, 
“Learning is most effective WHEN ONE IS AVAILABLE FOR NEW LEARNING.”  ASD students are variable 
in their learning capacity.  Some days are really good for learning and some days are not because the student 
already	has	too	much	on	their	plate.		Ross	Greene	says,	“	When	children	are	stuck	in	the	red	haze	of	inflexibility	
and frustration, they respond a lot better if they perceive adults as potential helpers, rather than as enemies.”

Therefore, when a child is at the crossroads, heading toward a meltdown, you may be able to avert the meltdown 
by trying one of the following approaches (R. Klaw):
• Give time and space
• Offer visual rather than auditory information
• Provide support in a calm, non-threatening manner
• Offer to do the activity with the individual 
• Try humor or surprise (do something they are not expecting) to help them switch gears
• For more able students, try framing the problem and get them to help with the solution.
If the student still has a meltdown, wait it out safely and do not talk to them until calm.  Do not talk about what 
they could do differently until really calm (may be the next day). 

 


