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A Note about Authorship

The genesis of this research lay in a research-practice partnership between 

the University of California, Irvine School of Education, and Future Visions 

Academy, with the first author, Yenda Prado, as the graduate student 

researcher and the second author, Mark Warschauer, as the faculty supervi-

sor. It later expanded into Yenda’s dissertation, for which Mark served as 

advisor and chair. Following the dissertation, the two of us continued to 

collaborate closely on all aspects of the book manuscript, from developing 

the initial prospectus, to revising the dissertation and adding additional 

material, to responding to feedback from reviewers and MIT Press editors. 

However, while the analysis and interpretation of data and the conceptual-

ization and planning of the book have been a highly collaborative effort, all 

of the data gathering and most of the writing was done by the first author. 

For that reason, unless otherwise specified, we use first-person singular pro-

nouns in this manuscript to refer to Yenda as the first author.
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Foreword: A Note about the Writing of This Book 
during the Pandemic

As social scientists, it is easy to get lost in the day-to-day phenomena of 

what we study and to miss the bigger picture of how and why these things 

matter. This was supposed to be a book about technology and literacy, but 

as the pandemic forced us to engage in new and digitally intimate ways, it 

also became a book about connection and the ways that we could choose 

to use digital technologies to mediate that connection inclusively. As we 

reflected on our uses of digital technologies, both before and during the 

pandemic, we couldn’t help but extrapolate the broader impact social uses 

of digital technologies have had on people’s access and inclusion in this 

historical moment in time.

Nor could we ignore how the need for interdependent collaboration and 

engagement, always relevant, had magnified. As a result, the events of the 

past four years have illuminated the importance of working together and 

the disastrous effects of not doing so. Our handling of crises, including how 

we choose to engage—or not engage—with the digital technologies at our 

disposal, bears direct consequence on our ability to mitigate impact.

What the past four years have taught us, more than anything, is that 

the problems of the future will continue to be of a global, and interdepen-

dent nature. This means that solutions must come forth from a place of 

interconnection. Our increasingly digitized lives will center more and more 

on the ways that we can use technology to engage collaboratively in both 

problem solving and communication. Global problems require an interde-

pendent framing to generate global solutions.

The physical isolation precipitated by the pandemic afforded a unique 

window in time to experience technology’s potential to bring people 

together, whether it be to share a meal together virtually, say a final FaceTime 
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xiv	 Foreword

goodbye, or to teach a Zoom class of fourth graders how to use a protractor. 

Through various digital technologies, we came together to celebrate and 

mourn both the quotidian and the extraordinary moments of our lives. If 

there was ever a time to understand and to act upon the power of digital 

technologies to amplify or to minimize our interconnection, that time is 

now.

As countries and states across the world reflect on their responses to the 

pandemic, the transition of educational programs to collaborative hybrid 

environments for teaching, learning, and working has created a context 

entirely distinct from what came before. Acknowledging this reality entails 

not shying away from examining how digital technologies can be used to 

cultivate and maintain inclusive communities that make learning maxi-

mally accessible for the diversity of students in today’s schools.

Alongside extraordinary challenges, the pandemic has presented an 

opportunity of sorts: a forced revisioning of the role of digital technolo-

gies in inclusive education. Of particular concern in this context are those 

students most likely to face significant barriers to meaningful learning 

opportunities: young students, students with learning differences and dis-

abilities, students who are linguistically and culturally diverse, and students 

living in poverty. By centering the needs of these students in the adaptation 

of digital technologies for inclusive education, this book aims to support 

educators and policymakers in the pursuit of maximizing the integration 

and engagement of all students across diverse learning contexts.
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1  Introduction

An inclusive approach to education is a universal human right and focuses on all 

children learning and socializing together . . . ​acknowledges our shared human-

ity, and respects the diversities that exist in ability, culture, gender, language, 

class, and ethnicity.

—Matthew J. Schuelka and Suzanne Carrington, “Innovative and Global 

Directions for Inclusive Education in the 21st Century”1

In an era of integrated schools, one group remains segregated: children 

with disabilities. This book takes an in-depth look at a school that is break-

ing the mold.

We do this through the lens of language, literacy, and technology (LLT)—

the three media of communication that most define our twenty-first-century 

lives. In particular, we examine how new digital tools are used in a school 

not only to reshape how individual students communicate, read, and write 

but also to foster a larger community of social and educational inclusion 

among teachers, children, and families. We learn about children such as 

Tammy, a nonspeaking fourth grader with Down syndrome who enthu-

siastically uses the software Proloquo2Go on her iPad to collaborate with 

her classmates, and Finn, a second grader with autism who uses interactive 

digital writing tools to mediate his writing experiences and give voice to 

his thoughts. Through these stories and others, we catch a glimpse of both 

what is possible and what is yet to be done.

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, we offer a brief overview 

of the landscape of inclusive education and then discuss how we approach 

inclusion in relation to LLT both in our work and in this book.
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4	 Chapter 1

The Landscape of Inclusion in Education

Educators, policymakers, and communities are increasingly charged 

with advocating for inclusion in all aspects of life. Toward this endeavor, 

organizations such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-

tural Organization (UNESCO) and the National Council on Disability 

(NCD) in the United States have increasingly invested in supporting insti-

tutional cultivation of inclusive education practices critical to developing 

equitable education systems fundamental to increasingly diverse nations. 

Global initiatives supporting inclusive education include Education for 

All and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.2 These 

global initiatives built upon the Salamanca Statement developed in 1994 

at the World Conference on Special Needs Education and signed by more 

than one hundred countries.3 In the United States, the movement toward 

inclusion is historically grounded with the passing of Brown v. Board of Edu­

cation, which made segregated school environments (i.e., the separation of 

students based on their race and ethnicity) unconstitutional and led to the 

passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).4

However, despite advancing efforts, the segregation of students with 

disabilities from their nondisabled peers persists. In the United States, for 

example, 63 percent of all students with Individualized Education Programs 

(IEPs) spend approximately 20 percent of their instructional time in segre-

gated classrooms. In response, the NCD pushed for full desegregation of 

children with disabilities in their 2018 report Segregation of Students with 

Disabilities.5 Additionally, they have called on the US Department of Edu-

cation to support research identifying practices that improve educational 

outcomes for students with disabilities educated in inclusive environ-

ments. More broadly, UNESCO reports that 258 million children in low- 

and middle-income countries have limited access to schooling, and those 

without access receive their education in segregated settings.6

Accordingly, as countries and states begin shifting toward inclusive 

models of education, understanding technology’s role in this process will 

be critical to the success of inclusion efforts aimed at creating educational 

access and equity. Technology matters in the context of inclusive educa-

tion in part due to a shared history between assistive technologies and the 

education of students with disabilities.7 This history affords examples of 

how accessibly designed technologies, including but not limited to assistive 
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Introduction	 5

technologies, could be used to create access to information and activities for 

people with disabilities.8 More broadly, research to date indicates that stu-

dents with disabilities benefit from inclusive instructional supports, includ-

ing those mediated by technology, that scaffold students’ learning and 

engagement. Inclusive uses of technologies, particularly those informed 

by universal design principles, afford visual, auditory, and tactile scaffolds 

that all students, including those with disabilities, can use to engage with 

content.9

In this context, research specifically targeting inclusive uses of main-

stream, educational, and assistive technologies to include and scaffold 

disabled students’ language and literacy practices have emerged. Inclusive 

supports for literacy are those that create access to the reading and writing 

curriculum and bolster the development of fluency and comprehension 

for all students.10 As such, examining the social uses of digital technologies 

to support students’ inclusion and engagement with language and literacy 

practices has become increasingly salient.11

However, this research has not been conducted in full inclusion environ-

ments in which students with and without disabilities are educated together 

in the general classroom setting with supports being pushed in rather than 

students being pulled out.12 Moreover, in the majority of research in the 

area of disability, LLT has been conducted with students either partially 

included in the general education setting or in a special day-class place-

ment.13 Furthermore, this research has primarily focused on clinical uses of 

assistive technologies as interventions to support individual student func-

tioning rather than the broader social uses of digital technologies to sup-

port inclusion and access in education.14

Purpose

Where we are in our quest for inclusive education begs several questions. 

What does it mean to be inclusive in today’s schools? How do we approach 

the increasingly pervasive use of digital technologies in schools from 

an inclusive perspective that supports access for all students? What does 

inclusive education look like at the intersection of language, literacy, and 

technology? Voices on the Margins is about how Future Visions Academy 

(pseudonym, hereafter FVA), an extraordinary full inclusion public char-

ter school in the Western United States, engaged, and sometimes grappled 
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6	 Chapter 1

with, these questions. In this book, we seek to examine the ways that digi-

tal technologies support inclusion and language and literacy practices for 

culturally and linguistically diverse children with and without disabilities. 

Based on a wide range of qualitative data collected during our case study 

of FVA, we illuminate three central themes: (1) the social organization 

that allowed a fully inclusive environment for children with disabilities to 

thrive, (2) the ways that digital technologies were used in the program to 

help students express their voice and agency while developing language 

and literacy skills, and (3) the ways that digital technologies were used to 

foster stronger networks and connections within the school.

The impact of this work supports an improved understanding of tech-

nology’s role in operationalizing a full inclusion model, as well as of how 

integrating digital technologies into language and literacy practice can sup-

port student inclusion. As a result, this book is also about how insights 

gleaned from our work with FVA can lead to broader understandings of 

approaches for supporting inclusion in schools on a wider scale. This is 

achieved through a discussion of social inclusion and technology, a review 

of extant literature topics, and an examination of school community 

engagement across sociocultural context.

Voices on the Margins centers on an ethnographic case study of FVA, 

incorporating participant observations across in-person, hybrid, and remote 

schooling environments; interviews with a culturally and linguistically 

diverse group of teachers, staff, parents, and children; and collection and 

analysis of a variety of school-, teacher-, and student-produced documents. 

While the argument could be made that a case study of a single school may 

not be representative, our purpose was not to examine typical practices 

but rather to illuminate the possibilities of what could be. Baines beauti-

fully makes the argument for the value in studying unique schools in her 

examination of another outlying institution: “It is tempting to write off 

the case of Pathways Academy as a unique and singular case impossible to 

replicate . . . ​it is important not to let ‘yes, but . . .’ statements act as excuses 

to ignore cultural ideals that can be actionable or disregard such as culture 

as a valuable aspiration.”15

Finally, we seek to understand how learning takes place through mul-

tilayered development, examining both the unfolding of events and the 

transformation of school community members over time. This work is sit-

uated in sociocultural theories of education, learning, and literacy16 and 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Introduction	 7

associated new literacy studies,17 disability studies,18 and a novel theoreti-

cal perspective of interdependence—a framework that makes human col-

laboration central to understanding the ways that inclusion occurs within 

communities.19 In adopting these perspectives, Voices on the Margins takes 

a student-centered, assets-based approach to exploring how FVA engages 

with technology in the context of creating community in relation to dis-

ability and inclusion. As such, this book explores the wide range of overlap-

ping and plural practices that students, teachers, and parents engage in at 

FVA. This includes examining the role digital technology use plays within 

the broader school ecology in relation to students’ inclusion, engagement, 

and practice. It also examines the varying attitudes, tensions, and compet-

ing priorities among FVA’s parents, teachers, and staff regarding the value 

and use of digital technologies to inform and mediate instruction, particu-

larly during the transition to remote learning in the spring and fall of 2020.

Argument

To our knowledge, few ethnographic works present in-depth case studies of 

teacher, student, and parent day-to-day inclusive education practice at the 

intersection of language, literacy, and technology in schools using a full 

inclusion model of instruction. We preview here the foundational works 

upon which we built our study of inclusive education, language, literacy, 

and technology to situate, complement, and differentiate our work within 

current academic literature.

Prior academic works examining the use of digital media by children 

with disabilities include Meryl Alper’s Giving Voice: Mobile Communication, 

Disability and Inequality and Digital Youth with Disabilities, as well as Sue 

Cranmer’s Disabled Children and Digital Technologies: Learning in the Con­

text of Inclusive Education. Similar to this book, both take an intersectional 

approach to examining issues of disability, technology, and inclusion. 

However, what differentiates this work is our focus on students’ language 

and literacy practice vis-à-vis the mediating impact of mainstream, educa-

tional, and assistive uses of digital technologies in a fully inclusive school 

integrating students with and without disabilities. Another differentiating 

factor is that much of the emerging literature is set in contexts outside the 

United States, making this research a complementary US-based addition to 

international contributions.20
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8	 Chapter 1

Moreover, Voices on the Margins is intentionally intersectional in response 

to the tendency for research addressing technology, inclusion, language, 

literacy, or disability to do so in silos (i.e., with a principle focus on one, 

sometimes two, of these topics). Examples include ethnographic investiga-

tions of culturally diverse children’s use of digital media but without a focus 

on disability and inclusive practice, such as Sonia Livingstone and Julian 

Sefton-Green’s The Class: Living and Learning in the Digital Age and Antero 

Garcia’s Good Reception: Teens, Teachers, and Mobile Media in a Los Angeles 

High School. Alternatively, work in education anthropology that looks at 

disability and inclusive education practices, but not necessarily the mediat-

ing impacts of digital technology use, includes Matthew  J. Schuelka and 

Suzanne Carrington’s Global Directions in Inclusive Education, Federico Wai-

toller’s Excluded by Choice: Urban Students with Disabilities in the Education 

Marketplace, and AnnMarie Baines’s (Un)Learning Disability. This book is 

meant to situate, and extend, the utility of such academic works in under-

standing the multiple socio-technical factors that preclude or support stu-

dents’ inclusion and practice.

While Voices on the Margins does not center on clinical, interventionist, 

or specialist uses of assistive technologies, as is sometimes the norm for 

works examining the dual topics of disability and technology, we do discuss 

assistive uses of digital technologies for social engagement and inclusion 

within a well-known body of assistive technology literature. These foun-

dational works include Sumita Ghosh’s Technology for Inclusion: Special Edu­

cation, Rehabilitation, for All, Elina Beltrán, Chris Abbott, and Jane Jones’s 

Inclusive Language Education and Digital Technology, and Mike Blamires’s 

Enabling Technology for Inclusion.

This work intends to continue the tradition occupied by the aforemen-

tioned works by taking an in-depth assets-based approach to examining 

the ways that children engage with technology in the context of creating 

community—but with a specific focus on issues related to disability and 

inclusion. In these ways, Voices on the Margins both fits and extends these 

empirical bodies of literature pertaining to inclusive education practice at 

the intersection of language, literacy, and technology.

Author Positionality

We were not neutral observers in our research and writing for Voices on 

the Margins, given our holding of specific beliefs about the potential and 
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Introduction	 9

affordances of using digital technologies to support inclusion and language 

and literacy practices within school communities. These beliefs informed 

our analysis and writing. For example, as a disabled person, I situate my 

disability as an inextricable part of who I am. This intersects with both my, 

and Mark’s, personal experiences as parents of children with disabilities—all 

of which inform our orientations toward social perspectives of disability 

and inclusive school practice.

Professionally, our backgrounds as researchers are precluded by our back-

grounds as educators and practitioners. In these capacities, we have taught 

and provided services and programs across socioeconomically diverse 

school community settings. These experiences inform our individually 

developed beliefs about children with disabilities and the potential of using 

digital technologies to support student agency and voice inclusively.

As a result, we adopt a social model of disability, grounded in the critical 

view that identity is intersecting and multiple, to interrogate the social-

contextual impacts of school practices on disabled children’s lives.21 As 

social constructivists, we also adopt the perspective that knowledge is co-

constructed and is interdependent on a variety of individual and group 

processes that position schooling as a cultural process.22

Approach to Disability, Language, and Inclusion

Voices on the Margins adopts a social model of disability, affording a more 

nuanced way to interrogate contextual impacts of inclusion and exclusion 

on disabled children’s lives and education. As such, we look to seminal 

academic works, such as Alper’s Giving Voice, Cranmer’s Disabled Children 

and Digital Technologies, and Schuelka and Carrington’s Global Directions in 

Inclusive Education. We also look to the disability community’s positioned 

use of language in our framing of disability and inclusion. This includes the 

writings of culturally diverse disability rights activists, such as Mia Mingus, 

whose liberatory conceptualization of interdependence inspired this book, 

as well as Alice Wong and Emily Ladau, whose works Disability Visibility 

and Demystifying Disability, respectively, critically informed our approach 

to writing this book.23

As a disabled person, I use identity-first language to take terms typi-

cally deemed pejorative and reappropriate them as a source of identity 

and strength—a common practice among many marginalized folk.24 As a 

result, when discussing disability, we may interchangeably use identity-first 
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10	 Chapter 1

(“disabled students”) in addition to person-first (“students with disabili-

ties”) language, in recognition of the fact that language preferences vary 

within and across disability, advocacy, and research communities. We also 

differentiate between our use of “inclusion” (i.e., inclusion model) and 

“inclusive” (i.e., inclusive practice), with the first referring to structures of 

access and participation and the latter referring to integrative actions.

Furthermore, we adopt Schuelka and Carrington’s conceptualization of 

inclusive education as requiring a reimagining of schools as ecosystems 

where all children learn together and are respected for the diversity of abili-

ties and backgrounds that they bring.25 In this context, we define inclusive 

instructional practices as those that address the needs of students with a 

variety of abilities and support a sense of belonging.26 Inclusive classrooms 

are those that support an integrated environment in which all students’ 

contributions are equitably supported and valued.27 Non-inclusive class-

rooms are those that privilege specific ranges of ability and need deemed 

normative and exclude or segregate students who fall outside these exter-

nally prescribed norms.28

Approach to Investigating Digital Technologies

Complementing our adoption of a social model of disability, Voices on the 

Margins takes a social use approach to the study of digital technology use. 

This contrasts with determinist approaches that center the premise that 

technologies place positive or negative impacts on society. Determinist per-

spectives privilege the technology itself and tend to obscure the mediating 

impact of human characteristics on technology use, including class, gender, 

race, and disability.29

In contrast, views that center the social uses of technology privilege the 

role of people in mediating technology use.30 This is an important distinc-

tion that affords a study of technology in context, as well as more balanced 

views of technology use vis-à-vis wider systems of influence.31 The social 

use approach is consistent with sociocultural perspectives that view human 

development and learning as social, collaborative, and interdependent, 

mediated by a variety of tools best understood in their unity rather than as 

separate components. Thus, we frame our approach in terms of how digital 

technologies might help change the broader ecology of learning. Specifi-

cally, Voices on the Margins outlines the impact of sociocultural dynamics at 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Introduction	 11

play in students’, teachers’, and parents’ meaning making across in-person, 

remote, and technology-mediated contexts.

Approaches that consider “the social shaping of technology” reflect the 

influence of social group designation and consider the sociocultural factors 

that inform technology use.32 These approaches support analysis of inclu-

sive uses of digital technologies in schools. In taking a social use approach 

to investigating technologies, we hope to demonstrate how new uses and 

forms of digital technologies provide a powerful means for children with 

disabilities to amplify their voice, thus enhancing their educational and 

social inclusion.

It is important to note that Voices on the Margins focuses attention on the 

social, educational, and assistive uses of digital technologies and applica-

tions, rather than on clinical or specialist uses of assistive technologies. The 

technologies studied include laptop and tablet computers such as Chrome-

books and iPads, software with features that support accessibility such as 

those found in Google Suite, and assistive communication applications 

such as Proloquo2Go for iOS.

Approach to Intersectionality and Diversity

Voices on the Margins situates technology use as mediated by sociocultural 

context, including the impact of culture and disability. Similar to Livingstone 

and Sefton-Green’s The Class and Alper’s Giving Voice, this work engages in a 

richly descriptive ethnographic study of linguistically and developmentally 

diverse children’s engagement across a sociocultural context. This includes 

the impact of sociocultural dynamics at play in students’, teachers’, and 

parents’ meaning making across technology-mediated contexts.

We present the origin story of FVA as a county public charter school code-

veloped by multiple community constituents, including parent advocates, 

to serve the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students with and 

without disabilities. As such, this case study centers on marginalized voices 

of families of color—a departure from prior research on disability, technol-

ogy, and education centering majority white, higher-resourced families.

We intentionally recruited family interviewees with racially, linguistically, 

culturally, and developmentally diverse children who reflect the demograph-

ics of the school and community (e.g., high- and low-income immigrant fam-

ilies from rural and urban Mexico, working- and middle-class mixed race and 
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second-generation families, as well as families whose children had a variety 

of disabilities or, in some cases, no disabilities). Our analysis focuses on how 

these families’ diverse life experiences, combined with the school practices, 

shaped the education and development of their children and how they draw 

on their funds of knowledge to address challenges.

Narrative Organization

As discussed above, chapter 1 front-loads the aims and, along with chap-

ters 2 and 3, makes up part I of the book to provide an introductory framing 

for case-study findings, synthesis, and recommendations. Part II, consisting 

of chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7, is the heart of the book and details case-study 

findings from our ethnographic work at FVA. Chapters 8 and 9 compose 

part III and provide final syntheses and recommendations for using digi-

tal technologies to support students’ language and literacy practices inclu-

sively in schools. Below, we outline the subsequent chapters in detail:

Chapter 2, “Contested Models of Inclusive Education,” presents a brief 

history of inclusion in the United States within the context of global ini-

tiatives in inclusive education. The chapter outlines models of inclusive 

education leading up to current approaches aimed at benefiting the maxi-

mum number of students with and without disabilities in which each stu-

dent is seen as a permanent member of the general education classroom.33 

The chapter then juxtaposes this movement toward inclusive models of 

education with the continued and persistent segregation of disabled stu-

dents from their nondisabled peers. The chapter discusses the movement’s 

contested nature—including challenges faced by inclusion advocates in the 

design and implementation of inclusive practices—as being centered in the 

varied, and often contentious, perceptions held toward inclusion.34 Ques-

tions of equity and access—essentially, who are general education settings 

made for and who has the right to share space within such settings—are 

presented in this chapter as being at the heart of the struggle to normalize 

the inclusion of all students into general education settings.

Chapter 3, “Technology-Supported Language and Literacy,” starts with 

a brief overview of the language and literacy needs of disabled students 

before diving into the uses of digital technologies to support disabled stu-

dents’ language and literacy needs specifically. While several research syn-

theses of technology-based solutions for promoting literacy instruction 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Introduction	 13

exist,35 few specifically outline the impact of technology use on supporting 

interdependent language and literacy practices between students with and 

without disabilities. A more common approach over the past decade has 

instead been for empirical studies to present the use of specific technol-

ogy tools to support the development of specific components of literacy, 

such as decoding or comprehension.36 This chapter presents the argument 

that digital technologies hold a broader potential to be used collaboratively 

to support inclusion, language and literacy practices, and shared meaning 

across school contexts. This concept will be reiterated and made evident in 

the subsequent chapters “Amplifying Student Voice: LLT Practices at FVA” 

and “Technology as Connection,” where an essential value of the social use 

of digital technologies lays in their affordances for bringing school com-

munities together.

Chapter 4, “Future Visions Academy: An Inclusive School,” descriptively 

introduces results from the two-year case study at FVA, a full inclusion 

public charter school in the Western United States, which form the basis 

for the remaining chapters in the book. This chapter presents a detailed 

discussion of the particular ways in which FVA strove to ensure that the 

social organization of the school facilitated a fully inclusive environment 

for students to thrive. We detail the origins and context of FVA as the only 

fully inclusive public charter school in its county, discuss how this case 

study centers on marginalized voices of families of color, and elaborate our 

intentional recruitment of family participants who reflect the demograph-

ics of the school and community. Analyses focus on how these families’ 

diverse life experiences, combined with the school’s practices, shaped the 

education and development of their children and how they draw on their 

funds of knowledge to address challenges. Observations of classroom learn-

ing and interviews with students, parents, teachers, and staff are all used to 

document inclusive practices across the school.

Chapter 5, “Amplifying Student Voice: LLT Practices at FVA,” discusses 

how FVA families and staff used digital technologies across school and 

home environments to engage students in language and literacy practices. 

This includes an examination of LLT practices, defined here as an integrated 

approach to examining LLT as interconnected practices and literacies.37 The 

chapter includes student, staff, and parent observations and perceptions 

of LLT practices at FVA, while exploring the uses of digital technologies to 

support disabled students’ language and literacy practice across contexts. 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



14	 Chapter 1

This chapter also analyzes how FVA used digital technologies to afford alter-

native modes of expression for students to express their agency and voice 

while developing their language and literacy skills. Vignettes—such as the 

case of Tammy, a nonspeaking fourth grader learning to use Proloquo2Go 

to engage with her classroom community—are used to illustrate potential 

uses of digital technologies to embody and empower student voices.

Chapter 6, “Technology as Connection,” chronicles FVA’s shift to remote 

learning at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic during the spring of 2020. 

The chapter specifically documents the historical moment when schools 

were forced to pivot to emergency remote learning—essentially turning our 

original one-year ethnographic study of FVA’s school practices into an 

(un)natural two-year experiment. This chapter documents how the transition 

to emergency remote learning precipitated novel shifts in how FVA used 

technology to mediate and cultivate connection during a period of signifi-

cant isolation brought on by the pandemic. Combining analysis of remote 

interviews and observations collected during the pandemic, the chapter 

explores how motivations for technology use during the pandemic gravi-

tated toward bolstering family support, connection, and inclusion within 

the FVA school community. The chapter also includes exploration of FVA’s 

use of synchronous platforms such as FaceTime, Zoom, and instant messag-

ing, as well as asynchronous uses of platforms such as Google Classroom 

and YouTube content, to scaffold instruction inclusively during the transi-

tion to emergency remote learning.

Chapter  7, “Reflections on Technology and Inclusion in a Chang-

ing World,” provides a snapshot of FVA’s return to hybrid and in-person 

instruction during the latter portion of the 2020–2021 school year. The 

chapter chronicles that transitory space during the mid-pandemic period 

when quarantine restrictions began to lift and schools, including FVA, 

started to take tentative steps back toward in-person instruction. The chap-

ter focuses on the residual effects of surviving the first year of the pandemic 

and explores future hopes and dreams at FVA. This shift resulted in a revi-

sion to FVA’s hybrid program, consisting of on-site in-person instruction 

coupled with a real-time synchronous remote learning option for approxi-

mately 30 percent of FVA families who opted to remain fully remote.

Chapter  8, “Interdependence: A Relational Framework for Exploring 

Inclusive Education,” fully explicates the theoretical perspective presented 

in Voices on the Margins and builds an argument for using interdependence 
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as a frame for (1) assessing the moves that participants make to support 

inclusion, (2) interpreting current aims in the intersectional study of inclu-

sive education and LLT practices, and (3) interrogating the notion that 

independence is the most important goal of assistive uses of digital tech-

nologies. We discuss interdependence in relation to sociocultural theory, 

new literacies, and disabilities studies, arguing that the true social value of 

technologies—those designated as both assistive and mainstream—is their 

mediational power to promote interdependence between users. This argu-

mentation is illustrated with examples taken from the preceding chapters 

to provide further analysis of the meaning making and actions that took 

place among students, parents, teachers, and staff at FVA.

Finally, chapter 9, “Looking to the Future,” synthesizes the preceding 

chapter content to offer suggestions, policy, and best practices in bringing 

a fuller vision of inclusive education to fruition. In this concluding chapter, 

we discuss how a comprehensive vision of inclusive education requires a 

substantive paradigm shift by policymakers, district and school leadership, 

teachers, and parents in understanding and mitigating how principles of 

inclusion have historically played out in public schools. Using FVA as a case 

study, this chapter identifies key factors and recommendations for realizing 

a fuller vision of inclusive education in schools. Finally, the chapter sug-

gests a rethinking of the way that digital technology use can contribute to 

the inclusive education of students with disabilities, arguing for a perspec-

tive of interdependence.38 We highlight how a framework of interdepen-

dence can support the development of policies, practices, and pedagogies 

that foster full inclusion of all students across schools and society.
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2  Contested Models of Inclusive Education

Inclusive education refers to educating all students, regardless of their 

differences, within the same school community. In this context, inclusion 

necessitates providing students of all ability levels with the necessary sup-

ports to achieve full access to a school’s curriculum.1 Inclusion as it is 

operationalized today is built on the premise that all students are valued 

and included in the school community, an entitlement broadly supported 

by global initiatives, including current federal disability law in the United 

States.2 As a result, this book takes the position that the implementation of 

inclusive educational practices is a matter of equity and social justice. How-

ever, this view has not always prevailed, as the integration of students with 

disabilities into general education contexts has historically been marked by 

contention.3

Research to date indicates that students presenting with diverse instruc-

tional, developmental, and linguistic needs benefit from inclusive instruc-

tional supports that scaffold students’ engagement. Inclusive instructional 

supports are those that enable access to the curriculum and bolster the 

development of academic and social skills for all students.4 Within this 

context, there is an emerging body of research specifically targeting inclu-

sive practices, technologies, and tools—particularly those informed by uni-

versal design principles (see chapter 3)—to scaffold students’ engagement 

and participation in general education or special day-class placements.5 For 

example, data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 suggests 

that students with disabilities primarily placed in general education set-

tings were twice as likely to enroll and persist in postsecondary education 

compared to their peers with a greater degree of placement in specialized 

education settings.6 Other research has found that inclusive education 

practices promote academic performance, social inclusion, and continued 
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postsecondary and employment trajectories for children both with and 

without disabilities.7

However, little of this research has been conducted with students with 

disabilities integrated into full inclusion classroom environments. Full inclu-

sion environments are those in which all students are educated together in 

the general classroom setting with services and supports being pushed in 

rather than students being pulled out.8 As a result, most research at the inter-

section of education, technology, and disability has been conducted with 

students with partial inclusion in the general education setting or special 

day-class placement.9

This chapter presents a brief history of the US classroom as situated 

within the broader international inclusive education movement, outlin-

ing models of inclusive education leading up to current approaches aimed 

at benefiting the maximum number of students. The chapter then presents 

the movement’s contested nature, including challenges faced by inclusion 

advocates in the design and implementation of inclusive practices. Within 

this context, we differentiate between our use of “inclusion” (i.e., inclusion 

model) and “inclusive” (i.e., inclusive practices), with the former referring 

to structures of access and participation and the latter referring to integra-

tive actions. Moreover, we define inclusive education as schooling systems 

and practices intentionally designed to enable children of diverse abilities 

and backgrounds to participate and learn together.10 Our discussion is 

a US counterpoint and complement to Cranmer’s discussion of inclusive 

practice within the international context.

History of Inclusion in US Classrooms

The movement toward inclusion in US classrooms is historically situated in 

the passing of US federal civil rights legislation aimed at eradicating race-

based segregation—specifically Brown v. Board of Education, which struck 

down the false premise of “separate but equal.” Brown v. Board of Education 

made segregated school environments unconstitutional, setting the tumul-

tuous stage for school integration efforts across the United States in the 

1960s and 1970s.11

Brown v. Board of Education also opened the doors for parents, educators, 

and communities to advocate for equal educational access for students with 

disabilities and to question segregation of students according to disability 
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status. As a result, Brown v. Board of Education set the stage for the social jus-

tice protests of the 1960s that spurred parental activism and court challenges 

to the practice of denying students with disabilities a free public education.

These advocacy efforts culminated in the passage of the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act in 1975, which mandated that every child be 

entitled to a Free and Appropriate Public Education in the least restrictive 

environment (LRE), setting the legal standard by which all special educa-

tion cases that go before the courts are tried.12 Prior to the passage of this 

act, students with disabilities, particularly those with intellectual differ-

ences, were largely excluded and denied a free public education.13 The legal 

requirement that all students be educated in the LRE set the stage for advo-

cacy that would eventually lead to approximately 60 percent of students 

with disabilities being educated alongside their already mainstreamed peers 

in regular classroom settings at least 80  percent of the time as of 2008.14 

Prior to this law being passed, only one in five students with exceptional 

needs were educated in regular public school environments, and usually in 

segregated classrooms.15

In 1997, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act was renewed 

as the IDEA. The IDEA reinforced the concept of inclusive education as a 

matter of civil rights and additionally required that school districts develop 

IEPs to ensure that students receive an education program appropriate to 

their particular needs in the LRE.16 IEPs are legally binding documents 

under US law developed by a team of school professionals, teachers, and 

parents for children identified as having a disability or impairment who 

qualify to receive specialized instruction and services.17

The passage of the IDEA had the profound effect of mainstreaming stu-

dents who had previously been kept at home or who were institutionalized 

in US public schools.18 In 2004, the reauthorization of the IDEA mandated 

educators implement evidence-based practices (EBPs) in their work with 

students with disabilities. The reauthorization of the IDEA further opened 

the gateway for increased levels of funding toward educational research for 

students with disabilities.19 Reauthorization of the IDEA, coupled with the 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, challenged school districts to integrate 

EBPs into their instruction of students with disabilities.20 This mandated 

the inclusion of additional personnel, such as school psychologists, supple-

mental aides, and services to be included in the provision of EPBs deemed 

necessary to support all students within the LRE.21
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More recently, the movement toward inclusion in US classrooms has 

been informed by global policies on the development of inclusive educa-

tion, which, as Schuelka and Carrington detail, were amplified with the Sal-

amanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education.22 

That statement was adopted by the World Conference on Special Needs 

Education in 1994, when more than ninety-two governments and twenty-

five international organizations met to consider needed policy changes to 

promote inclusive education to ensure schools serve all students, including 

those with disabilities. It presented a call for education for all, as well as a 

call for governments to develop inclusive schooling.23

The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action also set the stage 

for future global initiatives such as Education for All and the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.24 These initiatives have supported 

the great strides that have been made in ensuring access to education for a 

larger proportion of the world’s child population.25 However, as Schuelka 

and Carrington explain in their analysis of UNESCO’s 2015 Global Monitor-

ing Report, the focus on unequal access to education has overshadowed 

the need for more focused efforts on improving the quality of education 

to include all children more fully once that education is obtained.26 It is 

against this backdrop that more contemporary school efforts to support 

inclusive education practices, including those observed at FVA (see chap-

ter 4), have shifted focus to practices that promote the integration of stu-

dents with and without disabilities from diverse backgrounds in culturally 

responsive and inclusive ways.27

History of Inclusion in Relation to Disability Models  

and Justice Movements

The history of inclusion in schools is also informed by perceptions regarding 

the nature of disability. While disability can be categorized a multitude of 

ways, a common approach to understanding and discussing disability is to 

do so in relation to disability models and movements.28 In this subsection, 

we preface the specific discussion of inclusive education in schools with a 

broader discussion of inclusion across disability models and movements.

Inclusion in Relation to the Medical Model of Disability

The medical model of disability centers disability as a diagnosis to be man-

aged or cured.29 From this viewpoint, medical intervention is necessary to 
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diminish the impact of the disability on an individual’s quality of life. The 

medical model of disability positions the disabled person as a dependent 

and passive, rather than active, participant in their own care, with service 

providers positioned as the active agents in remediating the disability.30 

In these circumstances, inclusion is seen as being afforded with the provi-

sion of interventions and tools to remediate the perceived deficits of the 

individual with the goal of increasing their ability to function. As such, the 

individual is positioned as dependent on external supports—including reli-

ance on interventions provided by teachers, parents, clinicians, and other 

significant people in the disabled person’s life.31

Inclusion in Relation to Social Models of Disability

Advocacy from the disability community led to the formation of social 

models of disability whose goal was to afford a differing perspective from 

the medical model of how disabled people actually live and organize their 

lives.32 The focus of social models of disability places agency for action, 

access, and support within disabled individuals themselves with the goal 

of collectively creating independence and self-advocacy within the disabil-

ity community.33 Social models of disability place a greater emphasis on 

the identification of external rather than internal barriers to access and 

inclusion—a significant premise being that people are disabled by barriers 

in their environment rather than personal characteristics or impairments.34 

A social view of disability therefore centers inclusion on the need for struc-

tural changes to systems to minimize barriers to access.

Inclusion in Relation to the Independence Movement

The shift toward social models of disability led in part to the independence 

movement, which sought to promote the independence of people with dis-

abilities.35 This movement was important because it positioned people with 

disabilities as independent and capable of making their own decisions.36 

The history of the independence movement has its roots in the disability 

community’s countering of the medical model of disability.37 As pushback 

to the decision-making power that the medical model bestows on prac

titioners, the disability community moved toward seeing the short-term 

curative objectives of the medical model as incompatible with the long-

term nature of disability.38 Moreover, the independence movement situates 

the problem not within the body but rather within the environment. It 

also situates problems encountered by the disability community as being 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



22	 Chapter 2

caused by overdependence on service providers and caregivers.39 To over-

come issues of dependency, the independence movement advocated for 

supports that enabled disabled individuals to make their own choices about 

their own care.40

Inclusion in Relation to Other Social Justice Movements

While we emphasize the independence movement due to student 

independence being a central goal in education, perceptions of inclusion 

in schools are also informed by additional movements undertaken by the 

disability rights community. These include the disability justice movement, 

which centers on recognizing the multiple forms of prejudice and discrimi-

nation that marginalized people face; the self-advocacy movement, which 

was started by people with intellectual and developmental disabilities to 

fight the harm perpetuated by the notion that it is better to institutional-

ize those with disabilities; the neurodiversity movement, which rejects the 

concept of “abnormal” brains to embrace the natural occurring diversity 

and variation in human cognition and development; and the psychiatric 

survivors movement, which aims to remove stigma from mental illness.41 

While beyond the purview of this book, the extensive works of disabil-

ity rights activists (e.g., Mia Mingus, Alice Wong, Steve Silberman, Naoki 

Higashida, Emily Ladau) provide diverse and detailed accounts of the histo-

ries and perspectives held across the various disability rights movements.42

Redefining the Meaning of Inclusion in the Classroom

While disability models and movements inform how inclusion is concep-

tualized in schools (see chapter 8), they do not directly account for how 

inclusion is operationalized in the classroom. To do this, we now turn to 

a brief detailing of inclusion in the classroom. Inclusive education had its 

origins in the development of “ungraded classrooms” for the special educa-

tion of children with disabilities under the auspices of New York City’s early 

iterations of free public schooling in the 1900s.43 Eventually the movement 

for compulsory education for all children, including those with disabilities, 

would lead to the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act, as well as the eventual passing of the IDEA of 1990, as detailed earlier 

in this chapter.
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The passage of these acts—also propelled by the values generated by 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society and the Civil Rights Move-

ment in the 1960s—created an environment ripe in the 1970s and 1980s 

for further considerations into the equitable education of children with 

disabilities.44 From this arose the mainstreaming movement as a precursor 

to today’s modern inclusion movement. In his seminal book, Achieving the 

Complete School: Strategies for Effective Mainstreaming, Biklen moved beyond 

the question of whether to mainstream to make the case that the decision 

to mainstream children with disabilities was a moral one: “It is a moral 

question. It is a goal, indeed a value, we decide to pursue or reject on the 

basis of what we want our society to look like.”45 Much as Biklen does, we 

too approach the necessity for inclusive education as a moral imperative.

More recent iterations of inclusive education have begun to move from 

deficit-based perspectives of special education toward social constructivist–

based perspectives of fully inclusive schooling.46 Social constructivists argue 

that “it is the educational environment that must adapt to the child, not 

the other way around.”47 As a result, inclusive education has continued to 

be redefined, with an emphasis on each student being seen as a permanent 

member of the general education classroom.48 Toward this end, Wayne 

Sailor and Blair Roger have outlined key principles for inclusive schools.

•	 All students attend their regularly assigned school, are considered gen-

eral education students, and are taught within the general education 

context.

•	 Parent input and participation is sought and promoted as an integral 

part of creating an inclusive school community.

•	 General education teachers are responsible for all students and engage 

in collaborative team teaching with special education teachers and 

paraprofessionals.

•	 All students benefit from an inclusive school’s configuration, are included 

in all school events, and have access to school resources.

•	 Positive behavioral supports are integrated at the individual, group, 

class, and school level to support all students’ participation and inclu-

sion as full citizens of their school.

•	 Inclusive schools use data to inform teaching and learning processes and 

solve problems.49
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The vision of the fully inclusive school supports social justice, values stu-

dents, and encourages collaboration.50 A commitment to this view of inclu-

sion positions students with disabilities as normative, valued, and included 

members of the school community. This vision of inclusion requires a sub-

stantive paradigm shift by policymakers, district and school leadership, as 

well as teachers and parents in how principles of inclusion have histori-

cally played out in public schools. The burden of creating inclusive school 

environments should be shared at school, district, state, and national levels 

rather than falling solely on specific subsets of the school community, as 

sometimes happens when the onus for change is primarily placed on teach-

ers and service providers. In the same way that the burden should not rest 

on teachers and service providers alone, neither should it rest on individual 

students needing to “prove” their “belongingness” in the general educa-

tion classroom.51 The placement of responsibility on individual students, as 

opposed to the educational system itself, usually derives from deficit per-

spectives on the education of students with disabilities.52

Models of Inclusive Education

While the movement toward inclusive models of education continues to 

be juxtaposed with the continued and persistent segregation of students 

with disabilities from their nondisabled peers, multiple models of inclusive 

education have emerged over time to inform current approaches aimed at 

benefiting the maximum number of students with disabilities as perma-

nent members of the general education classroom.53

Inclusion models range from full inclusion, in which all instruction 

takes place in one setting and where services and supports are pushed in, 

to partial inclusion, in which students are pulled out of the classroom to 

receive services.54 Classroom implementation of inclusive practices typi-

cally utilizes a variety of instructional services and support.55 These services 

are usually outlined in detail in the IEP and may include one-to-one or 

small-group individualized academic instruction, speech or occupational 

therapies, reading or writing interventions, or applied behavior analysis 

services.56

Regardless of the level or model used for implementing inclusive prac-

tices, the primary goal is to have most core instruction take place within the 

general education classroom setting. However, how this is implemented, 
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and to what degree, has historically been left up to individual school dis-

tricts’ interpretation of the LRE guidelines as outlined in the IDEA.57

Inclusion often, although not always, takes place within a co-teaching 

framework consisting of a general education teacher and a special education 

teacher coordinating instruction to varying degrees, typically determined 

by individual districts and schools.58 As a result, co-teaching is often opera-

tionalized loosely and diversely from school to school and from district to 

district. With that said, several evidence-based models of co-teaching have 

surfaced as the most commonly used by schools implementing inclusive 

models of education.59

One teach, one assist  This model involves one teacher, usually the general 

education teacher, providing instruction for all students, while the other 

teacher, usually the special education teacher, circulates the classroom, pro-

viding individual assistance to students requiring additional support. This 

is one of the most common models of co-teaching due to its relative ease of 

implementation and minimal level of coordination required between the 

two teachers.

Station teaching  In this model, students are divided into small groups. 

The groups rotate between teachers, aides, and possibly community or par-

ent volunteers as they move from station to station as a group. This model 

is also popular because it allows for students to receive individualized small-

group instruction across a variety of mediums in a relative short span of 

time with only moderate coordination involved.

Parallel teaching  This model is more time and resource intensive, and 

thus it is not as common, as it requires teachers to plan lessons together 

ahead of time. Students are split into two groups and provided with either 

the same, or complementary, lessons in their smaller groups within the 

same classroom. This model allows students to receive small-group instruc-

tion and affords teachers the opportunity to learn from each other.

Alternative teaching  This model is also more time and resource intensive. 

However, it allows one teacher to assume responsibility for teaching the 

core lesson, while the other teacher assumes responsibility for pre-teaching 

and reteaching content to students needing additional support.

Team teaching  This co-teaching model is the most time intensive but, 

when done well, can be quite effective in promoting a full inclusion model. 
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In this model, both general and special education teachers coordinate and 

plan together to provide instruction together to students within the same 

classroom. The benefit of team teaching is that all students have equitable 

access to both teachers simultaneously in the general education classroom.

As can be seen, inclusive education models, particularly those integrat-

ing co-teaching practices, are varied in the differing levels of coordination, 

planning, staffing, and participation required for implementation.60 This 

leaves much room for interpretation of what inclusive practices might look 

like in the general education classroom. Variability in implementation and 

approach presents both affordances and challenges for general and special 

education teachers’ efforts, and the schools and districts mandated to sup-

port them, in coordinating and implementing educational programming 

that addresses the needs of all students. Herein lies potential opportuni-

ties, and challenges, for educators and practitioners striving to realize fully 

inclusive schools.

Challenges Faced by Advocates of Inclusion

Many of the challenges faced by inclusion advocates in the design and 

implementation of inclusive school practices focus on the varied, and often 

contentious, perceptions held toward inclusion.61 This section outlines sev-

eral of the more common concerns and controversies put forth by different 

constituents regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities in general 

education classrooms.

To get to the heart of many of the concerns and fears involved in includ-

ing students with disabilities within general education settings, we start 

with Armstrong et al.’s assessment of the situation: “Despite the simplicity 

of its message, inclusion is highly contestable . . . ​The key questions raised 

by the concept of inclusion are not definitional, despite of, or perhaps 

because of the difficulties of framing a meaningful definition, but are rather 

questions of practical political power which can only be meaningfully ana-

lyzed with reference to the wider social relations of our increasingly global-

ized world.”62 In other words, questions of equity and access—essentially, 

who are general educations setting made for and who has the right to share 

space within such settings—are at the heart of the struggle to normalize 

the inclusion of all students, regardless of ability level or developmental 

need, into general education settings. We address the challenges faced by 
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advocates of inclusion across three reoccurring themes reported within the 

literature as well as across our interviews and interactions with schools: 

deficit-based beliefs about disability and special education, perceptions 

regarding the feasibility of fully inclusive school environments, and barri-

ers in teacher professional development and support.

Deficit-Based Beliefs about Disability and Special Education

Deficit-based beliefs about the nature of disability and special education 

services often center on the idea that placement in general education set-

tings is only appropriate for students who have “earned” this placement by 

falling within a range of what is considered normative achievement and 

development.63 As a result, students who are not able to progress academi-

cally without the need for curricular modifications or structural supports 

are viewed as either requiring placement in a special day class or partial 

removal from the general education setting to receive specialized academic 

services.64 Moreover, it is only when students can “prove” that they can 

fit in, essentially by performing within predetermined constraints of what 

is considered normal, that they are “released” from segregated specialized 

environments and permitted into the general education classroom.

Deficit-based beliefs about special education have also traditionally cen-

tered on remediation of the individual student rather than on addressing 

structural deficits within educational institutions themselves.65 Perspectives 

of fully inclusive schooling, as detailed above, place the onus of reform 

on restructuring school environments rather than centering reform on the 

remediation of individual students,66 the central premise being that learn-

ing is situated in cultural practices and activities, not solely in the minds 

of students.67

These structural shifts in countering deficit-based beliefs about students 

requiring services and instruction under the label of “special education” 

support changing attitudes toward the inclusion of students with disabili-

ties in the general education classroom. Rather than focusing on differences 

as deficits, social constructivists begin with a presumption of competence: the 

idea, also discussed in chapter 4, that all children, with all their differences, 

are competent students.68 Thus, instead of focusing on the teaching of low-

level skills aimed at remediation, social constructivist perspectives seek to 

challenge all students with “the sort of rich, engaging content, common in 

classrooms serving the most academically successful students.”69
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Perceptions Regarding the Feasibility of Fully Inclusive Environments

Deficit-based beliefs about the nature of special education services often 

position placement in general education settings as conditional, rather 

than as a right, based on whether students meet the threshold for what a 

district or school considers “normal” progression. As a result, deficit-based 

beliefs about the nature of special education services also inform percep-

tions and opinions regarding the degree to which provision of special-

ized services, and the students who need them, should be integrated into 

the general education classroom. As such, there has been mixed reaction 

regarding the implementation of fully inclusive practices aimed at integrat-

ing students with and without disabilities in the general education class-

room.70 For example, some researchers have found positive effects on social 

development and esteem, sense of belonging, increased peer modeling, and 

improved academic motivation for all students,71 while others have sug-

gested that the general education classroom is not equipped to afford inclu-

sion for students with disabilities.72

Perceptions about inclusion among parents also tend to be mixed, with 

parents of students with disabilities being more supportive of inclusion 

than parents of students in mainstreamed general education settings.73 

While research on parent perceptions of inclusion is still a developing field, 

it suggests that parents of students with disabilities tend to believe that 

most disabled students would be best served learning alongside their peers 

in general education settings.74 Social interaction with peers, in fact, is a 

principal reason given by parents who wish for their disabled children to 

be placed in the general education classroom.75 As we explore in chapter 4, 

parents believe that the ability to raise their disabled children in main-

stream environments and participate in neighborhood life is important for 

their children’s social development.76

Student perceptions of inclusion have generally been found to be posi-

tive, as the premise of inclusion taps into children’s ideals of fairness.77 Stu-

dents overwhelmingly believe that all students should be given the same 

work and be exposed to the same education content. For example, Klingner 

and Vaughn’s synthesis of twenty studies investigating the perceptions of 

more than 4,659 K–12 students found that students with disabilities over-

whelmingly wanted to learn the same material, use the same books, and 

enjoy the same homework and grading practices as their mainstreamed 

peers. Klingner and Vaughn also found that students with and without 
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disabilities understood the concept of learning differences and modifying 

instruction accordingly.78

With that said, research also indicates that students with disabilities are 

at increased risk of being teased, rejected, or ostracized compared to their 

mainstreamed peers.79 Research on social acceptance consistently demon-

strates that students with disabilities educated in regular classrooms tend to 

be less accepted, have lower social status, and be more socially isolated than 

their mainstreamed peers.80 Thus, inclusion of students with disabilities in 

the general education setting may require additional supports to bolster 

positive social interactions.81

Similarly to students, teachers tend to have positive attitudes toward 

inclusion in the general classroom setting.82 Scruggs and Mastropieri found 

that approximately 50 percent of general education teachers and 65 percent 

of special education teachers surveyed believed that inclusion for at least 

part of the school day benefited students.83 However, teachers’ attitudes 

toward inclusion are mitigated by multiple factors, and only a small per-

centage believed that full-time inclusion provides more benefits than 

pullout programs.84 Teachers’ support of inclusion is principally related to 

the perceived nature and severity of the needs presented by students in the 

classroom.85 Avramidis and Norwich found that teachers tended to have 

more positive attitudes about including students with physical and sensory 

needs and less positive attitudes about including students with learning or 

behavioral needs. They also found that teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion 

tended to be more positive for younger students in the elementary grades 

than for older students in the upper grades.86

Barriers in Teacher Professional Development and Support

Finally, the level of perceived competency and preparation, including insti-

tutional supports offered by the school and district leadership, impacted 

teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion.87 Surveyed teachers have indicated 

concerns that the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general class-

room setting creates the potential for significant instructional challenges.88 

For many teachers, the need for substantive modifications to the general 

education environment to support the inclusion of students with dis-

abilities is compounded by a lack of resources, professional development, 

and institutional support.89 These challenges present both practical and 

philosophical obstacles for inclusion advocates and widen gaps in teacher 
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professional development, often resulting in the segregation of professional 

development for general education and special education instructional 

practice. This has led to a dearth of teachers trained to support students 

with disabilities within general education classrooms.90 It has also resulted 

in a dearth of teachers and service providers trained to provide pushed-in 

special education services to students with disabilities within general edu-

cation classrooms.91

The lack of professional development for teachers, particularly those 

securing credentials in general education settings, includes a lack of train-

ing on the implementation of inclusive instructional models and practice, 

as well as a lack of pedagogical support by school leadership.92 The lack 

of professional development is often coupled with a lack of institutional 

resources, infrastructure, and support—such as the provision of co-teachers 

and aides—that are needed for fully inclusive models to thrive.93 Finally, a 

philosophical understanding of the value and need for full inclusion (see 

chapter 4) needs to be integrated into teacher professional development to 

support assets-based beliefs, perspectives, and approaches to inclusive edu-

cation.94 Teachers who expressed the view that the responsibility for teach-

ing students with diverse needs should fall on general education teachers 

tended to have more positive attitudes and be more successful in creating 

an inclusive classroom.95 Finally, barriers in teacher professional develop-

ment and support also present as infrastructure challenges in the form of 

restrictive reporting requirements and processes that prioritize documen-

tation aligned with segregated pullout and one-to-one models of service 

delivery.

Just as students have the right to learn together to the maximum extent 

possible, so do teachers have the right to be supported in the implemen-

tation of effective inclusive practices.96 Research on teacher concerns 

regarding inclusion points to a need for institutional supports and pro-

fessional development.97 Strategies for supporting teacher professional 

development—including the cultivation of positive attitudes, beliefs, and 

practices—include providing additional planning time and ongoing profes-

sional development, promoting collaboration and team teaching, and sup-

porting assistive uses of digital technologies and tools to support student 

learning and engagement.98 With this, we now turn to chapter 3 to discuss 

the mediating role that digital technologies play in supporting students’ 

language and literacy practices, learning, and engagement.
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While several research syntheses of technology-based solutions for promot-

ing individual students’ language and literacy skills exist,1 few outline the 

social impact of technology use for supporting students’ interdependent 

language and literacy practices with peers across school contexts. A more 

common approach for empirical studies is to explore the use of individual 

technology tools to support the development of specific components of lit-

eracy, such as decoding or comprehension.2 As a result, the focus of research 

to date on the uses of assistive, educational, and mainstream digital tech-

nologies by students with disabilities has primarily centered on building 

students’ independent access to content across instructional settings while 

minimizing the need for external supports.3

This chapter argues that students’ use of digital technologies can broadly 

mediate and support their collaborative engagement in language and lit-

eracy practices with peers across school contexts to create shared mean-

ing. Moreover, while children with differing disability designations present 

with diverse language and literacy needs, this chapter does not necessarily 

seek to categorize specific needs by specific disabilities. Our aim is to pro-

vide examples of language and literacy needs that students with diverse dis-

ability designations might encounter—setting the stage for later discussion 

of universal LLT practices that inclusively support a wide range of learners 

in chapters 4–7. This approach aligns with Schuelka and Carrington’s rec-

ommendation that inclusive education professional development moves 

beyond a focus on specific disability designations to a more expansive 

needs assessment of the whole child:

Teacher preparation for inclusion and diversity must move beyond the weekly 

focus on a different category of disability or difference, because this perpetuates 
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a special education model of categorization and intervention that assumes that 

young people with disabilities need to “be fixed.” Focusing on categories of medi-

cal disability diagnosis and so called “best-practices” for each category universal-

izes disability and difference—which, as we have already argued, runs counter to 

“disability” as a constructed, relational, contextually defined, and social experi-

ence. This kind of teacher training prepares teachers not to look at the child in 

front of them, but rather to only look at the disability or difference.4

This chapter starts with a brief overview of salient language and literacy 

needs of students with disabilities, particularly in the areas of reading and 

writing, before diving into assistive, educational, and mainstream technol-

ogy use in schools. Finally, we preview how inclusive uses of these digital 

technologies can support students’ language and literacy needs.

Language and Literacy Needs of Students with Disabilities:  

Reading Acquisition

Students with disabilities present with extended language and literacy 

needs, particularly in reading. Strong reading skills are predictors of aca-

demic and occupational success, and quality reading interventions, espe-

cially those designed to be accessible to a wide range of students, can support 

academic achievement.5 Students with disabilities often experience read-

ing difficulties related to the structure and content of reading, particularly 

academic reading, which is often marked by challenging features such as 

lower-frequency vocabulary content, higher lexical density, and increased 

syntactic and semantic complexity.6 Students with disabilities may also rely 

more heavily on visual cues and scaffolding to comprehend complex text.7

Reading acquisition tends to occur in two phases: learning to read and 

reading to learn.8 Learning to read general commences at the start of the 

elementary years, with reading goals focused on using sound units (pho-

nemes) to create words, make letter–sound connections, and decode words. 

Reading to learn tends to start around the fourth-grade reading level, with 

the shift from decoding to using text to gain information and extract mean-

ing for academic purposes. Emerging readers must master learning to read 

before moving on to reading to learn.9

In a landmark review and analysis of the literacy research titled Prevent­

ing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, the National Research Council 

found that successful readers:
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•	 Have prerequisite knowledge in phonological and syntactic awareness, 

ability to name letters rapidly, and knowledge of the alphabetic principle 

at the time of entry into first grade.

•	 Can rapidly and automatically identify written words (known as fluency 

and critical to memory retention and comprehension of texts).

•	 Use word knowledge and sight vocabulary to comprehend texts, thus 

moving away from decoding over time.

•	 Independently monitor their own reading.10

Emerging readers tend to have less knowledge of topics, structural and 

functional knowledge of reading, and practice engaging in extensive read-

ing activities. For students with disabilities, this may lead to not getting 

sufficient practice reading connected text, potentially leading to what Sta-

novich refers to as the “Matthew effect.” The Matthew effect, in reference 

to the New Testament phrase “The rich get richer, and the poor get poorer,” 

asserts that for students with reading difficulties, the gap in reading skill 

tends to snowball over time.11

In their compilation of reading research, including a synthesis of the 

seminal work of Adams and Snow, Byrnes and Wasik outlined areas of need 

that students with disabilities face when reading: phonological processing, 

understanding of the alphabetic principle, automaticity, and working 

memory12:

Phonological processing  Students with disabilities in reading often require 

additional instruction in parsing individual phonemes, the distinct units 

of sound in a specified language. This ability to understand the sound 

structure of words is known as phonological awareness.

Understanding of the alphabetic principle  Mapping phoneme (sound) 

units onto grapheme (letter) units is referred to as the alphabetic princi

ple. Students with disabilities in reading often require additional support 

learning to relate the graphic representations of sounds (letters) with 

their corresponding phonemic representations (sounds).

Automaticity  The ability to recognize words quickly is referred to as auto-

maticity. Automaticity impacts the fluency, or rate, of reading directly 

and of reading comprehension indirectly. Decoding rapidly and fluently 

can be difficult for students with disabilities in reading due to syntactic 

features in text and increased strain on cognitive processing.
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Working memory  As students progress through the elementary years, 

texts become more syntactically complex, placing increased strain on 

students’ working memory, the ability to retain information in the short 

term. Students with disabilities tend to be overburdened with reading pro

cesses that should become automatic over time. As a result, students with 

disabilities in reading may have difficulties retaining what they just read.

Students with disabilities, particularly those with developmental differ-

ences, may also have a higher need for controlled learning environments 

free from the social demands imposed by face-to-face or verbal communica-

tion.13 Integrating inclusive uses of digital technologies into reading inter-

ventions, materials, and the curriculum has great potential for engaging 

students with disabilities, including those that impact reading.14

Language and Literacy Needs of Students with Disabilities:  

Writing Development

Despite the IDEA’s call for research dedicated to the exploration of evidence-

based language and literacy practices, not enough research has been devoted 

to the study of writing instruction interventions for students with disabili-

ties, particularly those with profound developmental needs such as autism 

or Down syndrome.15 With that said, a body of research on effective writing 

instruction and intervention does exist for students with writing difficul-

ties, notably the work of Karen Harris and Steve Graham.16

Students with disabilities often face a concordance of fine- and gross-

motor coordination needs that make the writing process particularly tax-

ing.17 Handwriting difficulties may lead to decreased legibility and shorter, 

less complex pieces to reduce handwriting burden.18 Difficulties with self-

regulation can present as distractibility and impede planning processes crit-

ical to producing coherent writing.19 As a result, such challenges can result in 

writing becoming a physically laborious and potentially demotivating task.20

The work of Asaro-Saddler, Pennington, and Delano identifies six areas 

of need that students with developmental disabilities, particularly those 

who identify as autistic, face when presented with writing tasks: challenges 

in the ability to plan and write a story, writing for absent audiences, writ-

ing about non-preferred topics, attending to language, the transcription 

process, and self-regulation during the writing process21:
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Ability to plan and write a story  Students with developmental disabili-

ties can engage in literal thinking and may need support understanding 

abstract concepts, developing organizational skills, and imagining future 

scenarios.22 Literal thinking and difficulty imagining future scenarios 

may limit the number of story paths students envision for their writ-

ing.23 Weak organizational skills impede the planning process involved 

in organizing the components and trajectory of a story, and difficulty 

understanding abstract concepts might impede the ability to visualize 

the story during the planning process.24

Writing for absent audiences  Difficulties conceptualizing other people’s 

mental states and perspectives may present cognitive challenges for 

students with developmental disabilities who are expected to write for 

absent audiences.25 Writing for absent audiences requires anticipating 

the needs and expectations of an audience, and engaging in such antici-

patory planning is made difficult if the writer does not understand that 

their audience may have needs and expectations that differ from their 

own. Difficulties with perspective taking may also present difficulties 

understanding that writing may be read by an audience with differing 

perspectives.26

Writing about non-preferred topics  Students with developmental dis-

abilities may be more likely to exhibit specific scopes of interest on a 

select number of topics. This could result in less background knowledge 

about non-preferred topics, a necessary component of effective writ-

ing.27 Students are often asked to write about non-preferred topics, and 

a desire to only write about preferred topics can result in a reluctance to 

engage with writing prompts and assignments focused on non-preferred 

subjects.28

Attending to language  Students with developmental, language, or learn-

ing disabilities may require additional support attending to language.29 

Receptive language needs, such as not understanding task directions or 

providing inappropriate responses, as well as expressive language needs, 

such as writing needing a clear focus, transitions, or organization, are 

potential barriers for disabled students.30

The transcription process  Students with disabilities, particularly those 

with physical or developmental disabilities, often face a concordance of 

fine- and gross-motor coordination needs that make the transcription 
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process particularly taxing.31 Handwriting difficulties may lead to 

decreased legibility and shorter, less complex pieces to reduce handwrit-

ing burden.32 Such challenges can result in writing becoming a physi-

cally laborious and potentially demotivating task.33

Self-regulation during the writing process   Students with developmen-

tal and physical disabilities, often need additional supports to maintain 

attention toward tasks and self-regulate during the writing process.34 

Difficulties with self-regulation can present as distractibility and under-

developed self-management and planning skills. These difficulties can 

impede students’ planning and execution processes that are critical to 

producing clear coherent pieces of writing.35

Using Digital Technologies to Support Language and Literacy

Over the past fifty years, technology has played an increasing role in 

supporting the education of students with disabilities. During this time, 

practitioners and researchers have been challenged with evaluating tech-

nology interventions and ensuring that their use in schools promotes 

learning outcomes for all students.36 To date, several lines of research have 

sought to investigate the uses of technology to support language and lit-

eracy instruction, particularly among students with disabilities. A focus 

of this research has been to build students’ capacity and independence 

across instructional settings while minimizing the need for ongoing exter-

nal supports.37

However, few research syntheses of technology-based tools focus on the 

broader social impacts of using digital technologies to support language 

and literacy instruction among students with disabilities.38 A more common 

approach has traditionally been to present the use of specific technology 

tools aimed at supporting specific academic components, such as decoding 

or comprehension within the realm of reading instruction.39 Edyburn found 

reading to be one of the most common applications of technology in his com-

prehensive review of the state of special education technology research.40 

Moreover, in Okolo and Bouck’s review of assistive technology literature, 

39 percent of studies addressed the use of technology to improve students’ 

academic skills, of which 32 percent were in the area of literacy. The next 

highest category focused on technology implementation, accounting for 

23 percent of studies reviewed.41
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The research community’s focus on the assessment of specific technol-

ogy tools to support discrete literacy skills mirrors teachers’ own percep-

tions and uses of digital technologies in the classroom. As such, the extent 

of technology use in many US classrooms primarily focuses on its use as 

instructional tools to support the functions of the classroom.42 This con-

trasts with more transformative and intentional uses of digital technologies 

for personal expression, inclusion, collaboration, and content creation.43

Despite somewhat limited uses and views of technology, teachers have 

expressed interest in using technology as a tool to support effective liter-

acy instruction. For example, in their survey of special education teachers’ 

attitudes toward education uses of technology, MacArthur and colleagues 

found that 85 percent used technology to support literacy instruction, and 

97 percent believed that technology could be used to help students acquire 

literacy skills.44 Below, we briefly describe ways in which teachers might 

use digital technologies to support development of literacy skills among 

students receiving literacy intervention services as a result of intellectual, 

learning, or developmental disabilities.

Uses of Technology for Reading

Students with reading difficulties present with needs in the areas of phono-

logical awareness, decoding, word recognition, reading fluency, and compre-

hension that could lend themselves to the use of digital reading applications 

to support reading instruction.45 Digital technologies that support reading 

instruction can be used to develop phonological awareness, decoding, and 

word-recognition skills by providing extended opportunities to practice 

decoding text.46 These technologies can fall within the category of univer-

sally designed educational technologies, which we discuss in greater detail 

below. Mainstream technologies designed with accessible features and 

tools, such as screen readability features for eye tracking, electronic text 

enhancements for text comprehension, and computer-assisted instruction 

(CAI) and speech feedback for decoding and word identification, also sup-

port reading and are discussed in greater detail below.

Uses of Technology for Writing

Students who find writing difficult, including those with reading, learning, 

and developmental disabilities, need support with multiple aspects of writ-

ing.47 These include supporting the ability to plan, execute, and revise their 
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writing, as well as mitigating difficulties with the transcription process.48 

Digital technologies can be used in various ways to support the develop-

ment of writing skills in developing writers, particularly in the areas of word 

processing and spelling.49 There is also some indication within the research 

that as students begin writing more fluently, usually in the mid to upper 

elementary grades, they are in an improved position to take advantage of 

the affordances of digital technologies for writing. This can be particularly 

true and impactful for students who require additional scaffolds or supports 

for their writing. Research indicates that for these students, writing with 

digital tools can support improvements in both the quantity and quality of 

writing content.50

While specific technology-based literacy interventions, programs, and 

tools have been a primary focus of prior educational and assistive technol-

ogy research,51 the remainder of this chapter is dedicated to providing a 

broader overview of digital technologies to support language and literacy. 

We provide this overview across three categories, with a focus on technol-

ogy’s social use within the classroom to support inclusion: assistive technolo-

gies specifically designed to support students with disabilities, educational 

technologies universally designed to support all students, and mainstream 

technologies designed with features that facilitate student access. In the sec-

tions that follow, we will focus on highlighting the distinguishing technol-

ogy features of each category. Specific technologies commonly used across 

US schools, including FVA, are briefly introduced here and are described in 

greater detail in appendix B.

Assistive Technologies Designed to Create Access

Technologies designed for use by students with disabilities have typically 

been referred to as assistive technologies.52 Most definitions of assistive 

technologies date back to the passage of the Technology-Related Assistance 

Act for Individuals with Disabilities, known as the Tech Act.53 The Tech Act, 

first passed in 1988 and reauthorized in 1994, was instrumental in laying 

the groundwork for future policy that defined and contextualized the use 

of assistive technologies.

Assistive technologies are of two types: assistive technology devices and 

assistive technology services. As defined within the IDEA, assistive technol-

ogy devices are items, equipment, or systems that are used to “increase, 
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maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of a child with a disabil-

ity.” Assistive technology services refer to any service that assists a student 

with a disability “in the selection, acquisition, or use of an assistive technol-

ogy device.”54

Assistive technologies have traditionally been used to support students 

with disabilities in independently accessing academic content and class-

room participation. Central to these goals are the objectives of selecting 

appropriate assistive technologies to use with individual students, as well 

as using assistive technologies to operationalize universal design principles 

to support accessible educational environments.

Assistive systems of support for students with disabilities fall along the 

range of low-, mid-, and high-tech tools.55 Low-tech tools are simple, do not 

require extensive training, and are the most commonly used assistive tools 

in classrooms. These can include the use of behavior charts and visual cal-

endars to support and reinforce positive classroom behavior. Mid-tech tools 

straddle the line between low- and high-tech and include, for example, the 

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS). Finally, high-tech tools 

are complex, require substantial training, and tend to be much more expen-

sive.56 These can include augmentative and alternative communication 

(AAC) applications typically downloaded onto dedicated tablets, such as 

Language Acquisition through Motor Planning (LAMP) and Proloquo2Go 

(see appendix B).

In this book, we will focus on assistive technologies that create access to 

the curriculum and support students’ language and literacy practices. These 

include assistive technologies and tools for communication (e.g., AAC) that 

support students’ linguistic expression, which we define as a person’s use of 

language, whether articulated by that person or through an intermediary, 

to share thoughts and feelings, make requests, and solicit or give informa-

tion.57 These often incorporate text-to-speech and speech-to-text software, 

as well as synthetic speech feedback.58

Originally designed for people with developmental disabilities such as 

autism, assistive technologies that support communication are now used 

by minimally speaking people across a range of disabilities.59 Assistive 

technologies that transform speech and text are critical to the facilitation 

of classroom engagement for students who require alternative means to 

respond verbally or physically to prompts.60 Text-to-speech software, such 

as LAMP or Proloquo2Go, allows students who are minimally speaking to 
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type a message that can be shared verbally, facilitating their participation 

in classroom discussion.

LAMP speech-to-text software can be used by students with manual dex-

terity needs who could benefit from support composing written responses.61 

Digital tablets and iPads equipped with synthetic speech feedback software, 

such as Proloquo2Go, afford minimally speaking students the opportunity 

to communicate via their device (see appendix B). The use of synthetic 

speech feedback paired with digital texts has also been found to support 

word recognition, comprehension, and fluency in students with language-

related disabilities.62

Also common in schools is the use of low- to mid-tech assistive tools, 

such as PECS, to support functional communication (see appendix B). 

PECS uses pictures of preferred and high-frequency objects and actions as 

exchange items that students can use with a communicative partner to com-

ment, make requests, and answer questions. The goal of PECS is to teach 

functional communication, with more advanced users often transitioning 

to AAC applications and speech-generating devices, such as Proloquo2Go.

While a primary aim of assistive technologies is to support independent 

learning in the classroom, we maintain that independence should not be 

the only goal for students’ uses of assistive technologies. In chapters 5 and 

6, we use an interdependent perspective to present cases of students using 

assistive technologies in ways that promote social collaboration and inclu-

sion. In chapter 8, we use interdependence—a frame emphasizing collab-

orative access as complementary to independence—to argue that a true 

social value of assistive technologies is their mediational power to promote 

collaboration between users.63

Universally Designed Educational Technologies

Broadly defined, educational technologies, also sometimes known as 

EdTech, are technologies that are designed to facilitate learning.64 In its 

broadest definition, the field of educational technology includes any of the 

actual tools, processes, and theoretical foundations that may be used to sup-

port classroom learning.65 Because the expansive field of EdTech is beyond 

the scope of this book, we focus our discussion of educational technologies 

on actual uses of these tools and media to support students’ language and 

literacy practices in the classroom.
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Many of today’s educational technologies for the classroom, such as Epic, 

IXL, and Lexia (see appendix B), are developed to be adaptive by design 

and are grounded in principles of universal design for learning (UDL). The 

principles of UDL were first laid out by Anne Meyer and David Rose in col-

laboration with colleagues at the Center for Applied Special Technology 

(CAST).66 UDL affords a constructivist framework for the design of educa-

tional technologies that can be used to support inclusion within general 

education settings.67 Social constructivist theory states that knowledge is 

constructed from human experience and interactions with others, and that 

it is informed by sociolinguistics, cultural psychology, and anthropology.68

Central to the social constructivist perspective, as well as to fully inclusive 

schooling, is the use of frameworks, systems, and tools that build on the 

competencies of all students.69 Within the context of educational technol-

ogy design, UDL is used as a framework to address student variability in the 

classroom through intentional design that supports multiple ways to access 

academic content and curricula.70 The adoption of UDL by educational 

technology designers does this by encouraging flexible curricula, materials, 

and tools with customizable options, allowing students to “progress from 

where they are and not where we would have imagined them to be.”71

Universally designed educational technologies are developed with digital 

infrastructures to reach the widest spectrum of students, providing appro-

priate and adaptive levels of challenge for these students.72 UDL is guided 

by three principles that outline that materials, tools, and curricula should 

provide multiple means of representation (the “what” of learning), action 

and expression (the “how” of learning), and engagement (the “why” of 

learning).73 The ways in which universally designed educational technolo-

gies could be used to promote a wide range of students as readers and writ-

ers are briefly outlined below in the context of providing multiple means of 

representation, action, expression, and engagement.

Provide multiple means of representation  This principle states that stu-

dents differ in the ways that they perceive and comprehend information. 

Students with a variety of needs, including those with disabilities, may 

require differing ways of approaching content. Thus, providing multiple 

options for the representation of material in educational technologies is 

critical for engaging a variety of students. Educational technologies incor-

porating UDL features afford alternative means of visual, textual, and 
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auditory representation, such as closed-captioning or audio voice-over, and 

support students seeking multiple ways to access content.

Provide multiple means of action and expression  Students differ in their 

approaches to navigating learning environments. Students’ approaches to 

learning tasks can be impacted by additional needs in the areas of move-

ment, executive function, and language. The scaffolding afforded by educa-

tional technology features—such as visual animations, word prediction and 

text-to-speech software, spellcheckers, and adjustable font sizes—afford 

multiple options for action and expression by providing alternatives to 

how students access, navigate, understand, and express content.74

Provide multiple means of engagement  Affect is an important factor in 

learning. Students differ in how they become motivated to learn, requiring 

multiple modes of engagement. The use of features—for example, those 

supporting open-ended play, descriptions of non-text content, and sound-

effect modifications in educational technologies—meets this criterion by 

presenting content in alternative ways to increase students’ engagement.75

Mainstream Technologies Designed with Accessible Features

We define mainstream technologies as being accessibly designed when 

their features support a wide range of users. At this point, we would like to 

reiterate a difference in our discussion of digital technologies to distinguish 

between assistive technologies and mainstream technologies whose features 

are assistive, or accessible, in nature. While both can be used to facilitate and 

enable inclusion and access, assistive technologies are specifically designed 

to be used by people with disabilities. Mainstream technologies can be 

assistive in nature when designed accessibly to support a wide range of users. 

Below, we specifically discuss the qualities and features that make main-

stream digital technologies accessible and how these can be used to engage 

students inclusively in cultivating their language and literacy practices.

Burgstahler identified three basic forms of accessible mainstream tech-

nologies and how they could support the literacy engagement of students 

with a wide range of needs, particularly those with disabilities. These 

include web pages that allow students with diverse reading skills to engage 

with written content; software that allows students to collaborate with their 

peers and complete assignments in the classroom, and which reduce the 
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need for individual accommodations; and accessible telecommunications 

technologies that enable communication for a wide range of students.76 

Particularly with the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic (see chapters 6 and 

7), accessible mainstream technologies—such as Google Suite, YouTube, 

and Zoom—are being increasingly used in US classrooms. These main-

stream technologies are equipped with various accessibility features that 

lend themselves to use within schools, which we describe below.

Mainstream Digital Technologies for Academic Instruction

Assistive uses of mainstream digital technologies support fuller participa-

tion and engagement in the classroom.77 Academic uses of mainstream tech-

nologies, such as word-processing software and electronic keyboards, can 

play an essential role in creating access to reading and writing practices 

for students with disabilities. Assistive uses of mainstream technologies 

can also be used to support students in developing their academic skills 

and performance in the areas of reading and writing.78 For example, Asaro-

Saddler identified the use of technology-aided instruction as an effective 

instruction best practice that can be integrated into writing instruction of 

students with developmental disabilities such as autism. She specifically 

pointed to benefits in relieving handwriting fatigue, a known challenge 

for autistic children engaging in the transcription process.79 Online tools 

that incorporate text highlighting and captioning can be used to support 

access to instruction. In their examination of classroom projects created by 

students with hearing impairment, Ok and Rao found that text highlight-

ing and supportive captions, coupled with digital instructional materials, 

helped these students access academic content.80

Mainstream Technologies to Facilitate Writing Production

Assistive uses of mainstream digital technologies create opportunities for 

students with sensory support needs to mediate the writing experience pos-

itively, freeing students to focus on content generation and expression of 

voice rather than the mechanics of writing.81 Assistive uses of digital tech-

nologies for writing can include the use of speech-to-text and spell-check 

functions in word-processing applications such as Google Docs. Assistive 

uses of digital technologies for reading can include the use of text-to-speech 

and “read to me” functions integrated into digital software and applica-

tions (see appendix B).
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Word processors such as Google Docs support emerging writers by facili-

tating the editing and revision process and alleviating handwriting strain.82 

Desktop publishing features make writing less tedious and more expeditious 

for emerging writers and also facilitate possibilities for peer collaboration 

through applications such as Google Docs.83 Finally, assistive use of main-

stream digital tools, such as spell-check and text-to-speech, afford benefits 

for emerging writers engaged in the production and revision processes of 

writing.84

Research on writing strategies for students with disabilities has also dem-

onstrated that word-processing features can assist students with disabilities 

in the writing process.85 Spellcheckers vary in their ability to select correct 

word choice and spelling. However, they could afford benefits for emerging 

writers engaged in the production and revision of writing.86 For example, in 

their study of spellchecker use with middle school age children with learn-

ing disabilities, MacArthur and colleagues found that students were able to 

self-correct 37 percent of spelling errors using a spelling checker as opposed 

to 9 percent without the aid of spell-check.87

Mainstream Technologies to Support Reading Comprehension  

and Fluency

Screen readability features in computer software can be used to alleviate prob

lems with eye tracking, a matter of frequent concern for emerging readers 

who have difficulties tracking text. Screen readability refers to the graphical 

layout of text on the screen, and research in this area relates to how students 

perceive the layout of text on a screen. Screen readability software can be 

used by students to change text layout and highlight text during reading.88 

Digital text augmented with electronic enhancements such as speech syn-

thesis, definitions, graphics, dictionaries, features that allow for changes in 

font size and color, and supplementary text can be used to support access to 

text and promote reading comprehension.89 Speech feedback may be used to 

strengthen reading comprehension by engaging the communicative aspects 

of reading.90 Using speech feedback in conjunction with word highlighting 

can also be used to support students’ phonological awareness.91

The Future of Technology-Supported Language and Literacy Research

Research to date demonstrates that digital technologies can be used to 

support language and literacy practices among students with disabilities. 
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However, much of this research has focused on the technical features of 

specific technologies rather than on socially inclusive approaches to inte-

grating digital technologies into the classroom.92 As such, integration of 

digital technologies into literacy practice needs to take into account not 

only the technical aspects of the technology but also the relational, social, 

and task-specific aspects, particularly as they relate to creating access and 

inclusion.93 As noted in chapter 1, prior work in this area includes that of 

Alper and Cranmer.94

In part II of the book, consisting of chapters 4–7, we use findings from 

our FVA case study to add to this emerging body of literature by detail-

ing the ways that assistive, educational, and mainstream technologies can 

be used in schools to support both inclusion and literacy engagement in 

classrooms integrating students with disabilities. We now turn to chapter 4, 

where we explore the inclusive practices that FVA used to support disabled 

students’ inclusion in the general education classroom.
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4  Future Visions Academy: An Inclusive School

During the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 school years, our research team 

collaborated with FVA to cultivate a research-practice partnership com-

mitted to exploring the school’s inclusive education program and use of 

digital technologies to engage students and support language and literacy 

practices. This research-practice partnership work was initiated through a 

mutual connection between the research team and the school’s executive 

director as an alumna and community partner of the university. Beyond 

the implementation of this study, our collaboration with FVA also resulted 

in the regular sharing of thoughts, ideas, and plans for supporting mutu-

ally held research-practice partnership objectives, including dissemination 

of research findings through conferences as well as the implementation of 

teacher professional development.

Originally, this was going to be a yearlong study focused on conduct-

ing classroom observations of in-person instruction, interviews with fam-

ilies and staff, and collection of physical and digital artifacts during the 

2019–2020 school year. However, the pandemic-related closure of schools, 

including FVA, in the spring of 2020 precipitated the continuation of our 

field study into the 2020–2021 school year. Our fieldwork was conducted 

primarily in person during the fall and winter months of 2019–2020 and 

shifted to remote fieldwork in spring 2020. As such, we present findings 

resulting from in-person instruction in chapters 4 and 5, and findings result-

ing from the shift to remote and hybrid learning in chapters 6 and 7. Analy-

ses, lessons learned, and reflections for the future are discussed in chapters 8 

and 9, and we provide a comprehensive description of the research meth-

odology used to develop the case study in appendix A.

In this chapter, we introduce FVA as a case-study to discuss the partic

ular ways in which the social organization of the school facilitated a fully 
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inclusive learning environment for students to thrive. Using FVA as a case 

study of a well-established full inclusion public charter school, we first situate 

FVA’s charter school status within the broader discussion of public charter 

schools’ realized and unrealized potential as sites for inclusive education.

Public Charter Schools as Sites for Inclusive Education

The ethnographic research on which this book is based is situated in the prac-

tices observed at FVA, a full inclusion public county charter school. Charter 

schools are publicly funded schools independently managed under a con-

tract (charter) between the school and a local or state education authority. 

Though not necessarily the norm in charter school education, FVA found the 

charter school avenue to be a natural one for inclusive education. The origi-

nal aims of charter schools as sites of inclusion and choice align with FVA’s 

aims as a charter to provide inclusive classroom instruction for children with 

disabilities who would otherwise have been placed in specialized classroom 

settings in their neighborhood school. The creation of a choice for families 

to enroll their children in an inclusive educational environment tailored to 

their needs encapsulates the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools’ 

described vision for charter schools: “Charter schools are independently 

operated public schools that have the freedom to design classrooms that meet 

their students’ needs . . . ​Charter schools aim to provide a range of options so 

that parents can choose the public school that best fits their child.”1

This vision of equity and choice, while embraced and operationalized at 

FVA, contrasts with the reality for some charter school students, particularly 

those with disabilities and other marginalized identities, for whom char-

ter schools have not necessarily been considered inclusive.2 As described 

by Waitoller, charters were originally established to release teachers from 

bureaucratic mandates in support of creating environments conducive to 

pedagogical innovation.3 However, with the exception of individual char-

ters and states that intentionally design their charter programming to be 

inclusive, a number of charters today invoke corporatized approaches to 

education that are counter to the original ethos of charter schools as poten-

tial sites for equity and inclusion.4

As such, there are mixed results regarding the efficacy of charter schools, 

with some research indicating positive academic gains for students of color 

and students with disabilities who attend charters.5 whil other research 
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points to charter schools as being less likely to enroll English learners and 

students with disabilities, further exacerbating segregated schooling.6 In 

our description of practices observed at FVA, we hope to illuminate possi-

bilities for both public and charter schools as potential sites for equity and 

inclusion—particularly for students with disabilities and other marginal-

ized identities. We now turn to describing how FVA intentionally strove 

to meet inclusive ideals in its efforts to serve culturally and linguistically 

diverse students with and without disabilities.

Instruction at FVA

FVA is a full inclusion public charter school located in the Western United 

States serving 150 students with a variety of disability designations from 

culturally and linguistically diverse families. Founded in 2018 as a model of 

inclusive education, it was codeveloped by community members and parent 

advocates with the hope of becoming an exemplar of inclusive education 

practice for both charter and public schools. Students at FVA are linguistically 

and developmentally diverse, given the lottery system that the school uses to 

enroll families from across the county. At the time of this study, 80 percent of 

FVA’s families self-identified as BIPOC, 67 percent had at least one child with 

a disability and identified as working or middle class, 50 percent spoke a lan-

guage other than English at home, 63 percent qualified for free/reduced-price 

meals, and 37 percent had an English Learner designation.

All families lived within the county parameters of FVA’s charter and had 

at least one child enrolled in K–5 at FVA, of whom approximately 21 percent 

have an IEP to address needed supports and accommodations for a variety 

of disability diagnoses. These include learning/reading disabilities, autism, 

Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, language delays/impairments, and physi-

cal/mobility needs. Many of the parents arrived at FVA because they were 

not happy with their children’s previous placements, usually in special 

day classes. These parents typically enrolled at FVA precisely to afford their 

children an opportunity to be educated alongside their mainstreamed 

peers. As a result, many of the selected child participants in our study had 

previously been in Special Day Classes at their prior schools and were now 

acclimating to learning in an integrated general education setting.

 FVA used a team-teaching model (see chapter 2) in which five general 

education teachers and two special education teachers collaboratively 
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planned together to provide instruction to students in their shared class-

room. Grades were organized in the following combo-grade configurations: 

TK/K, K, 1/2, 2/3, and 4/5. All general education teachers had earned their 

elementary teaching certification, and all special education teachers had 

additionally completed an Education Specialist Instruction Credential in 

the area of special education.

The teachers were supported by a team of four full-time and five part-

time paraprofessionals, with two to three paraprofessionals in each class-

room at any given time. In addition to providing one-to-one support for 

individual students, paraprofessionals engaged in station teaching in which 

groups of students rotate between staff as they move from station to station 

(see chapter 2). Additionally, part-time speech and occupational therapists 

rotated among the classrooms providing push-in services. FVA also con-

tracted with outside agencies to provide physical therapy, nursing, counsel-

ing, psychology, and adaptive physical education as needed.

Inclusion at FVA

FVA’s diverse-by-design classrooms brought students with and without dis-

abilities together in an interest-based learning environment and was a key 

feature of the school. FVA emphasized the diversity of its campus in its 

description of the school’s mission, as outlined here in an excerpt from the 

FVA Parent Handbook, which parents were asked to review and sign as a 

condition of their child’s enrollment in the school:

FVA is grounded in an inclusive vision of education, and a schoolwide learning 

community cultivated intentionally to promote friendship, empathy, and the 

joy of new discovery. Students at FVA are active students who engage in group 

problem-solving, critical thinking, creativity, communication and collaboration. 

All members of the FVA community—students, staff, and families—honor and 

celebrate the diverse range of socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, abilities, 

languages, perspectives, and interests students bring to the learning setting. FVA 

aims to maximize every child’s learning potential within an atmosphere of car-

ing and belonging. The FVA instructional philosophy rests upon the concepts 

of hands-on learning, meaningful instructional activities, systematic instruction, 

and a collaborative group of professionals working together to make the learning 

environment exciting for students.

FVA is a tight-knit school community bonded over a shared need to support 

families and teachers in meeting their students’ exceptional needs. As a result, 
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the social organization of the school centered on learning practices that pri-

oritize the cultivation of peer-to-peer socialization and inclusion of students 

with and without disability across shared school spaces, as indicated by Dina, 

a primarily English-speaking working-class mother of Mexican descent to 

James, a third grader with Down syndrome, and Daniel, a first grader not 

identified as having a disability: “It matters to me that inclusion is part of 

their daily focus and that the entire staff—from the front office to the teach-

ers to even the volunteers—really, really have an example of what that looks 

like. It’s not something that they just talk about. They have play structured 

around it. They have activities in the classroom that support inclusion.” 

With this focus in mind, FVA strove to ensure that the social organization 

of the school facilitated a fully inclusive environment for students to thrive. 

This organization included the use of collaborative team-teaching config-

urations to facilitate learning; combo-grade level groupings to encourage 

peer modeling between older and younger students; and active parent vol-

unteerism and participation. Critical to the team-teaching structure was the 

integration of service providers (e.g., speech and language therapists and 

occupational therapists) into the classroom. This integration included the 

provision of push-in services—a distinct deviation from how services are 

typically delivered as segregated pullout sessions in other schools. Notably, 

paraprofessionals were fully integrated into the operation of the school’s 

full inclusion model and went beyond a traditionally auxiliary role in the 

classroom to serve as cultural brokers between teachers and families, help-

ing to create social skills content centered on cultivating inclusive commu-

nication practices within the school.

Observations of classroom learning and school-wide practices, as well 

as interviews with students, parents, teachers, and staff, were all used to 

document inclusive practices within the school community (see appendix 

A). These observations led us to identify four principles that guided how 

FVA sought to facilitate a fully inclusive environment: creativity and inno-

vation, autonomy and choice, culture of kindness, and an intersectional 

vision of inclusion.

Creativity and Innovation

FVA’s inclusion model drew on several key features, including its focus 

on creativity and innovation in its team-teaching model of inclusion; 
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philosophical differentiation of the meaning of inclusion; and intentional 

recruitment of staff and families with inclusive orientations. Also key was 

Dr. Tully’s unique and extensive background as an experienced instructional 

leader, founder, and executive director of FVA, with more than twenty years 

of practice as a general education teacher, special education teacher, and 

teacher educator at inclusively modeled schools (see Instructional Leader-

ship below); and FVA’s intentional recruitment of staff.

FVA Team Teaching: Collaboration as Ecosystem

Team collaboration at FVA is a constant and telltale sign of FVA’s innovative 

approach to teaching and learning. Ecological in nature, collaboration is inte-

grated into classroom lessons, activities, and interactions between immediate 

and extended members of the FVA community. In chatting with Ms. Carina, 

a Spanish-English bilingual paraprofessional of Latina descent in her second 

year, she indicated that constant communication made teaching at FVA a 

team effort. Continual communication across team members allowed Ms. 

Carina to feel connected to the work of inclusion, as well as informed about 

approaches the team took to support students: “When something new starts, 

I don’t feel completely lost because we’re all learning together. So, I think 

one of the biggest best surprises of [FVA’s inclusion model] would be how 

everybody is pouring into each other like, ‘Hey, we’re all in this together.’ ” 

The symbiotic nature of Ms. Carina’s description, “pouring into each other,” 

alludes to FVA’s interdependent approach to inclusion. This interdependent 

approach to team teaching is ecological and involves the paras and teachers 

sharing happenings continuously via walkie-talkies, even as they float past 

each other, as Ms. Sandy, a first-year English-speaking paraprofessional of 

European descent, describes:

Me and the paras, we’re always communicating. We’re always looking at each 

other like “You need me to jump in?” Like talking about what’s worked for us 

[in collaboration meetings] at the end of the day—that’s what helps the most 

because we get to hear feedback from each other and hear what works . . . ​The 

way that Dr. Tully has it set up is that we’re constantly moving. She wants us all 

to be able to be in any classroom working with any kid at any time. So that not 

only that we don’t get comfortable, but also that the kids aren’t just attached to 

one person, you know?

In this excerpt, Ms. Sandy discusses the role Dr. Tully plays in shaping the 

nature of collaboration at FVA—including supporting interdependence at 
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FVA by not restricting specific staff to specific classrooms—as is often the 

case in special day classes.7 Here, Ms. Sandy cautions a consequence of one-

to-one support staff assignments: students become overly dependent on 

individual staff, effectively limiting students’ ability to be fully included 

and integrated across general education settings and staff.

Ms. Sandy, as well as other paras and teachers, regularly commented 

that they appreciated Dr. Tully’s hands-on approach with their professional 

development. Ms. Sandy explained that Dr. Tully made it a point to discuss 

pedagogical decisions and strategies individually and during staff meetings. 

However, this collaborative approach did not always extend to include con-

tracted part-time service providers, such as Ms. Alexa, a first-year English-

Spanish bilingual speech–language pathologist assistant (SLPA) of Latina 

descent tasked with providing speech and language services according to 

students’ goals as outlined in their IEPs. Ms. Alexa indicated sometimes 

feeling out of the loop within the team teaching dynamic due to her part-

time contract status: “It’s hard when you are an outsider coming in. You 

don’t know what to say or how much feedback to give. I kind of feel it’s not 

my place.” Ms. Alexa’s sentiments are indicative of the continuous work 

that is required of schools to equitably include all staff as key constituents 

in collaborative teaching endeavors.

The IEP Development Process

Collaboration, a constantly evolving process at FVA, also permeated the 

IEP writing process. IEPs, integrating goals and services aimed at support-

ing education in the least restricted environment, are typically written by 

a special education teacher. This delegation can have a myopic or segre-

gating effect on how curricula are taught.8 At FVA, writing IEP goals was 

collaborative, with the general education teacher playing a significant role 

in identifying goals for students that could be extended within the general 

education classroom. Ms. Severin, an experienced special education teacher 

of European descent, describes her deeply collaborative approach with gen-

eral education teachers at FVA:

I use my lens to say, “Okay, how do we create that access bridge for the kids?” 

And that’s very personalized based on where the kids are at. “Okay, so here’s 

the bridge, here’s the access, here’s what we’re going to do.” And then we go, 

“Okay, that’s helpful for everybody.” So, then we just roll it out to the whole class 

[laughs]. So that’s what collaboration looks like, and also planning how we’re 
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going to co-teach . . . ​So even though it’s in my job description to write the IEP, I 

really can’t write a quality IEP without their input. I’ll bounce goals off them and 

I’ll say, “Okay, so the student is here in math, what’s coming up next year in the 

next grade? How do we write a goal that is not only relevant to the kid but that’s 

relevant to the curriculum coming up?” ’Cause it’s useless to write a goal that’s not 

going to be taught in class.

One purpose of this deep collaboration between the general education and 

special education teachers is to develop student IEP goals that support the 

integration of students into general education settings and key content 

beneficial to all students.

Push-In Services

Providers’ push-in of services to students at FVA was another unique aspect 

of FVA’s full inclusion model in contrast to school programs that either 

place students with IEPs in special day classrooms or pull students out 

of general classroom settings to receive services. For Ms. Davis, an expe-

rienced, primarily English-speaking SLP of multiracial descent contracted 

by FVA on a part-time basis, FVA’s service approach afforded students the 

benefit of peer-to-peer modeling: “I’ve enjoyed getting to know and build 

rapport with all the students. The students who aren’t on my caseload get 

to see how we help students with SLI, and in turn become great peer models 

for the students on our caseload.”

A notable benefit of pushing services in was the transformative effect it 

had on FVA students as peer models. In traditional pullout services, particu-

larly for speech, a challenge is that the adult provider is often the speech 

model for the child. This could have limiting effects on students’ progres-

sion toward speech goals, including ability to generalize skills learned across 

multiple social settings.9 Engaging all students in the provision of speech 

services affords service providers opportunities to better understand how 

classroom and peer dynamics can be used to support students’ IEP goals. 

At the same time, implementing a push-in model of service delivery is not 

without its challenges, as described here by Ms. Davis: “Planning therapy 

to meet everyone’s needs is challenging. You really have to be creative in 

working to address the student’s IEP goals but still be engaging enough for 

the students who don’t have a disability, since no pullout is allowed. It’s 

important to be open-minded and flexible, writing goals to be measurable 

may need to be different than in a traditional setting. A must is finding time 
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to collaborate with the staff.” Ms. Davis explains, both here and in other 

conversations, the tensions that exist between the push-in model of service 

delivery at FVA and the ways most service providers—herself included—are 

trained and mandated to deliver services and report progress toward goals 

in the IEP. These points of tension form a major source of challenge at the 

heart of a lack of training and institutional support for service providers 

and schools attempting to implement a push-in model of service delivery.10

As such, a significant revision of policies addressing delivery of services is 

needed, outlining a more inclusive definition of “what counts” as provision 

of service. This includes institutional revision and support in (1) the devel-

opment of IEP goals conducive to push-in service provision, (2) extended 

collaboration between teachers and providers, and (3) how progress toward 

goals is defined, documented, and reported. Ultimately, challenges to these 

needs endanger the feasibility of push-in services and can become obstacles 

to implementing integrated models of inclusive programing.

Presumed Competence: A Paradigm Shift in Being Inclusive

In addition to a unique service implementation structure, how inclusive 

education is defined and operationalized at FVA differs fundamentally from 

other schools we have observed. First, inclusion at FVA is positioned as a 

moral imperative. Inclusion is strongly felt as a prerequisite for all inter-

actions and educational endeavors, the seeking of which should compel 

people to act in ways that are supportive of the full integration of people 

with disabilities. This nonnegotiable stance at FVA centers on presuming 

competence—that is, centering behaviors and intentions on the belief 

that all students can learn and engage, as explained by Ms. Gomez, an 

experienced English-Spanish bilingual fourth-/fifth-grade combo teacher of 

Latina descent at FVA: “We welcome every single child and that is very firm. 

No child will ever be removed from our classroom for services. So just know-

ing that—and how much even all the paras, the teachers, we all believe 

in the ability of every single student—is very refreshing. And you know, 

we always presume competence with everyone.” Ms. Gomez expresses the 

unequivocal stance at FVA that nobody gets removed and nobody gets left 

behind. Everyone is included. She also emphasizes the point that all staff 

adhere to this belief—an important distinction touching on the need for 

successful school programs to have a unified school culture with intentional 

messaging.11 Moreover, Ms. Gomez touches on presumed competence as an 
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important aspect of FVA’s inclusion model. The premise of centering inclu-

sion on presumed competence is central to a social justice perspective of 

disability and is a prerequisite for creating opportunities for participation 

and inclusion within school communities.12

Ms. Gomez’s commentary points to the bedrock of how FVA defines and 

implements inclusive education. The commitment to never removing a 

student from the general education classroom creates impetus and ratio-

nale for engaging in multiple forms of modification. Integrating students of 

diverse ability levels and needs requires substantial content differentiation 

and modification. Content modification thus becomes a prerequisite for 

creating participatory access to the classroom curriculum.

Another fundamental component of presuming competence is the belief 

that educators must give students opportunities to succeed.13 Ms. Wezner, 

a primarily English-speaking second-/third-grade combo general education 

teacher of European descent in her first year of teaching, explains the nec-

essary relationship between opportunity and presumed competence, inte-

gral to how staff sought to operationalize inclusion at FVA:

Coming [to FVA] after a whole semester of teaching in a learning center, I was like, 

“I don’t know how this is going to work.” For the first couple of weeks, I thought 

“this place is my dream and I don’t know how the kids are making progress here.” 

Then, after a month or so of getting in the groove, I was like, “Oh my gosh.” There 

was this insane difference of how much the kids were growing. I was like, “I cannot 

believe how much more all these kids are doing when they do have those typically 

developing peers with them.” In our ESI classes, it was almost like no one had a 

place to look for a peer model . . . ​And those kids that never get the chance to even 

try doing a general ed assignment . . . ​I think about it often with more severe dis-

abilities in the class who participate in such a great way on a gen ed assignment, 

and then think “they would never have that chance at a different school.”

Ms. Wezner echoes Ms. Gomez’s sentiments on the importance of presum-

ing competence and shifting one’s mindset to believe that all students must 

be given a chance to participate. She reflects on the rarity of seeing students 

designated as having moderate-to-severe disabilities integrated into general 

classroom settings.14 She also cites the common perception that students 

designated as having moderate-to-severe disabilities are best served in seg-

regated classroom environments—a belief prevalent in education.15

This desire for a presumption of competence when teaching students 

with disabilities was reiterated by parents we interviewed, particularly 

those with children identified as having significant needs due to a disability 
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designation such as autism or Down syndrome. For example, in describ-

ing her reasons for enrolling her daughter Star, a second grader of Filipino 

and European descent with Down syndrome, at FVA, Madeline, a middle-

class, primarily English-speaking mother of Filipino descent, alluded to the 

aversion school districts have in allowing general classroom placements of 

children identified as having significant needs due to a disability: “I was 

thinking about asking [Star’s prior school] to change her education goals 

’cause I noticed that she was very bright. I took her to tutoring, and they all 

said, ‘You know what, Star doesn’t belong in a moderate-to-severe classroom.’ 

Everyone pretty much said that . . . ​I had never even heard of FVA, and I was 

just thinking, ‘Oh my gosh’ because I heard horror stories about trying to 

advocate for kids to get into mainstream.” 

Madeline describes a common battle that parents of children with disabil-

ities face in trying to get schools to integrate their children into the general 

education setting. For Madeline, Star’s potential as a student should be what 

guides the choices surrounding her inclusion in a general education setting. 

However, as she notes above, schools are reticent to do so, in part because 

of an inability to presume competence: “So, I think here [at FVA], from the 

get-go, there was already that foundation built in that we’re going to work 

together. Whereas, like I said, I’ve talked to people on the outside and it’s 

always like they feel like the teacher is kinda frustrated because they don’t 

know. It’s like, ‘Okay, here’s a kid. Help them and help your other twenty-five 

kids too.’ So, they don’t have, I don’t think, that support. So, I think that’s 

the main difference here.” Like Ms. Wezner, Madeline believed that this lack 

of presumed competence was related to insufficient training and experience, 

coupled with inadequate support and resources—all of which were partly to 

blame for schools’ reticence to integrate disabled students into the general 

education classroom. In these discussions, it became clear just how difficult 

this shift in thinking was, with staff and parents themselves indicating the 

difficulties, frustrations, and doubts that come with advocating for presumed 

competence.

In many ways, the staff and family commentary we encountered pointed 

to the leap of faith that families and staff at FVA had to take in supporting 

a full inclusion model of schooling. This leap of faith included presuming 

competence and believing in students’ abilities to achieve levels of success 

that went beyond pre-prescribed notions of what disabled students can and 

cannot do.
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Instructional Leadership

An understanding of FVA’s history and trajectory as a full inclusion school 

would be incomplete without a discussion of founder and executive director 

Dr. Tully’s background and instructional leadership. Dr. Tully’s background 

as an experienced general and special education teacher and leader at both 

typical and inclusively modeled schools—was critical to understanding 

both the philosophy and execution of how inclusive education was opera-

tionalized at FVA. During many discussions and interviews, Dr. Tully circled 

back to how her personal histories as a teacher, school leader, and parent 

informed FVA’s origins and founding principles:

My [childhood school], it’s an elementary school and a graduate school on site. 

It’s part of the progressive education movement from John Dewey times. So, my 

elementary learning experiences were in this very integrated, intentionally open, 

classroom project-based environment. I grew up with a real justice commitment 

related to that.

I went into special ed because I was really interested in people that were dif

ferent than what the norm said you should be. I went into special education 

to understand what’s being normed and what’s being called abnormal . . . ​So, I 

studied special education.

I just had a real interest in flipping the script in a justice-oriented way. I just 

always did. That was my early childhood. And I did that as a gen ed teacher. And 

I would really look for ways to highlight the strengths of kids that were margin-

alized as a teacher. Right? Like, “What is it about this person who has a reading 

disability that’s going to be featured as awesome in front of all their friends? What 

are we going to do to move this around?”

I did that for about two years. Then when I came to the West Coast, I taught 

at [an inclusive model school]. So, then I got experience in the practices of inclu-

sion that you see at FVA. I’ve been working with teachers for many, many years 

on universal design, differentiated instruction, strength-based teaching—all the 

kinds of mindsets and strategy approaches that we use at FVA. It’s all built on my 

whole history of that.

Dr.  Tully’s commitment as an instructional leader was clearly apparent 

to staff at FVA, manifesting in the ways that she supported teachers and 

paraprofessionals in modifying their instruction. Dr. Tully’s beliefs in how 

instruction should be differentiated also informed the delivery of profes-

sional development. As a result, professional best practices, such as for-

mative classroom observation with feedback and modeling, were quite 

common at FVA. This level of professional support contrasted with what 

several of the more experienced teachers at FVA had experienced in prior 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Future Visions Academy	 61

school placements, echoing a common concern among educators that 

not enough time or support is dedicated to teacher professional develop-

ment.16 Ms. Gomez cited the need for comprehensive professional devel-

opment in her description of Dr. Tully’s support for her teaching at FVA: 

“Our principal is an instructional leader. There’ve been times throughout 

these two years that I’ve been at FVA where she will sit with me and help 

me lesson plan. And when she gives us feedback from observations, it’s just 

so helpful. You know, helping with modifications, how to include every

one in the classroom. That has been beyond beneficial. Unfortunately, I 

haven’t really had that in my other twelve-plus years of teaching.” 

A major aspect of Dr. Tully’s instructional leadership involved preparing 

teachers and staff for the challenges in adapting to teaching at a school that 

uses a full inclusion model. This level of insight and support would not 

have been possible without Dr. Tully herself having prior experience imple-

menting full inclusion programming as a teacher. Consequently, all staff, 

except for Ms. Severin, were new to the full inclusion model and needed 

substantial support from Dr. Tully in this. Ms. Wezner shares a fundamen-

tal lesson in successfully adopting a “full inclusion mindset” that Dr. Tully 

gave her:

Dr. Tully said to me in the beginning, “You have to let go of closing that gap 

completely.” Especially in the older grades, they’re going to make a ton of pro

gress, but they’re not necessarily going to be at grade level by the end of the year 

if they were already so behind. I think in the beginning of the year, that was really 

beating down on me. Like, “How am I going to get this kid who’s barely counting 

to now be multiplying? How can I do that?” And feeling so much pressure from 

myself to make that happen. Being able to just let go of that and be like, “Progress 

is progress.”

Ms. Wezner touches here on a core point of tension in teaching: that stu-

dent progress is synonymous with grade-level standards. Adherence to, 

and measurement of, student performance via the meeting of grade-level 

standards is the bedrock of most teacher professional development pro-

grams.17 This positioning of student achievement is further extended into 

the world of standardized achievement as markers of student success and 

attainment.18

This tension between adherence and letting go is particularly strong in 

environments with diverse ability levels where many of the students are 

identified as being “below grade level.” The question at FVA is “By whose 
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standards?” A shift to “progress is progress” that allows for greater variation 

and flexibility in how we define student achievement is an essential leap for 

teachers and staff to make in the adoption of a fully inclusive framework.

Intentional Recruitment and Onboarding of Staff

The intentional recruitment and onboarding of staff was another critical 

factor in FVA’s development of a full inclusion program. Dr. Tully strategi-

cally recruited staff that had at least one of the following: a social justice 

perspective and commitment to full inclusion (e.g., Ms. Gomez), training 

in both general and special education (e.g., Ms. Wezner), or prior experi-

ence teaching or providing services at another full inclusion program (e.g., 

Ms. Severin). Dr. Tully was also particularly interested in hiring staff new 

to education who demonstrated openness, flexibility, and strong socio-

emotional intelligence and communication skills during their interviews 

(e.g., the paraprofessionals).

Above all, Dr. Tully indicated that the most important quality she looked 

for while recruiting staff was a commitment to inclusion and a willingness 

to learn in a novel environment. She also indicated that, in some ways, it 

would have been more of a challenge to start with staff who had multiple 

years of experience in non-inclusive settings with incompatible mindsets 

and that she wanted staff who would be willing to “start fresh” in their 

professional development and learning:

We’re organized intentionally as a learning organization for adults. So, the way 

that the staff works with students, but also with each other, is very intentional. 

It’s all designed to give teachers agency, give support staff a loud voice, and reflect 

the values of honoring and respecting diverse perspectives among the staff as well 

as among the students.

So that’s just really different than what I’ve seen in other places. The goal and 

purpose of the entire staff is to work as a team with a shared kind of effort for an 

inclusive school, as opposed to “doing my part and then going home.”

One thing that I’ve been surprised by is the unfamiliarity with how radically 

different this approach is from what people have experienced . . . ​It’s been an 

interesting journey of recognizing that what I’m asking of people is outside of 

what they’ve seen.

Willingness to work as a team toward a shared vision of inclusion required 

staff to shed preconceived and preestablished notions of the nature of school-

ing. For many, this “starting over” constituted a radical departure from prior 
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understandings of inclusion in schools. Mr.  Gabriel, an English-Spanish 

bilingual first-year paraprofessional of Latino descent, shares his expe-

riences at FVA as a paraprofessional as being replete with transformative 

growth and learning:

It’s been just an amazing experience. Life changing. Everything was new for me. 

I’ve never worked at a school setting, but I was able to learn a lot from my peers, 

teachers, especially Sped teachers, you know. The paras that were already here 

prior to me, because I came in a little bit after the school year started, taught me. 

They showed me how to do certain things, how to deal with situations. And 

so, I was so excited to work because I was learning so much and I was making a 

difference, educating.

Mr. Gabriel points to the importance of support and mentorship among 

FVA staff as integral to his professional development at FVA. This deeply 

collaborative engagement was endemic to the inclusive culture of FVA. 

Mr.  Gabriel’s experiences are also an example of Dr.  Tully’s interest in 

recruiting staff with flexible attitudes and openness to FVA’s philosophy of 

inclusive education.

Autonomy and Choice

Another distinguishing factor in FVA’s inclusive education program was 

the focus on autonomy and choice. In the context of inclusion, we define 

autonomy as the freedom to make decisions and choice as access to mul-

tiple opportunities. The acquisition of autonomy and choice in the disabil-

ity space are typically centered as desired outcomes for interventions and 

supports afforded to people with disabilities.19 Historically, autonomy and 

choice have been closely tied to the independence movement (see chap-

ter 2) and can be viewed as a source of social capital that enables inclusive 

interactions between disabled and nondisabled communities.

At FVA, autonomy and choice are seen as prerequisites for full inclu-

sion and essential components of a fully participative school commu-

nity. Autonomy and choice were made possible through the allowance 

of multiple forms of participation and content modification to increase 

engagement in FVA’s classroom communities. Our view of classrooms as 

communities is ecological and supports an interdependent framing of rela-

tions and interactions at FVA (see discussion in chapter 8).20
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Supporting Autonomy and Choice through Teacher and Student Agency

The centering of autonomy and choice in FVA’s inclusive classroom com-

munities reveals a commitment to agency. This commitment is in line 

with the philosophy and ethos of what it means to include students fully 

in schools. Toward this end, in-person classroom observations afforded a 

firsthand look at the strategies teachers and paraprofessionals undertook to 

support student autonomy and choice.

For example, during an English language arts (ELA) lesson, Ms. Wezner 

and Ms. Severin adopted a team-teaching approach to aid students in 

monitoring their own self-regulation. Self-regulation is a crucial skill for all 

students to develop for school success and has also been tied to students’ 

ability to maintain autonomy and choice within the classroom.21

During this observation, Ms. Severin read Numeroff’s illustrated story

book If You Give a Mouse a Cookie to the class while Ms. Wezner monitored 

students’ behavior from the back of the classroom, marking it as “on-task 

(+)” or “off-task (–)” on a handheld whiteboard.22 Upon finishing the book, 

Ms. Wezner asked students to reflect on their self-regulation:

Ms. Wezner:  ​How do you think you did paying attention?

Students:  ​So-so.

Ms. Wezner:  ​That’s right. I was listening for positives and quiet. There was 

a lot of talking. The reason we are doing it without a [visual] reminder is so 

that we can give ourselves feedback.

From the perspective of supporting autonomy and choice, several aspects 

make this interaction interesting. First, we see a strong example of Ms. Wezner 

and Ms. Severin being afforded autonomy in their instructional approaches 

through their choice to engage in team teaching using a one teach/one assist 

model—in this case Ms. Severin, the special education teacher, conducting 

a reading lesson while Ms. Wezner, the general education teacher, collected 

behavioral data to share with the class later.

The reversal of general education and special education instructional 

roles and practices also makes this interaction novel. Historically, special 

education teachers have been relegated to supportive or auxiliary roles, if 

they are included at all, in the general education classroom.23 The inclu-

sion of special education teachers in primary lesson implementation and 

planning is indicative of the autonomy and choice that FVA staff have in 
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implementing their team-teaching instruction. This supports the message 

that all staff play an important role in the classroom community.

The second aspect that makes this interaction unique is that Ms. Wezner’s 

transparent approach supports student autonomy and choice in moni-

toring their own behavior. The students are informed in real time of their 

performance with the self-regulation exercise. In other words, there is full 

transparency in terms of Ms. Wezner’s processes and strategies for support-

ing students’ growth toward autonomy vis-à-vis the cultivation of their self-

regulation strategies. We see these strategies made visible when Ms. Wezner 

asks, “How do you think you did paying attention?” To which the students 

respond, “So-so.” Ms. Wezner then confirms their assessment when she says, 

“That’s right. I was listening for positives and quiet. There was a lot of talking.”

Centering Autonomy and Choice in Peer-Directed Leadership

Involving students in their own self-regulation and monitoring was not 

the only strategy for promoting choice and autonomy at FVA. Another 

strategy, exemplified by Ms. Gomez in her fourth-/fifth-grade combo class, 

was peer-directed discussion during activity share-outs. In the following 

example, Ms. Gomez promotes student autonomy and choice by encourag-

ing students themselves to select fellow classmates to share activity designs:

Ms. Gomez:  ​Erica, who are you calling on to share?

Erica:  ​I call on Lisette.

Lisette:  ​[Shares activity design idea]

Ms. Gomez:  ​Great! Lisette, who are you calling on?

Lisette:  ​I call on Zach.

Ms. Gomez could have chosen the students herself—it would have been 

quicker—but instead promoted students’ classroom participation and 

inclusion using practices that support student autonomy and choice. The 

success of this peer-directed discussion was evidenced by students’ engage-

ment in calling upon their disabled and nondisabled peers alike. That class-

room members called on each other equitably, regardless of disability, was 

notable because in typical school settings children designated as having 

moderate-to-severe support needs tend to be less frequently called upon.24

Students’ inclusion was also supported through the voluntary desig-

nation of leadership opportunities, such as being designated homework 
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checker for the day. This is significant because active opportunities for lead-

ership are not often given to students with disabilities, many of whom tend 

to be “acted upon” and seen as passive vessels for support (see chapter 2).25 

Thus, ascribing autonomy and choice through assigned community leader-

ship roles positions students with disabilities as active participants within 

their classroom communities.

Supporting Autonomy and Choice in Student Expression

Finally, FVA staff supported student autonomy and choice by allowing 

multiple forms of expression, affording students various ways to articu-

late ideas, including through nonspeaking forms. Nonspeaking forms of 

communication include use of facial expression and physical signing or 

gestures, and can be supported through the use of assistive technologies 

and visual aids (see chapters 3, 5, and 6).26 We intentionally use the terms 

“nonspeaking” and “minimally speaking” throughout this and subsequent 

chapters, rather than “nonverbal,” to describe alternative forms of com-

munication as still possibly including verbal utterances. While these terms 

are sometimes used synonymously to describe verbal communication, they 

are not interchangeable. “Nonverbal” as a descriptor of communication 

practice ignores the various nonspeaking—but very verbal—ways that we 

communicate. These can include, for example, the variety of verbal utter-

ances we use to mark joy, frustration, or anger, such as laughter, sighs, and 

shouts. The terms “nonspeaking” and “minimally speaking” more precisely 

embody the notion that while a person may not use verbally articulated 

words to communicate, they may still use verbalizations for expressive and 

communicative purposes.

At FVA, supporting nonspeaking forms of communication encourages 

students’ autonomy and choice as equally participating members of their 

classroom communities. We saw this in Ms. Gomez’s class during a speech 

push-in lesson in which Ms. Davis supported the participation of Carissa, 

a minimally speaking student. When it was Carissa’s turn to engage with 

classmates during the lesson, she was allowed to write her responses on an 

individual whiteboard, which were then read aloud by the speech thera-

pist to her classmates. The fact that Carissa was intentionally included in 

classroom discussion and allowed alternate forms of expression is signifi-

cant because it respects her bodily autonomy and choice of self-expression 

while also going against the grain of practices that center oral language 
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production as the optimal, or only, acceptable form of communication dur-

ing discussions.27

Other accepted forms of self-expression and participation at FVA 

included allowing students to pass on an activity if they did not want to 

share or respond to requests. Flexible allowances for student expression pro-

mote autonomy and choice by releasing students from needing to express 

themselves in prescribed ways and by broadening criteria for acceptable 

participation. For example, in another observation of Ms. Gomez’s class, 

students who did not have enough time to name their dinosaur during a 

science classification activity were allowed to share their work anonymously. 

When student work is shared, regardless of completion status, multiple forms 

of participation are supported. In this example, allowing students to share 

their work in multiple ways supports the extension of students’ knowledge 

and modes of expression.

Autonomy and Choice within Classroom Placements

In our discussions of what inclusive education means at FVA, families and 

staff repeatedly expressed that, for them, it meant helping students build 

autonomy and the life skills needed to make good choices, cultivate social 

capital, negotiate relationships, and engage in their communities. These 

objectives are aligned with social models of disability where a principal pur-

pose of rehabilitation programs is promoting independence.28 However, the 

full inclusion model at FVA went beyond the centering of independence as 

a means to an end and instead sought to help students learn to live inter-

dependently with others.

Cultivating social capital, relational negotiations, and an ecological 

view of community centers on affording students the opportunity to be 

autonomous and make their own choices. This view aligns with interde-

pendence as a relational frame for understanding the ways that inclusion 

occurs in school communities (see chapter 8). The centrality of giving stu-

dents a chance to achieve their potential is echoed by Ms. Wezner as she 

explains how her experiences in a prior school placement inform her views 

on autonomy and choice:

Coming from a different perspective at a different school, we just have so many 

kids that a typical school would never think to include in a gen ed setting. I have 

a friend who teaches an SDC class in [district name] and she fully believes that 

the kids in her class could not be in a gen ed setting. And it’s so crazy to me to 
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think, “I have kids just like that who are in my class and doing so great.” They 

just wouldn’t have had that opportunity to try in a different school. I think that 

has been a big shift in my thinking because when I first came [to FVA] I was like, 

“This is crazy.”

Here, Ms. Wezner points out the stark differences in the level of presumed 

competence and autonomy often afforded to students designated as hav-

ing moderate-to-severe disability.29 Her mention of teachers’ attitudes also 

alludes to the importance of teacher mindset and institutional support in 

cultivating student autonomy and choice within the classroom (see chap-

ter 2). As such, a differentiating factor for students at FVA is an assumption 

of competence, and resulting autonomy, afforded as an outcome of their 

integration into the general education classroom.

A growing desire for autonomy and choice for students with disabilities 

was reiterated by parents we interviewed, especially those with children 

identified as having significant needs due to a disability such as autism or 

Down syndrome. In describing the family’s reasons for enrolling Daniel, a 

first grader with Down syndrome, at FVA, Dina points to a change in her 

understanding of autonomy and choice, and how that relates to her per-

spective of her school districts’ refusal to allow Daniel into a general educa-

tion classroom setting:

Earlier on, I never questioned the segregation of the students. I just assumed that 

was the way it was and that there was no choice. When I had Daniel, a whole new 

perspective came based off his development and progress. We craved for him to 

be in an inclusive setting, especially because he has an older brother, James, and 

was mimicking everything that his older brother did. So, my experiences with 

the school district that we were living between the ages of three and five were 

difficult. Including him in an inclusive setting, at even a pre-K setting, I got an 

immediate “No.” So, because I wanted him to have schooling, I obviously stuck 

with that. But I knew that before kindergarten hit, I would, if necessary, move to 

a different city to enroll him in a school that was inclusive.

Like Ms. Wezner, Dina came to believe in the right of her son Daniel, and 

students with disabilities in general, to have the choice to be educated in an 

integrated setting with access to typically developing peers. Dina came to 

see integration as necessary for the development of her son’s autonomy and 

potential—the developmental benefits of which she witnessed firsthand in 

Daniel’s engagement with his older brother James.
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Culture of Kindness

At FVA, a culture of kindness was positioned as community social capital 

essential to students’ engagement and integration. The modeling of kind-

ness as a critical social skill, crucial to a unified school community, was one 

of the key outcomes FVA hoped to accomplish with its full inclusion model 

and philosophy.

Para Power! Making Social Skills Visible to Cultivate Kindness

Paraprofessionals held a substantial role in modeling kindness at FVA. As an 

example, during a structured math lesson using a team-teaching approach, 

I observed Ms. Carina, a paraprofessional in Ms. Gomez’s class fourth-/fifth-

grade combo classroom, modeling what it means to be kind by sharing her 

noticing of behaviors and feelings with Santiago, a minimally speaking stu-

dent with Down syndrome. Santiago stubbed Ms. Carina’s finger, and Ms. 

Carina immediately made visible the impact of his actions: “Ow! You hurt 

me, Santiago. That hurts. Please be gentle.” Ms. Carina’s reaction was impor

tant and intentional, modeling for Santiago, and the surrounding students 

who had taken notice, how to check in with others and make alternative 

requests. Ms. Carina’s modeling of her feelings and requests points to the 

focus that FVA sought to place on consideration for others—a key feature in 

how the school defined kindness.

FVA sought to ensure that modeling social skills—particularly in rela-

tion to kindness—was presented as imperative to being fully inclusive. In 

another example of social skills modeling, Ms. Carina supports cooperation 

between a small group of girls, consisting of Carissa, Margo, and Tammy, 

in an independent reading activity. Minimally speaking to varying degrees, 

the girls are working on modified versions of the activity. Carissa and Margo 

are giggling and chatting with each other when Tammy says, “Shhh!” Ms. 

Carina turns to the talkative pair and says, “That’s Tammy’s way of telling 

you to please be quiet. She is trying to work.”

This interaction is significant for two reasons. First, Tammy advocates for 

herself in a manner that is recognized and accepted by Ms. Carina. More-

over, Tammy is not asked to “use her words” as is sometimes the case with 

providers tasked to support minimally speaking students.30 The acceptance 

of Tammy’s verbal exclamation as legitimate communication positions her 

as an equally participative member in her group. The second reason this is 
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significant is that Ms. Carina uses Tammy’s communication as an oppor-

tunity to make visible people’s feelings and to model considerate behavior. 

These interpersonal interactions between students and staff exemplify mod-

eling kindness to support student inclusion while cultivating social skills.

“Let Me Help You Help Me”: Peer-to-Peer Modeling of  

Culture of Kindness

At FVA, we also noticed substantial peer-to-peer modeling of considerate 

behaviors that supported a culture of kindness. Peer-to-peer modeling is asso-

ciated with positive socio-emotional outcomes in social skills development, 

ability to make friends, and greater community integration.31 We observed 

the affordances of peer-to-peer modeling firsthand during a whole-class art 

activity in Ms. Gomez’s classroom. James and Tammy, both identified as 

having IEPs, were working independently at a shared table when Tammy 

suddenly grabbed the scissors from James to which James responded, “Give 

them back. If you want my scissors, you need to ask for them.” Tammy 

returned the scissors to James after a pause, and they continued working. 

With his request, James effectively uses his social skills to model considerate 

behaviors and to redirect Tammy in a prosocial way. These kinds of student 

interactions were common at FVA and served both to build students’ social 

capital within the classroom and to support a culture of kindness.

Another example of peer-to-peer modeling occurred during a speech 

push-in activity facilitated by Ms. Alexa, a SLPA in the first-/second-grade 

combo classroom of Ms. Ohlin, an English-speaking general education 

teacher of European descent in her second year of teaching. Ms. Alexa 

turned to Jake, a boy who presented as being autistic. Jake had lost track 

of his place in the visual story the group was using for the activity and 

was alternating between covering his face with his activity sheet and hold-

ing it upside down. Jonathan, another autistic student sitting next to Jake, 

responded, “That’s the wrong side,” and helped Jake to orient his activity 

sheet correctly. Annie, a student presenting as neurotypical, also leaned 

over and used a sheet of paper to guide Jake visually to where he should 

read. In this example, neurodiverse students model and engage in helpful 

prompting behaviors, mimicking what they have seen staff do at FVA.

Engaging in kind and helpful behavior is presented as what every

one should do for each other and disrupts a common presumption that 

nondisabled students are more capable of serving as behavioral models 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Future Visions Academy	 71

than disabled students.32 Another notable aspect of this interaction was 

the normalization of neurodiverse behaviors. For example, the students 

were not bothered by Jake’s autistic stimming and displayed a high level 

of acceptance for human diversity than what might otherwise be seen in 

general education settings.33 Examples such as these directly counter argu-

ments against full inclusion programs that students with “atypical” behav

iors create distraction within the general education setting.34

Time and time again, we witnessed students’ acceptance of neurodi-

versity at FVA. This was, in part, a testament to the “kindness as culture” 

work that the staff at FVA strove to undertake. As a final example, one day 

before school, fourth grader Luigi approached Jonathan, his classmate, who 

was sitting upset and alone on the floor. “What’s wrong?” Luigi asked. “You 

wouldn’t care,” replied Jonathan. “I do care!” replied Luigi, who firmly stood 

by Jonathan and patiently waited for his response. Luigi’s commitment to 

helping Jonathan reflected FVA’s intensive cultivation of kindness, a behav

ior integral to FVA’s inclusive school culture. It is often the case that students 

with disabilities in distress are ignored or avoided by their classmates, who 

may not have been exposed to, or shown how to engage in, supportive 

behaviors.35 These examples demonstrate the interdependent approach FVA 

students and staff take in negotiating social encounters with each other.

Perceptions of Culture of Kindness at FVA

Creating moments of unity and loving kindness within the school com-

munity was an integral part of supporting FVA’s culture of kindness. This 

commitment to kindness was philosophically essential to fulfilling FVA’s 

mission of inclusion. Mr.  Gabriel describes students’ evolution toward a 

“kindness as culture” mindset:

Kids who started going to school [at FVA], especially our special needs kids, they 

came in being shy and not really wanting to interact with different friends. And 

over time, we just were patient, and we loved them, and we took care of them, 

and we were just waiting for that sprout to happen. And when it did happen with 

a lot of kids, and even now looking back, so many kids have made so much pro

gress. Not just Sped students, but also our typical students, just accept the loving 

and caring and leave that hard side aside.

Mr. Gabriel points to developing kindness as being an incremental process. 

He illustrates how initially the students, most of whom came from segre-

gated school environments, were not accustomed to a more diverse school 
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community and did not know how to engage with what Fabien describes as 

“different friends.” Mr. Gabriel compares the concerted cultivation of kind-

ness to the cultivation of a sprouting shoot, the resulting growth blooming 

as inclusion and acceptance of peers. “Leaving that hard side aside,” in 

this case, refers to what Mr. Gabriel earlier revealed to be difficult aspects 

of human nature: prejudice, fear, and segregation. “The kids [with disabili-

ties], we know that they tend to get picked on. So, I think our community 

has created this barrier to walk all of that and allow that love and sense of 

empathy and care in our family and our community. They’ve been nurtured 

at a great school, so I know they’re going to be successful. And I hope that 

they just always care for their friends and their families.” Here, Mr. Gabriel 

discusses the protective factors FVA’s community promotes as both a “bar-

rier” to negative behaviors, such as bullying, as well as a protective circle of 

“empathy and care.” Mr. Gabriel description of FVA’s protective factors aligns 

with research demonstrating the socio-emotional health benefits, including 

an improved sense of belonging, that come with being part of a commu-

nity.36 Mira, a middle-class English- and Tagalog-speaking Filipina mother to 

kindergartener Maddox, second grader Marco, and fourth grader Maya, all of 

whom she identified as not having a disability, echoed Mr. Gabriel’s perspec-

tive on kindness as it related to empathy and care:

I want my kids to grow up knowing everyone is equal. I want them to know how to 

interact with all kinds of children. You have to learn to work with different people.

So, the benefit is they’re making friends, they’re learning how to work with 

all kinds of kids. When I was dropping the kids off at school, there was another 

child that [has a disability]. And she called my daughter, and they ran to each 

other and hugged and embraced, “Good morning.” It warmed my heart because 

we don’t see that every day.

I want them to come out of FVA with a big heart, knowing how to accept other 

people, how to work with other people, especially because in the real world, that’s 

what it’s all about . . . ​I talk to them every morning about helping other people, 

having empathy for other people, and giving yourself to others.

Mira, in describing her decision to place her nondisabled children in a full 

inclusion school, emphasized the necessity of kindness as integral to learn-

ing how to engage comfortably with a diverse range of people and to engage 

outside oneself. Moreover, she reiterated a commitment to kindness as phil-

osophically essential to being inclusive. Mira sees the skills her children 

learn at FVA as protective factors critical to navigating life successfully.

Ms. Carina echoes the commentary regarding the development of pro-

social skills as protective factors in the context of navigating change and 
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friendship, connecting both to inclusiveness and kindness. Regarding 

change, Ms. Carina alludes to children as naturally inquisitive and willing 

to try new things, including FVA’s inclusive school model: “With all the 

inclusion, I was surprised how it didn’t really [negatively] affect the kids. 

They’re unfazed about it. So, it was really cool to see that from the beginning 

they’re like, ‘Oh, these are my friends.’ You know, ‘We’re all friends.’ ” Ms. 

Carina points out how quickly the children grew accustomed to new ways 

of “doing school.” This includes new ways of “doing friendship.” This is in 

contrast to the development of cliques, in-groups, and out-groups, which 

tend to be a common schoolyard phenomenon.37 At FVA, it was more often 

the case that students would invite other children at the margins into their 

play. These inclusive schoolyard behaviors, modeled from the start by FVA 

staff, align with findings from Paley’s (1993 ) playground culture studies, 

which placed great value on play as “the most usable context” for children’s 

academic and social growth.38

A culture of kindness also includes caring for the success and well-being 

of others. From this viewpoint, cultivating an inclusive school culture 

requires producing citizens that care for each other. Ms. Yadira, a Spanish-

English bilingual second-year paraprofessional of Latina descent, reiterates 

the premise that kindness and inclusion are necessarily intertwined, and 

she expresses a belief that inclusion naturally leads to kindness: “[Inclu-

sion] makes everybody kind. It makes everybody understand things that 

we wouldn’t if we weren’t in that setting. I see students being kind to each 

other. I don’t see them making fun of each other. That helps us [the staff] be 

that person to adults as well.” In FVA’s school community, a major product 

of kindness is thus an expanded ability to engage with people as they are. 

Inclusiveness, and the kindness that results from it, allows us to acquire a 

wider lens of acceptance. Ms. Yadira alludes to the “contagious” nature of 

inclusivity and kindness: once someone starts being inclusive and kind, it 

spreads to others, including adults being kind to each other.

Intersectional Vision of Inclusive Education

Finally, adherence to FVA’s mission was expressed as a commitment by fam-

ilies and staff to an intersectional vision of inclusive education. Adopting 

an intersectional approach to the cultivation of inclusion is essential in an 

increasingly globalized society where people identify across multiple iden-

tities, including those that intersect with language, disability, and race.39 
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Dr.  Tully iterated the necessity of adopting an intersectional perspective 

of inclusion in her description of FVA as an inclusive school community 

in the school handbook: “Our school community understands that the 

diverse experiences, cultures, languages, abilities, and skills students bring 

to the classroom are assets for learning. School-wide values of empathy 

and respect are promoted through cooperative learning experiences in our 

diverse and inclusive classrooms, and through attention to each student’s 

social emotional learning and growth.” In this section and the remainder 

of the book, we connect the ways in which FVA families and staff strove to 

consider students’ multiple identities in the implementation of FVA’s inclu-

sion model. We found that staff and families’ own multiple identities, and 

perspectives, inform their view and approaches to inclusion. We explore 

how families’ diverse experiences and perspectives, combined with FVA’s 

school practices, shaped the students’ experiences at FVA.

Intersecting Needs across Language and Disability

Examples of students’ intersectional identities influencing delivery of services 

were particularly evident in the speech and language therapy work that took 

place with multilingual children at FVA. The influence of children’s intersec-

tionality manifested as a tension between supporting both their IEP and their 

language needs.

To date, strategies for comprehensively serving students at the inter-

section of language and disability are few.40 Adding to the complexity of 

serving children with IEPs who are also multilingual is the fact that most 

therapy providers are not bilingual, as was the case with the service pro-

viders at FVA. This is a common phenomenon across the service provider 

industry, including the fields of speech–language pathology, occupational 

therapy, and behavior interventionists, with profound ramifications for 

how best to support multilingual students requiring services.41 This scar-

city in the face of great need behooves intersectional considerations in the 

implementation of inclusive programming that center a students’ multiple 

identities in the provision of services.

At FVA, we observed the impact students’ intersecting language and dis-

ability identities had on provider decisions, specifically services to support 

students identified as being both multilingual and disabled. As an example, 

Ms. Davis was observed providing speech push-in services to multilingual 

students during small-group literacy centers in the kindergarten classroom 

of Ms. Macias, an experienced English-Spanish bilingual teacher of Latina 
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descent. Ms. Davis was supporting Cindy, one of three children in the class 

with IEPs who was also designated as emerging Spanish-English bilingual. 

Ms. Davis worked with Cindy on her /r/ sounds using the Little Mermaid 

storybook. While the focus of the lesson was /r/ sounds, Ms. Davis also 

improvised to address the /sh/ sound.

Ms. Davis later told me that working on /sh/ was not part of Cindy’s 

IEP. However, because the Little Mermaid storybook had many /sh/ sounds, 

as in the word “shell,” it afforded Ms. Davis an opportunity to support 

Cindy’s emerging language needs as a Spanish-English bilingual. Ms. Davis 

understood that for many emerging Spanish-English bilinguals, the distinc-

tion between the English /sh/ and /ch/ is a tricky one. Accordingly, she 

used Cindy’s language status to justify the service addition: “As a Spanish-

speaking English-language learner, she needs to practice /sh/.”

While this was an improvised service decision, it demonstrates Ms. 

Davis’s awareness of her students’ multiple identities and needs across dis-

ability and language. In Cindy’s case, this meant addressing her needs as a 

Spanish-English bilingual in tandem to the needs associated with her lan-

guage delay. It also speaks to an often unanswered need to support service 

providers in their intentional integration of strategies that support both 

language and disability needs, particularly for providers who are not pro-

ficient in the heritage languages of the children they serve.42 Moreover, 

this example demonstrates why adopting intersecting approaches to sup-

port both students’ language and disability needs is so important: to not 

do so makes effective service delivery difficult for the significant number 

of students who have service needs related to both disability and language 

status.43

Intersecting needs across language and disability were also evident in 

FVA’s attempts to include multilingual language support for students. This 

was evident in the language choices that were made during school-wide 

celebrations, performances, and events that brought FVA’s linguistically 

diverse families and staff together. As an example, FVA’s winter celebration 

included multiple songs across languages, including American Sign Lan-

guage (ASL), Spanish, and English across all class performances. Usage of 

ASL across contexts at FVA is significant because ASL is not always sup-

ported as a second or foreign language in school settings, despite its com-

mon usage to support students with disabilities.44 At FVA, this was not the 

case, with ASL being frequently observed during school events and class-

room instruction. Moreover, ASL usage was observed in students both with 
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and without disabilities and both general and special education teachers, 

not only service providers. As a result, ASL use at FVA came to signify one 

of the intersecting ways in which disability and language informed com-

munication and instruction at FVA.

Paraprofessionals as Cultural Brokers

The positioning of paraprofessionals, who were mostly multicultural and 

multilingual, as cultural brokers within the school community was another 

way in which FVA attempted to support the inclusion of diverse students 

with disabilities. We use the term “cultural broker” to signify persons who 

use their multiple identities to facilitate the bridging of cultures and com-

munication.45 We focus on paraprofessionals as cultural brokers at the class-

room community level.

One such relationship that centered paraprofessionals as cultural bro-

kers within the classroom setting involved Ms. Wezner, who is monolingual 

in English, and Ms. Carina, a Spanish-English bilingual paraprofessional 

assigned to support the classroom. Ms. Wezner and Ms. Carina were tasked 

with serving emerging Spanish-English bilingual students with and without 

disabilities in her second-/third-grade combo class. Toward this endeavor, 

Ms. Wezner broadly described the immense support Ms. Carina provided, 

outlining the ways that Ms. Carina used her multilingual status to help Ms. 

Wezner support students and parents: “I think especially with our demo-

graphic of so many Spanish speakers, I lean on Carina a ton for translating 

and helping families that I don’t think feel as comfortable talking to me 

because I don’t speak Spanish. She makes it more of a comforting feeling 

for them.” In this commentary, Ms. Wezner explicitly positions Ms. Carina 

as a cultural broker in several ways. First, Ms. Wezner supports Ms. Carina by 

using her multilingual status to bridge the language barrier that is some-

times present between monolingual teachers and multilingual students 

and parents.46 As Ms. Wezner explains, language disconnect can result in 

alienation or feelings of discomfort between parents and teachers.47 Ms. 

Carina serves as a cultural broker by bridging language gaps between her 

and parents to create connection and “comfort” for parents, facilitating 

their participation in the classroom community.

Second, Ms. Carina also acts as a cultural broker within the classroom 

by helping bridge the language gap between Ms. Wezner and her students 

through translation of academic content and support of language learning. 
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Here, Ms. Wezner describes how Ms. Carina uses her Spanish-English lan-

guage skills to support the inclusion and instruction of multilingual students:

She played a huge part in integrating more Spanish into our class. She would write 

our morning meeting message in Spanish, and then I would read it in class to the 

kids, as best as I can, and they would all laugh . . . ​Half or more are [multilingual], 

so they translate after I read it. We started doing that every Wednesday, and it was 

such a fun thing in class. For the first time, I let the kids step into “I’m learning 

with you.” And they were like, “What? How can you learn new things? You’re our 

teacher.” So, I thought that was a really cool aspect of using our paras and using 

each other as resources.

Ms. Wezner’s description of Ms. Carina’s facilitative role in supporting 

student-driven language learning illustrates how paraprofessionals use their 

intersecting identities to broker connections between multilingual and dis-

ability communities. In Ms. Wezner’s classroom, Ms. Carina facilitated 

language cultivation by supporting Ms. Wezner in making language invita-

tions to students and using student-driven language modeling to support 

classroom engagement, all of which affirm students’ intersecting identities 

and cultural capital.48

Family Perspectives on Intersectionality

The multilingual families we interviewed also had specific perspectives 

about the intersecting needs of multilingual and disabled students. This 

included discussion of how the needs of their multilingual children were 

being addressed via FVA’s full inclusion model. In this subsection, we focus 

on discussions we had with Hilda and Sara, two first-generation Mexican 

mothers with diverse backgrounds and experiences.

Hilda, a working-class Spanish monolingual mother from a rural vil-

lage in Mexico, indicated that she primarily relied on her two multilingual 

children, Leonardo, a first grader identified as having a learning disability, 

and Luigi, a fourth grader not identified as having a disability, to relay class-

room information to her. For school matters, she relied on the front office 

staff and the paraprofessionals assigned to her children’s classrooms. Some-

what indicative of the fact that she was willing to be interviewed but not 

audio-recorded, Hilda was somewhat wary of the systems she had encoun-

tered thus far in the United States, with the US education system being no 

exception. Her own experiences with formal education had been mediated 

by economic disruption and the need to work. Hilda’s experiences with 
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schooling carried over into her perspectives of FVA’s inclusion model and 

what it meant for her children to be enrolled at FVA:

La forma de ensenar es diferente. Tratan bien a los niños. Se enfocan en ellos. 

No los enseñan lo mismo porque su nivel es diferente. Es una escuela chiquita y 

les ponen más atención en sus necesidades . . . ​En una escuela mas grande, si no 

entienden se pasan . . . ​Aquí, si no entienden, tratan de explicar otra vez.

The education is different. They treat the children well. They pay attention to 

them. The teaching is not the same because the [children’s] levels are different. 

It’s a small school where they attend to their needs . . . ​At a larger school, if you 

don’t understand, you get left behind . . . ​Here, if you don’t understand, they try 

again to explain.

The positive treatment of her children, which included school staff meeting 

children at their “level” and children not being “left behind,” were impor

tant aspects of FVA’s inclusive school model for Hilda as a first-generation 

immigrant to the United States. This could be in contrast to prior school-

ing experiences where perhaps Hilda, or her children, may not have been 

as well supported. Hilda was hesitant to criticize directly and only alluded 

at these sentiments indirectly—a communicative approach in line with 

Hilda’s rural upbringing.

Hilda’s comments also illustrate her understanding of a defining goal of 

inclusive education: to ensure comprehension across diverse ability levels 

using differentiated instruction. In Hilda’s view, the use of differentiated 

instruction to support children with disabilities at FVA also supported the 

needs of her multilingual children. The view of inclusion, care, and support 

of diverse students as a community value at FVA was also echoed by Sara, 

a college-educated monolingual Spanish-speaking woman from an urban 

area of Mexico, mother to kindergartener Leon and third grader Isla, both 

designated as English language learners without disability:

Me habían dicho que era inclusiva, pero no visualizaba hasta ya estar aquí, qué 

tan inclusiva es ¿No? Ya el poder de tener con ellos como compañeros a niños 

con educación especial y con ciertas necesidades me hace entender todavía más. 

Y sobre todo, que ellos puedan sentirse parte de una comunidad tan diversa . . . ​

Porque aquí se van a encontrar de todos los estratos económicos, sociales, cultura-

les, ideológicos, y ahora también de habilidades o disabilidades.

I had been told that the school was inclusive, but I didn’t realize it until I saw it 

for myself. You know? Seeing them engage with classmates that receive special 

education and have additional needs helps me understand this even more. And 
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what’s more, to see them feel like they are part of such as diverse community . . . ​

Because here, you’ll find all the socioeconomic, cultural, and ideological statuses, 

as well as abilities and disabilities.

Sara’s perspective of intersectionality at FVA was also evident in her framing 

of the diverse backgrounds and needs of multilingual and disabled children 

as analogous in their shared necessity for community and support:

Creo que desde un principio los maestros pudieron hacer sentirlos como parte de 

una comunidad. Que llegaron sin saber inglés y que están aprendiendo el idioma, 

es una habilidad menos como el que a lo mejor no puede caminar o como él que 

no puede comer por sí mismo. Osea, cada uno tiene diferente tipo de necesidad.

From the beginning, the teachers have helped them feel part of a community. 

That they are here without speaking English, in the process of learning the lan-

guage, is one less ability as someone who perhaps cannot walk or perhaps cannot 

feed themselves. In other words, each of us has a different type of need.

Sara’s reframing of language status and disability as distinct but potentially 

interrelated and interconnected designations points to the commonalities 

they share in the context of inclusion. In this sense, both multilingual and 

disabled students require resources to integrate into the classroom, includ-

ing curricular adjustments to gain access to the curriculum. Finally, Sara 

reiterated a perspective that was shared by both Mira and Mr. Gabriel in 

their discussion of kindness, empathy, and inclusivity as social capital:

El beneficio creo que va a ser el poder hacerlos conscientes desde chicos de las 

necesidades que hay a su alrededor . . . ​Y de lo importante que es poder compartir 

y convivir con el resto del mundo, porque aquí en Estados Unidos habemos de 

todo tipo de personas.

The benefit is that from an early age they will be aware of the needs that exist 

around them . . . ​As well as the importance of being able to share and engage 

with the world, because here in the United States, we have many kinds of people.

Parents’ shared perspectives of inclusion supported a belief in the necessity 

of promoting an interdependent community. In the following chapters, we 

will continue to explore parent, staff, and student perspectives on inclusion 

as they relate to LLT practices at FVA across in-person and remote learn-

ing contexts. Specifically, chapter 5 will pivot to a descriptive discussion 

of FVA’s in-person LLT practices during the 2019–2020 school year, while 

chapters 6 and 7 will document the shifts to remote and hybrid learning 

commencing in the spring of 2020.
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5  Amplifying Student Voice: LLT Practices at FVA

In this chapter, we highlight the social affordances—and challenges—of 

using digital technologies to support children’s inclusion across language, 

literacy, and technology (LLT) practices in diverse school communities. As 

discussed in chapter 1, we use the term “LLT practices” to describe an inte-

grated approach to examining language and literacy practice in the context of 

technology use. This interdisciplinary view of literacy practice across dimen-

sions aligns with twenty-first-century sociocultural conceptualizations of 

literacy and differs from prior examinations looking at LLT practices as 

relationally distinct.1 Applying an interdependent lens (see chapter 8), we 

examine the sociocultural context of inclusive technology use at FVA as 

they strove to support students’ LLT practices.

In the second half of the chapter, we also explore how students’ and 

teachers’ use of assistive technologies can be used to embody, empower, and 

give agency to students as creators and participants in the classroom. Our 

focus is broadly centered on communication and connection and the ways 

in which LLT practices support student agency and expression. The chap-

ter also details how experiences with digital technologies had a profound 

mediating impact on how parents and staff come to understand students’ 

voices and competencies.

Our study of digital technologies at FVA revealed LLT practices that aligned 

with those often found in other schools, as well practices that diverged from 

typical uses of technology in the classroom. First, we discuss LLT practices, 

perspectives, and preferences at FVA, including how they align with and dif-

fer from LLT practices often seen in schools. Then, we discuss LLT practices 

in the home with a focus on supporting the LLT practices of children with 

disabilities. Finally, we take a closer look at how assistive technologies can 

be used to support and empower students’ linguistic expression and voice. 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



82	 Chapter 5

Throughout, we use FVA as a case study to provide analysis for how LLT 

practices might be used to support students’ agency and voice within and 

beyond the classroom.

A Walk through of LLT Practices at FVA

This section provides a descriptive overview of LLT practices in the FVA 

school community. This includes a description of LLT practices in the class-

room and supporting LLT practices for children with disabilities. Connec-

tions will be made to how LLT practices align and diverge from practices 

generally seen in schools and how they might be used to support inclusion, 

engagement, and learning in school communities.

LLT in the Classroom

In discussing LLT practices, we use the term “physical technologies” to refer 

to hardware, tools, instruments, and machines, and we use the term “digital 

technologies” to refer to applications of data and code, such as software, 

data storage systems, and the Internet. The use of physical technologies 

as instructional tools (e.g., Elmo projectors, television screens, and digital 

whiteboards) for a review of core subjects during whole-group lessons was 

common in all the classes we observed at FVA. These technologies were pri-

marily used as visualization and scaffolding tools for teaching and lesson 

review. Often, these uses were coupled with physical manipulatives as in 

the following observation of a whole-group math lesson reviewing math-

ematical thinking and vocabulary in Ms. Macias’s kindergarten classroom:

Ms. Macias combines her use of the Elmo projector with physical manipulatives, 

including Post-it notes, stickers, and worksheets. Shapes are projected using the 

Elmo. Ms. Macias asks, “What does 2D and 3D mean?” as she places a whiteboard 

next to the Elmo, divided in half and labeled “2D” on the left and “3D” on right. 

Students clap their hands twice or thrice to demonstrate understanding as shapes 

are sorted into their respective columns. Ms. Macias finishes the lesson by review-

ing geometric vocabulary, including “vertices,” “diagonal,” “parallel,” “acute,” 

“obtuse,” and “straight.” Students stand and model each vocabulary item, using 

their arms to motion the direction and angle of lines.

Additional uses of physical technologies in Ms. Macias’s classroom, observed 

across all classrooms at FVA, included the use of digital alarms to cue and direct 

students from activity to activity. The integration of physical technologies 
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with visual manipulatives and tools is typical of well-scaffolded classrooms 

and was critical to maintaining classroom flow and order, aligning with 

the need for physical cues and supports written into many students’ IEPs.2

The following observation of guided reading and computer small-group 

literacy centers in Ms. Ohlin’s first-/second-grade combo class was also typi-

cal of the integrated use of physical technologies, manipulatives, and tools 

used at FVA to support students’ LLT practices:

A digital alarm goes off, and students stop their activity. When all students are 

quiet, they rotate to their next center. At the guided reading station, Ms. Severin 

chats with students: “How was your weekend? I missed you guys.” Then, she pulls 

out a book: “This book is called Can You Go Here? What do you think it’s about? 

Do you guys want pointers?” Ms. Severin hands out plastic pointers that students 

can use to guide their reading. They begin choral reading, and when they get to 

the end of the page, Ms. Severin says, “Turn the page.” They continue reading 

page by page together. She waits for all students to finish reading each page before 

providing the verbal prompt, “Turn the page.”

In this example, Ms. Ohlin uses a digital alarm as an audio cue for students 

to move to their next literacy station, supporting students’ ability to self-

regulate and remain on task with their literacy activities. Once at the guided 

reading station, led by Ms. Severin, pointers are offered as physical tools to 

support students’ choral reading.3 This is a simple example of the interplay 

between physical tools and technologies commonly observed across FVA’s 

classrooms.

Functional Uses of Digital Technologies in the Classroom

The use of physical technologies as tools to support classroom function 

often extended to how digital technologies were used in the classroom. 

We saw this primarily with how digital technologies, specifically education 

applications and websites, were used to engage students during small-group 

centers. Based on our observations of classroom LLT practices, and confirmed 

by interviews with staff, educational game applications, such as Smarty 

Ants and Lexia, were used to support early language and literacy goals—

for example, letter sound identification and blending CVC words. Prior 

to the period of pandemic-induced remote learning (see chapter 6), digi-

tal technology use, including educational game applications, centered on 

facilitating self-guided literacy skills review during small-group centers, as 

described by Ms. Wezner: “We had one station during reading that was on 
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computers, and I was starting to have them do guided reading on the Read 

Works website—kind of like a test-prep skill. They have little passages that 

you can go answer questions on and go back to the passage. So more of that 

skill of going back into the text and finding the answers to the question.” 

In this example, Ms. Wezner alludes to test-prep skills as auxiliary or 

supplemental skills suitable for delegation to self-guided computer center 

stations. This delegation was in contrast to direct reading and writing instruc-

tion using physical technologies and tools. With exception of assistive digi-

tal technologies, which we detail later in the chapter, and assistive uses of 

mainstream technologies, such as Google Workspace (formerly G Suite) on 

a Chromebook, for supporting writing, it wasn’t until the pandemic that 

we saw a more expansive shift in the use of digital technologies as integral 

instruments for transforming and informing students’ reading and writing 

practice.

Ms. Yadira reiterated the limited use of digital technologies in the pre-K 

and early-grade classrooms that we saw in the upper-grade classrooms. As 

Ms. Yadira describes, uses focused primarily on supporting student auton-

omy during independent study, freeing staff to facilitate what were per-

ceived to be more instruction-intensive centers, such as guided reading: “In 

TK, we didn’t have a lot of technology. We did literacy stations. They would 

have iPads, so they could use an app and then work on that. And then, Ms. 

Jarvis had a reading station.”

In these ways, digital technologies in the classroom served as holding 

spaces for students, allowing staff to work more intensively with students 

needing additional support, affording flexibility in how teachers and staff 

organized literacy instruction for students. Ms. Severin also reiterated the 

functional use of digital technologies for facilitating classroom management: 

“I think if anything, tech is great for us when we do small groups because 

from a classroom management standpoint, we need a fourth, or a third, or 

half the class to just be quiet. So, plug and play is fantastic for that. I can 

manage the other ten kids.” As described by Ms. Severin, and corroborated 

by several staff interviewees, a central purpose of digital technologies was 

to support classroom management functionally by keeping a portion of the 

class autonomously occupied. In this way, the primary benefit of integrat-

ing digital technologies into classroom instruction centered on their use as 

freestanding activities, allowing staff to focus on targeted one-to-one and 

small-group literacy instruction. These uses, while simultaneously practical 
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and limited, are representative of the functional approaches to integrating 

digital technologies as instructional tools observed across US classrooms.4

LLT Perspectives and Preferences at FVA

Perspectives and preferences regarding reading and writing with digital 

technologies also surfaced during classroom observations and interviews 

with staff and families. Considering the impact of perspectives and prefer-

ences for LLT practices (1) informs our understanding of observed prac-

tices, (2) illuminates potential areas for supporting LLT practices in schools, 

and (3) provides useful information for designing inclusive instructional 

approaches for students with diverse literacy needs.5 In this section, we 

discuss teacher and student perspectives and preferences for LLT practices 

in the classroom.

Teacher Perspectives

When we asked teachers to describe student reading preferences with and 

without the use of digital technologies, most indicated that they had not 

noticed a preference but ventured to guess that students preferred reading 

with physical books rather than reading digitally on a computer or tablet. 

It became apparent in asking teachers about student preferences that this 

had not been a question they had considered before, perhaps as a result of 

digital technologies being relegated to functional applications in the class-

room. This ambivalence was evident in Ms. Wezner’s description of student 

preferences for reading with digital technologies:

I think that when I first introduced doing reading on the computer, they were 

really excited about it ’cause it’s new and different. But [the reading website] was 

only informational articles. So, I don’t think it was quite as fun as reading books 

that are stories. I don’t know what they would prefer for themselves, but my class 

loved read-alouds, and when Ms. Severin would read a picture book, they could 

ask questions for an hour. So, I think in that sense, real books, but I don’t know.

Ms. Wezner’s commentary was typical of the responses we received dur-

ing interviews, with teachers themselves indicating a preference for reading 

with books. This led us to wonder whether teachers’ own preferences col-

ored how they viewed reading with digital technologies.

We would later learn, in discussions with Dr. Tully, that historically the 

school had not had an opportunity to focus on intentionally integrating 
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digital technologies more holistically into classroom practice. Rather, the 

focus of FVA’s piloting years had been on getting the full inclusion model 

off the ground. Ms. Davis, who was tasked as the SLP collaborating with the 

special education teachers to integrate assistive technology use into class-

rooms, confirmed that the prioritization of the full inclusion model’s push-

in structure sometimes made it challenging to use technology-enabled 

strategies to engage students with IEPs. She shared the case of Chandler, an 

autistic kindergartener in Ms. Macias’s classroom as an example: “Chandler 

really responds better with the iPad. He loves animals. So, do we or do we 

not incorporate iPad work into a storybook reading center? I think I’ll try to 

incorporate that the next time I go into the classroom because I didn’t get 

a chance to work with him today.”

Ms. Davis described how she has to balance what will motivate indi-

vidual students with IEPs while keeping the push-in content as close to 

the broader general education activity as possible. These tensions illumi-

nate the philosophical differences in approaches to serving students found 

between the worlds of inclusive education and special education. They also 

illuminate how competing instructional priorities—so common in schools, 

with FVA being no exception—are major factors in decisions about whether, 

and how, to integrate technology use more intentionally into classroom 

practice.6

Pivoting the discussion to student preferences for writing with and with-

out digital technologies, teacher perceptions were less ambivalent. Teachers 

indicated a preference for writing with paper in both the lower and upper 

grades. Ms. Wezner describes student preferences for writing in her second-/

third-grade combo class:

Typing is challenging for a lot of them, so they would prefer by hand. But then, for 

our first publishing of stories, I called them one by one during centers, and they 

read me their piece, and I typed it for them. I think they like seeing it all typed 

up, official. But they’re not able to type it themselves yet. At least, not fluently. 

So, I think that it took so long that they would prefer to handwrite if they had to.

At second- and third-grade levels, Ms. Wezner indicated that students still 

preferred writing with pencil and paper because, as emerging writers, they 

had more fluency and speed writing by hand. In her view, this corresponded 

with fewer frustration points compared to typing, which can be very “hunt 

and peck” in the early stages of learning to type.7 This relationship between 

writing and typing fluency, frustration thresholds, and preferences supports 
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prior findings indicating these as factors informing students’ digital tech-

nology use to support writing (see chapter 3).8

In the upper-grade levels, both usage and preference for writing with 

digital technologies seemed to change. As an example, Ms. Gomez had the 

following to say regarding her fourth and fifth graders’ perspectives of writ-

ing with digital technologies: “I think they enjoy writing on technology, 

but because I think they enjoy being able to manipulate their font . . . ​how 

big it is, what color it is. Those kinds of things are very new and fun for 

them. And so, it made it exciting to type and they want it to be on the 

computers in that respect.” According to Ms. Gomez, there is a shift in 

upper-grade students realizing, and exploring, the affordances of writing 

with digital technologies. These include the ability to select and manipulate 

font size and style, use spelling and grammar check functions to improve 

writing accuracy, and take advantage of speech-to-text and text-to-speech 

functions to support writing fluency (see chapter 3). While Ms. Gomez did 

not mention writing proficiency as a factor in students’ preferences for 

using digital technologies, there is an indication within the research that as 

students begin writing more fluently, usually in the mid to upper elemen-

tary grades, they are also in an improved position to take advantage of the 

affordances of digital technologies for writing.

Student Perspectives

In interviews with students, we found a positive interest in using technology 

for both reading and writing, particularly in the upper grades engaging with 

educational technology gaming applications. This positive interest is typical of 

that found in studies of student preferences and uses of digital technologies.9

LLT practice in lower grades: Marco and Maddox  Reiterating staff responses, 

students indicated that their preferred uses of digital technologies included 

using their Chromebook computers to access educational game applications 

and websites while at centers. In the lower grades, literacy practices incorpo-

rating digital technologies focused on using educational game apps to engage 

working memory and information recall of literacy and mathematical con-

cepts (i.e., Lexia and Kahoot; see appendix B), as Marco, a second grader in 

Ms. Wezner’s class describes:

Interviewer:  ​So, Marco, I want to start by asking you to tell me a little bit 

about what you like about your school.
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Marco:  ​I like it because we can do fun stuff like Kahoot. It’s really fun.

Interviewer:  ​Can you tell me more about Kahoot? What is that?

Marco:  ​It’s a website on your laptop. You have to try and figure out what 

is the answer.

Marco’s positive response to using educational technology applications such 

as Kahoot on his Chromebook as fun and a highlight of his school day was 

typical of student interview responses given regarding the use of digital tech-

nologies to support LLT practices at FVA. For the youngest students, using 

digital technologies to support LLT practices extended to engaging with edu-

cational technology applications downloaded onto one-to-one iPads to sup-

port phonological and alphabet awareness. For example, Lexia was used to 

develop students’ phonological awareness, as Maddox, a kindergartener in 

the class of Ms. Jarvis, an experienced English-speaking teacher of European 

descent, describes here:

Interviewer:  ​How do you use computers for reading?

Maddox:  ​I play Lexia.

Interviewer:  ​You play Lexia? What do you do? Can you tell me what Lexia 

is?

Maddox:  ​It’s about rhyming words.

Interviewer:  ​And what’s your favorite thing to do in Lexia?

Maddox:  ​To rhyme words.

Maddox’s response to this, and additional questions about his LLT practices, 

was typical of the younger elementary-aged children we interviewed at FVA. 

In addition to the phonological uses of educational technology applications 

such as Lexia to support LLT, Maddox indicated that he enjoyed reading 

student-produced writing:

Maddox:  ​What I like about my school is the library.

Interviewer:  ​The library. What do you like about the library?

Maddox:  ​’Cause they have books.

Interviewer:  ​Yeah, do you have favorite books? Tell me what your favorite 

books are.

Maddox:  ​The Ellis books.

Interviewer:  ​The Ellis books? I don’t know what those are about. Can you 

tell me what those are about?
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Maddox:  ​About my friend Ellis in my class.

Interviewer:  ​Oh, they’re about your friend Ellis! Are these books that you 

write? Or are these books that someone else wrote?

Maddox:  ​Someone else wrote. Ellis.

These stories were often written by hand by the students and then typed 

and printed by the staff, as mentioned earlier by Ms. Wezner. This is another 

example of the functional uses of digital technologies at FVA, and writing as 

a relational and social endeavor, that supports student voice and classroom 

connection. As such, writing, and its formalized presentation in the library, 

becomes a way for students to amplify their voice as authors (e.g., Ellis) for 

their classmates (e.g., Maddox) as audience. Maddox also discussed his own 

writing practices, primarily produced using paper and pencil:

Interviewer:  ​Do you like to write? What kinds of things do you write?

Maddox:  ​I like to write a draft.

Interviewer:  ​What do you write about?

Maddox:  ​I write about elephants.

Interviewer:  ​So, you like to write about elephants. What do you like about 

elephants?

Maddox:  ​It’s because they can drink the water.

Interviewer:  ​Right! Through their long trunks. That’s right.

Maddox’s discussion of his writing practices at school indicates an under-

standing of writing as a process, including the need for drafts. His discus-

sion of elephants also places animals as a central topic of interest—common 

for children in lower elementary grades. Maddox did not indicate using his 

Chromebook for writing, which was corroborated by the lower elementary 

teachers.

Younger students’ preference for reading physical books and writing with 

paper and pencil rather than digitally with their school-issued Chromebooks 

and iPads was reiterated by Marco, a second grader in Ms. Wezner’s classroom:

Interviewer:  ​Thinking about reading on paper or on a computer, which do 

you like better?

Marco:  ​Paper because it is almost the same thing as reading on a computer 

but without a screen.

Interviewer:  ​What do you like about reading with paper better?
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Marco:  ​It’s much easier for me to read on paper because sometimes when 

I read a lot, like looking at a screen too long, my eyeballs a little bit hurt.

As we found in our prior reading intervention research, eye strain was a 

common reason given by students who preferred to read on paper com-

pared to digitally.10 Marco’s preference for reading on paper is unsurprising, 

given these sensory barriers.

LLT practices in upper grades: Maya  In the upper grades, reading was done 

either using physical books or digitally with Epic, educational technology 

software installed on school-issued Chromebook laptops (see appendix B). 

Maya describes LLT practices common in her fourth-grade classroom with 

Ms. Gomez:

Maya:  ​I read on paper, like the “Steps into Reading.” I usually just start at 

the beginning and then work my way to the end.

Interviewer:  ​And do you read on computers in the classroom, or is it mostly 

paper?

Maya:  ​Mostly just paper. Sometimes computer.

Interviewer:  ​When you sometimes do it on the computer, is it a specific 

program?

Maya:  ​It’s “Get Epic,” I think.

Interviewer:  ​Can you tell me a little about what that is?

Maya:  ​It’s technically a website that has almost all the books, and I usually 

just read on there if I don’t have the [paper] book.

Interviewer:  ​Is that usually independent reading, like during centers and 

things like that?

Maya:  ​Usually. We don’t really do it often.

In this example, Maya mentions the infrequent use of digital technologies 

in the classroom for reading that we observed at FVA. Moreover, Maya reit-

erates the functional and secondary nature of students’ digital technology 

use by discussing her use of Epic as a last resort should the physical paper 

version of the book not be available. In the following passage, Maya pro-

vides her reasons for preferring to read physical books rather than digitally:

Maya:  ​I like reading with paper.

Interviewer:  ​Can you tell me why?

Maya:  ​Yeah. Because I can just turn a page and then I can just read.
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Interviewer:  ​So, you like being able to turn the pages?

Maya:  ​Yeah. I also like looking down [the page] instead of looking forward 

[at a screen].

Interviewer:  ​Looking down instead of looking forward? Why?

Maya:  ​Because it’s just calming.

Here, Maya is adamant about her preference for reading physical books over 

reading digitally on her Chromebook. She indicates feeling more comfort 

(looking down rather than forward), enjoying the tangible “feel” of holding 

a physical book while reading, as well as the physiological calm that Maya 

gets from manually turning pages in a paper book. From Maya’s perspec-

tive, the benefits of reading physical books let her know where she stands 

as a reader in the course of moving through a book or passage. These senti-

ments were also expressed by students who preferred reading with physical 

books, particularly those who identified as being confident and proficient 

readers, as Maya did, in our study of the affordances of a digital reading 

intervention on students’ reading practices.11

Digital technology use for writing in the upper grades included a more 

active integration of Google Workspace word-processing software (see 

appendix B) installed on students’ Chromebooks, particularly for the final 

editing and revision phases of writing. As a result, we observed more posi-

tive responses to using Google Workspace word-processing software for 

writing in the upper grades, in contrast to the less positive responses for 

reading digitally, as described here by Maya:

Interviewer:  ​Can you tell me a little bit about what writing looks like in 

your classroom?

Maya:  ​Okay. First, we just write in our journals. If we’re writing, we’re usu-

ally doing a project. Then, we would put the first draft, and then the next 

draft, and then the final draft. I did a writing in January last month about 

how to make French toast.

Interviewer:  ​When you do the writing, are you writing by hand or on the 

computer?

Maya:  ​First, we start writing with pencil, and then, for our final draft, we 

do the computer.

Interviewer:  ​Okay. Do you like writing by hand better or with the com-

puter better?
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Maya:  ​Computer.

Interviewer:  ​Can you tell me why?

Maya:  ​Because I can memorize the keys with only a push of one button.

Maya’s description of the affordances of writing digitally was typical of 

what our upper elementary student interviewees reported. Moreover, an 

increase in students’ use of digital technologies to support the writing 

process, particularly as it relates to the revision process, was reported in 

the upper elementary grades. Increased usage also corresponded with an 

increased preference for writing with digital technologies in the upper 

grades. For Maya specifically, her preference for writing with digital word-

processing software installed on her Chromebook laptop centered on ease 

and convenience, in this case the ability to produce a digital script with 

“only a push of one button,” an affordance commonly given by students 

who prefer digital writing.12

Interestingly, student preference for reading and writing with digital 

technologies was sometimes at odds with teacher and parent preferences. 

We saw this with the teacher responses above, and we will see it again below 

in parents’ descriptions of students’ LLT practices at home. The mismatch 

observed at FVA between teacher, parent, and student interests and prefer-

ences for using digital technologies to support reading and writing practice is 

not uncommon and indicates a need for professional development, technical 

assistance, and support for school communities to institutionalize integrated 

approaches for using digital technologies to support students’ LLT practices 

more fully.13

Supporting LLT Practices at Home

In this subsection, we shift to discuss LLT practices in the home. We ana-

lyzed parent and student interviews to identify the ways that parents 

reported cultivating LLT practices at home to support their children’s 

schooling. This exploration included family home LLT practices broadly, 

with a focus on parents’ LLT practices to support their children both with 

and without disabilities.

Concerted Cultivation of LLT practices: Mira and Hilda

Family interviewees—the majority of whom were middle- and working-

class families of color—were very intentional in their cultivation of LLT 
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practices and routines at home to support their children’s growth and 

learning. This was partly due to our purposive participant sampling (see 

appendix A) as well as FVA’s strong school culture, which required parents 

to commit to supporting their children’s learning actively in and out of 

school (see chapter 4).

Commonly reported LLT practices included utilizing resources found 

in community spaces, such as public libraries, to support their children’s 

literacy development as detailed by Mira, mother to neurotypical Maya, 

Marco, and Maddox, at FVA:

We try to go to the library at least once or twice a week and I have them do their 

homework and pick out some books. And sometimes, we bring them home and 

read them. They love to read books . . . ​Maya, she reads on her own, and I try to 

encourage her to read before bedtime. It kind of makes her calm and fall asleep 

easier. So, she always reads on her own, and it’s not like a daily thing a couple 

of times a week. I’ll try to push it every day. I’ll say, “Did you read?” And then, 

Marco likes to read on his own. He actually just started wanting to read indepen

dently. Before, it would be like, “Will you read this to me?” And I still do. I’ll still 

read him books. Like Maddox, I read to him all the sight words in the book. I 

point them out, and he’ll try to sound the sight words. If I see a sight word, I just 

stop and I say, “What’s this word?”

We noticed a focus on reading not just for academic advancement but also 

for pleasure among the upper- and middle-class families of color we inter-

viewed. We also noticed an explicit focus on structured routines—for exam-

ple, the incorporation of independent and joint reading in bedtime rituals. 

Routines and practices in upper- and middle-income families also included 

the integration of intentional reading strategies (i.e., sight word memoriza-

tion, letter-sound correspondence) indicative of the funds of knowledge 

around literacy best practices that this subset of our family interviewees 

had developed. Families’ intentional cultivation of their children’s learning 

experiences at home reflected FVA’s school culture and messaging focused 

on literacy practices being formative and engaging experiences.

Reading for academic advancement as home literacy practice was also 

frequently reported among the working-class immigrant families we inter-

viewed. The focus of reading was not as much for pleasure as it was to 

reinforce academic subjects learned in school as well as to supplement the 

perceived lack of homework, which was deemed extremely important by the 

immigrant families we interviewed. In the following excerpt, Hilda describes 

her supplementation in relation to what she perceives as a lack of sufficient 
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homework for her two boys, one with and one without disabilities. Hilda 

said she was quite perplexed initially by the lack of homework, as homework 

was the norm at the boys’ prior school and a very common form of academic 

supplementation in Mexico:

¡No hay tarea! Los pongo hacer otras cosas como leer un libro. ¡Necesito que estén 

haciendo algo! No solo viendo la tele.

They don’t assign homework! So, I give them additional things to do like reading 

a book. I need them to be engaged! Not just watching TV.

Hilda iterates a strong push, grounded in Mexican culture, always to be 

working—work being morally rooted as signaling a disciplined commit-

ment to serving the higher purpose of taking care of one’s family and, by 

extension, one’s community.14 Promoting a good work ethic is central to 

Mexican sociocultural norms and is an important component of the moral 

support for schooling that parents offer their children from an early age.15

Moreover, Hilda shared that she despised the idea of her children being 

unproductive. She wanted to use academics, specifically reading books, 

both to advance her children’s learning and to keep them busy and produc-

tive at home and “no solo viendo la tele.” Hilda’s perspectives on the value 

of productivity in relation to academic success were reiterated by another 

Mexican mother, Sara, whose story we discuss in greater detail in chapter 6.

Families’ intentional literacy supplementation at home was evident in all 

our interviews, regardless of socioeconomic status. However, the incorpora-

tion of technology toward this endeavor was reported more frequently in 

the upper- and middle-class families. This digital equity gap was largely 

due to issues of both access and knowledge, indicative in Hilda’s brief 

response to our questions regarding the role technology played in support-

ing literacy at home:

Disculpa, pero no hay computadora en la casa y no se como usarla. ¿Es necesario 

tener computadora para la escuela?

I’m sorry, but we don’t have a computer at home, and I don’t know how to use 

one. Is it necessary to have a computer for school?

Hilda apologized for her lack of computer knowledge and not being able to 

answer our questions about digital technologies. Hilda experienced issues 

of access related to both a lack of connectivity and devices and limited 

knowledge in how to navigate digital applications, devices, and tools. Unfor-

tunately, a lack of support in gaining access to digital technologies for 
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academic and social purposes can preclude historically marginalized fami-

lies and communities from securing the resources they need to meet the 

twenty-first-century demands of living in the United States.16

Hilda also confided that the family did not have money to buy a computer 

and was worried that the lack of digital resources at home could negatively 

impact her children’s schooling. In response to her question regarding the 

need for a computer at home to support schooling, I explained in Spanish 

that as children progress into the upper elementary grades, they are increas-

ingly asked to use computers with access to the Internet to write papers 

and conduct research for projects. Upon hearing this, Hilda stated that she 

would start “ahorrando poco a poco” (saving [money] little by little) to buy 

a computer for her children eventually.

However, despite having limited financial and technological resources, 

Hilda was incredibly resourceful in using her linguistic funds of knowledge, 

as well as local community resources, to support her children’s literacy 

practices at home, as she describes here:

Los niños tienen colecciones completas: Cat in the Hat, Dog Man. Les digo, “te lo 

compro si lo vas a leer.” Y vamos a la biblioteca para los que no puedo [comprar]. 

Al chiquito, le invento porque no leo en inglés. ¡Ahora me corrige! Con el grande, 

también leo. El me lo lee. Al chiquito, le gusta “books on tape” y “CDs.”

The boys have complete collections: Cat in the Hat, Dog Man. I tell them, “I’ll buy 

it for you if you’ll read it.” And for books I can’t afford, we go to the library. With 

the little one, I invent stories because I don’t read in English. And now he corrects 

me! I also read with the older one. He reads to me. The little one likes books on 

tape and CDs.

Hilda used free resources from the library to expand her children’s literacy 

activities and to cultivate her family’s engagement with reading, using the 

gifting of books as rewards for consistent reading routines. And while Hilda 

confessed to not having a computer at home, she used other low-cost tech-

nologies, such as CD and cassette-tape players, to listen to audiobooks and 

CDs borrowed from the library.

Hilda leveraged her children’s linguistic funds of knowledge as bilingual 

Spanish-English speakers to engage in joint reading of English language 

books. She also used her own linguistic resources as a Spanish speaker to 

engage in imaginative storytelling, using illustrations in English language 

books as guides with the youngest boy, who was still an emerging reader in 

both languages. Hilda’s use of community resources to access books, as well 
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as her use of linguistic sources of knowledge, are indicative of the ways that 

many working-class multilingual families engage in the concerted cultiva-

tion of their children’s education.17

Using Digital Technologies to Support LLT Practices

For upper- and middle-class families at FVA, educational technologies to 

support literacy skills development, including the use of educational web-

sites and applications on mobile or laptop devices, were very common. 

Here, Mira describes her use of Lexia and Prodigy (see appendix B) to sup-

port her children’s literacy skills at home: “I did get the Lexia program for 

home for all three of them because I know what they’re doing [at FVA] is 

great, and they’re getting a lot. But I just wanna supplement, right? I got 

that program and I try to push them to do it at least a couple hours a week. 

Just to try to get them off from the other games to do more educational 

stuff.” Mira’s focus in using educational applications was to reinforce the 

literacy skills being developed at FVA. As such, the majority of our upper-

 and middle-class families used multiple devices in the home, including 

mobile phones, tablets, and laptop computers, to access educational appli-

cations, websites, and videos to supplement their children’s schooling. 

The parents often indicated a belief that it was their responsibility to 

provide additional support outside of school and to continue the process of 

learning at home, as Mira describes here: “[Lexia] has to be done on the lap-

top, and I have a sticker chart for them. So, every time that they spend thirty 

minutes on it, they get to put a sticker on their sticker chart. I try to encour-

age them too. Maya doesn’t like doing all the reading. Marco is totally into 

it. Loves it. Maddox as well. He likes it.” In upper- and middle-class homes 

like Mira’s, LLT practices and routines incorporated independent usage of 

digital educational applications, such as Lexia, to supplement FVA’s school 

curriculum. Digital technology use was intentionally promoted in tandem 

with developing good study habits (i.e., using sticker chart/rewards system) 

to keep track of, and reward, children’s’ LLT activities at home.

Additionally, the majority of middle- and upper-class families inter-

viewed made it a point to distinguish between the different forms of tech-

nology they used in their home routines, including Dina, mother to third 

grader James and kindergartener Daniel: “So, we’re constantly getting infor-

mation through our phone. We also have a home computer that James uses 

to do Smarty Ants on or just learning activities. When he feels like he has to 
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do something on his iPad, we encourage that he does Smarty Ants first, and 

then he can have fun time on his iPad. iPad for him usually means video 

games [laughs], but in regard to supporting learning, I would say the home 

computer is more for that.” In this example, Dina intentionally divides 

the uses of technology in her household, with the desktop computer being 

used for academic (i.e., Smarty Ants; see appendix B) and research purposes. 

Mobile and tablet technologies, such as the iPad, were more likely to be 

positioned as a source of fun and relaxation, including activities for infor-

mation seeking (news) and fun (video games). Also significant was Dina’s 

prioritizing her children’s digital device use for academic purposes before 

recreation—a prioritization that was reported by parents across most of our 

family interviews. Families’ differentiated technology use across contexts is 

consistent with findings of differentiated technology use among families.18

In our interviews with students, the most popular devices for accessing 

digital content were mobile devices and tablets. Video gaming, particularly 

dance/movement, educational, and fantasy-based games, were the most 

popular, as described by James, Dina’s third-grade son:

Interviewer:  ​Do you use things such as iPads or phones, and how do you 

use those?

James:  ​I have an iPad, and I go on it mostly. But not for learning.

Interviewer:  ​That’s okay. Can you tell me what you use it for?

James:  ​I use it for playing. I play some of my games, and I played this song 

game.

Interviewer:  ​Oh, what’s the song game?

James:  ​You tap on the screen toward the jump, and then the more you go 

further into the level, the more harder it’s gonna get.

Interviewer:  ​Do you remember what it’s called so that I can look it up?

James:  ​Geometry Dash Meltdown

James’s recreational use of the family iPad was an example of how tech-

nologies were used differentially, with tablets and mobile devices used 

primarily for recreational engagement and desktop and laptop computers 

for academic purposes, such as homework completion and writing tasks. 

Marco, Mira’s second-grade son, elaborates on his reasoning for differentiat-

ing his use of digital technologies for different purposes: “I like to use my 

phone. But I also like to use a computer because when I use a phone to use 
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a website, it’s not really that easy. If I use a computer or a laptop, it’s much 

easier to use a website because it’s really hard to see it [on a phone]. It’s a 

smaller screen. I like to watch videos and play games on my phone. But on 

the computer, I like to use websites.” Marco’s explanation of his differenti-

ated technology use illustrates how accessibility and convenience play a 

significant role in users’ decisions of how and when to use technologies for 

various purposes.19 Accessibility features as a determinant of technology 

use—in this case, smaller screens in mobile technologies making research 

and academic activities via the Internet more difficult—is a common find-

ing in research examining uses of technology. As such, feasibility and ease 

of use are determining factors in how families use digital technologies.20

Supporting Disabled Children’s LLT Practices at Home:  

Dina, Noah, and Madeline

An important aspect of our ethnographic work at FVA was documenting 

the LLT practices that families from diverse backgrounds engaged in to sup-

port children with disabilities identified as having moderate-to-substantial 

support needs on their IEPs. Toward this endeavor, we discuss interview 

findings from two representative family interviews: the first with Dina 

and Noah, a working-middle-class couple of Mexican and Pacific Islander 

descent with two sons at FVA, and the second with Madeline, an upper-

middle-class mother of Filipina descent with one daughter at FVA. Dina and 

Noah’s sons are James, a neurotypical third grader without an IEP in Ms. 

Wezner’s classroom, and Daniel, a kindergartener with Down syndrome 

and an IEP outlining substantive accommodations in Ms. Macias’s class-

room. Madeline’s daughter, Star, is a second grader with Down syndrome 

with an IEP outlining moderate accommodations in Ms. Ohlin’s classroom.

Dina and Noah’s family, like all the households we interviewed, demon-

strate many of the LLT practices often reported by upper- and middle-class 

families with neurotypical children. These include parents intentionally 

having, and making visible, their own reading routines to their children, as 

well as having a variety of books available at home, as Dina shared with us:

As far as what we do at home, books are accessible. I’ve always made it a point to 

have a bookshelf that’s loaded—just something that they can grab . . . ​Like if we 

go to the swap meet, I love going to the one that has the books because I could 
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literally spend probably two hours picking out good books that I like. I love going 

to bookstores. I’m inspired by story. So, I plan to grow our library with time. Read-

ing is just really strong within myself. And I know my husband enjoys reading 

too. I want for my kids and my grandkids, and any kid who comes to my house, 

to know that we love books.

Madeline also reiterated literacy practices at home that were similar to what 

Dina and other parents reported. These included promoting a joy of reading, 

engaging in extracurricular reading and writing activities, and utilizing out-

side resources, such as a community tutor who we will refer to as Ms. Jones:

She loves reading. So, we have a lot of books. Star loves homework. So, I have 

those Ms. Jones [workbooks]. Have you heard of Ms. Jones? She has a system 

for teaching kids with Down syndrome. At Costco, they sell the kindergarten 

and first-grade [workbooks], and we just go through those. She could literally do 

homework twenty-four hours a day. I have to tell her “no” sometimes [laughs]. 

But yeah, a lot of reading and writing at home. Sometimes [for homework], I’ll 

write a sentence. I’ll ask her questions. She gives me an answer. I write out her 

words, or the sentence, and she copies it.

Engaging in writing practices at home, including the use of sentence frames 

to support Star’s writing and homework completion, as well as accessing 

reading and writing materials designed for children with Down syndrome, 

were strategies Madeline used to support Star’s literacy development. Inci-

dentally, Dina also mentioned in her interview that she too used Ms. Jones’ 

materials, and both Madeline and Dina indicated that their participation 

in resource communities for families of children with Down syndrome was 

quite strong.

In our interviews with upper-, middle-, and lower-income families of color, 

we found the intentional cultivation of literacy practices to be commonly 

reported across socioeconomic status. This is in line with prior research 

examining the concerted cultivation practices of diverse families.21 Family 

literacy habits and traditions, such as engaging in and cultivating a love of 

reading, extend to include children’s diverse families of varying socioeco-

nomic backgrounds with and without disability.

Like Mira’s family reported above, Dina and Madeline prioritized and 

monitored their children’s technology use to promote learning, not uncom-

mon in middle-class households with multiple digital devices.22 Dina and 

Madeline’s prioritization of device use for learning was a prerequisite for 

their children to have access to devices for recreation—a reported practice 
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among the majority of families we interviewed. Here, Madeline discusses 

how she monitors Star’s and her older brother’s access to the family’s iPad 

devices: “She’s learned a lot from it, but we have no iPads during the week, 

only on the weekends . . . ​I think for her, it’s more innocent. Whereas my 

son, it’s YouTube. We have to watch him now . . . ​But for her, it’s all inno-

cent: nursery rhymes and Baby Shark.” Monitoring of devices and worries 

about children’s use, particularly for older children and children with dis-

abilities, is a common parent concern.23 With that said, for the majority of 

parents interviewed, these concerns were coupled with a positive belief in 

the potential for using digital technologies, particularly educational tech-

nology applications, to support children’s LLT practices.

Presuming Competence in Supporting Disabled Children’s LLT Practices

During our interviews with Dina, Noah, and Madeline, we also discovered a 

need to discuss misconceptions, particularly those related to academic out-

comes, held about their children. Children with Down syndrome, a gene

tic condition in which a person is born with three copies of chromosome 

21 instead of two, often have physical and intellectual differences across 

a wide range of abilities.24 By law, children with Down syndrome are pro-

tected under the IDEA and are entitled to supports and accommodations as 

typically outlined in an IEP (see chapters 1 and 2).

Misconceptions about the literacy practices of children with Down syn-

drome and their caregivers abound, including the perception that children 

with Down syndrome cannot read and write.25 Tied to these misconcep-

tions is the idea that children with Down syndrome are less interested or 

able to engage in practices that support their literacy development.26 Dina 

sought to dispel this myth in her discussion of Daniel’s love of reading:

For Daniel, he loves to pick up a book and say, “I’m going to read you a story.” 

And even though we’re not articulating the words on the page, he’s able to point 

to the illustration and tell me a little bit about it. And he knows how to start the 

book. He’ll read it, and then he’ll close it and say, “The end” [laughs] . . . ​For me, 

it’s having fun with it, you know? It’s not necessarily making it a heavy chore. 

We do need to read twenty minutes a day, but if he’s more happy about doing 

it, then I’ll [read with him] as long as he’s excited.

Dina not only shares Daniel’s enjoyment of reading but also points out how 

his knowledge of narratives and storytelling conventions—crucial early lit-

eracy skills—make his participation in joint reading practices possible. Dina 
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and Daniel’s attitudes and approaches toward joint reading and reading for 

pleasure align with literacy practices we know to be effective in supporting 

children’s reading development and engagement.27

Dina and Noah explained that Daniel’s enthusiasm for reading extended 

to his desire to complete his homework. They described how Daniel viewed 

his brother James as a role model, an effective motivator that Daniel’s 

family used to support meeting his homework goals:

Dina:  ​Daniel is very eager. He’s very excited when he gets homework. He 

mimics everything his brother does. He sees us consistently with James 

[and] his homework. He wants to be a part of that too. I don’t have to talk 

him into checking his backpack and showing me what’s there. He gets very 

excited, “I have homework!” and we’ll sit down.

Noah:  ​Dina will sit with him, and he’ll actually do it. He’ll stay engaged the 

whole time. And he’ll answer questions. If she says something, he’ll listen 

and respond back to her. He’ll finish it [laughs].

Peer modeling is useful for all children, particularly those with developmen-

tal and cognitive disabilities, in supporting the noticing, developing, and 

practicing of academic and social routines and behaviors.28 As discussed in 

chapter 4, peer modeling as an inclusive support strategy was widely used 

within FVA’s classrooms, with many students carrying the practice home. 

The ability to ask and answer questions about one’s own work, as Noah 

reported Daniel doing with Dina, is an effective strategy for engaging with 

academic content.29

Dispelling myths about what their son Daniel could and could not do 

was very important to Noah and Dina—something they indicated having 

to do constantly with family and friends. This came through in the exam-

ples that Noah and Dina gave of Daniel’s and their family’s practices, as 

well as in the language they used to describe Daniel’s accomplishments—

for example, when Noah said “and he’ll actually do it”—as if beseeching 

us, the researchers, to suspend misconceptions we might have of Daniel’s 

abilities or competence. 

Similar to Dina and Noah, Madeline was also eager to dispel myths about 

her daughter Star’s literacy abilities: “I know she’ll always be not at the 

same ‘level,’ but what she has just learned in this year and a half is amaz-

ing. I mean, I’m shocked at times because she’s reading. She’s picking up 

a book, and she’s sounding out the words. If she doesn’t know it, she’ll 
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ask me. I would say 95% of her sight words, she knows. We’re working on 

math with her, and her art is amazing. Her dancing, it’s amazing.” Mad-

eline, Dina, and Noah’s belief in their children’s abilities and competencies 

echoed Ms. Wezner and Ms. Gomez’s sentiments about presuming compe-

tence, believing all students can succeed when given opportunities to do so 

(see chapter 4). Madeline shared her experiences with the lack of presumed 

competence as informing her decision to move Star to FVA:

I was in the back of my mind thinking about sending, or actually advocating, at 

her school. Back then, she was going to Warner Elementary, which is a public 

school. And I was thinking about asking them to change her education goals 

because I noticed she was very bright . . . This girl sitting next to me at [a Down 

syndrome conference] told me about FVA, and she said, “You know it’s open. You 

just have to sign up and win the lotto.” And we did, and we got in! This is her 

second year here, and she’s doing great. I mean, socially, she’s always got along 

with everyone, but educationally, she’s reading!

Madeline echoes Ms. Wezner’s observations from chapter 4, reflecting on 

presumptions schools make that children with moderate-to-substantive 

support needs are incapable of learning in general education classroom set-

tings and are best served in segregated classroom environments. This belief, 

as explained by Ms. Wezner, is prevalent among teachers and schools.30 

Both Madeline’s and Dina’s commentaries reflect the view that supporting 

their children’s growth and engagement centers on presuming competence.

Parents’ active cultivation of their children’s LLT practices supported 

a necessary relationship between presumed competence and opportunity 

and was integral to extending FVA’s vision of inclusion to families. Par-

ent commentary also pointed to the leap of faith that families at FVA take 

in advocating for the full inclusion of their children. As demonstrated by 

Dina, Noah, and Madeline, this leap of faith included believing in their 

children’s abilities to achieve levels of success that extending beyond pre-

prescribed notions of what disabled students can and cannot do.

Supporting Disabled Children as Creators and Writers: Star and Finn

In addition to discussing observed and reported LLT practices at school and 

home, we were also interested in exploring how the integration of physi-

cal and digital technologies might empower disabled students’ agency and 
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voice. Moreover, we were interested in understanding disabled students’ 

own perceptions of themselves as creators and writers, as well as staff per-

ceptions of the affordances of technology to support students’ writing in 

the classroom. In this section, we focus on the stories of Star and her class-

mate Finn, an autistic second grader of European descent.

Using Multimodality to Support Expression: Star

Multimodality refers to interactions between multiple modes of expression 

(i.e., artistic, literary, and written) across diverse media.31 Multimodality 

mediates how we communicate and express ourselves as creators.32 In Giv­

ing Voice, Alper argues that children’s creation and consumption of diverse 

media afford alternative avenues for communication and expression. For 

children with disabilities, access to multiple modes of content representa

tion afford diversified opportunities for fuller expression as creators.33 This 

became evident when we interviewed Star, as she was very eager to share 

her interests, including how she used her writing and drawing abilities to 

express herself. In prefacing my interview with Star, her mother Madeline 

indicated that Star was performing near grade level. I corroborated with 

Star’s teacher, Ms. Ohlin, that she was doing well in the general education 

setting and was a very engaged member of her class.

Prior to the interview, Madeline offered to help facilitate, stating that 

people new to Star sometimes had difficulty understanding her articula-

tion. As a result, Madeline’s facilitation is reflected in the conversations 

below. The first thing Star did during our interview was show me a birth-

day card that she had drawn, depicting herself with her father (figure 5.1), 

which we discussed at great length:

Interviewer:  ​Thank you so much for talking with me, Star. Can you tell me 

about the picture that you drew?

Star:  ​Yeah. I draw my daddy. I love my daddy.

Interviewer:  ​Your house?

Star:  ​Yeah. I went swimming with my dad.

Interviewer:  ​Is this a birthday?

Madeline:  ​What is this honey?

Star:  ​Birthday.
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Madeline:  ​Who is this for?

Star:  ​Daddy.

Madeline:  ​Oh, it’s for daddy? Is this his birthday card?

Star:  ​Yeah.

Interviewer [Reading the card out loud]:  ​“ ‘I love you daddy’ by Star.” This 

is beautiful!

It was clear that Star viewed herself as a creator and enjoyed using her art 

and writing as visual forms of personal expression. Star used her art to 

express her love for her dad and for her preferred activities (i.e., swimming 

with dad). Star’s birthday card to her father was on par with the forms of 

visual and written self-expression that younger elementary-aged children 

in the early stages of literacy tend to engage in.34

Star’s use of writing to express her emotional world and share her con-

nection with others was also evident when asked what she liked best about 

school:

Figure 5.1
Star’s hand-drawn picture for her daddy.
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Star:  ​I like writing.

Interviewer:  ​You like writing? Why?

Star:  ​I write about my daddy and my mommy.

Interviewer:  ​Lovely! . . . ​So, you like that you get to write?

Star:  ​Yeah.

Interviewer:  ​How do you feel when you write?

Star:  ​Happy.

In Star’s response, we see that she views herself as a writer, and she sees 

writing as a source of personal joy—giving writing the power to amplify our 

identities as creators.35 Star’s intentional choice to write about her mother 

and father, the two most important people in her world, is a nuanced and 

thoughtful move to create connection and express love for others that dis-

pels myths about the emotional worlds of children with disabilities.

Using Digital Tools to Expand Writing: Finn

Initial observations of how Finn, a minimally speaking autistic second 

grader, used digital tools to support his writing led to exploring assistive uses 

of mainstream digital technologies in the classroom. Observed assistive uses 

of digital technologies for writing at FVA included the use of speech-to-text 

and spell-check functions in word-processing applications such as Google 

Docs (see chapter 3 and appendix B). General and special education teach-

ers, with paraprofessionals’ support, managed assistive uses of these appli-

cations on students’ Chromebook and iPad tablet devices.

Following classroom observations, we reached out to Finn’s mother, 

Blake, an English-speaking upper-middle-class woman of European 

descent, for an interview. However, when we attempted to interview Finn, 

he was apprehensive about speaking with us, which led to Blake offering to 

facilitate the interview. Blake’s facilitation is reflected in the excerpt below. 

Congruent with classroom observations, Finn’s preference for engaging in 

literacy activities using both mainstream and educational technology tools 

and applications was reflected in his interview:

Blake:  ​What kinds of things do you like to read or write about? Do you 

have a favorite story or book?

Finn:  ​I like to read the book Up, and I like writing about movies.
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Blake:  ​Do you use computers for reading and writing? What is your favorite 

thing to do on the computer?

Finn:  ​Read on Epic.

Blake:  ​How do you feel about reading and writing? Do you like reading and 

writing with paper or with computers better?

Blake:  ​Happy. I like computers better.

Finn indicates that reading with Epic, an interactive digital reader app that 

affords both “read to me” and the independent reading options of high-

interest-leveled readers (see appendix B), was his favorite thing to do on the 

computer. When asked about writing, Finn also indicated a preference for 

using his computer to read and write, using “happy” to describe his positive 

feelings toward engaging in literacy practices with his computer.

How Finn felt about using technology for his reading and writing was 

corroborated in both classroom observations and staff reflections, and 

revealed how Finn, and students with similar support needs, responded to 

integrating digital technologies into their writing practice. For Finn and for 

students with similar support needs, the sensory act of writing with pencil 

and paper can prove to be difficult (see chapter 3). Transitioning to writ-

ing using his Chromebook device, with the allowance of the Google Docs 

speech to text and other accessibility functions, allowed Finn to improve 

both the quality and content of his writing. Finn’s use of mainstream digi-

tal technologies afforded him an opportunity to mediate his writing experi-

ence positively, freeing him to focus on content generation and expression 

of voice rather than the mechanics of writing.36

In Ms. Carina’s view, the affordances created by incorporating assis-

tive uses of mainstream digital features and tools, such as speech to text, 

into students’ writing practices were instrumental to creating a motivating 

learning environment for students to engage in writing:

One of the ways that it really helped a lot of the students was [with speech to 

text]. We had a student in particular who just, he would get really overwhelmed 

when it came to writing. He couldn’t form the words together. He would get 

frustrated really easily. So, the way that we helped him with technology is we 

introduced him to speech to text. And so, he was able to calmly share a story, tell 

us what he wanted to say, and then we would go through it together and edit it. 

We’d sit there and comfort him. Like, “Oh, you’re doing great. Should that be 

capitalized?” So, he would [revise] after that because he saw it written out. It was 

like, “Okay, I’m halfway there.” So, he was able to keep going.
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Ms. Carina saw the use of technology to support writing as empowering 

for students. This was particularly true for students with developmental dis-

abilities like Finn, who benefit from additional support in the writing and 

revision process. For these students, the use of digital tools supported partici-

pation. Ms. Carina’s view was shared by other paraprofessionals, including 

Ms. Sandy and Mr.  Gabriel, with whom Ms. Carina constantly commu-

nicated regarding students’ progress. Next steps for the paraprofessionals 

included sharing observations and intentionally incorporating digital tools 

into other students’ writing practices:

After we saw that it was successful, we noticed a kid in Ms. Gomez’s class. He was 

also having trouble and started using speech to text. And that helped him a lot 

too . . . ​He was able to write more than he typically would. I mean, the detail, he 

was able to include more details. So, the quality of his writing was better as well. 

And then just overall him feeling successful too. He didn’t completely hate writ-

ing. He wasn’t crumpling his papers and throwing them away. He was like, “All 

right, let’s get to it.”

The ability to write more, with greater quality and detail, using digital tech-

nologies, as observed by Ms. Carina, has been established in the literature 

(see chapter 3).37 In this case, emerging writers were able to use the word-

processing features in Google Docs to support and facilitate the editing and 

revision process, alleviating cognitive and physical strain.38

Studying the supports provided by paraprofessionals such as Ms. Carina, 

in tandem with disabled students’ own perspectives and practices, affords 

insight into how to support disabled students in sharing a fuller picture of 

themselves as readers and writers. This includes supporting the use of assis-

tive features in digital technologies to afford alternative means of textual 

expression and to facilitate students’ agency, engagement, and inclusion in 

the classroom.

Supporting Linguistic Expression Using Assistive Technologies

In this section, we analyze how minimally speaking students at FVA used 

assistive technologies and tools to express themselves and connect with 

their school community. Assistive technologies and tools for communica-

tion are technologies that support students’ linguistic expression to share 

thoughts and feelings, make requests, and solicit or give information (see 

chapter  3 and appendix B).39 At FVA, assistive technologies ranged from 
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low tech to high tech.40 At FVA, low tech included the use of behavior 

charts and visual calendars to support and reinforce classroom behavior. 

High-tech tools at FVA included the use of LAMP and Proloquo2GO AAC 

applications downloaded onto iPad tablets assigned to minimally speaking 

students. PECS was also a common low- to mid-tech assistive technology 

used at FVA.

Ms. Davis managed these AAC interventions with the support of Ms. Alexa 

and Ms. Blaire, a graduate student completing her practicum for the SLPA des-

ignation at FVA. Providers were also supported by the special education teach-

ers Ms. Severin and Ms. Haberly, an English-speaking teacher of European 

descent in her second year of teaching, as well as paraprofessionals. Below, we 

discuss how staff supported students in their use of assistive technologies at 

FVA, specifically those utilizing AAC to support linguistic expression.

First, we discuss how Conrad, a minimally speaking second grader with 

Down syndrome in Ms. Ohlin’s classroom, uses LAMP to negotiate interac-

tions with his classmates. Then, we discuss how Santiago, a minimally speak-

ing first grader with Down syndrome in Ms. Macias’s classroom, uses PECS 

to collaborate with peers during literacy centers. Finally, we discuss how 

Tammy, a nonspeaking fourth grader with Down syndrome in Ms. Gomez’s 

classroom, uses Proloquo2Go to make her participation visible in classroom 

discussions. We also use Tammy’s case to explore how students’ assistive 

technology use impacted teachers’ understanding of student competency 

and voice, as well as efforts to presume competence.

Negotiating Embodiment of Voice with LAMP: Conrad

Observations of Conrad’s use of LAMP for iPad with his peers revealed the 

kinds of interactions minimally speaking students navigate in their use of 

high-tech AAC devices in the classroom. For Conrad, negotiating the use 

of LAMP on his iPad was complicated by the social allure that iPads hold, 

which can sometimes detract from their use as communication devices.41 

This resulted in issues of boundaries around use, as seen in the following 

observation of a guided reading lesson facilitated by Ms. Severin:

Ms. Severin’s guided reading group includes both Star and Conrad. Star decodes 

her book as Ms. Severin uses her pen to help her track her eyes. Ms. Severin then 

moves to Conrad and begins a picture walk of the drawings that Conrad made for 

his book. Star moves next to Conrad and grabs his iPad. Ms. Severin immediately 
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responds, “You need to ask Conrad if you can use his voice. Conrad, can Star 

touch it?” Conrad shakes his head [no], and Star gives the iPad back to him.

Negotiating boundaries in the use of Conrad’s AAC device (i.e., his iPad) 

centered on two elements: first, defining Conrad’s “voice” as embodied by 

his AAC device, and second, deciding whether others were allowed to par-

take in the embodiment of Conrad’s voice—in other words, use his device. 

Debate continues as to whether others should be allowed to use AAC devices 

dedicated to specific users—particularly if these devices are being situated 

as that person’s voice.42 Variations in whether voice should be limited to 

one or multiple bodies evidenced itself as boundary shifts in how voice was 

both interpreted and embodied among Conrad and his classmates. These 

tensions revealed themselves as students negotiated their engagement with 

Conrad and his iPad during the remainder of the lesson:

Conrad types “Finish banana best” into his iPad. Star leans over and adds “little” 

to form “Finish banana best little.” Star takes Conrad’s iPad again, and Isabelle, 

another classmate, exclaims, “Star touched his iPad!” Ms. Severin responds, “Star 

needs to ask Conrad . . . ​We are going to get a second iPad for us to touch so Con-

rad will have his and we will have ours . . . ​For now, let’s leave it for Conrad.” Ms. 

Severin hands the iPad back to Conrad, who continues typing, while Isabelle sits 

between him and Star. Star returns to her own work.

Negotiations and tensions in the use of Conrad’s iPad between students 

reveals his device to be a site where “identity and personhood are negoti-

ated.”43 Whereas Star’s interest may be situated in both the utility and nov-

elty of the device—not necessarily viewing it as an embodiment of Conrad’s 

voice—Isabelle appeared to view Star’s use of Conrad’s device as a violation 

of his personhood. This belief is reinforced by Ms. Severin’s affirmation 

that, yes, Conrad’s iPad is his voice: if the class wants to communicate via a 

device, they need to get an additional iPad to do so. From Isabelle’s and Ms. 

Severin’s viewpoints, voice embodies individual personhood and needs to 

be bounded as one person, one voice, one device.44

Differences among Conrad’s classmates about whether and how to 

engage with him via his iPad device were also evident in the FVA staff’s 

approaches to integrating AAC devices into classroom interactions. In the 

following excerpt, Ms. Alexa adopts a more fluid approach to engaging with 

Conrad’s iPad compared to Ms. Severin during a different literacy center 

rotation:
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Ms. Alexa shows Conrad a book of foods and prompts: “Can you tell our friends, 

‘I want . . .’?” This prompt is directed toward Conrad, who uses his iPad to say, “I 

want French fries.” Ms. Alexa asks each of the students in Conrad’s group what 

they prefer. As the group grows more boisterous with conversation, Ms. Alexa asks 

for quiet: “I want to hear Conrad.” Conrad uses his iPad to say, “I want yogurt.” 

Ms. Alexa takes the iPad from Conrad to show it to his classmates and says, “Con-

rad chooses yogurt.”

In these examples, distinctions about how, and to what extent, others should 

use students’ AAC devices to support classroom engagement and communi-

cation are not always clear. As Alper noted in Giving Voice, for adults who 

intensively engage with disabled children, such as caregivers who speak on 

behalf of and as intermediaries for their children, an integral aspect of advo-

cacy can include embracing the fluidity between bodies and device, enter-

ing what she describes as “a liminal state in terms of where one person’s 

body or voice ended, and another’s began.”45 For Ms. Alexa, modeling and 

scaffolding Conrad’s communication was of utmost importance and what 

she was charged to do in Conrad’s IEP as his SLPA. This presented as Ms. 

Alexa adopting a hand-over-hand approach in negotiating the use of Con-

rad’s device by, and with, him.

Supporting Collaborative Peer Communication with PECS: Santiago

Staff were also observed intentionally negotiating the use of assistive tech-

nologies to encourage collaboration and communication among students. 

In the following interaction, Ms. Blaire demonstrates a hand-over-hand 

approach, similar to Ms. Alexa’s, in negotiating the use of Santiago’s PECS 

board between Santiago and his classmates as they selected books for their 

literacy center:

Ms. Blaire is helping Santiago, along with six classmates, select books for silent 

reading. Ms. Blaire shows the students how to use Santiago’s PECS board to make 

requests and has both Santiago and his classmates use the board to discuss the 

books they are going to read silently. Afterwards, Ella, a classmate, helps Santiago 

select a book, while another student flips through Santiago’s PECS board.

This observation demonstrated how service providers might structure stu-

dents’ use of assistive technologies to leverage peer-to-peer modeling while 

encouraging communication. Ms. Blaire’s intervention supported Santiago’s 

classmates’ interest in learning how to use his PECS board to communicate 

with him. This observation was notable to us, having observed provider inter-

actions in other, often less integrated, classroom settings where PECS and 
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other assistive technologies were used exclusively by disabled students and 

their designated service providers—a dynamic that can result in disabled stu-

dents remaining communicatively segregated from their peers.46

Inclusive collaboration among Santiago and his classmates in using the 

PECS board together supports FVA’s messaging that all forms of commu-

nication be equally valued and given space. This also supports the notion 

that voice transcends the parameters of speech. Moreover, communal use 

of Santiago’s PECS board situates the concept of voice across Alper’s fluid 

“liminal space” of multiple bodies in contrast to the positioning of Con-

rad’s device as singularly his voice.47

Making Agency and Participation Visible with Proloquo2Go: Tammy

In the following excerpts, we use Tammy’s case to explore how students use 

their AAC devices to exert agency and make participation visible. Technolo-

gies that aid communication hold a charged, non-neutral presence in the 

classroom because they make visible otherwise marginalized thoughts, feel-

ings, and actions. In other words, technology politicizes voice.48

I first met Tammy during the winter of 2020 in FVA’s front office prior 

to the start of that day’s classroom observations. Tammy was seated near 

the front entrance, exploring Proloquo2Go on her iPad. She looked up as I 

walked into the office and, using Proloquo2Go, introduced herself with a big 

smile: “Hi, my name is Tammy. I am nine years old.” In this brief encounter, 

Tammy asserted her presence in the office and made visible her personality 

and energy, using Proloquo2Go to give voice to her thoughts and engage 

with me.

Later that morning, I got to see how Tammy used Proloquo2Go to support 

her classroom participation. Ms. Blaire, under Ms. Davis’s supervision, was 

facilitating a whole-group social skills lesson about empathy in Ms. Gomez’s 

classroom. Ms. Blaire began the lesson by providing a definition of empathy 

on the whiteboard: “Empathy: to imagine how someone might feel, to put 

yourself in their shoes.” This was followed by a social skills video about 

empathy from Everyday Speech (figure 5.2, appendix B), prior to initiating 

the following interaction:

Ms. Blaire:  ​Okay, now we are going to do a few scenarios and try to think 

about how they might feel. If Jose is a new student and doesn’t know any-

one, how might he feel?

Tammy [using Proloquo2Go]:  ​Nervous.
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Ms. Blaire:  ​What do the rest of you think?

Multiple students:  ​Sad, anxious, shy . . .

Ms. Blaire:  ​So, what can we say to him to make him feel better, make him 

feel included?

Iggy:  ​We can help him meet new people?

Ms. Blaire:  ​What if Ari is having a birthday party and nobody went, how 

would she feel?

Tammy [using Proloquo2Go]:  ​Sad.

In this classroom discussion, Tammy uses Proloquo2Go to give voice to 

her thoughts and to share a fuller picture of her emotional world with her 

teachers and classmates. This interaction makes clear the potential affor-

dances of students’ uses of AAC technologies, such as Proloquo2Go, to par-

ticipate in the classroom.49 In this example, Tammy uses Proloquo2Go to 

exert herself as a participant and make visible her opinions and thoughts, 

Figure 5.2
Everyday Speech digital social communication and socio-emotional skills video les-

son at FVA.
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countering her own marginalization. We see this again in the following 

lesson in which Ms. Davis supports Tammy in her use of Proloquo2Go to 

participate in Ms. Blaire’s lesson on idioms:

Ms. Blaire:  ​Have you ever heard the term “snug as a bug”?

Tammy [using Proloquo2Go]:  ​No.

Ms. Blaire:  ​“Snug as a bug” means feeling very comfortable, for example 

under the covers when you go to bed. Last one! “Dead of winter . . .”

Ms. Davis:  ​Tammy, would you like to pick the next speaker?

Tammy [using Proloquo2Go]:  ​I choose Carissa.

Tammy uses Proloquo2Go to make several things known. First, Tammy 

makes known which content she is and is not familiar with in the lesson. 

This is important because it allows staff to tailor their instruction better to 

Tammy’s needs. Second, Tammy actively influences the direction of class-

room discussion by selecting Carissa, another minimally speaking fourth 

grader with Down syndrome, as the next speaker. Amplifying students’ 

use of assistive technologies to engage in class discussions, as Tammy does 

using Proloquo2Go, centers disabled students as agentive participants in 

their classroom communities as opposed to more commonly positioning 

disabled people as passive and acted upon.50

Empowering Student Voice and Competency: Assistive Technologies  

as Assets

While I didn’t interact with Tammy directly until the winter of 2020, I had 

heard about her and the progress she was making using Proloquo2Go from 

staff in the fall of 2019 upon commencing field studies at FVA. Our first 

observed conversation regarding Tammy’s use of Proloquo2Go occurred 

during a team collaboration meeting. FVA’s collaboration meetings, as dis-

cussed in chapter 4, are opportunities for community building among staff. 

Each staff member participates by sharing a success, a challenge, and an 

action round-robin style.

That day’s discussion featured Tammy’s introduction to Proloquo2Go. 

According to staff, Tammy had been excitedly learning to use Proloquo2Go, 

even taking her iPad home on weekends. The following story, as told by 

Ms. Sandy and Ms. Gomez, of Tammy creating a sugar skull for Día de los 
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Muertos illustrates the potential for students’ use of assistive technologies 

to embody and empower student voice:

Ms. Sandy:  ​This skull was filled with beautiful colors, and Tammy found 

the description tab on her iPad and typed “Pretty.”

Ms. Gomez:  ​I said, “Why yes! It is pretty!” to which Tammy typed “Proud.”

Ms. Sandy:  ​It just made me realize how much we didn’t know about Tammy.

Tammy’s experiences using Proloquo2Go to communicate had a profound 

mediating impact on how staff came to understand her competencies. For 

Ms. Sandy, this incident afforded a valuable lesson in presuming compe-

tence (see chapter 4). Tammy’s story presents a compelling example of how, 

through her use of Proloquo2Go, she was able to give voice to her feelings 

and thoughts, sharing a fuller picture of herself as a creator with classmates 

and teachers alike. Tammy’s use of Proloquo2Go afforded her alternative 

means of linguistic expression, allowing her to facilitate her own agency, 

engagement, and inclusion in the classroom.

As Alper describes, incorporating digital technologies into discourse 

expands communicative possibilities, affording students additional oppor-

tunities to share views of themselves that might otherwise remain invisible 

within school communities: “In sum, recreational media and technology 

use can help nonspeaking children reveal a side of themselves that the sci-

entific, medical, and educational communities either do not or choose not 

to acknowledge . . . ​This view enables us to imagine a world with greater 

collective communicative power, for it extends recognition or competence 

that is often not presumed among children and individuals with communi-

cation disabilities.”51 As the examples in this chapter have sought to demon-

strate, technologies can be used by students to negotiate the presentation of 

their ideas and thoughts, reveal their identities and personality, and exert 

agency and engagement across home and school contexts. Just as impor

tant, students can use technologies to demonstrate competence, illuminat-

ing funds of knowledge, understanding, and insight to reveal inner worlds 

that might otherwise remain unobserved. Finally, students can use technol-

ogies and tools for figurative and textual expression to engage in multiple 

forms of expression and share their identities as creators with the world 

around them. It is with this theme of using technology to cultivate sharing 

and connection that we now turn to chapter 6.
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Originally, this was going to be a yearlong study focused on classroom 

observations of in-person instruction, interviews with families and staff, 

and collection of physical and digital artifacts during the 2019–2020 school 

year. However, the closure of schools, including FVA, in the spring of 2020 

due to the pandemic precipitated changes in our field study. We shifted to 

remote fieldwork in spring 2020 (see appendix A). At this time, we pro-

ceeded with remote communications and interviews via email and Zoom, 

and we observed asynchronous classroom practice via Google Classroom.

Moving into the 2020–2021 school year, we decided to extend the 

focus of our research-practice partnership to supporting the immediate 

emergency remote learning needs of the school. Our assistance included 

placement of university undergraduate students in three of FVA’s four 

combo-grade classrooms to offer remote learning support. Additionally, we 

continued chronicling FVA’s practices during the 2020–2021 school year 

through monthly check-ins via Zoom with Dr. Tully, as well as follow-up 

interviews and member checks with families and staff in the spring of 2021. 

This formed the basis for the case-study findings we report in this chap-

ter. As a result, this chapter combines analysis of remote interviews and 

classroom observations collected during the pandemic to examine how FVA 

used digital technologies to maintain connection throughout the transi-

tion to remote and hybrid learning.

Connection at FVA

As we’ve documented in chapters 4 and 5, FVA maintained a connected, car-

ing school community through the provision of regular, diverse, in-person 
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opportunities to engage students and their families in a prosocial way 

throughout the fall and winter months of the 2019–2020 school year. How-

ever, FVA’s high-touch approach to engaging and learning was put in dan-

ger during spring 2020 when physical school sites across the country closed 

due to COVID-19. This chapter discusses the history and context of school-

ing during the pandemic that resulted in the shift to online remote and 

hybrid learning that occurred across schools, including FVA, at the end of 

year 1 (spring 2020) and through year 2 (fall 2020–spring 2021).

In this chapter, we specifically focus on how connection was maintained 

at FVA during the pandemic and how the transition to emergency remote 

learning precipitated a shift in how FVA used digital technologies to main-

tain strong networks within the school. This chapter examines technology 

as a vehicle for cultivating connection during the period of remote learning 

brought on by the pandemic, including how technologies were specifically 

used at FVA to mediate and conserve interdependent connection.

Moreover, this chapter illustrates how motivations for technology use 

during the pandemic centered on maintaining family support, connection, 

and inclusion. We also discuss how schools might use digital technologies 

to mediate connection. This includes exploration of the use of synchro-

nous platforms such as FaceTime, Zoom, and instant messaging, as well as 

asynchronous uses of platforms such as Google Classroom and YouTube 

content, to offer support and mitigate isolation as experienced by school 

communities during the move to emergency remote learning.

Schooling during the COVID-19 Pandemic

In this chapter, we document a history of schooling during the pandemic 

period spanning from 2020 through 2022. We examine the challenges and 

affordances of using digital technologies to facilitate schooling across com-

plex remote and hybrid learning environments and lay a foundation for 

examining how we can address future emergency disruptions in schooling.

Due to the pandemic, social, economic, and academic support usually 

offered by schools became unavailable to students. For example, in Los 

Angeles, California, more than 64,000 culturally and linguistically diverse 

students with disabilities—13 percent of the student population—normally 

benefit from services exclusively provided by public schools.1 Tragically, the 
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nation’s shift to remote learning resulted in these students being dispropor-

tionately impacted by the removal of school supports.2

As states across the US responded to the pandemic, the transition of 

schools to remote learning occurred with little time to plan or implement 

research-based strategy.3 This resulted in just-in-time emergency measures 

aimed at keeping students enrolled and accessing some level of academic 

content by whatever means schools had at their disposal. For many schools, 

this initially meant extended breaks with communication between teachers 

and their students via email and phone. Eventually, this meant distributing 

one-to-one Chromebooks for families to pick up from school sites so that 

they could connect with their child’s classroom via co-opted video com-

munications platforms, such as Zoom.4

As a result of these rapid and improvised shifts, the need to design for 

learning facilitated by digital technologies in real time during the pandemic 

created a context entirely distinct from what had come before. Alongside 

the  difficult challenges emerging from school closures, this crisis presented 

the opportunity to re-envision the role digital technologies could play in 

inclusive education. Of particular concern in this context are those stu-

dents most likely to face significant barriers to engaging in meaningful 

learning through digital formats: young students, students with disabilities, 

students who are multilingual, and students living in poverty. Addressing 

the needs of students most likely to face access barriers to meaningful learn-

ing through digital formats, as previously discussed, is also of particular 

concern in this context, while supporting educators and policymakers in 

the pursuit of maximizing the inclusion of all students, has become even 

more important than ever.

The pandemic also resulted in a reimagined shift in boundaries and roles 

between parents, teachers, and community members. This included shifts in 

the rules of engaging in and enacting schooling, as well as shifts across home, 

school, and community environments as acceptable places of learning. This 

was made particularly evident with the introduction of remote learning 

into homes and the cultivation of alternative learning configurations across 

school communities.5 Shifts in boundaries and roles in the spring of 2020 

benefitted from efforts to scale the use of digital technologies to support 

alternative schooling modalities for students impacted by the pandemic. 

For example, community and recreational centers, along with libraries, 

worked to provide learning hubs and extended childcare support. Tutoring 
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and enrichment programs also expanded their scope and reach to address 

the learning gaps resulting from school closures.6

In addition to districts partnering at the county, state, and federal level 

to bring alternative learning solutions integrating digital technologies to 

scale, individual schools also partnered locally with their Parent–Teacher 

Associations, community resource centers, and universities to bring custom-

ized support to their immediate school communities during the pandemic.7 

One such effort was the Community Education Fellows initiative, which 

investigated how universities and community partners could equitably take 

innovative educational efforts, such as learning pods, and partner with 

schools to make them accessible to a broad range of families.8

Emergency Remote Learning at FVA

The shift to emergency remote learning at FVA was disruptive in several 

ways. First, remote learning placed increased demands on families and staff 

to manage, support, and cultivate student learning in the absence of direct 

in-person instruction and support—a daunting challenge amplified by wide-

spread illness, economic instability, work obligations, wide-ranging student 

needs, and limited access to technology and technical assistance.9 Second, 

the sudden nature of the shift did not afford FVA the opportunity to pre-

pare families and staff physically or mentally for the sudden rupture, as Ms. 

Gomez described to us: “I feel like things are kind of just ripped apart. Like, 

we were there on Friday, ‘See you guys on Monday,’ and then the notice 

after school: ‘Hey, there is no school on Monday, it’s going to be through the 

computer.’ I feel like that is almost traumatic, you know?” Ms. Gomez used 

“traumatic” to describe the feelings that she, as well as most staff and fami-

lies whom we spoke with, felt about the abrupt shift to remote learning. This 

trauma included, as Ms. Gomez alludes to here, students being separated 

from each other and from the greater school community. 

As we will discuss in this chapter, the physical separation of students 

from their classmates and teachers significantly impacted their socio-

emotional states during the pandemic. Trauma was also attributed to the 

sudden shift to the remote teaching modality, which none of the families 

or staff had previously encountered. What was also noticed at FVA, and 

more broadly across schools in the United States, was that the disruption 
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caused by the abrupt move to remote learning also amplified already exist-

ing issues of digital equity for families and staff.

These shifts, which occurred throughout the pandemic to varying 

degrees across US schools, also served to drive what Dr. Tully referred to as 

an existential crisis. In her view, as she describes below, this existential crisis 

was a catalyst for many of the changes in both staffing and families at FVA 

and beyond: “The world is undergoing an existential crisis, it feels like. So, 

people are making very big changes. Families are moving . . . ​Staff, are like, 

‘I’m leaving the field now.’ The shifts that I’ve seen that have been really 

striking to me are the unpredictability, or the new predictability, of how 

people will react and behave.” As Dr. Tully references, the circumstances of 

the historical moment school communities found themselves in created a 

forced reevaluation and prioritization.10 At FVA, this culminated in shifting 

boundaries, expectations, and roles, as well as actual economic, geograph

ical, personal, and professional changes in how people reconstructed their 

lives in the face of uncertainty. FVA, in many ways, reflected the existential 

changes school communities were undergoing across the United States.11

Finally, the move to remote learning also precipitated a shift in teach-

ers reprioritizing essential learning goals for students. Prioritizing essential 

learning goals in remote learning environments required closely monitor-

ing students to identify core needs and reconsidering traditional content 

standards. This included encouraging teachers to prioritize manageable cur-

ricular areas, content, and skills essential to success in the next grade.12 Inclu-

sive practice during this period of emergency remote learning also included 

documenting student progress through formative rather than summative 

assessment and opting out of a formal grading process—approaches that 

were considered controversial then and now but have since gained atten-

tion and momentum from the “humanizing education” and “ungrading” 

movements fostered by the pandemic.13

Using Digital Technologies to Support Remote Learning

FVA’s motivations for technology use during COVID-19 centered on main-

taining community support and connection. Mediating connection through 

digital technologies included innovating new uses of synchronous plat-

forms, such as FaceTime and Zoom (figure 6.1), to meet remote learning 
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needs, professional development, and planning in ways not seen prior to the 

pandemic.14

Supporting Inclusion with Synchronous and Asynchronous Technologies

Synchronous and asynchronous technologies, particularly digital commu-

nications media including email, instant messaging, and video, were used 

to inform families of the different phases of remote learning at FVA. These 

included phase 1 (100 percent distance learning) in spring 2020, phase 2 

(hybrid learning) for particularly high-need students commencing winter 

2021, and phase 3 (in-person learning) for everyone starting again in spring 

2021.

Figure 6.1
A student uses the Zoom platform to participate in remote learning during the 

pandemic.
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Synchronous and asynchronous digital communications were also used 

to address barriers to accessing synchronous instruction through Zoom 

due to unstable wi-fi/technical access gaps, particularly in lower-income 

households; supporting families in understanding and adjusting to the 

increased demands of remote schooling as outlined in the Family Distance 

Learning agreement; and challenges related to childcare and caregiving 

responsibilities for families who were dependent on in-person schooling and 

after-school programming as sources of education, enrichment, and super-

vision for their children.

At FVA, the full inclusion model was adapted to a remote environment 

by virtually “pushing in” the special education teacher and paraprofession-

als into both the general and breakout rooms afforded by the Zoom platform 

(see appendix B). However, delivering speech and OT services as push-in sup-

ports was difficult to do virtually without resorting to stand-alone sessions 

between providers and students. Inclusion was not violated in the sense 

that students were not removed from their general education instruction in 

order to receive their services. However, the approach wasn’t fully inclusive 

by FVA’s standards in that students were segregated from each other in the 

provision of services via the use of stand-alone or breakout rooms.

These digital limitations were not lost on Dr.  Tully who, while grate-

ful that synchronous multimedia technologies such as Zoom existed to 

afford connection while schools were forced to quarantine, also felt that 

the limitations of technologies impacted the most vulnerable students and 

offended FVA’s instructional philosophy:

FVA’s student population is almost entirely comprised of people who are noted 

as those that would have the most difficulty and barriers to access learning in a 

remote format. So, that’s young children, people TK through second grade, people 

with identified disabilities, English language students, lower-income students 

who don’t have secure Wi-Fi or facility with technology. That’s basically everybody 

at our school with few exceptions . . . ​I think the features that have made it par-

ticularly challenging for this school is that our prior instructional format was very 

intentionally hands-on. Very physically engaged. A lot of close contact among kids. 

A lot of close talking, partnering, and sharing of materials. So, it really offended our 

entire instructional philosophy and approach to transition.

Reflecting on the impact of the pandemic on schools, including the bur-

geoning use of digital technologies to provide instruction, Dr. Tully provides 

a clear synopsis of why remote learning was particularly difficult for FVA’s 

school population, as well as for schools with similar demographics. As has 
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been retrospectively born out in subsequent media and research reports, 

the impacts of remote learning have been compounded for marginalized 

school populations.15

With that said, for schools that did not originally use a full inclusion 

model of instruction, the virtual format created affordances for students 

who were able to receive services without it impacting their participation 

in the general education setting, essentially creating inclusion for those 

students where there was none before by allowing them to participate fully 

in their regular sessions without the need for service pullouts. In some 

instances, it also afforded opportunities for services to be pushed in—for 

example, as Zoom breakout room sessions. These opportunities to support 

the inclusion of students by avoiding removal from the general education 

setting via asynchronous uses of digital technologies would not have been 

conceived in public schools were it not for the shift to remote learning pre-

cipitated by the pandemic.

And while the majority of emerging stories to date rightly focus on the 

challenges inherent in remote learning, a significant number of stories of 

families who have benefited from remote learning have also begun to sur-

face.16 These include reports of increased access to services, resources, and 

events for immunocompromised, lower-income, and homebound individ-

uals who otherwise would have been shut out from participating.17 While 

not the focus of this chapter per se, these stories, and the lessons gleaned 

from them, deserve attention.

Just-in-Time Messaging for Collaboration

Another example of new uses of digital technologies during the pandemic 

included the synchronous use of FaceTime, instant messaging, and text

ing as accepted forms of professional communication between staff. This 

included using these technologies to engage in the day-to-day coordination 

of classroom instruction and lesson planning. So, while these technologies 

were originally designed for on-demand informal entertainment and com-

munication purposes, the in-person restrictions precipitated by the pandemic 

stretched their affordances, particularly in the areas of professional develop-

ment and family outreach. Due to these shifts, communication at FVA, as 

was the case in many US schools, became more fluid, just-in-time, and infor-

mal (i.e., instant messaging and texting) and less constructed, premeditated, 

and formal (i.e., scheduled in-person meetings, email correspondence). Ms. 
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Wezner describes the affordances of messaging and texting for just-in-time 

communication as a supplement to regular teacher collaboration meetings:

We’re sharing all of our resources. We help each other out with so much that I 

feel like this has brought the teachers a lot closer. Even though we teach different 

grades, I think this is helping us learn what we can all use or do, which has been 

really cool. I think just being able to check in with each other all the time has 

been helpful . . . ​We have a teacher meeting a couple of times a week where we 

are on Zoom. Then, me, [Ms. Ohlin], and [Ms. Gomez] have created our grade-

level team where we’re constantly texting each other: “Hey, I just found this. I found 

that. Do you want to do this together?”

Using Cellular Technologies to Address Engagement Barriers

Shifts in technology use also precipitated boundary changes across time 

and space of when, and how, professional communication was accepted. It 

also opened new avenues for the cultivation of relationships between staff 

and families, as illustrated in Ms. Carina’s experience using FaceTime to assist 

families with their home Internet connectivity:

I have been on FaceTime calls with parents and their kids saying, “Alright, show me 

your screens. Let’s do this together” And that’s been difficult for the ones that don’t 

have an iPhone . . . ​having to visualize what’s going on with their computer . . . ​I 

feel like I’ve done a lot more work online than in person. The amount of time I’m 

spending with stuff being planned and communicating with the parents. It’s a 

LOT of communication with the parents. A lot. A lot.

As described by Ms. Carina, FVA used digital technologies, such as FaceTime, 

to mediate and conserve connection in ways that transcended previously 

held boundaries between home and school. This included synchronous “vir-

tual check-ins” with families focused on learning how to use the technology 

and addressing needs and accommodations, as Ms. Carina describes here:

I never used Google Classroom. Didn’t even know what Zoom was. Just having 

to walk parents through that in a way that makes sense. I’m not your techiest 

person, so what am I doing? I don’t know, “Let’s figure it out together.” So, that’s 

been challenging. But thankfully, the parents have been very cool like, “Okay, 

we’ll figure it out. We got this. We’re going through this together.” Between the 

emails, calls and text messages, I communicated with about five parents today.

As Ms. Carina describes, using cellular technologies to engage collaboratively 

via texting, messaging, and calling supported engagement during remote 

learning and facilitated connection.
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Eye of the Camera: Making Visible Affordances and Challenges

There are both affordances and challenges to having the camera in teachers’ 

classrooms and families’ homes. The affordances include opportunities for 

parents and teachers to collaborate more deeply than was previously pos

sible. The just-in-time and on-demand nature of video-facilitated engage-

ment enabled parents and teachers to work together to support students’ 

schooling and well-being—for example, through easier scheduling of IEP 

team meetings. On the other hand, the challenges of violating the social 

boundaries between home and school included families and teachers feel-

ing a sense of intrusion, discomfort, or even shame at the increased level 

of visibility into previously undisclosed aspects of their lives, which we 

describe below.

Increased Visibility of Teacher Practice

Shifting to the use of Zoom for virtual classroom instruction precipitated 

shifts in boundaries of time and place, with teachers entering students’ 

homes and parents becoming privy to teachers’ instruction. The pandemic 

upended the social contract between home and school and between teacher 

and parent that essentially states that children fall under the direct responsi-

bility and purview of teachers the moment they step onto school grounds.18 

This includes the expectation that parents afford teachers and schools a gen-

erous degree of latitude in what they do with their children during school 

hours. The advent of parents being privy to internal classroom happenings 

turned all that upside down. As Ms. Wezner shared, the advent of parents:

At first, I was like, “I don’t know if parents are gonna see their kid in a breakout 

room alone with another kid and be like, ‘Why are they doing this? That’s not 

appropriate.’ ” Or what if bullying is happening that you’re not seeing? But then I 

had a couple of parents be like, “No, they love it! ’Cause they want to talk about 

what you taught them. And they want to hang out with their friends.” And we 

rationalized it. If we were in school, and they’re playing on the playground or 

they’re in a group without a teacher, they’re talking to each other, without me 

hearing every word they say.

In reflecting on remote learning in her classroom, and parent perceptions 

of it, Ms. Wezner came to view being in the eye of the camera as increas-

ing the visibility of her teaching practice. The dynamics that developed 

around the use of breakout rooms to “see” and “be seen” by peers, as Ms. 

Wezner alludes to, affords a glimpse into how digital technologies could be 
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used to mirror in-person school practices virtually, such as recess and peer-

to-peer class discussion, as a tool for building school culture and creating 

connection.

The viewing of teaching and home life through the camera also created 

the necessity to renegotiate relationships between teachers and parents. 

Teaching children remotely in their homes via Zoom presented a different 

dynamic to what had come before with in-person instruction—in a sense 

breaking a “third wall” that separated school and home life, including the 

roles and expectations that come with each. For many staff, including Ms. 

Wezner, the camera merging home and school life created tensions between 

these two audiences:

I had the [fear of] parents listening a lot in the beginning where I would hear 

parents in the background, telling their kids to ask me something. And they 

wouldn’t stand in the camera. It was like, “You could just ask me.” It, like, feels 

really awkward when I know they’re asking their kid to ask me something because 

they’re not comfortable talking to me. That I think makes it more nerve-racking 

rather than less.

Ms. Wezner’s comments point to assumed burdens that remote learning 

placed on teachers and parents to manage new domains of engagement 

and obligation. Moreover, having the eye of the camera disrupted notions 

of privacy, including the unspoken promise of in-person schooling that the 

classroom and home are teacher and parent domains, respectively—with 

the expectation of minimal intrusion between the two.19 Bringing the cam-

era into teacher practice upended that.

Increased Visibility of Students’ Lives

Remote learning also created a window into students’ lives and homes, 

particularly for teachers who had been shielded from the realities of their 

students’ lives. According to Dr. Tully, this afforded teachers an expanded 

awareness of their students’ personal circumstances and barriers to access:

One thing that the pandemic and the school closures did that I want to take 

forward—especially for teachers who are culturally misaligned with their stu-

dents—is it unveiled a lot of the barriers that kids face in ways that I don’t think 

they ever knew . . . ​Like the impact of a parent who doesn’t speak English and 

isn’t familiar with how to use technology, not being able to help their child learn 

at home and what that looks like. It gave teachers more insight into the children’s 

lives and the specific barriers for their progress that I want to build on next year.
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Dr. Tully’s observations echo the tensions expressed by Ms. Wezner in navi-

gating the relationship between primarily white upper- and middle-class 

teachers and primarily middle- and working-class multilingual and multi-

cultural families—a dynamic present in many US schools, including FVA, 

serving diverse students.20 The use of cameras to connect teachers and fami-

lies served as a window—a third eye—into the previously unknown worlds 

of working- and middle-class families of color that revealed already existing 

inequities amplified by the pandemic.

Being in the eye of the camera also raises critical points of discussion for 

understanding the role that intersectionality and interdependence play in 

informing culturally responsive practices to support diverse multilingual 

students with and without disabilities. How can we use and understand pre-

planned and just-in-time remote learning experiences to develop connec-

tion and critical understanding of students’ lives? This gets to the heart of 

the “mismatch” between the teaching population (largely white, English-

monolingual) and diverse student populations (multicultural, multilingual, 

disabled) in US public schools.

Discomfort with Teachers Entering Homes

For many families, having the eye of the camera document their home-

lives proved to be problematic.21 Particularly for families living in poverty, 

the presence of the camera created the potential for shaming and feeling 

shame about their personal circumstances—once previously private and 

confined to home but now publicly shared with their school community.22 

This is an example of how digital technology use brought on by the pan-

demic violated the social boundaries between homes and schools as sepa-

rate spaces. With that, a problematic context was created in relation to 

the treatment of students’ homes as classrooms where families no longer 

felt the safety of privacy, as Dr. Tully explained: “There were issues for a 

while. Kids wouldn’t turn their cameras on. No cameras. So, we’re telling 

them they have to. They don’t. Well, we investigate a bit. Work with a 

family. That child is taking care of a baby during class. And that’s embar-

rassing and difficult. That child is cooking breakfast for a younger sibling 

during class. That’s a barrier to learning. Now, put yourself in the place of 

that fifth grader who you’re like, ‘Why didn’t you get this done?’ It really 

changes what your mindset is.” As Dr. Tully illustrates, being in the eye of 

the camera creates an invasion into the often-unspoken and hidden lives of 
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what it means to be poor in the United States. Moreover, having a camera 

in the home redefines schools’ scope of access into families’ private lives. 

Circumstances, which when revealed, compound the potential shame of 

being “discovered” and also shed light on the barriers to learning that liv-

ing in poverty places on families.23

Tied to issues of privacy are the ethics of balancing the monitoring of 

student participation with students’ level of comfort with being on cam-

era. Ms. Yadira, echoing Dr. Tully’s sentiments, expressed her view of the 

tensions created by having cameras in the classroom: “There were a lot of 

missed opportunities for teachers to support them because we weren’t even 

sure if they were behind the screen or not. For some of them, it’s a cultural 

thing. Certain students felt embarrassed by the way that they live either 

because they live with somebody else or there is family around. So that’s 

why they didn’t turn on their camera.” As Ms. Yadira suggests, turning cam-

eras on and off potentially came to signify to students a way they could 

control and preserve boundaries that felt acceptable to them. This was evi-

denced by the contexts, as elaborated by Dr. Tully and Ms. Yadira, in which 

students chose to turn off the camera—for example, in moments of familial 

privacy (i.e., older sibling caring for new baby in background), moments 

of embarrassment (i.e., adults intruding into the students’ “bubble”), and 

commentary or behavior deemed not suitable for teachers’ ears. In these 

ways, the challenges of camera use in remote learning blurred the bound

aries between school and home, creating the potential for discomfort for 

families and staff alike.

Shifting Expectations: Challenges and Surprises in Remote Learning

The move to remote learning during the pandemic resulted in schools 

needing to shift their expectations to meet students’ changing needs. These 

shifts included redefining what it means to be in school, what it means to 

provide inclusive instructional practices and services online, and shifting 

attitudes toward using digital technologies in new and revised ways to sup-

port remote instruction.

Shifting What It Means to Be in School

The shift to remote learning precipitated a redefining of what it means 

to be in school when students and teachers are not actually in physical 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



128	 Chapter 6

classrooms. Coupled with this was the need to establish expectations that 

online schooling was in fact “real school.” For staff, this became an exercise 

in balancing families’ socio-emotional needs in light of the disruption the 

pandemic caused with the school community’s need to establish routines 

and practices that promoted learning.

For school staff, this meant that remote classroom expectations and rules 

needed to be explicitly redefined for students and families to accept the 

transition to remote learning as legitimate. This was doubly difficult for a 

high-touch school such as FVA whose instructional philosophy, as Dr. Tully 

expressed earlier, was grounded in the in-person interactions that came to 

characterize its full inclusion model. Ms. Petersen, a newly arrived experi-

enced English-speaking special education teacher of European descent for 

grades TK/Kinder, 1/2, and 2/3, explained this tension in the classrooms 

she supported:

It [remote learning from home] is a whole different dynamic. They might literally 

be laying down on a pillow. They’re eating! You’d never see this in a classroom. 

It’s just that boundary . . . ​I’ve seen family members come by, and they’re talking 

to them when we’re in class. There has to be people, family members, seeing this, 

but it’s just like, “Distance learning, oh well.” It’s not given the same priority as 

going to [in-person] school and being in class because they’re at home and they’re 

in a comfortable environment. Not that school is not comfortable, but it’s differ

ent when you’re expected to sit up in a chair.

As Ms. Petersen discusses here, staff at FVA had to contend with negotiat-

ing differing expectations and norms for remote versus in-person learning. 

This included challenging the lower status, and in some cases priority, that 

both families and staff sometimes assigned to remote learning. This rene-

gotiation of what it means to be in school included redefining the range 

of acceptable remote school behaviors, particularly in the younger grades.

In addition to redefining what it means to be “in school,” teachers men-

tioned that the shift to remote learning also increased parents understand-

ing of the day-to-day instructional challenges, tensions between adherence 

to standardized curricula and teaching children with diverse academic 

needs, and differences in behavior between school and home environments 

that teachers often contend with, as Ms. Severin shared with us:

Parents are getting a clearer picture of where their kids are academically. I’ve read 

with our kids and then the kid reads a book with the parents as well, and “What 

happened? I don’t know what’s wrong with my kid.” They’re finally getting it: 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Technology as Connection	 129

“Yes, your kid has attention problems.” Or finally they’re seeing the insanity of 

Common Core math . . . ​So, that is kind of a little bit of a silver lining. Right? 

We’re not going to get quite as much, “Oh, my kid never does that at home” or “I 

don’t know what you’re talking about.”

These shifts in expectations and understanding within school communities—

coupled with increased surveillance via the use of cameras—led to new 

understandings of teacher instruction.

Shifting What It Means to Be Inclusive

The shift to remote learning also spurred the need to redefine being inclu-

sive to include quickly pivoting instructional practices and roles to support 

the emerging and changing needs precipitated by emergency remote learn-

ing. Dr. Tully described this shift as contingent on the need to make the 

remote learning environment accessible to all—illustrated here in the con-

text of paraprofessionals pivoting to meet school community needs at FVA:

Their [paraprofessional] job description is direct support for individuals. So, now, 

why are they making Spanish lessons? Well, that is the result of thinking through 

a redefinition of their job. Why are they calling parents and doing food distribu-

tion? Because that’s a redefinition of their job. If their job, as a person, is to make 

an inclusive environment accessible to all, what the nature of that work looks 

like has shifted in the pandemic. So, they can’t keep sitting on a Zoom call and 

reminding a particular kid on their caseload. No. It looks like distributing food to 

that family because that’s inclusive right now.

Dr. Tully’s example of pivoting to meet need is in direct tension with the 

often-bureaucratic norms that typically govern provision of services to stu-

dents with IEPs.24 However, the dynamics of FVA being its own county char-

ter specifically charged with maintaining a full inclusion model afforded 

greater latitude than might typically be afforded in other school contexts.

Shifting What It Means to Provide Services

Redefining what inclusion looks like in the context of emergency remote 

learning was also tied to shifts in the delivery and implementation of 

services for students with IEPs. At FVA, shifts in the provision of services 

included, in Dr. Tully’s words, “doing their best to approximate what they 

did when we were brick and mortar”—for example, via the use of synchro-

nous and asynchronous instructional videos. This included the SLPs and 

the occupational therapist recording themselves weekly either reading 
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stories, as they would normally do in the classroom, or leading station or 

social skills activities. These synchronous and asynchronous videos were 

built around IEP goals for students on their caseloads but made available 

to all students.

Dr. Tully and the special education teachers also had weekly meetings 

via Zoom with families of students with IEPs. These meetings centered on 

identifying and prioritizing IEP goals that families felt they could support 

at home. Provision of remote services also included inviting speech therapy 

and occupational therapy providers, as needed, to join these weekly calls to 

support accessibility to the remote learning curriculum and provide addi-

tional materials.

In Dr. Tully’s mind, providing services in this manner was acceptable: 

“On paper, and in practice, I actually think that’s excellent. And if you 

talk to the parents, they’re happy.” However, in discussing the provision 

of services with the providers themselves, tensions arose regarding the fea-

sibility of meeting students’ goals remotely as outlined in their IEPS, the 

reporting of which was still a prerequisite at the district level, even during 

the pandemic. As Dr. Tully acknowledged, this created tensions in the adap-

tation of FVA’s push-in model of service delivery to the remote learning 

environment:

With the exception of our OT—who works for us and had no experience prior to 

working for us—the PT and the SLP wanted to transition to an individualized tele-

therapy format. All students separately and discreet individualized sessions. And I 

was like, “No, because then we’re introducing a different format of service deliv-

ery that I’m going to have to undo with the same families on the backend.” Why 

would we choose this time to introduce individualized therapies when that’s not 

how our school works?

The tensions between FVA’s school administration and service providers 

are indicative of the challenges that many schools faced in deciding how 

to deliver services in remote settings.25 For Dr. Tully, this meant providing 

widely accessible content via video for all students to access so as not to 

pull specific students away from the general education setting. However, 

for service providers at FVA, as well as the majority of service providers we 

spoke with across other districts and schools, provision of services consisted 

of virtual one-to-one sessions with individual students and small groups. 

Typically, these service hours would be in addition to time spent in remote 

general education settings.
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These very real frustrations about how best to use digital technologies 

to support inclusive services were compounded by the fact that provid-

ers received little support from districts or state or federal agencies, who 

themselves were at a loss regarding how best to support remote provision 

of services for students with IEPs. These frustrations were also felt by the 

extended FVA staff, particularly the special education teachers. Ms. Severin 

explained to us how the shift in her role—from providing services specifi-

cally focused on students’ IEP goals to providing services aligned with fami-

lies’ broader socio-emotional needs—challenged her ability to meet district 

and state reporting requirements for children with IEPs:

There’s no service. What I’m doing is saying, “Here are some options. If you need 

help accessing the option, like your Internet doesn’t work, I’ll help you access it.” 

But that’s it. I’m at work today because I’m printing out packets for kids. Social 

stories about “What is COVID?” and “Why am I home?” I write a little note to the 

kids, and I think it makes a difference, but they can just throw it in the trash. It’s 

a very weird gray area where IDEA is in place, but school is closed. So, nobody’s 

really quite sure what to make of that.

Ms. Severin’s commentary on the lack of an accountability framework for 

services rendered remotely was a common concern for many schools and 

districts throughout the pandemic.26 A significant source of this conflict 

was a lack of directive at the county, state, and federal levels for service pro-

viders and staff about what counts as data, the end result being that what 

was counted as data in the world of remote learning was quite loose.27 This 

lack of guidance for the provision of services to students with IEPs left the 

world of special and inclusive education, of which FVA was no exception, 

in the dark.28

Shifting Attitudes toward Technology

Shifting to a remote learning format also precipitated changes in staff’s 

attitudes toward technology. For example, Ms. Gomez reconsidered her 

views on the affordances of digital technologies, which she had previously 

eschewed when her instruction was in person (see chapter 5). In our follow-

up interview with her, Ms. Gomez described her expanded use of several 

digital platforms (i.e., Google Classroom, Seesaw, Flipgrid) and expressed a 

newly discovered interest in using educational technologies to support her 

classroom instruction: “With Seesaw, you could definitely put in your voice. 

Either it’s reading or responding to something with Google Classroom that 
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we’re doing now, depending on what the assignment is. You can have audio 

recording as well, especially using something called Flipgrid, which I just 

became new to. Oh my gosh. I wish I would’ve known about this prior to 

COVID happening because I think I would have utilized it in our classroom.” 

In describing her new attitudes, and uses, of educational technologies, Ms. 

Gomez reveals a shift in her understanding for how digital platforms and 

tools could be used to support students’ creative expression and voice (see 

chapter 5).29

Mr. Gabriel, who prior to the pandemic was already interested in using 

digital technologies to support learning, found new opportunities to utilize 

and expand his digital tech skills to support FVA’s shift to remote learning. 

Mr. Gabriel discussed with us how he finally found a good outlet for his 

skills in digital storytelling—defined as multimodal uses of digital tools to 

tell stories—learned the prior year during a digital storytelling workshop 

we had presented on using WeVideo to create digital stories (see appendix 

B).30 While Mr. Gabriel found the workshop engaging (see chapter 9), the 

priority had been on supporting other aspects of in-person instruction. The 

shift to remote learning, however, created an opening for Mr. Gabriel to 

use his digital storytelling skills to create remote learning video content for 

teachers and students: “I’ve used [WeVideo] for all the YouTube videos that 

I’ve shot. I’ve been screening video so that we can put the lessons up on 

YouTube. I’m still editing for our winter program, which I’m trying to get 

done as soon as possible. Prior to this, we hadn’t really used it much. Now 

I’ve used it a lot.” It was interesting to see how the affordances of integrat-

ing digital storytelling into instruction at FVA, which we had hoped would 

occur the prior year at the time of the workshop, became more feasible and 

attractive to staff as a tool for creating asynchronous instructional content. 

This presented a shift in the original intent of digital storytelling—which 

was to develop students’ narrative storytelling skills—to being used by staff 

as a tool for creating instructional content. This represented yet another 

change in the intended uses of digital technologies that were coupled with 

shifts in attitudes toward using tech to support classroom instruction.

Shifting Future Technology Use to Create Connection

Staff attitude shifts also included considering how digital technologies 

could be used to support classroom connection in a post-pandemic future. 
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This included thinking about integrating new routines, developed during 

the pandemic, into future instruction, as Ms. Wezner describes: “We’ve 

started some really good routines that would never have started without 

the pandemic. On Fridays, our schedule is independent work for them, but 

they have fifteen-minute check-ins with me where we have a one-on-one 

Zoom, and we can either do some work together or they can talk to me 

about anything and just chill. It’s so fun to have them tell me what they’re 

interested in or tell me what they did over the weekend.” The expanded 

flexibility of the remote learning format afforded teachers opportunities to 

engage in alternative forms of relationship building with their students, as 

Ms. Wezner describes here. These opportunities for connection and rela-

tionship building were particularly critical to supporting students’ socio-

emotional health during the pandemic, both at FVA as well as at schools 

across the United States.31 One-to-one sessions also afforded students an 

opportunity to share alternative interests, skills, and talents cultivated dur-

ing the pandemic. These included new and multimodal uses of digital tools 

using audiovisual content, text, and memes, such as Jamboard (see appen-

dix B), which many students used during the pandemic to share extracur-

ricular interests, as described by Ms. Wezner: “I had one kid today showing 

me Jamboards that he made on Google and all the pictures that he found, 

which is super fun. He likes to give me updates on all the sports going on 

in the world because he’s into that. It’s fun to hear what they’re really inter-

ested in.”

Ms. Wezner’s one-to-one uses of Zoom meetings and students’ extracur-

ricular use of digital tools such as Jamboard to manifest hobbies and interests 

visually are good examples of new routines and uses of digital technologies 

brought on by the pandemic that school communities engaged with to cre-

ate connection.32

Redefining Roles: Parents as Teachers in Remote Learning

When parents assumed primary responsibility for ensuring their children’s 

day-to-day remote learning, they were inadvertently tasked with partnering 

with schools to co-facilitate their children’s online instruction.33 For many 

parents across US schools, including at FVA, this shift in responsibilities and 

roles was overwhelming, particularly for working families managing multi-

ple school-aged children.34 In documenting the shift to remote learning, we 
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explored how parents managed the shift as co-facilitators of their children’s 

instruction.

Negotiating New Norms and Routines

For several of the parents we interviewed, the shift to managing their 

children’s remote learning relegated them to the role of teacher, aide, and 

parent. For working parents with multiple children, such as Mira, this 

meant toggling between managing the competing interests of professional 

work obligations and managing their children’s behavior while attending 

school from home: “I like in-person because I can do my work! [In remote 

learning] they need that one on one. They need to be there in front because 

they’re on a screen. They feel like they can walk away and be okay because 

the teacher doesn’t say, ‘Come back.’ The teacher can’t follow them and say, 

‘Where are you going?’ So, they feel like there’s more freedom.” Mira felt 

that the shift to remote learning placed some of the responsibility for stu-

dent discipline on the parent in the absence of a physically present teacher. 

Mira’s concerns about the processes and norms for classroom discipline 

were reiterated by other parent interviewees, and these were the top concerns 

more broadly for parents across the United States.35 Sara further elaborated 

on shifts in norms and routines in her explanation of how she managed her 

children’s remote learning:

No es lo mismo. Atender a dos autoridades en ese momento—a la maestra y a 

la mamá. ¿A quién le hago caso primero? ¿Si mi mamá me dice, “necesito que 

termines de desayunar” cuando la maestra me dice, “necesito que termines otra 

cosa?” Pues había que dejarle la autoridad a la maestra, y yo quedar nada más 

como apoyo para no interferir.

It’s not the same. Paying attention to two authority figures at the same time—the 

teacher and the mother. Who do I follow first? If my mother says, “I need you to 

finish breakfast” when the teacher says, “I need you to finish something else?” 

Well, I had to give the teacher deference and be a support so as not to interfere.

This negotiation of when, and how, to support students in navigating their 

relationships with their parents and teachers was met with varying levels 

of deference from parents, as was the case for Sara. In other cases, such as 

Dina’s family, who ended up leaving FVA for alternative schooling arrange-

ments, the negotiations proved to be too much. This was particularly true 

for working parents of children with substantive support needs, such as 

Blake, for whom the shift to remote learning for Finn and his younger 
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brother Chandler, a kindergartener in Ms. Macias’s class who was also diag-

nosed with autism, proved to be untenable: “My husband and I work full 

time. So, we had no help for three months, and they didn’t go to school 

anymore. They didn’t have any other therapies. We had no sitters. So, we 

kind of made school optional for the spring because we felt the health of 

our family and mental stability was more important. They weren’t learning 

anyways. They weren’t excited to go.” For Blake’s family, the cessation of in-

person therapeutic services, coupled with inability to secure childcare due 

to the quarantine put in place by the state, proved to be too much. 

Blake’s case was unfortunately the norm for many families of children 

with disabilities facing a cessation of services due to the pandemic.36 It 

wasn’t until the eventual lifting of the quarantine and partial reopening of 

schools the following fall and winter that the situation for Blake’s family 

began to improve, as she detailed to us in a follow-up interview:

It was just a lot of trial and error. After two months [FVA] offered childcare where 

the kids could do distance learning at the school and have assistance. We started 

doing that because this is their home environment. As most kids, they couldn’t 

separate school and home. It just didn’t make sense to them. It was really challeng-

ing for them to see us as teachers and do school here, especially with their IEPs. 

We didn’t want to damage or further fragment our relationship with our children.

Blake’s choice to prioritize her children’s mental health took precedence 

over attempts to engage in remote learning structures that simply did not 

work for her family. For many families, this negotiation between mental 

health and adherence to new remote schooling norms was devastating. For 

families of children with profound disabilities, particularly those requiring 

in-home therapeutic services, the shift to remote learning led to a cata-

strophic drop off, and in some cases disappearance, of students from par-

ticipating in school.37

Developing New Perspectives

Parents’ negotiation of relationships and roles between home and school 

also led to the development of new strategies and perspectives for navi-

gating remote learning at home. For some parents, the increased respon-

sibilities that came with the shift to remote learning afforded increased 

understanding and involvement in their children’s schooling. As was the 

case with Mira and her family, the shift to remote learning also led to shifts 

in their evaluation of digital technologies for supporting connection:
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When they were in class, we weren’t using our electronics as much at all. But 

when we went remote, I feel like the kids are always on it. And I am somewhat 

okay with it more than before because that’s their social time. To me, they need 

that socialization. That’s pretty much the only socialization they can get. I can’t 

invite their friends over. Right? Definitely using Zoom for birthday parties. We 

did the whole Zoom thing all last year. We definitely are on all the electronics so 

much more than we ever used to be [laughs].

Reflecting on her family’s experiences with remote learning in the spring of 

2020, as well as their decision to remain in remote learning for the 2020–2021 

school year, Mira was an example of a “reformed” parent who was initially 

ambivalent about the utility and value of technologies for supporting stu-

dent’s engagement, inclusion, and socialization. As she expresses to us, the 

shift to remote learning helped her see her children’s technology use as having 

potential affordances to support their need for peer-to-peer socialization dur-

ing the pandemic. Essentially, in Mira’s view, technology transformed into a 

tool for socialization during a pandemic. Mira’s new perspectives about engag-

ing with digital technologies in novel ways were also tied to the empowering 

revelation that she could ably navigate her children’s remote learning: “I sur-

prised myself. I am capable. I did it. My husband’s rarely home. He works all 

day long, and this is basically just me! Just being able to do that and work. I’ve 

learned that I can actually juggle having three kids at home virtually.” 

For Mira, doing what was previously inconceivable—managing both her 

professional work obligations with the remote learning needs of her three 

children—revealed new insights about what she was capable of undertak-

ing. Mira’s revelation, while in the minority of families’ experiences navigat-

ing remote learning during the pandemic, was nevertheless indicative of 

the feasibility of remote learning for some families, including those with 

homebound or immunocompromised family members.38 Even so, remote 

learning is an intensive endeavor that, even under optimal circumstances, 

requires significant sacrifices, as Mira described:

But it definitely was hard because even though I’m at home, I still do work 

remotely. So, I had to juggle that. I had to sit down and come up with a schedule. 

Try to stay on a schedule so that I am present with the kids, making sure they’re 

online, doing their work. And at the same time trying to get my work done. It was 

so hard. I couldn’t even follow my schedule. I did it maybe for a month and then 

it just went away. But I was trying.

Mira notes how the responsibility for managing remote learning fell pri-

marily on her shoulders—a common dynamic expressed by many mothers 
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across the United States.39 These gaps in support for families were endemic 

of already existing gaps in the safety nets afforded to US mothers.40

Finding Resources for Remote Learning

In addition to changes in day-to-day schedules, routines, and perspectives, 

parents were also required to address the more practical logistical consid-

erations associated with remote learning. Like many schools in the United 

States, FVA faced the challenge of supporting families with the provision 

of technology and school supplies necessary for remote learning. How-

ever, what was more difficult to mitigate was the circumstance of how to 

find physical space for remote learning itself in homes, particularly those 

with multiple family members living within the confines of small housing 

spaces such as apartments. These were challenges that families across the 

US, including at FVA, as explained by Sara, faced as they strove to find ways 

to cope with remote learning at home:

Fue algo difícil por el hecho de que en casa no tenemos el suficiente espacio 

disponible para poder hacerle un lugar o un ambiente propicio para estar en la 

escuela. Se hizo lo mayor posible. Pues, no es el ideal. Obviamente, la retroalimen-

tación que hay entre la maestra y ellos se perdió. Se diluyó por momento.

It was difficult because of the fact that at home we don’t have enough room avail-

able to create a space conducive to schooling. Well, it’s not ideal. Obviously, the 

feedback between the teacher and [students] got lost. It got diluted for a while.

The lack of an ideal physical space for remote learning, in Sara’s view, 

impacted the quality of the children’s schooling. Sara explained that not 

having the right space for remote learning was a distraction that took 

away—or, in her words, “diluted”—the quality of classroom interactions. 

Sara admitted that the transition to remote learning wasn’t that challeng-

ing for her family, given her and her husband’s professions as computer 

graphics designers, however, challenges present themselves in other ways, 

including the creation of a proper learning environment at home.

Addressing Remote Learning Needs for Multilingual Students

Addressing the remote learning needs of multilingual families was a sig-

nificant priority for FVA, given that 64.2  percent of the student popula-

tion identified as being of Latino descent. The advent of remote learning 
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made providing language supports to multilingual students all the more 

daunting.41 For many schools, the shift to remote learning displaced many 

multilingual aides who would have normally assisted monolingual teachers 

in supporting multilingual students.42 Situations in which there were dis-

parities in linguistic knowledge and access between teachers and students 

exacerbated already existing equity gaps.43

Near the start of the pandemic, we reached out to both Hilda and Sara, 

two Spanish monolingual parents who had previously interviewed with us 

earlier in the year, to discuss the unique challenges multilingual parents 

faced with remote learning. While Hilda indicated that she was too over-

whelmed by the demands of the pandemic to participate in follow-up inter-

views, Sara graciously agreed to share with us her experiences navigating 

remote learning in which she had to contend with an English-dominant 

instructional discourse:

El problema es el inglés. Pues, yo no hablo inglés. Entiendo algunas cosas. Pero de 

repiente si [el chiquito] dice, “no sé qué dijo . . .” “ay, hijo, yo tampoco se. Vamos 

a ver las instrucciones.” Las leemos y las traducimos. Fue la parte difícil para me, 

difícil para ellos. Pues no hablamos el idioma y había que detenerse a, “le traduzco 

a ver qué dice.”

The problem is English. Well, I don’t speak English. I understand a few things. But 

if [the youngest] says, “I don’t know what she said . . .” “Oh, son, I don’t know 

either. Let’s see the instructions.” We’d read them and translate them. That was 

the most difficult part for me, difficult for them. We don’t speak the language, 

and I had to rely on, “I’ll translate it to see what it says.”

Sara and her children’s use of digital technologies, such as Google Translate, 

to complete academic work facilitated their ability to support each other 

in accessing remote learning content. As an aside, in our discussions with 

Sara, it became clear that she viewed her inability to speak English, rather 

than the teachers’ inability to speak Spanish, as a problem. Unfortunately, 

the framing and valuation of English as the dominant language is common 

among multilingual and monolingual speakers alike, even in culturally 

responsive environments such as FVA.44

The valuation of Spanish as an equally valid language of discourse in 

the classroom was a concern Dr. Tully wanted to address, given FVA’s high 

percentage of multilingual students. Dr. Tully discussed attempts to subvert 

language privilege prior to the pandemic by having teachers learn and use 

Spanish in the classroom. However, the onset of the pandemic pushed the 
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focus of language support squarely back on the multilingual paraprofes-

sionals who were responsible for translating and creating content in Span-

ish, as described by Mr. Gabriel: “In my case, I think there is a lot more 

prepping because now we started doing Spanish lessons for the kids on 

YouTube. We shared the links with the teachers, and they can share as they 

feel is needed. We’ve done colors, days of the week, and months. This week 

we’ll be doing body parts. We’re recording videos and making it engag-

ing.” For Mr. Gabriel, the asynchronous use of YouTube to create Spanish 

language content was a new use of a technology he had previously used for 

music movement breaks in class. Paraprofessionals who were not multilin-

gual, such as Ms. Sandy, were also involved in the making of asynchronous 

video content. Ms. Sandy discussed with us how she supported multilin-

gual students by capitalizing on the accessibility features and affordances 

of digital technologies to create instructional content and materials that are 

accessible to a wide range of users, including multilingual students:

Making the lessons inclusive at school was different doing it online. When I make 

the social skills lesson, it has to be accessible to everybody. We have to have 

options where they can read it on their own. We have to have options where they 

could just click a button and hear us read it for them. So, I think having all of 

the lessons inclusive and available for everybody is the biggest struggle and what 

we’re all striving to do right now.

Sara corroborated Mr. Gabriel and Ms. Sandy’s commentary and shared how 

efforts to provide multiple ways to access materials digitally made remote 

learning more inclusive for her family:

Las maestras hicieron un gran trabajo en el aspecto de que grababan las clases y las 

tareas. Dejaban instrucción en vos y le decían, “si no puedes escribirlo, lo puedes 

grabar, y si no, lo puedes fotografiar, y si no, lo puedes dibujar.” Entonces hubo 

muchas más posibilidades de poder completar esas actividades con el uso de la 

tecnología.

The teachers did a great job in the sense that they audio recorded the classes and 

homework. They provided audio instructions and said, “If you can’t write it, you 

can record it, and if not, you can photocopy it, and if not, you can draw it.” In that 

sense, there were many possibilities to complete the activities using technology.

Sara’s description of the multiple ways she and her family were able to 

access instructional content online exemplified how FVA strove to use 

technology to create access for their multilingual families. Essentially, both 

Sara and Ms. Sandy were describing the principles of UDL in practice (see 
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chapter 3).45 Additional and alternative modes for accessing information, 

such as through video/audio recordings of lectures and assignments, pro-

vided multiple means to access and engage with content for multilingual 

students. In the case of Sara, this included the ability to view, and review, 

materials on their own time, multiple times, as needed.

For Sara, the ability of her children to feel comfortable asking questions 

was also of paramount importance in accessing academic content, particu-

larly due to their language status. As Sara shared with me, differences in her 

children’s levels of comfort using English during in-person versus online 

instruction resulted in differences in their learning and participation:

Hubo diferencia en el aprovechamiento del lenguaje para ellos. La más grande, 

ya le entiende más y ya habla más. Pero en el caso de el que va en primero, está 

aprendiendo inglés. Y si el hablarlo y expresarlo en la clase era complicado, en 

línea fue más.

There was a difference in the advantage of language for them. The oldest one, she 

already understands more and speaks more. But in the case of the one who’s in 

first grade, he’s [still] learning English. And if speaking and expressing [English] 

was complicated in the classroom, even more so online.

As Sara notes, these differences were pronounced for her younger son, 

whose language resources in English were more emergent than those of 

his older sister. In her view, the barriers posed by remote learning were par-

ticularly pronounced for those who needed additional language support, so 

much so that Sara noticed her children turning to each other to receive the 

linguistic support missed from in-person instruction, particularly the youn

ger brother turning to his older sister:

Entre ellos, “¿Que dice?” “¿Como es aquí?” Si no me preguntaban a mí, entre 

ellos se ayudaban. En el caso del chiquito, “No le entiendo aquí. ¿Que dice?” y 

la grande, “Ay, es que quiere decir esto . . .” Le ayudaba traducir o le ayudaba 

explicarle. Y los logros, que hacían cada quien, en sus propias actividades, se los 

compartían.

Between them it was, “What does this say?” “What does this mean?” If they 

didn’t ask me, they helped each other out. In the case of the little one, “I don’t 

understand, what does it say?” and the older one, “Well, this is what it means . . .” 

She helped him translate or she helped explain. And the gains that each of them 

made in their schoolwork, they shared with each other.

This dynamic of older multilingual students helping their younger siblings 

with the day-to-day navigation and translation of school life is a common 
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occurrence among multilingual families.46 It is also indicative of the cul-

tural push among many Latino families to socialize children as helpers 

within their collective family communities.47

Kindness in a Virtual World: Supporting School Community Mental Health

Prioritizing a culture of kindness during remote learning centered on sup-

porting the mental health needs of students, parents, and staff at FVA. An 

increased need for social connection came about in large part due to the 

quarantining that schools underwent during the earlier phases of the pan-

demic, which for many students led to increased levels of depression, anxi-

ety, and apprehension about the future.48 Consequently, the onset of the 

pandemic instigated a substantive shift in prioritizing the mental health of 

students and their families.

Families’ emotional struggles were of particular concern for the multi-

lingual paraprofessionals who had more frequent interaction with parents, 

typically in Spanish. For staff, particularly the paraprofessionals, being 

attentive to students’ mental health needs required an intensified focus on 

cultivating FVA’s culture of kindness, as Ms. Yadira shared with us during 

her interview: “I just want everybody to be healthy. So, for me, I’m there 

for support. My biggest focus is making sure that the students are fine, 

that the parents are fine, and that I’m there as a guide. I gave them my 

personal numbers. I just want them to call me. I want them to feel comfort-

able with me and just genuinely know that we’re there to support them 

and help them during these difficult times.” In discussing the mindset that 

Ms. Yadira brought to her work helping families, it became apparent that 

prioritizing a culture of kindness in a virtual world required shifting the 

degree to which they made themselves available to families. While this was 

not a requirement asked of staff, many felt that increased connection, both 

inside and outside the realm of remote instruction, was necessary to safe-

guard families’ mental health.

Using Technology to Connect with Care

Key to maintaining a caring school community was the provision of regu-

lar and diverse opportunities for students, parents, teachers, and staff to 

connect.49 Teachers supported community connection in their classrooms 

through synchronous morning meetings that offered a predictable routine 
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for students to engage with their classmates. Asynchronous programming 

facilitated in Spanish and English by paraprofessionals allowed students 

and parents to connect with staff in their preferred languages. Finally, syn-

chronous coffee chats with Dr. Tully and school meetups were used to create 

camaraderie, engage parents, and support the broader school community 

through constant communication with school leadership. These approaches 

to using technology to connect with care helped mitigate feelings of isolation 

associated with the displacement from in-person schooling at FVA.

Using technology to maintain connections and mitigate isolation also 

occurred between staff. As an example, Ms. Carina described how Ms. 

Wezner used FaceTime to connect with her: “She was like, ‘Hey, I’m going 

to FaceTime you.’ Completely not work related. So, we’ll just chat. I’ve 

really appreciated everyone I’m working with. Everybody’s like, ‘Well, we’re 

all doing this. We’re all struggling, but it’s all good. We got this.’ ” Consis-

tent efforts among staff to use communication technologies, such as Face-

Time, to connect with each other and offer care were critical to maintaining 

a strong team. The use of these technologies also facilitated the building of 

solidarity and support for surviving the emotional stress brought on by the 

pandemic and navigating remote instruction during such uncertain times.

This use of communications technologies to maintain FVA’s culture of 

care virtually also extended to students, as Mr. Gabriel demonstrated with 

his online math and ELA support group:

I led a group called “Math/ELA Small Group Support” after lunch. The kids logged 

in, and if they had any questions for math or ELA, we would be there to help . . . ​

Sometimes, I would stay later because I knew that some kids take more time to 

do their homework. And sometimes students would be very honest with me say-

ing, “I’m scared.” They use that space to see each other through their computer. 

I am okay with that because I know that they use that time to laugh and have a 

conversation with their friends.

Mr. Gabriel’s patience in staying online was key to his efforts to cultivate 

kindness during the course of remote learning at FVA. This resulted in stu-

dents’ increased comfort confiding in him about their fears, in addition to 

creating a forum for students to be in community with each other.

Supporting Staff Who Are Also Parents

As was the case with many teachers across the United States, particularly 

in the case of working mothers, teachers faced additional strains due to the 
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need to manage the schooling of the children assigned to their classrooms 

along with their own children’s schooling.50 For Ms. Gomez, having a child 

with disabilities, while also managing a high-needs classroom, proved to be 

untenable:

I think the most surprising part for me personally is just how teaching and hav-

ing to be there for my students is really difficult because I also have a first grader 

who needs to do her lessons, and I have a child with special needs who needs to 

be watched at all times. And then I have a very demanding two-year-old. It’s defi-

nitely been a struggle. That’s why I told Dr. T, “I will not be returning this year as 

a teacher.” Because if this is going to be our reality for this upcoming year, I will 

not be effective for FVA or my own family.

The forcing out of working parents, particularly women tasked with providing 

day-to-day support to multiple children such as Ms. Gomez, by the pandemic 

was unfortunately a phenomenon that took place across many communities 

and schools in the US.51 Moreover, the broad lack of societal supports such as 

childcare and parental leave—a problem endemic to the US—pushed many 

working parents, particularly mothers, out of the workforce.52

In addition to the lack of a social safety net, such as universal childcare, 

FVA staff members who were also parents contended with worries about 

being able to address their own children’s developmental needs adequately 

while also supporting the needs of their students. As Ms. Sandy confided, 

the unknown nature and impact of the COVID-19 virus itself, as well as the 

unknown duration of the quarantine at the time, raised many unanswered 

questions for parents: “I worry about my kids developmentally being stuck 

in the house with me. I told my son last night, ‘Do you worry? Do you 

miss your friends?’ I don’t want them to regress. I’m happy they’re safe. 

I’m happy they’re not getting sick. But I do worry about what this means 

for them.” Ms. Sandy’s concerns about the long-term impacts of isolation, 

illness, and the continual stress brought on by the uncertainty surround-

ing the pandemic were echoed by multiple parents and staff at FVA. These 

voiced concerns were indicative of the general stressors that parents con-

tended with across the United States as they attempted to mitigate the 

potential damage the pandemic might bring to their children.53

The Impact of First-Responder Status on Trauma and Schooling

The prioritization of a culture of kindness to support FVA staff and student 

families’ mental health needs was particularly critical for first-responder 
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families. For them, the horrific effects of witnessing severe COVID-19 infec-

tion, particularly prior to the availability of vaccines in 2021, were daily 

realities that were difficult to escape.54 Mira shared with us the impact her 

husband’s medical work had on the family, particularly the children, as a 

first responder: “My husband works at the hospital. He works with COVID 

patients. It was so stressful because he had to work twenty-four hours. He 

was so tired. The kids, they were hearing when he’d come home, they 

would hear about the stories, you know? . . . ​And so, to talk about it—it 

started affecting them. We had to quiet that down because it was not good 

for them to hear these stories he’d come home with.” 

Mira felt a struggle between wanting to support her husband through 

the daily trauma he was experiencing as a result of his work and shielding 

her children from the realities of the pandemic. Despite their best attempts 

to protect their children from the realities of Mira’s husband’s work as a first 

responder, the impact on the children was significant:

All the patients that were really critical, he was the one to go in the room and put 

their PICC lines. A lot of times, he lost a lot of patients, and he would come home, 

and he would be depressed over it. So, we would talk about it. That’s when the 

kids have ears, and they would hear this . . . ​They got really bad anxiety where my 

oldest daughter would cry every time we left the house because she was scared. 

We tried to go to a beach one day, and she just wanted to come home right away. 

She was scared of contracting, but more scared that she was going to give it to 

somebody else because we didn’t know what was going on. We had to keep telling 

her she’s safe, she’s safe. Don’t worry.

From our discussion with Mira, we learned that the anxiety that comes with 

getting a firsthand look at the impact of the virus on people’s lives presented 

social and emotional repercussions on every aspect of daily living—true for 

many first responder families in the United States.55 As Mira described, this 

made simple acts, such as going to the beach, anxiety-ridden endeavors 

that for many first-responder families and their children triggered a post-

traumatic response.56 For Mira’s husband, his work connected the family to 

the pandemic in such as repercussive manner as to impact all aspects of 

daily life, including the response of her middle child, Marco, to returning 

to in-person school the following year:

My middle child, Marco, he’s the one that’s still going through it. Going back 

to school has definitely been a challenge for him. He throws up before he goes to 

school because he has so much anxiety. He doesn’t want to be at school that long. 
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He’s like, “Pick me up right at 1:30. I don’t want to stay any longer.” So, I’m doing 

whatever he feels comfortable and safe with right now. We got it in his mind that 

if he has a cup of tea with him all the time and sips on it, it’ll help his belly from 

getting the nervous feeling.

Marco’s anxiety in not wanting to go to school was in contrast to his sib-

lings’ more enthusiastic responses to a return to schooling. Varying levels 

of willingness for a return to in-person schooling the following 2020–2021 

school year were not uncommon for many students, families, and staff, 

both at FVA and across schools in the US.57 These differences led to both 

regional and statewide conflicts in how quickly, or slowly, school commu-

nities across the United States were willing, and able, to make a return to 

in-person schooling.58 Through it all, FVA’s focus on connection was imper-

ative to shepherding the school through the turmoil of the pandemic.

Children’s Perspectives of Schooling during the Pandemic

At the time of this writing, the majority of published research focused on 

parents, teachers, and first responders.59 As such, we believed it important 

to include the voices of FVA students themselves regarding their experi-

ences and perspectives of the pandemic. We spoke with Marco, Mira’s son, 

at the end of the 2019–2020 school year to gain his perspective of what the 

pandemic meant for him. While he chose not to discuss the anxiety Mira 

had previously reported to us, he was very open about his disappointment 

in the shift to remote learning: “I was actually pretty excited for the [in-

person] Spring Jam ’cause we were working on that for a long time. And 

it [the pandemic] came up, and it canceled Spring Jam. Also, my birthday 

was the same time! I wanted to go to Legoland for my birthday. What hap-

pened? I had to cancel that plan ’cause ‘no more.’ A little sad.” 

For Marco, the cancellation of milestones, such as FVA’s annual Spring Jam 

talent show and his own birthday, was one of the most upsetting aspects of 

the quarantine and shift to remote learning that occurred as a result of the 

pandemic. Marco’s responses were broadly echoed by our child respondents 

in that the greatest impact and sense of loss reported included the cancella-

tion of significant celebrations and events. This overarching sense of disap-

pointment was felt widely across the country as countless milestones—so 

crucial to overall socio-emotional well-being—were canceled or deferred.60 

This led to a need to make alternative arrangements creatively, which often 
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required using digital technologies in novel ways to support a sense of con-

tinued connection (e.g., in Marco’s case, his parents ended up moving his 

birthday party to Zoom).61

The impact of the pandemic on students’ mental health led to a variety 

of coping mechanisms—for example, in Marco’s case, disappointment, anx-

iety, and ultimately avoidance, as detailed by Mira. For other children, such 

as Marco’s younger brother Maddox, it led to a sense of needing to grow 

up faster and develop a sense of acceptance to mitigate the loss and unpre-

dictability that came with the pandemic: “It feels pretty sad. I used to play 

soccer when I was not grown up. A lot. Every single break I played.” What 

struck me about Maddox’s response, difficult to capture in a transcription, 

was the tone of resignation with which he said “when I was not grown up.” 

The implication being that the disappointing impact of school closures was 

a truncation, or acceleration, of childhood—a need to “grow up.” Anecdot-

ally, this reminded me of my own elementary-aged son’s description of life 

before and after the pandemic: “Life before was much easier. Life with the 

pandemic became hard.”

The disruptions in personal and social connections also created a sense 

of loneliness for several of our student respondents, who, like most children 

in the United States, were dependent on schools for most of their peer-to-

peer interactions.62 Isla, Sara’s daughter, described the loneliness she felt in 

relation to no longer having same-age peers with whom to share her day-

to-day experiences of schooling:

Me gusto estar aquí en mi burbuja, en mi casa, y tener a mi hermano acá cerca. 

Pero no me gusto tanto [estar en casa] porque era menos tiempo el que me conec-

taba a la escuela. Sentía que me faltaba algo. Yo empecé a recompensarlo con 

hacer doble tarea. Mi mama me descargo unos libros de México. Estuve comple-

mentando ese tiempo con libros, pero no me gustó tanto porque no tenía a nadie 

con quien compartir. Lo podía compartir con mi hermano, pero no creo que lo 

entienda.

I liked being here in my bubble, in my home, and having my brother nearby. 

But I didn’t like [being home] because there was less time for me to connect 

with school. I felt that I was missing something. I started compensating by doing 

double the homework. My mother ordered books for me from Mexico. I was com-

plimenting [my study] time with books, but I didn’t like it much because I didn’t 

have anybody to share with. I could share with my brother, but I don’t think he 

would understand.

Isla’s commentary illuminates an aspect of schooling that sometimes gets 

forgotten: an integral part of the school experience centers on students 
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sharing what they learn with their peers as they are learning it.63 So, while 

having her younger brother and mother in her “bubble” was a comfort, 

it was no substitute for having same-age peers with whom to share the 

day-to-day aspects of schooling. For all of our child respondents, schooling 

was socialization centered on connection. Because a significant benefit of 

in-person learning is direct peer-to-peer interaction, for Isla, remote learn-

ing just could not compare. This sentiment was reiterated by Isla’s brother, 

Leon:

Al principio estaba muy bien porque podría platicar con mi hermana, salía más 

temprano. Pero ya, en los otros momentos, ya no me estaba gustando porque no 

podía hablar con la maestra, me sentía solo, quería hacer cosas, extrañaba a las 

maestras. Extrañe mucho hablar con mis compañeros.

At first, it was really good because I could chat with my sister, get out [of school] 

early. But then, at other times, I wasn’t liking it anymore because I couldn’t chat 

with the teacher. I felt alone. I wanted to do things. I missed the teachers. I really 

missed chatting with my classmates.

The ramification of the loneliness and disconnect experienced by our 

child respondents holds implications for considering effective practices for 

using digital technologies to support connection during times of discon-

nection, such as those precipitated by the pandemic. These considerations 

also set the stage for chapter 7, which reflects on the roles that technology 

might play in children’s future schooling and inclusion in a world changed 

by the pandemic.
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7  Reflections on Technology and Inclusion 

in a Changing World

After concluding our in-person ethnographic work at FVA for the 2019–

2020 school year, we stayed in touch and continued our collaboration with 

Dr. Tully and several of the teachers and parents through the 2020–2021 

school year. A lot continued to change for FVA’s school community dur-

ing that second year—a transitory space in the mid-pandemic period when 

quarantine restrictions loosened and schools began taking tentative steps 

back toward in-person instruction. These changes, explored in follow-up 

interviews, conversations, and observations, centered on the residual after-

effects of surviving the first year of the pandemic and explored future hopes 

and dreams for the upcoming school year.

Adapting to a New Normal

Shifts in instructional practices at FVA during the 2020–2021 school year 

are situated in the broader context of how schools used digital technolo-

gies to navigate the changing educational landscapes precipitated by the 

pandemic.1 For many schools, including FVA, the move to remote learning 

caused by the pandemic accelerated the road to increased digital technol-

ogy adoption in classrooms.2 For example, the number of Google Classroom 

users in schools increased by 250 percent from forty million in 2019 to a 

hundred million in 2020.3 The accelerated and abrupt nature of pandemic-

induced technology adoption often resulted in frustration for schools as 

they worked to build up their digital infrastructures, products, and pro-

tocols.4 The shift to more ubiquitous technology adoption in schools also 

resulted in growing pains as schools strove to support families and staff in 

their use of digital tools for remote and, eventually, hybrid learning.5

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



150	 Chapter 7

Against this backdrop, the start of the 2020–2021 school year for FVA 

saw changes in the school population, with many families and several 

staff deciding to move to school environments they viewed as being either 

more, or less, restrictive with regard to in-person instruction. The start of 

fall 2020 saw a continuation of remote instruction. In winter 2021, plans 

were put into place to provide a hybrid model of instruction for those stu-

dents deemed to have the highest need for in-person support. Due to the 

structure of COVID-19 pandemic regulations at that time, this consisted 

of the paraprofessionals and childcare professionals providing on-site sup-

port while teachers provided instruction remotely. Spring 2021 saw a shift 

in regulations that allowed teachers to return to classrooms for in-person 

instruction. This shift resulted in a revision to FVA’s hybrid program, con-

sisting of on-site in-person instruction by teachers and in-person support 

from paraprofessionals and service providers coupled with a real-time syn-

chronous remote learning option. According to Dr. Tully, out of FVA’s 150 

families, approximately 30 percent opted for the remote option.

Hybrid Instruction at FVA

Once outside visitor restrictions were lifted, I was able to visit FVA in May 2021 

to see the school’s hybrid program in action. I had an opportunity to visit Ms. 

Wezner and check out her new classroom during a morning whole-class ELA 

lesson. Her classroom consisted of twelve students attending class in-person 

and three students attending remotely. Two paraprofessionals circulated the 

classroom providing support to the in-person students while Ms. Wezner 

provided support to the remote students during pauses in her instruction.

The students were seated at desks, masked, each three to six feet apart, 

separated by plexiglass dividers. From my vantage point near the back of 

the room, I was able to observe the actual mechanics of hybrid classroom 

instruction at FVA, as I outline in my observation below:

Ms. Wezner turns on two screens: one at the front of the room that projects onto 

the whiteboard, and the other to the right of the class that projects onto an LCD 

screen.

Zoom is turned on, and everyone can see the remote students on the screen 

and vice versa across five views: teacher view, whole-class view, and individual 

views for each of the three online students.

Ms. Wezner begins the lesson: “We are going to read a story today. We are 

going to practice the new skills again with a new story. You need this paper that 

says my lucky day and this green page, scissors, and glue.”
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She projects images of both papers onto the Elmo, which is in the direct line 

of sight of both the online and in-person students. Ms. Wezner is observing 

both the screen and the classroom to see if students have located their materials. 

One of the remote students says that she doesn’t have scissors, and Ms. Wezner 

says that’s okay. Ms. Wezner says, “Thumbs up if you are done.” All students do 

thumbs up in person and online. Ms. Wezner demonstrates the next step on the 

Elmo for the online students while the paraprofessionals circulate the classroom 

to support the in-person students.

Notable aspects included the synchronous and collaborative nature of 

the hybrid classroom. Ms. Wezner and the paraprofessionals depended 

on each other in their support of online and in-person students. Notably, 

Ms. Wezner prioritized her attention on the remote students who were not 

physically present. Another notable aspect was the physical setup of the 

hybrid classroom, which consisted of small clusters of three to four desks, 

distanced and separated by plexiglass. These clusters allowed for free move-

ment between groups by the paraprofessionals while Ms. Wezner attended 

to supporting the online students.

The physical layout of the hybrid classroom was also notable in its inten-

tional setup of the technology itself. The Elmo was positioned front and 

center in the classroom, serving as the “heart” for both the in-person and 

remote students. Additionally, the use of screens was multiple and acces-

sible. One computer screen monitor was placed at the front of the class-

room with Ms. Wezner, a document camera, and the Elmo. The document 

camera was set to a “teacher view/student view” mode that allowed the 

online students immediate visual access to both Ms. Wezner and the cur-

ricula and materials. This view also allowed Ms. Wezner direct visual access 

to the online students and their immediate laptop environment. A second 

computer monitor screen was placed on the right-hand side of the class-

room. This monitor was set to a “classroom view/student view” mode that 

allowed online students visual access to their classmates and the parapro-

fessionals while allowing in-person students and paraprofessionals visual 

access to the remote learning students.

This setup promoted connection between the in-person and remote stu-

dents, and I observed at least two instances in which in-person students 

approached remote students to observe and chat with them. Of course, the 

nature of this interaction was one-sided, as the remote students could not 

initiate this same kind of visitation. Moreover, it became evident from the 

missing scissors situation that remote students potentially faced barriers to 
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access with regard to materials and hand-over-hand support, both of which 

could be more easily remedied in an in-person environment.

The class continued working in this back-and-forth manner for approxi-

mately an hour, at which time Ms. Wezner called for a break. As the students 

cleaned up, I decided to step outside to observe the students during their 

morning recess. I observed approximately thirty masked students, super-

vised by five masked paras, on the large playground. The playground struc-

tures were taped off and the students were playing tag with pool noodles to 

maintain some social distance—a pandemic mitigation strategy undertaken 

by many schools across the United States at the time. The focus of play 

centered on games that naturally required some distance, including a ready 

supply of tricycles and balls for students to play basketball and catch.

As I walked back into Ms. Wezner’s classroom again after lunch, I noticed 

eight students inside reading silently and individual phonics work on 

their one-to-one Chromebooks. Outside, Ms. Wezner had pulled three stu-

dents aside to do small-group guided reading. The remote students were 

also “with” Ms. Wezner on her laptop, which she held while instructing 

both the remote and in-person students. The physicality of the classroom 

moves stood out as notable—the remote students’ movement within and 

across classroom environments, indoors and outdoors, as dependent on 

Ms. Wezner’s physical positioning of the screen. This brings forth ques-

tions about the nature of embodied experiences in the classroom previously 

explored in chapter 6.

At an outdoor table diagonal from Ms. Wezner’s small group, I also 

noticed what appeared to be a new SLP providing one-to-one services 

remotely with students via her laptop. On the left was another small group 

with either a paraprofessional or service provider, perhaps occupational 

therapy, providing services to two students in person.

For the families who chose to stay at FVA, these kinds of hybrid practices 

observed in Ms. Wezner’s classroom were typical of the shifting modali-

ties of instruction at FVA. The process of arriving to this point, however, 

was arduous and underwent several iterations and shifts from fully remote 

instruction in the fall, to partial in-person support for the highest needs 

students in the winter, and to the final implementation of the fully hybrid 

program in the spring of 2021. These shifts proved too much to bear for the 

approximately 15 percent of families who chose to leave FVA.
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Family and Staff Reactions to Instructional Model Changes at FVA

Among the families in our study, Dina’s family had left FVA in search of in-

person schooling options for James and Daniel. While also frustrated with 

FVA’s slow return to in-person instruction, Blake’s family decided to remain. 

Hilda’s family also decided to stay at FVA. However, the overwhelm brought 

on by the pandemic prompted them to opt out of continued follow-up 

with us during the 2020–2021 school year. Both Mira’s and Sandra’s families 

decided to stay at FVA, perhaps partly due to their children’s minimal sup-

port needs compared to the more moderate support needs for Blake’s and 

Dina’s families. With that said, all three remaining families (Sara’s, Mira’s, 

and Blake’s) in our study were looking forward to a new school year and 

the prospect of their children being able to engage in person, to whatever 

degree was possible, with their teachers and classmates.

Among the focal staff in our study, Ms. Gomez decided not to return to 

FVA as a teacher for the 2020–2021 school year, citing her son’s substantive 

support needs as necessitating her decision to stay home as his primary 

caregiver, as she shared with us in chapter 6. Ms. Severin left FVA once it 

shifted to a hybrid model in spring 2021 due to a member of her family 

being immunocompromised. Ms. Severin was replaced by Ms. Petersen, 

who was glad to be back to in-person instruction and shared both Dr. Tully 

and Blake’s sentiments for remote learning just to go away. The remainder 

of the original teachers in the study remained, of whom Ms. Wezner and 

Ms. Petersen were available for follow-up interviews in spring 2021.

Among service providers, Ms. Davis, the SLP, also decided not to return 

to FVA due to limitations and tensions in providing services remotely to 

align with FVA’s full inclusion model. As a result, Ms. Davis returned to 

private practice providing speech services using a one-to-one telehealth for-

mat. The occupational therapist and physical therapists remained. Approxi-

mately 60  percent of paraprofessionals stayed at FVA. The remainder left 

for a similar constellation of reasons as families and teachers, as well as the 

transient nature of paraprofessional work. For some, there was a return to 

college or transition to other career opportunities. Among the four para-

professionals who participated in interviews during the 2019–2020 school 

year, Mr.  Gabriel and Ms. Yadira participated in follow-up interviews in 

spring 2021.
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Affordances and Challenges in Learning with Technology

For the staff who remained at FVA, feelings toward technology use in the 

classroom were directly shaped by their experiences with technology dur-

ing the pandemic. From our follow-up conversations, it appeared that 

for the younger, more technologically savvy staff, an appreciation for the 

affordances of technology was heightened by technology use during the 

pandemic. For staff who were not as accustomed to incorporating tech-

nologies into their day-to-day teaching practices, particularly teachers for 

whom preservice training and certification involved minimal attention to 

technologies, the challenges associated with teaching with technologies, 

outlined in chapters 5 and 6, seemed to cement prior views of technology.

For Mr. Gabriel and Ms. Wezner, two of the more technologically savvy 

staff at FVA, while the preference was clearly for in-person instruction—

overwhelmingly the case for everyone during our follow-ups—they were 

able to take the lessons learned during the pandemic and tease out the 

aspects of their technology use that they would like to replicate in the class-

room moving forward. When asked to consider the differences and simi-

larities in his technology use with students across in-person, remote, and 

hybrid instructional modalities, Mr. Gabriel explained:

I think that the kids were able to get more familiar with technology, which I think 

is great. It’s a very good skill to have—how to create a presentation, how to write 

on Google Docs, how to create Google Slides, how to use certain settings, how to 

add video. That was a really good thing to show and for them to learn because it 

was new to them. That’s something that I did not see in prior years where I would 

see little practices. So, I feel like they’ve benefited from having technology.

Mr. Gabriel’s distinction between isolated, unplanned “little practices” 

with technology to coordinated, collaborative, and sustained uses of tech-

nologies, particularly for writing or instructional media production (see 

chapters 5 and 6), was a benefit he wanted to carry forward across in-per-

son, hybrid, and remote instruction. Ms. Wezner reiterated the shifts in 

intentionally planning for using technologies to support instruction as an 

experience she also wanted to carry forward into the new school year. For 

her, this included the use of digital cloud tools, such as Google Slides, to 

facilitate and streamline by synchronous and asynchronous collaborative 

sharing and modification of classroom content and materials:

We used [Google] Slides to anchor all of our lessons this year. So, that’s really 

helped for the co-planning because [the co-teacher] will make ELA, I’ll make 
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math, and then we both use them. So, it has all the plans for the lesson on it and 

visuals for kids and step-by-step stuff, which I would have never thought to do 

last year . . . ​It’s nice to look back at that. We can reuse them. I think I would’ve 

never thought of it without the pandemic, but now it’s something I’m sure we’ll 

use more in the future. I’ve been trying to keep that in mind a lot with technology 

because we’ve learned so many new things on there.

For Ms. Wezner, the pandemic really shed light on the gaps in school 

preparedness for emergency situations, particularly those that may require 

schools to pivot teaching across in-person and remote modalities. A senti-

ment expressed by educators across the country,6 the pandemic demon-

strated weaknesses and blind spots and prompted questions about the need 

for preparedness, knowledge, resources, and infrastructure for future emer-

gency situations: “It really makes us think, ‘Do we need to set up an online 

classroom at the beginning of the year?’ So that, if that happens, the kids 

know how to use it? Or is it something that they’ll figure out at home? Now 

with the option of distance learning, do we need to always be prepared 

for it? I think there will be a big shift in learning because they have this 

technology. I think they’ll associate computers and technology with school 

forever.”

For other staff, including Dr. Tully, the recent experiences with remote 

learning prompted a desire to take a break from technology. During our 

follow-up visit, Dr. Tully still questioned the place and role of technology 

in inclusive education. And while she acknowledged its potential—and, 

in emergency cases, its necessity—for classroom instruction, Dr.  Tully’s 

focus was on the hope of leaving the past year behind and moving forward 

to reinstitute the promise of FVA’s in-person inclusive education model: 

“Instructionally, I just think it wasn’t good. I would like to let it all go, 

frankly. I really don’t think it was good for this school’s model. I think there 

were some positive gains for how technology can be incorporated into the 

classroom. However, I’m not convinced it’s preferable. I’m not there yet.” 

Dr. Tully’s desires to put away remote learning, coupled with a somewhat 

reticent acknowledgment of the potential of technology for learning, was 

demonstrative of the mixed feelings many school communities felt moving 

through the pandemic.7

Dr. Tully’s sentiments were reiterated by other staff, particularly the spe-

cial education teachers Ms. Severin and Ms. Petersen, whose teacher training 

placed an exclusive premium on provision of services in person. This was 

coupled with minimal teacher preservice content dedicated to instructional 
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best practices for the use of mainstream, educational, and assistive technol-

ogies to support the provision of services for students with diverse support 

needs—not uncommon in teacher education broadly and special education 

specialist training specifically.8

Family Expectations for the New School Year

The desire to move away from remote learning was also reiterated by several 

parents we followed up with at FVA, particularly those of students with sig-

nificant support needs. For Blake, mother to Finn and Chandler, both diag-

nosed with autism, remote learning precluded the effective implementation 

of FVA’s inclusion model. In her mind, the only way forward was to do away 

with remote learning completely, as she expressed while discussing her pri-

orities for the upcoming 2021–2022 school year: “I think the biggest success 

of FVA’s inclusion model is community. And we lost that. That just fell to 

the wayside. I think the number 1 focus is kids feeling safe and then every

thing else can scaffold on top of that, whatever it may be: play, therapies. I 

would love to see community be prioritized. And I know we need to be back 

in person for that. That’s my answer as a parent and as a board member.” 

Mira, mother to Maddox, Maya, and Marco, like Blake, also desired a 

return to in-person learning. However, her desire was tempered by the expe-

riences born out of being a first-responder family during the pandemic: “For 

the future, I do hope they get to go to school full time, but at the same time, 

I’m still nervous, you know, and I’m not sure I want to have my kids vac-

cinated yet. So, I’m still nervous about that. But I do hope that the school 

provides extra help for the kids . . . ​I’m just hoping that we can get extra help 

so I can get them back up there.” As was true of many parents across the 

United States, Mira’s concerns about physical and socio-emotional safety and 

well-being of her children persisted beyond the apex of the pandemic.9 These 

concerns included the logistics of keeping students safe on campus, provid-

ing students with the academic and socio-emotional supports to reintegrate 

into the in-person school environment, and making decisions about whether 

and when to vaccinate their children.

For Sara’s family, the prospective return to in-person learning for the 

2021–2022 school year was met with relief, expectation, and excitement for 

the future:

El año ya está por concluirse. No sé qué tanto podemos salvar . . . ​Esperaría que, 

para el siguiente año, la parte de repaso no fuera tanta. ¡Ya a lo que sigue!
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The year is about to be over. I don’t know how much we can salvage . . . ​I’d hope 

that for next year, the review period isn’t too long. On to the next thing!

The desire to move onward was echoed by Sara’s children, Leon and Isla, 

who were looking forward to FVA’s future campus expansion, which we 

learned about in June 2021, as Isla expressed here:

Yo deseo que haya salones más grandes, más compañeros. Tal vez un poquito más 

de tarea [riendo]. Y tal vez, un campus más grande.

I hope that we have larger classrooms, more classmates. Perhaps a bit more home-

work [giggles]. And maybe, a larger campus.

With the exception of Marco, who was still anxious about a return to in-

person instruction, both Mira’s and Blake’s children were also eager to return 

to FVA, with the primary motivator being that they would be able to engage 

with their classmates and school community so that, as Leon shared, “Ya 

podemos estar en contacto” (we can be together again).

Looking Forward: Hopes and Goals for Rebuilding

Just prior to the end of the 2020–2021 school year, Dr.  Tully informed 

me that FVA would be adding a second school site for the upcoming year. 

There was a mix of exhaustion, relief, and hope in her voice for this latest 

endeavor, both to overcome the challenges of the past year and to expand 

upon the promise of FVA’s inclusion model.

Several months later, right before the 2021 winter break, Dr. Tully invited 

me to visit the new site. She gave me a tour and explained the latest hap-

penings at FVA, including how they had tried to recover from the pandemic 

and move forward with new initiatives. For example, just that month, staff 

began leading retention conferences with families to discuss plans for stu-

dents’ academic and socio-emotional recuperation the following year. It 

also included structural leadership and programming shifts, as Dr.  Tully 

described during our follow-up: “I’m planning to have everyone on campus 

every day, full-time learning with the least restrictions as possible on their 

movements . . . ​We’ll be operating across two sites next year. So, I’m plan-

ning to face those new challenges that will be emerging with that. I hired two 

assistant principals. Very excited! I’m hoping to move into the executive 

director position more fully.” Dr. Tully also shared that FVA already had 

the two campus sites fully staffed and that school leadership was planning 
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extended learning opportunities. This included an intervention-focused 

after-school program to mitigate the failures in instructional access that 

occurred during the 2020–2021 school year. Dr. Tully also reflected on what 

she had learned the prior year, particularly as it related to tensions between 

receiving guidance from the state and striving to achieve a new normal. 

Dr. Tully shared that she anticipated the need for future health-and-safety 

measures, which she felt would impede how FVA’s inclusive education pro-

gram was designed initially.

At the same time, Dr. Tully also indicated that she felt the FVA school 

community would be better able to accommodate any restrictions more 

effectively the second time around if it came to that. And despite the trepi-

dation and unknowns of the 2021–2022 school year, Dr. Tully concluded 

our time together by sharing her hopes and dreams for the following year:

I’m hoping to rebuild our sense of community with the staff and the families. I’m 

planning to reengage with our foundational model of inclusion and co-teaching 

and co-planning, and then continue walking our path. I don’t think we’re going 

to put this year behind us. I do expect to do a lot of work rebuilding our com-

munity from the ground. I hope to get back to a place where kids can come and 

feel well . . . ​I want to keep my eyes on that. And reengage with what was working 

before, which is a very close-knit community of caring individually. I think that’s 

actually a good remedy for this.

Dr. Tully’s belief in better days for FVA spoke of her hope for the future—a 

hope that many of us share as educators, caregivers, and members of our 

own extended communities. It is with these thoughts that we now turn to 

part III of the book, consisting of chapters 8 and 9, to present a relational 

framework for understanding how technologies could be used to support 

connection and to discuss future considerations and implications for sup-

porting inclusive education at the intersection of language, literacy, and 

technology.
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8  Interdependence: A Relational Framework 

for Exploring Inclusive Education

In this chapter, we present interdependence—a state in which people col-

laborate toward shared goals—as a relational framework for exploring 

inclusive education.1 Using this framework, we argue that a significant 

social value in people’s use of digital technologies lies in their potential 

to mediate interdependent collaboration—a departure from previous work 

centering technology use as primarily one to one.2 We discuss inclusion, 

and by extension inclusive uses of digital technologies, across medical and 

social models of disability (see chapter 2).3 This includes a discussion of 

the independence movement that sprang from social models of disability.4 

We explain how the independence movement positioned the use of digital 

technologies as critical tools for supporting independence, as well as how 

the movement was a precursor to interdependence.5

Moreover, we discuss how the independence movement’s traditional 

aims of promoting autonomy—tied with the original goals of assistive 

one-to-one technologies—may be insufficient in promoting the full social 

inclusion of people with disabilities.6 We cite this critique as partly leading 

to the proliferation and introduction of interdependence as an alternative 

framework for understanding disability and inclusive uses of digital tech-

nologies.7 This foregrounds our usage of interdependence to explore dis-

ability in the context of inclusive education and inclusive uses of digital 

technologies, illustrated with examples taken from the preceding chapters, 

to provide further analysis of the meaning making that took place among 

students, parents, teachers, and staff at FVA.
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Inclusive Technology Use across Models of Disability

Technology Use in Relation to the Medical Model of Disability

Digital technologies are traditionally designed for one-to-one use to sup-

port individual users.8 For example, technologies designed with the needs 

of disabled users in mind are typically placed under the umbrella of one-to-

one assistive technologies, such as for those who are minimally speaking 

(see chapter 5).9 Providers might engage in one-to-one clinical practice to 

train individual users on how to use the technology—for example, during 

one-to-one speech therapy—to remedy perceived deficits in the disabled 

user.10 This positioning of technology is consistent with the medical model 

of disability (see chapter 2).

In these circumstances, technology is seen as a clinician’s tool to remedi-

ate a deficit of the individual user with the goal of increasing their ability 

to function. In this view, disability is positioned as a condition in need of 

rectification, and the technology is positioned as the tool to do the rectify-

ing.11 Within the medical model, the disabled user is often positioned as 

dependent on the technology, with minimal cross-training done between 

teachers, caregivers, and other significant people in the disabled user’s life.12

Technology Use in Relation to Social Models of Disability

Uses of digital technologies aligned with social models of disability include 

multiple users using technology collaboratively. For example, at FVA, Con-

rad used the LAMP communication program installed on his iPad device 

in small-group settings to engage with his classmates (see chapter 5). What 

made this interaction memorable was that all the students, not just Conrad, 

learned how to use the device and were engaged in using it with Conrad. In 

this case, we have a group of individuals using a device, originally intended 

for individual use, collaboratively.

Social and collaborative uses of technology at FVA allude to a broader 

picture of how we can position technology use to support inclusive edu-

cation. Exploring social uses of technologies enables an expansion in our 

understanding of what digital technologies can entail and the role they 

may play in promoting inclusion. Adopting an interdependent framing 

allows us to see relations in technology use to move beyond one-to-one 

uses informed by a medical model of disability to include collaborative uses 

aligned with social models of disability (see chapter 2).
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Finally, a social view of disability places greater emphasis on identifying 

external, rather than internal, barriers to access—the premise being that 

people are disabled by barriers in their environment rather than by individ-

ual impairment (see chapter 2).13 A social view of disability therefore centers 

inclusive technology use as minimizing environmental barriers to access..

The Independence Movement as Social Imperative

The shift toward social views of disability led to the independence move-

ment as socially imperative for inclusion (see chapter 2).14 Central to the 

movement was reimagining the use of assistive technologies to promote 

independent access to previously inaccessible spaces—a critical moment in 

disability advocacy and scholarship.15 The independence movement advo-

cated for supports and processes that enabled disabled individuals to make 

decisions about their own care as a counterpoint to dependency.16

However, the independence movement has more recently faced the cri-

tique of falling short of emphasizing practices that cultivate the social capital 

necessary for full participation and inclusion.17 Several within the disability 

advocacy and research community, including activists (e.g., Mia Mingus and 

Dom Chatterjee) and disabilities studies scholars (i.e., Al Condeluci and Glen 

White) have critiqued that independence is not enough, and instead call 

for a more synergistic orientation within social models of disability. Accord-

ingly, the independence perspective may not account for collaborative uses 

of resources and tools, including digital technologies, to create community 

and engage disabled people as active agents, creators, and members.

Ultimately, interdependence as a framework for exploring inclusion 

was born partly as a response to this critique. Moreover, interdependence 

moves beyond an independence lens to illuminate and to amplify collab-

orative strategies disabled people engage in navigating their lives. Toward 

this goal, disability activist, Mia Mingus, shares: “With disability justice, we 

want to move away from the ‘myth of independence,’ that everyone can 

and should be able to do everything on their own. I am not fighting for 

independence, as much of the disability rights movement rallies behind. 

I am fighting for an interdependence that embraces need and tells the truth: 

no one does it on their own and the myth of independence is just that, a 

myth.”18 The prioritization of an independence framing positions interde-

pendence, an inherently relational framework for organizing behavior, at 

odds with the Western focus on autonomy and individual advancement.19 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



164	 Chapter 8

In Cranmer’s words, “The challenge then is to consider how schools can 

change to become more inclusive. Yet, current policy on inclusion is under-

mined by competitive individualism within wider society and an ethos of 

marketization and neoliberalism.”20

In her discussion of public policy regarding the inclusion of disabled 

children into mainstream educational settings, Cranmer sets forth the 

argument that policy enables a society to understand its values.21 In the 

case of Western nations, ample evidence exists that independence, marked 

by individualism, is a primary social value.22 This is in contrast to Eastern 

nations, as well as more socially oriented Western nations, that adopt a 

more collective, interdependent approach as the primary social value.23 As 

a result, in cultures where independence is valued as the primary marker of 

a functioning society, there is a danger of individualism being championed 

and valued over inclusion.24 So, while independence is an important and 

crucial aspect of enabling well-being, it is not, in and of itself, enough to 

support a move toward more fully inclusive models of education.25

We position interdependence as a natural extension of the independence 

movement, complementary to social models of disability. Specifically, an 

interdependence framing endorses the extension of independent living skills 

learned to a variety of social and community contexts without replacing 

independent living goals.26 We present interdependence as an inherently 

relational framework that is congruent with shifts in the disability commu-

nities toward community-centered approaches to understanding disability.

Interdependence as a Framework for Exploring Inclusive Education

Motivation for the development of an interdependence paradigm centers 

on the assertion that people with higher levels of social capital in their com-

munities lead more successful lives.27 A crucial premise of the interdepen-

dence paradigm, as Glen White and Al Condeluci envision, is that services 

and supports for disabled individuals should focus on building social capital, 

given that disabled people systematically have less access to social capital, 

are less likely to be integrated in civic and social community endeavors, and 

are more likely to be isolated.28 Moreover, relationship building is the focus 

of interdependence, with the goal of brokering social capital to promote 

community engagement and inclusion.29 In her semi-autobiographical 

monologue, “Interdependency (Excerpts from Several Talks),” Mia Mingus 
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reveals how relationship building is key to interdependency: “Interdepen

dency is not just me ‘dependent on you.’ It is not you, the benevolent 

oppressor, deciding to ‘help’ me. Interdependency is both ‘you and I’ and 

‘we.’ It is solidarity, in the best sense of the word. It is inscribing commu-

nity on our skin over and over and over again. Because the truth is: we need 

each other. We need each other. And every time we turn away from each 

other, we turn away from ourselves.”30 For Mingus, interdependency means 

being in relationships with the people who have the potential to provide 

support, assistance, or accessibility, whether it be asking a stranger to open 

a container or a physical therapist if they are able to work overtime. To be 

successful, this requires that disabled people cultivate relationship-building 

and maintenance skills. This relationship and skill building goes hand in 

hand with the cultivation of social capital.31

Disabled researcher Cynthia Bennett takes from Mingus’s views to adopt 

interdependence as a framework for assessing the moves that disabled indi-

viduals engage in with each other and nondisabled individuals in their col-

laborative uses of technologies. Specifically, Bennett and colleagues provide a 

roadmap for how an interdependence framework can be used to understand 

the relations between individuals, interactions, and assistive uses of tech-

nologies. In short, Bennett and colleagues assert that an interdependence 

frame “(1) focuses on relations, (2) helps us make sense of multiple forms of 

assistance happening simultaneously, (3) draws out the often-underwritten 

contributions of people with disabilities, and (4) can help disassemble 

hierarchies that prefer ability.” In their conceptualization, seeing relations 

refers to “a coming together of people and things in a particular moment in 

time.”32 As such, interdependence centers relations and can provide a heu-

ristic for how accessible a situation is with regard to the contextual factors.

Adopting an interdependence framework also allows us to acknowl-

edge the relational nature of simultaneous actions, customs, and behav

iors. This understanding was essential to us in assessing the inclusive 

team-teaching approach undertaken at FVA, as well as the integration of 

parents into the community ecology of the school. Applying an inter-

dependence framework included paying particular attention to instances 

where individuals both provide and receive support, including what Ben-

nett and colleagues refer to as “multiple types of access support.” As a 

result, adopting an interdependence framework afforded us a structure for 

breaking down individual moves to better understand how each member 
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of the FVA school community both provided and received assistance.33 

(Throughout this chapter, we use “participant moves” to refer to the var-

ied ways people navigate and use their resources for social and communi-

cative purposes.)34

Finally, interdependence provides an empowerment framework for 

acknowledging the work done by people with disabilities—a critical con-

cept we engaged with in studying FVA’s inclusive school practices (see chap-

ter 4). Interdependence as a mechanism for empowerment is built on the 

premise that all people and things in interaction with each other are mutu-

ally reliant.35 Thus, an interdependent framework can reveal the work done 

by, and for, members of disability communities.

As we explore inclusive education at the intersection of language, literacy, 

and technology, we use interdependence to understand how families and 

staff came together at FVA to support inclusive LLT practices—ultimately 

cultivating students’ access to social capital. In the remainder of the chap-

ter, we elaborate on Bennett’s application of interdependence to build an 

argument for using interdependence as a framework for (1) assessing partici-

pant moves to support inclusion, (2) adopting intersectional approaches to 

understanding inclusion, and (3) exploring inclusive uses of digital tech-

nologies in relation to disability and education.36

Interdependence as a Framework for Assessing Participant  

Moves to Support Inclusion

Inclusion is social in nature and requires a participatory element. Moreover, 

precedence exists for using interdependence as a frame for understanding 

the moves participants make to support inclusion. Bennett and colleagues, 

as well as Branham and Kane, discuss using an interdependence framing to 

assess and understand the moves people with disabilities make in relation 

to their uses of assistive technologies.37 White and colleagues, and Mingus, 

explore interdependence as a way to understand the moves people with 

disabilities make in relating to each other as well as nondisabled individu-

als, positioning interdependence as essential to surviving and thriving in a 

world not designed for disabled people.38

We extend these applications to include interdependence as a frame for 

assessing the moves that participants make to support inclusive educational 

practices. As discussed in chapter 2, we use “inclusion” to refer to structures 
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of access and participation and “inclusive” to refer to integrative actions. In 

this context, inclusive classrooms are those that, in implementing inclusive 

practices, support an integrated inclusive education environment where all 

students are equitably supported and valued (see chapter 2).39 This marries 

“inclusion as act” with “interdependence as engagement,” making inclu-

sion as participant action compatible with interdependence as engagement.

At FVA, we saw this in the effects of interdependent behavior on disabled 

people’s participatory inclusion. Thus, as we observed the moves that stu-

dents, parents, teachers, and staff made at FVA, we began to notice common 

threads—notably that the most inclusive moments occurred at the times 

that the community adopted an interdependent approach to engagement. 

The culmination of students’ inclusion at FVA partly lay in their intercon-

nected support of each other. Interdependence provides a compelling frame 

for exploring and understanding the moves participants made to support 

inclusive education at FVA.

Interdependence as a Framework for Intersectional Approaches  

to Inclusive Education

Interdependence as a theoretical framework for understanding interper-

sonal behavior is by nature intersectional because it requires a willingness 

by participants to take unique perspectives, approaches, and assets into 

account. Moreover, interdependent thinking requires participants to under-

stand the ways that multiple identities and contexts interrelate. Adopting 

interdependence as an approach requires contextual understanding of how 

differing, sometimes competing, contingencies impact and hold influ-

ence over each other, particularly toward the accomplishment of shared 

endeavors. Intersectionality as theory also places great focus on contex-

tual understanding, particularly as it relates to using such understanding to 

accomplish broader-reaching societal goals.

Kimberle Crenshaw was the first to conceptualize intersectionality as a 

qualitative framework for discussing structural identities in relation to systems 

of oppression and power. Intersectionality provides a framework for under-

standing how facets of a person’s identity—for example, race, gender, disabil-

ity, and class—influence discrimination and privilege.40 A primary objective 

of the intersectional approach is to identify, and dismantle, systemic causes 

of oppression that afford advantage and disadvantage, disproportionately 
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impacting historically marginalized groups.41 Broadening from its roots in 

first- and second-wave feminism, which largely focused on the experiences 

of white middle-class women, through Black feminist theory (e.g., Jennifer C. 

Nash), intersectionality has since shifted beyond identity as an accounting of 

power.42

Feminism introduced intersectionality into the study of disability with 

the acknowledgment that systems of oppression relating to race, gender, 

and class also intersected with disability.43 Intersectional research is now 

more focused on the interlocking impact of belonging to more than one 

historically marginalized group—for example, multilingual students with 

disabilities—and how multiple group membership can lead to multiple 

forms of advantage or discrimination.44

Given FVA’s culturally and developmentally diverse population, our 

exploration of disability and inclusion had to take participants’ intersec-

tional identities into account for our assessment to be nuanced. Integrat-

ing an intersectional approach to our study of interdependence at FVA thus 

allowed us to see how “disability is imbricated with other categories of 

‘difference,’ such as race, gender, nationality, age, sexuality, poverty, etc., 

categories that previously seemed so clear-cut, but are in reality complex, 

interwoven and embedded in space and time.”45

Adopting an intersectional approach to the application of interdepen-

dence as a relational frame allowed us to cultivate an understanding of the 

individual and collective contextual impacts on technology use and how 

those related to the inclusion of students at FVA. It also allowed us to see 

how personal contingencies across multiple axes of difference interacted to 

amplify students’ inclusion at FVA.

Interdependence as a Framework for Exploring Technology  

Use across Disability

Our presentation of interdependence as a framework for exploring technol-

ogy use in relation to disability is threefold: (1) to serve as a relational frame 

for understanding more fully inclusive uses of technologies, (2) to afford a 

conceptual heuristic for observing the moves that people make with each 

other in their use of technology, and (3) to position interdependence as a 

relational framework for understanding how technologies can be used col-

laboratively to promote inclusive education practices through the creation 

of social capital (see chapter 5).

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Interdependence	 169

As illustrated in figure 8.1, we use an interdependence framing to inter-

rogate the notion that dependent one-to-one uses centered on medical 

models of disability, or even independent one-to-one uses aligned with 

social models, are not the most salient ways that digital technologies can 

be used inclusively. Moreover, we make the claim that an interdependent 

approach to technology use supports inclusive education practices through 

the creation of social capital—an important component of inclusion.46

Adopting an interdependent approach to exploring LLT practices at FVA 

allowed us to better understand how technologies were collaboratively 

used by students to express themselves, connect with classmates and teach-

ers, and demonstrate competencies and understanding in the classroom. 

Adopting an interdependent approach in studying LLT practices at FVA also 

afforded a fuller appreciation of the socially empowering potential students’ 

technology use held for giving voice to their ambitions, thoughts, and feel-

ings, as well as for removing barriers to participation and expression.

Cultivating Interdependence in Schools

Interdependence provides an empowerment framework for acknowledging, 

and building upon, the work done by students, teachers, and staff within 

schools. As we explore engagement with each other, and with digital tech-

nologies, we can use interdependence to better understand how students 

Inclusive technology use across disability 

Dependence Independence Interdependence

Social capital creation is an important component of inclusion

Least social capital creation
(Acted upon) 

Some social capital creation
(Acting through)

Most social capital creation
(Acting with)

More social capitalLess social capital

Medical model 

Interdependent approach to technology use
supports inclusion through social capital creation

Social models 

Figure 8.1
Framework for understanding inclusive technology use across models of disability.
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model for each other to create accessibility. Interdependence provides a 

framework for exploring how school communities can achieve inclusion by 

engaging in collaborative practices that cultivate engagement and increase 

social capital.

Interdependence in schools is complex, characterized by multiple simul-

taneous actions and practices within the classroom environment. In the 

examples in this book, we have seen the improvisational nature and flex-

ibility required in cultivating a joyful and interdependent classroom com-

munity. This attunement and flexibility to the socio-emotional needs of 

students enabled teachers to maintain connection with students.

A distinguishing quality in inclusive schools is the deep interdependence 

among students and staff in forming the school community. Interdependence 

at FVA, particularly in relation to their full inclusion model, manifested as a 

commitment to intentionally work, play, and learn together—in the process, 

being mindful to support maximum participation. Interdependence materi-

alized in the collaboration and assistance that students and staff bestowed 

upon each other. The quality of this collaboration and assistance was con-

tinuous and comprehensive—occurring before, during, and after class.

Throughout our time at FVA, we saw many behaviors meant to create 

access, community, and inclusion for students with diverse abilities, back-

grounds, and needs. Adopting an interdependent frame allowed us to better 

understand the ways that the broader FVA community engaged in inclusive 

education practices across the school. We learned that being a member of 

the FVA community meant “we are in all of this together. Nobody gets left 

behind.” This commitment is critical to fulfilling the aims of schools want-

ing to be more inclusive.

Revisiting FVA: Interdependence as a Foundation for an Inclusive 

Education Community

A commitment to interdependence requires a level of care between com-

munity members not typically seen in segregated school settings.47 That 

it frequently presented at FVA, we assert, was a direct result of integra-

tion with a commitment to collaboration and inclusion. We saw this at 

FVA—for example, in students’ peer modeling to support each other’s par-

ticipation. This level of care between students with and without disabili-

ties contrasts with the isolation disabled students often experience in other 
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schools, as Ms. Davis points out: “What I love the most about FVA, that’s 

different from traditional schools, is that I consistently see all the kids play-

ing together, and they help each other. At other schools, I’d see kids sitting 

at a different table for lunch or not being included in some activities. FVA 

doesn’t do that.”48 Vulnerability and learning to rely on one another are 

integral to the delivery of a school’s inclusive education program. Promot-

ing reliance between members of a school community also serves a greater 

goal of ensuring that members have agency in supporting each other to 

participate to their fullest capacity, bringing to mind the kinds of outcomes 

that result when marginalized community members work together toward 

shared goals.49 This acknowledgment—and acceptance—of vulnerability 

and inter-reliance is key to a relational understanding of interdependence 

as “being in this together,” as expressed here by Ms. Carina:

You need to be able to work with other people. So, that’s just an adjustment—

being able to communicate effectively with all the adults in the classroom . . . ​

Learning to rely on other people and not just, “I can do it on my own” because, I 

mean, you can’t. You need the support. We all need the support. Communicating 

with all the people all the time is good because there’s going to be times where 

I feel like overwhelmed, but it’s not “Oh, I’m overwhelmed and I’m alone.” It’s 

“Okay, we’re all overwhelmed together.”

Ms. Carina describes the challenge in making the shift to an interdepen-

dence framing as not being accustomed to seeking support but rather, in her 

words, defaulting to “doing it alone.” This relational shift in how we work 

means sharing the burden of problem solving together. Being “overwhelmed 

together” in our feelings, behaviors, and practices of collaboration, as Ms. 

Carina describes, makes relating an inclusive and humanizing experience. 

Adopting an interdependent frame in the delivery and conceptualization of 

inclusion allows for the full humanization of all community members, as 

Mr. Gabriel shared in his description of what it means to be inclusive:

When we usually go to a typical student school, you don’t get to see the reality of 

our entire population. We don’t get to see that true community that you live in. 

And so, when you grow up and you see, kids or human beings, in the market with 

special needs, you kind of, well, tend to just look at them weird . . . ​I feel like being 

in a full inclusion school, you get to see and you get to know that person. And 

just because that person might act a different way and might look a different way 

than you do, it doesn’t make that person any less than you are. So, I feel like the 

students who go to full inclusion have a better understanding of who this person 

is. His ideas.
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Mr. Gabriel points out the rarity of this level of inclusion—where everyone 

matters equally without judgement—saying that people don’t usually “see 

the reality of our entire population” because people with disabilities tend to 

be made invisible, with systemic structures, practices, and attitudes prevent-

ing full integration.50 He makes the important distinction that not only is 

true inclusion not common, it is also not reflective of a “true community.” 

In other words, without the inclusion of disabled community members, we 

don’t have a comprehensive representation of society. Acceptance of this 

is integral to an interdependent vision of inclusive education in which all 

members of a community have equal access, visibility, and voice.

We also used interdependence as a framework to understand more deeply 

FVA’s community of care. This resulted in the analysis of FVA’s inclusive edu-

cation model across four principles, first introduced in chapter 4: (1) creativ-

ity and innovation, (2) autonomy and choice, (3) culture of kindness, and 

(4) an intersectional vision of inclusion. These four principles formed the foun-

dation of FVA’s inclusive community. This application of interdependence is 

congruent with ecological community-centered approaches to understanding 

inclusion in school communities as relational. Adopting an interdependence 

frame afforded us a way to understand the ecological and relational nature 

of the practices and customs at FVA.51 This, in turn, allowed us to explore 

more fully the four principles of inclusion that we identified at FVA.

Creating a Collaborative Community of Creativity and Innovation

Operationalizing a vision for inclusive education within schools requires 

the development of a collaborative learning community that clearly defines 

its roles and responsibilities to students. In Am I My Brother’s Keeper? Educa­

tional Opportunities and Outcomes for Black and Brown Boys, Adriana Villavi-

cencio states, “Embarking on the transformative work in a school requires 

a community of students committed to the same goals who can serve as 

mentors, confidants and creative partners.”52 At FVA, this was an effort 

spearheaded by Dr. Tully to leverage the trust garnered from FVA’s strong 

culture of kindness toward the creation of a collaborative and innovative 

professional learning environment.

Staff collaboration and innovation, as evidenced at FVA, should focus 

on shared messaging and allowance of time for professional develop-

ment and preparation. It should also include provision of regular forma-

tive observation and feedback of teaching practice, as was practiced by 
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Dr. Tully—herself a master teacher and “practitioner leader,” as described 

by Ms. Gomez. Time and again, the staff discussed how Dr. Tully supported 

their growth as active professionals,53 centering collaboration from a place 

of social justice underlying FVA’s inclusive values.

Finally, the intentional integration of paraprofessionals and service pro-

viders, as we saw at FVA, into curriculum planning and implementation is 

critical to developing a collaborative professional community centered on 

inclusion. Collaboration refutes the relegation of responsibility for students 

with disabilities onto others and pushes against practices that “refer out” 

disabled students to paraprofessionals and service providers.54. It requires, 

instead, a focus on integrating service providers and paraprofessional staff 

into general education settings and including both general and special edu-

cation teachers as central to that endeavor.55

Collaboration also tackles the gap between beliefs, values, and attitudes 

underpinning inclusive education and the lack of guidance offered to 

teachers and providers about how inclusion should be enacted in schools. 

Cultivating teacher and provider buy-in for collaborative models of teach-

ing requires developing staff’s understanding of the benefits of inclusive 

teaching strategies.56 Collaborative endeavors toward inclusive education 

practices involve supporting general teachers in believing in their ability to 

support all children, not needing to “hand off” certain children to others.

One co-teaching combination that creatively embraced collaboration was 

Ms. Wezner, a general education teacher at FVA who also happened to hold 

a special education teaching credential, and Ms. Severin, a special education 

teacher at FVA and the only staff member, other than Dr. Tully, to have previ-

ously taught at another full inclusion school. Ms. Wezner discusses her unique 

partnership with Ms. Severin in their provision of inclusive instruction:

Being able to come from a side that actually knows how to write goals and all the 

legal parameters, I think that we collaborate on goals a lot for the kids. Just bounc-

ing ideas off of each other like, “How can they meet that goal?” Or if she finds 

something for one kid’s specific goal, then I’ll be like, “Oh, actually that’d be great 

for our whole class. Let’s use it as a whole lesson for everyone because everyone 

can use that graphic organizer.” So, I think just being able to plan with the goals in 

mind and then adapting it to really benefit everyone rather than just that one kid.

Ms. Wezner speaks of how her unique background in special education sup-

ports her ability to collaborate with Ms. Severin in the development and 

application of IEP goals. This is relatively uncommon for general education 
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teachers to collaborate so closely with teachers providing specialized edu-

cation services in the development of IEP goals—a disconnect that could 

create barriers to creating more inclusive collaboration across the various 

members of IEP teams in typical school settings.57

As such, creating an inclusive professional community requires insti-

tutional buy-in for infrastructures that support collaborative practices in 

the classroom. This requires that district and school leadership support 

for teacher and staff professional development as collaborative be explicit. 

This also requires redefining the role of paraprofessionals as bridges, using 

explicit training and organization to support comprehensive integration of 

paraprofessionals into classroom planning and instruction. Finally, teach-

ers need to be supported in designing lessons to be more inclusive, rather 

than trying to build in inclusion after the fact. This includes support for col-

laboration with paraprofessionals and service providers preemptively being 

built into teacher and staff preparation time.

Empowering Participation by Cultivating Autonomy and Choice

In our discussions of what inclusion meant at FVA, families and staff repeat-

edly shared that helping students build autonomy required helping them 

to acquire the life skills needed to make good choices, cultivate social capi-

tal, negotiate relationships, and engage in their communities. Autonomy 

and choice were made possible through the presumption of competence 

and the allowance of multiple forms of participation. Empowering partici-

pation through autonomy and choice are prerequisites for inclusion and 

essential components of participative school communities.

At FVA, the cultivation of autonomy and choice centered on helping stu-

dents cultivate the relational tools needed to navigate day-to-day living. Ms. 

Severin alluded to the role interdependence plays in cultivating autonomy 

and supporting the relational tasks of working, living, and problem solving 

in society:

One of my professors hammered it home to me in my teaching program. All of 

the kids on my caseload—even the ones with the most significant disabilities—I 

want them to be able to go into a shop, and order a sandwich, and be able to pay 

for it, and hopefully be there with friends. So, they’re with a group of friends, they 

order a sandwich, the shop makes the sandwich wrong. They can go back and 

say, “Excuse me, you put onion on my sandwich. I really don’t want onion. Can 

you redo this again?” Make the change, do all that, sit with their friends, have 

a sandwich, and then get home. And home is maybe where they live with their 
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friends ’cause they’re like eighteen or twenty-one. And they have a fun social life, 

and they have a meaningful job, and they feel like they are contributing.

In this excerpt, a connection is made between interdependence and sources 

of social capital, which Ms. Severin defines as the ability to advocate for 

oneself, make and keep friendships, and live a happy and productive life. 

Developing students’ abilities to garner social capital—crucial to the social 

integration of people with disabilities—touches on an essential objective of 

full inclusion education programs: to prepare students to lead fulfilling lives 

as contributing members of their communities.58 Ultimately, by adopting 

interdependent approaches to cultivating the inclusion of students with dis-

abilities, schools can support students’ abilities to sustain integrated lives 

within their communities.

A desire for autonomy and choice for students with disabilities was also 

reiterated by parents at FVA. Parents came to believe in the right of their 

children to have the choice to be educated in an inclusive general education 

setting. As a result, integration should be seen as necessary for supporting 

students’ autonomy and potential. This includes presuming competence, 

dispelling myths about disability, and believing in students’ true poten-

tial, which we saw with Madeline’s commentary about her daughter Star’s 

capabilities. Madeline, like many parents at FVA, came to reject presump-

tions made about students with disabilities, coming to believe instead that 

children’s growth and inclusion centers on presuming competence.

Finally, we found that technology use is most inclusive when its affor-

dances are used to amplify student agency and voice and support partici-

pation in the school community. At FVA, this included allowing students 

choices in their multimodal uses of technology for personal expression, 

as we saw with Star. Empowering autonomy and choice also means using 

technology to remove barriers to expression. A major example at FVA was 

students’ collaborative use of AAC technologies to express themselves, con-

nect with classmates and teachers, and demonstrate competencies and 

understanding within the classroom. Students’ collaborative uses of digital 

technologies afforded opportunities to grow their social capital by ampli-

fying their voice within the classroom community, as we observed with 

Tammy’s use of Proloquo2Go. Applying an interdependent framework 

allowed us to understand better the ways that technologies were inclusively 

used by students to be known within their classroom communities as active 

participants.
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Institutionalizing a Culture of Kindness

The cultivation of interdependent approaches to inclusion involves devel-

oping the social skills needed to advocate for, and sustain, meaningful rela-

tionships. Critical to this work is institutionalizing a culture of kindness 

as a means of creating spaces “centered on love, care, and joy.” In Am I 

My Brother’s Keeper?, Villavicencio discusses the importance of creating a 

community of care to counter the harmful messages students face about 

themselves and to affirm their identities and self-expression: “Protective 

spaces like these, established over time with attention to building trust and 

modeling vulnerability, can help schools develop meaningful relationships 

among teachers and students while generating a sense of brotherhood and 

of family among students.”59

Mr. Gabriel provided a compelling example of a staff member who truly 

encapsulated Villavicencio’s conceptualization of the necessity for protec-

tive spaces in cultivating equity and inclusion. When asked what he most 

wished for the students at FVA, he centered his messaging on the impor-

tance of cultivating a culture of kindness as a cornerstone for building an 

inclusive interdependent school community:

I would like them to succeed and for them to just explore and do whatever they 

feel is right. I would love to see them be successful and be loving and caring and 

be gentle with the world. I feel like our community has a better sense of tak-

ing care of your community and your friends compared to the typical learning 

school. And not to say that they don’t have a sense of, you know, consciousness 

of that, but I feel we really put that out there in our community. So, I don’t know, 

it’s a very heavy question for me to think about.

Creating a culture of kindness also requires a recognition of agency and 

connection as critical components for being interdependent: to truly con-

nect, schools need to understand and affirm the agencies students bring as 

individuals to the collective classroom. This requires positioning students as 

active agents within their school communities.60 Affording agency instills in 

students the knowledge that they can use their assets and skills to contribute 

to the school community. This includes allowing for student interests and 

questions to shape the pedagogies that inform classroom instruction within 

schools, including the use of digital technologies.61 Moreover, relationships 

centered on kindness empowers and includes students, allowing them to 

realize their agency and connection within their classroom communities.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Interdependence	 177

Championing an Intersectional Vision of Inclusive Education

Finally, FVA strove to meet its mission by demonstrating a commitment to 

an intersectional vision of inclusive education. In this book, we have con-

nected the ways in which FVA families and staff strove to consider students’ 

multiple identities in the implementation of FVA’s inclusive education 

model. We found that staff and families’ multiple identities and perspec-

tives informed their views and approaches to inclusion, particularly as they 

related to students’ intersecting needs across language and disability.

Examples of students’ intersecting identities influencing service delivery 

were particularly evident in the speech and language therapy work that 

took place with multilingual students with disabilities at FVA. Intersecting 

needs across language and disability were also evident in FVA’s attempts 

to include multilingual language supports for students during school-wide 

celebrations, performances, and events that brought linguistically diverse 

families and staff together. Also significant was the positioning of para-

professionals, who were mostly multicultural and multilingual, as cultural 

brokers within FVA, thus leveraging the affordances of staff members’ inter-

secting identities as essential to supporting the inclusion of multilingual 

students with disabilities.

Finally, we explored families own intersectional perspectives, revealing 

specific beliefs about the intersecting relations between the needs of multilin-

gual and disabled students. This included the need for differentiated instruc-

tion, as Hilda, mother to a multilingual student with a learning disability, 

noted in her interview with us. It also means taking into account the poten-

tial overlaps in needs between language and disability, as Sara, mother to two 

neurotypical multilinguals, noted in supporting effective practices to meet 

the needs of multilingual students with disabilities. Sara’s reframing of lan-

guage status and disability as both distinct and interconnected complements 

an interdependent approach to understanding the relational commonalities 

multilinguals and students with disabilities could potentially share.

Moving Forward: Supporting a Fuller Vision of Inclusive Education

The past century has brought humanity into an increasingly intercon-

nected and globalized world where concepts of independence no longer 

hold the same power they once did in the industrial era.62 In an increasingly 
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interconnected world, individual actions have ripple effects on the greater 

ecosystem, and as we have seen with countries’ policy responses to global 

emergencies (e.g., climate change, the pandemic), ignoring this reality can 

come with great cost.

Countries’ collective responses to global problems serve as real-world 

examples of the importance of moving toward an interdependent frame of 

thinking for our collective growth, health, and survival. In the final chap-

ter, we will continue to apply an interdependent approach to discuss policy 

and practices into schools to actualize a fuller vision of inclusive education.
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Reform-minded proponents of inclusive education have moved toward 

school-wide inclusion models in which all students are seen as perma-

nent members of the general education classroom.1 This has increasingly 

resulted in the inception of schools such as FVA where a commitment to 

inclusive education supports students with disabilities as valued members 

of the school community. There has, however, been room for interpretation 

in defining inclusive education and determining what inclusive practices 

might look like in integrated general education classrooms, including those 

facilitated by digital technologies at the intersection of language and lit-

eracy.2 This room for interpretation includes gaps in beliefs about the value 

of inclusive education, how best to support infrastructures for inclusive LLT 

practices, as well as a lack of guidance for constituents invested in cultivat-

ing inclusive schools.3

This lack of prescriptive clarity poses challenges for school communities 

seeking to coordinate and implement inclusive education programming 

that thoughtfully integrates LLT practices—a term we defined in chapters 1 

and 5 to describe integrated approaches for examining language, literacy, 

and technology as interconnected practices and literacies.4 As a result, this 

book was written partly in response to the call for more research and pol-

icy suggestions for amplifying inclusive LLT practices relating to disabled 

children’s uses of digital technologies in schools.5 Toward this endeavor, we 

synthesize our findings to offer suggestions for inclusive education policy 

and practice at the intersection of language, literacy, and technology.

A comprehensive vision of inclusive education requires a substantive 

paradigm shift by policymakers, school leadership, teachers, and parents in 

understanding and mitigating how principles of inclusion have historically 
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played out in schools. Using FVA as a case study, we outline key recommen-

dations for realizing a fuller vision of inclusive education integrating inclu-

sive LLT practices and digital pedagogies. Moreover, this chapter encourages 

a rethinking of the ways that schools’ digital technology use can contribute 

to the inclusion of students with disabilities in the classroom, arguing for a 

perspective of interdependence emphasizing the relational and contextual 

nature of people’s engagement with each other via their technology use.6 

Throughout the book, examples of students’ LLT practices have been syn-

thesized using an interdependent lens to extrapolate how advocates can 

support policies and practices that foster the inclusion of disabled children 

in school and society.

Inclusive LLT Practices in Schools: Understanding the  

Successes and Challenges

The purpose of this book was to explore FVA’s full inclusion model to reveal 

how schools might support children’s inclusion via inclusive LLT prac-

tices. In chapters 4–7, we explored FVA’s framework for inclusive education, 

LLT practices, and assistive uses of digital technologies to support students’ 

agency and engagement in the classroom. Through this journey, we discov-

ered numerous dimensions of inclusive education practice at FVA, including 

participants’ perceptions and approaches to inclusion and the factoring of 

their LLT practices across school and home contexts. We synthesized the 

results of our in-person observations and interviews at FVA to outline rec-

ommendations about how to mobilize an inclusive pedagogy that incorpo-

rates digital technologies in schools to support inclusion. We situated this 

discussion within the framework of examining successes and challenges at 

FVA to support a deeper understanding of effective practices for using digi-

tal technologies to support students’ inclusion in schools.

As described in chapter 4, major successes at FVA included participants’ 

ability to cultivate and operationalize a framework for inclusive education 

centering on interdependence as a cornerstone of inclusion. This presented 

itself across four dimensions that we conceptualized as FVA’s framework for 

inclusion: supporting creativity and innovation, enabling autonomy and 

choice, cultivating a culture of kindness, and committing to an intersec-

tional vision of inclusion that accounts for families’ diverse identities and 

experiences as cultural assets.
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As we described in chapter 5, a major success was FVA’s ability to support 

the inclusion of minimally speaking students in the classroom through stu-

dents’ assistive uses of digital technologies. This included students’ own, 

and collaborative, use of AAC technologies to share their voices and engage 

with peers. This also included students’ use of assistive features in word-

processing tools to facilitate their writing process. Our observation of stu-

dents’ LLT practices afforded the opportunity to explore thematically the 

affordances of using digital technologies to support students’ agency as 

readers and writers, as well as illuminate how students’ uses of digital tech-

nologies afforded alternative modes of identity and expression.

However, alongside these successes, challenges integrating digital tech-

nologies into FVA’s in-person classroom practice arose. Except for assistive 

uses of AAC technologies, there was unevenness in technology uptake and 

integration into the classroom. Moreover, we found that technologies were 

mostly used to support the daily functions of teaching rather than being 

used tranformatively to expand access and engagement with the curric-

ulum. Inconsistencies in technology use often centered on variability in 

teacher understanding of the technologies themselves, differing percep-

tions of the utility in integrating digital technologies into classrooms, as 

well as gaps in resources and technical support. These factors can lead to 

tensions in decisions about when, where, and how to allow and use digital 

technologies in schools.7 As Cranmer notes in Disabled Children and Digital 

Technologies, technology use in schools tends toward the pedestrian in sup-

port of the mechanics of teaching rather than being used to expand stu-

dents’ critical thinking and engagement.8

Differences in the attitudes and values that parents, teachers, support 

staff, and students placed on the use of technologies in the classroom also 

posed challenges. Parents and teachers were more likely to view technolo-

gies as potential disruptors, while paraprofessionals, service providers, and 

students were more likely to view technologies as mediators for commu-

nication and connection. In the latter view, connection and expression—

along with what Garcia describes in Good Reception as the cultural wealth 

that students bring to the classrooms in their use of digital technologies—

are but several of the affordances that the use of classroom technologies 

could hold for learning and engagement.9
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Inclusion across Contexts: Remote and Hybrid Uses of Technology  

to Support Connection

The sudden shifts to remote and hybrid learning across US schools com-

mencing in the spring of 2020 led to a new set of challenges, as well as 

opportunities, for reflection and reinvention. Specifically, at FVA, explor-

ing how digital technologies were used to facilitate shifts in boundaries, 

priorities, and roles was key to understanding how technologies could be 

used to support connection and inclusion during times of uncertainty in 

the educational landscape of the pandemic. Exploring these technology-

enabled shifts in chapters 6 and 7 was at the heart of developing a better 

understanding of the challenges and affordances of the increased, often 

improvised, uses of digital technologies during the pandemic.

Remote interviews with FVA’s families and staff shed light across four 

considerations: reconceptualizing new ways to use previously existing tech-

nologies, negotiating and shifting boundaries and roles between schools and 

students’ homes in the implementation of remote and hybrid learning, and 

prioritizing mental health to redefine how FVA chose to be inclusive. We 

found that these shifts in technology use centered on reconceptualizing the 

originally intended uses of digital technologies to meet unanticipated social 

needs brought on by the pandemic. Shifting the use of digital teleconferenc-

ing applications, such as Zoom, from primarily a conference tool to a digital 

forum for remote classroom instruction and service delivery was a primary 

example of this. The repurposing of digital technologies resulted in technol-

ogy applications not originally designed for remote classroom instructions, 

such as Zoom, affording widely available and cost-effective platforms for sup-

porting large numbers of districts and schools.10 These unanticipated uses of 

digital technologies for alternative and improvised purposes, while imperfect, 

nevertheless enabled essential interactions between students, parents, and 

teachers that allowed schools to maintain connected during the pandemic.11

Additionally, we discussed the negotiations that staff and families under-

took to invite staff into students’ homes and parents into teachers’ class-

rooms through the eye of the camera. Resulting tensions of the former 

included apprehension, as evidenced by students turning off their cameras, 

while the latter led to teacher anxiety caused by the direct viewing of teach-

ers’ real-time classroom practices. With that said, affordances included 

parents and teachers more intensively collaborating to support student 
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learning. Increased understanding of day-to-day classroom instruction was 

also facilitated by parents’ access to their children’s classrooms via the cam-

era, which lent itself to an increased awareness between teachers and par-

ents of the circumstances and challenges inherent in teaching and learning.

We also explored a redefining of boundaries between what constituted 

school versus home environments, which in some cases resulted in the 

blending of the two. These shifts in boundaries were coupled with changes 

in attitudes among parents and staff regarding interest, and willingness to 

use digital technologies in novel and collaborative ways to support remote 

and hybrid instruction. These shifts in attitudes, including perceived affor-

dances of the utility of incorporating digital technologies into classroom 

instruction, were critical to the increased uptake of staff’s technology use 

during the pandemic. Finally, FVA’s shift in prioritizing a culture of kind-

ness virtually included a heightened focus on supporting students’ socio-

emotional health and safety. These concerns, which have persisted and 

become amplified beyond the apex of the pandemic, include a reevalua-

tion of the supports and resources students need to reintegrate into school 

environments transformed by the pandemic.12

Key Questions for Inclusive LLT Practices in Schools

Research questions (see appendix A) used to explore inclusive LLT practices 

at FVA were process oriented toward addressing case-study empirical goals.13 

Research questions included:

What do inclusive school and classroom practices look like in an inclusive 

school community?

How do students, staff, and parents engage in literacy activities and use 

digital technologies in an inclusive school community?

How do LLT practices support (or hinder) students’ inclusion as fully 

engaged members in their school community?

While our research questions allowed us to synthesize findings reflective 

of inclusive LLT practices, they also afforded a frame for arriving at practi-

cal questions to guide our discussion of why this research matters. Practical 

questions were derived from the research process that we undertook at FVA 

and are meant to inform recommendations for effective practice. Practical 

questions include:
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How can school communities make schools more inclusive?

How can school communities use digital technologies to support students’ 

inclusion, agency, and connection across in-person, remote, and hybrid 

settings?

How can school communities cultivate inclusive LLT practices to empower 

students’ voices as creators?

These practical questions guide our discussion of disabled students’ inclu-

sion, facilitated through collaborative uses of digital technologies embed-

ded within LLT practices.

We consider a school community’s usage of technology to be inclusive 

when it supports inclusive education more broadly through the cultivation 

of creativity and innovation, autonomy and choice, a culture of kindness, 

and an intersectional vision of inclusion. We also consider digital technol-

ogy use to be inclusive when it is collaboratively used to support language 

and literacy practices, enable the presumption of competence, support mul-

timodal forms of expression, and amplify student voice. Moving beyond this 

heuristic, enabling inclusive uses of digital technologies requires reflecting 

on the myriad contextual factors influencing schools’ uses and experiences 

with digital technologies across specific contexts—critical to the cultivation 

of an inclusive pedagogy.14

Defining a Vision for Inclusive Digital Pedagogy

Widespread beliefs abound about the power of digital technologies to trans-

form schools. However, the practical institutional and classroom-level prac-

tices that could bring schools closer to that reality on a broader scale are 

often absent.15 As such, engaging in inclusive digital pedagogy starts with 

understanding that technology-enabled learning is not just about the tech-

nologies themselves but rather the connected learning that occurs when 

digital technologies are used to support inclusion.16

An expanded view of inclusive digital pedagogy as social and relational 

aligns with our interdependence framing and considers the sociocultural 

impacts of using technology in school communities. As Cranmer shares, 

understanding technology as a mechanism for access requires the view that 

access “be the result of a set of complex and interrelated qualities, human and 

social resources and relationships alongside the digital.”17 Understanding 
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technology as a mechanism for creating access and inclusion involves view-

ing its use as encompassing multiple social resources and relationships.18

Ultimately, a model of inclusive digital pedagogy entails viewing digital 

inclusion as embedded across multiple people and contexts.19 These contexts 

include intentional whole-school mobilization integrating technology use in 

collaborative ways that extend beyond one-to-one uses to empower agency, 

as illustrated in figure  9.1. These sociocultural and relational qualities of 

twenty-first-century technology use are amplified across a convergence of 

mainstream, educational, and assistive technologies to promote increased 

engagement between users and their worlds.

As such, an inclusive digital pedagogy uses technology to create access 

and inclusion by engaging with the affordances of collaborative technol-

ogy use. Inclusive digital pedagogy requires a supportive infrastructure to 

engage all students universally in using digital technologies to connect and 

learn about their world.20 In part II of the book, we discussed the first two 

contexts: (1) principles for intentional whole-school mobilization of inclu-

sive practice, and (2) LLT practices that support collaborative technology 

use. In the follow section, we discuss the final context relevant to creating 

an inclusive digital pedagogy: the need for empowering infrastructures that 

support student, teacher, and parent agency. This final context requires 

addressing barriers to adoption, understanding discrepancies in attitudes 

Inclusive digital pedagogy 

Intentional whole school mobilization 

Moving beyond 1:1 tech use to collaborative tech use 

Empowering student, parent, teacher agency

Creativity &
Innovation

Addressing Barriers to
Adoption

Providing PD & Technical
Assistance

Understanding Attitudes
Towards Tech

Presuming
Competence

Autonomy&
Choice

Culture of Kindness
lntersectional

Vision of Inclusion

Using Digital Tools
for Reading & Writing

Supporting Multiple
Modes of Expression

Using Assistive Tech
to Amplify Voice

Figure 9.1
Framework for understanding inclusive digital pedagogy across contexts.
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toward technology uptake, and providing consistent professional develop-

ment and technical assistance.

Address Barriers to Adoption

Barriers to adoption of digital technologies that support inclusive LLT prac-

tices at FVA included challenges in balancing provision of services with the 

goal of piloting FVA’s inclusive education program. More broadly, compet-

ing priorities and barriers to adoption are also coupled with a lack of insti-

tutional guidance at the district, state, and federal levels for how best to 

integrate digital technologies into classrooms. At FVA, this presented within 

the scope of needing to navigate the constraints placed by a prevailing medi-

cal viewpoint of service delivery not always aligned with the values and goals 

of full inclusion, as Dr. Tully shared: “Inclusive service delivery has been 

just a battle the entire time, and we’re still battling it out now . . . ​Honestly, 

almost all of the structures of special education simultaneously advocate 

for full inclusion and constrain the practice of it.” Moreover, consistent 

and coordinated uses of digital technologies, particularly for disabled stu-

dents, are often scuttled by costs, insufficient material and time resources, 

and lack of professional development, outreach, and support. When infra-

structure supports are in place for technologies to be consistently used to 

support students’ inclusion, students are empowered to engage more fully 

in the classroom.

Inconsistencies in the use of digital technologies, particularly assistive 

technologies for minimally speaking students, are often related to the com-

peting priorities in staff uptake and training. At FVA, these competing pri-

orities sometimes created uptake challenges with Ms. Davis, the SLP, and Ms. 

Alexa, who wanted to incorporate assistive technologies more consistently 

to support students’ language and literacy needs. As is common in schools, 

staff sometimes see the integration of digital technologies as separate from, 

rather than integral to, inclusive practice.

Digital inclusion is not just about access to devices, it is also about uni-

fied messaging and engagement with the belief that the thoughtful adop-

tion of collaborative technology use into classroom instruction is an essential 

component of inclusive education. This belief requires cultivating positive 

views toward the integration of digital technologies into classroom practice to 

inclusively to support students’ language and literacy engagement. As such, 

inclusive education practice involves including teachers, parents, and service 
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providers in the consultation of how technologies can be adopted and inte-

grated into students’ LLT practices, including specific discussion of children’s 

use of AAC devices and assistive features already prevalent in mainstream and 

educational technologies. Inclusive education practice also requires normal-

izing the use of assistive features in digital technologies to support students’ 

LLT practices—for example, supporting teachers and parents in allowing stu-

dents’ use of speech-to-text or text-to-speech digital tools.

Understand Discrepancies in Attitudes toward Technology Uptake

Promoting coordinated and consistent use of digital technologies requires 

taking inventory of school community members’ attitudes toward inclusive 

uses of digital technologies in the classroom. Consultation and assessing of 

attitudes require being mindful of the common assumptions, including not 

assuming that teachers, providers, and parents know more than they actually 

do about how to inclusively integrate digital technologies into the classroom 

to support inclusive LLT practices. It also involves not making assumptions 

and overestimations of students’ comfort levels in using digital technolo-

gies to support their engagement in the classroom—a common pitfall being 

to assume that all of today’s generation of students are digital natives. For 

digital technology interventions and initiatives to be successful, understand-

ing attitudes toward technology adoption is essential. This includes under-

standing the level of security or insecurity that school community members 

might feel regarding their competencies for using technologies.

In many schools, as was the case at FVA, disconnects in attitudes and 

roles occur between the home and school contexts with regards to students’ 

digital technology use, including those used to support students’ language 

and literacy engagement.21 Parent attitudes can sometimes be impacted by 

the disconnect between different levels of use, and knowing how technolo-

gies are used, across the home and school contexts. For example, when we 

pivoted to discussing the role of technology in supporting Star’s literacy 

practices at school, Madeline was very intentional in the ways that she used 

technology at home (see chapter 5). However, she was not familiar with 

how technology was being used with Star at school:

Interviewer:  ​You mentioned PE. Do you take your iPad with you?

Star:  ​Yeah.

Madeline:  ​No. Star, for PE you don’t use a computer, right? You don’t take 

a computer to PE, do you?
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Star:  ​No.

Interviewer to Madeline:  ​I know sometimes they’ll give iPads [AAC devices] 

to the kids.

Madeline:  ​Oh yeah?

Interviewer:  ​With programs like Proloquo2Go.

Madeline:  ​Oh, okay.

Interviewer:  ​I don’t know if they’re doing that with her.

Madeline:  ​Yeah, I don’t know either.

I later confirmed that Star’s classroom did indeed use technology in the 

classroom for GoNoodle sensory breaks—Star’s version of PE. Given the 

level of Madeline’s involvement with Star’s education, we were a bit sur-

prised to learn that her use of technology with Star was divorced from the 

digital activities of the school. Disconnects between home and school in 

the uses of digital technologies with disabled students is not uncommon 

and can have repercussions for students for whom consistent uses of tech-

nologies across home and school are beneficial.22

We also noticed a disconnect in technology preference and use in our 

interview with Blake, Finn’s mother. In her interview, Blake indicated that 

while certain digital apps were used to support reading, there was reticence 

to incorporate technology into Finn’s writing routines. Similar to other 

families we interviewed, Blake reported that technology was used primar-

ily as a source of entertainment: “We don’t use a lot. Both of them have, 

what is it? The Kindle Fire . . . ​But that’s more for traveling and entertain-

ment. We’ll use that to stream a movie on the airplane. I do have an app 

on my iPhone that I’ll let them use called “Endless Alphabet.” It’s a fun app 

that helps with reading and writing, and it’s interactive and you drag the 

letters to spell. That’s the only one they like. I wouldn’t say they use a lot 

of technology for reading and writing.” Blake viewed Finn’s need for tactile 

stimulation as more compatible with the physical reading of books rather 

than reading digitally. While at times she indicated Finn’s enjoyment in 

using digital literacy applications, they were usually used as entertainment 

and not necessarily positioned as an intrinsically important LLT practice. 

Blake’s sentiments revealed a disconnect between home and school prac-

tices that added to her ambivalence around digital technology use and 

which were in contrast to what we observed in Finn’s use of digital tech-

nologies in the classroom.
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At FVA, teacher viewpoints of the affordances of using digital technolo-

gies to support students’ LLT practices tended to align with those of par-

ents. However, many paraprofessional perceptions, such as Ms. Carina’s 

in chapter 5, aligned with students’ primarily positive reception of digital 

technologies. The majority of teacher viewpoints at FVA aligned with com-

mon viewpoints held by teachers generally toward the use of technologies 

for LLT practices. These include a preference for the physical experience of 

holding and feeling a physical book, as well as a concern with the negative 

effects of digital technologies on children’s cognition—attitudes and per-

ceptions commonly expressed by parents and teachers about the impacts 

of screens on students’ attention and retention.23

Finally, competing attitudes, viewpoints, and buy-in among school com-

munity staff almost always reflect those of school leadership. In the case 

of FVA, while Dr. Tully was supportive of the possibilities of using digital 

technologies to support inclusion and LLT practices, she didn’t feel confi-

dent about how best to integrate technologies into classrooms. As a result, 

identifying how best to integrate digital technologies into a school’s inclu-

sive education model of instruction was a primary objective of our research-

practice partnership work with FVA.

To conclude, assessing the attitudes of school community members 

toward technology is critically important to sustainable integration of dig-

ital technologies in classrooms.24 Making necessary shifts toward a collec-

tive messaging of the affordances of digital technologies for inclusive LLT 

practices involves assessing school community member assumptions and 

knowledge gaps and assisting constituents in viewing technology use more 

holistically.25 This includes supporting an understanding of how school 

communities can use technology to amplify personal language and expres-

sion, particularly for students with disabilities.26 As Alper discusses in Giving 

Voice, practical ways to support productive understandings among families 

and staff of the affordances of digital technologies include surveying and 

conversing early on in the school year. This includes understanding how 

attitudes influence beliefs about potential affordances digital technologies 

could play in students’ lives within the school community ecosystem.27

Provide Consistent Professional Development and Technical Assistance

School community member attitudes, implementation, and messaging also 

relate to technical knowledge and comfort with using digital technologies 
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to support inclusive LLT practices. We saw this in our attempts to bring 

digital storytelling, defined as the multimodal uses of digital tools to tell 

stories, to FVA during the fall of 2019.28 Digital storytelling as an inclusive 

LLT practice was embraced by Dr. Tully and the staff. However, once we 

began training staff in using WeVideo (see appendix B) to make digital sto-

ries, issues with teachers’ level of comfort surfaced.

Differences in comfort level using technology, coupled with teachers’ 

competing priorities to focus on lesson planning and implementation of 

FVA’s full inclusion model, were underestimated by us and resulted in chal-

lenges implementing digital storytelling at FVA. This resulted in participat-

ing teachers being unsure of how to incorporate digital storytelling into 

their actual curricula, despite believing in the value of it as an inclusive LLT 

practice. Compounded by teachers’ lack of technical familiarity with the 

WeVideo technology itself, attempts to integrate digital storytelling at FVA 

at the teacher level stalled.

Our experiences attempting to integrate digital storytelling into the inclu-

sive teaching practices at FVA suffered from not having an infrastructure for 

ongoing professional development and technical support. As a result, incor-

porating digital storytelling became untenable. These results align with prior 

research demonstrating that despite best intentions, if technology interven-

tions are not systematically supported with adequate professional develop-

ment and technical assistance, they are more likely to fail.29

With that said, we were pleasantly surprised to learn later that two of 

the paraprofessionals who participated in the training—Mr.  Kellan, an 

English-speaking paraprofessional of European descent in his first year, and 

Mr. Gabriel—had taken up digital storytelling at FVA to document the daily 

life, special occasions, and celebrations of the school community. These 

digital stories were used as documentation of FVA’s cultural practices and 

values, content for promotional and celebratory materials, and a creative 

and empowering outlet for the paraprofessionals to engage in and support 

FVA’s school community.

As Mr. Gabriel was one of the most tech-savvy staff members at FVA, pro-

viding technical assistance to the school, including the digital storytelling 

endeavors, fell largely on him. Without schools being afforded the resources 

to contract extended technical assistance, the task of providing that support 

often falls on the staff members who identify as most technologically pro-

ficient. In this respect, we fell victim to the common occurrence of offering 
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an LLT intervention without also supporting FVA in developing a plan for 

funding and technical assistance to support implementation.

One of the purposes in having introduced digital storytelling at FVA as 

an inclusive LLT practice was to encourage staff to move beyond functional 

uses of technologies toward integrative uses that support content creation, 

expression, and empowerment. We felt digital storytelling would allow stu-

dents to develop their individual writing skills, as well as afford them oppor-

tunities for collaborative synchronous and asynchronous peer writing.30 Of 

course, our primary oversight in the launching of digital storytelling at FVA 

lay in not fully realizing the extent to which require continual professional 

development, funding, and technical assistance. Were it not for Mr. Gabri-

el’s resourcefulness and technical knowledge, with support from Mr. Kellan, 

the fate of digital storytelling at FVA might have been bleak. Launching 

inclusive digital pedagogies, such as those encapsulated by digital storytell-

ing, requires professional development addressing both the influence of 

first-order (i.e., access) and second-order (i.e., attitudes) factors influencing 

the uptake of digital technologies in schools.31 This includes discussion of 

how limiting factors can constrain uses of digital technologies as assets that 

support students’ LLT practices.

Conclusion

This book aimed to build upon prior works in its relational view of par-

ticipant social practice in the use of digital technologies to support the 

inclusion of students in the classroom at the intersection of language and 

literacy. In the tradition of Cranmer, Livingstone and Sefton-Greene, Alper, 

and Schuelka and Carrington, we engaged in research on both the formal 

and informal learning that occurs within school community ecosystems 

via parent and practitioner uses of digital technologies to support the inclu-

sive education of disabled children. Building on the existing literature, we 

also aimed to differentiate this from previous works by extending research 

on engagement with digital technologies to demonstrate how direct obser-

vation of both online and offline LLT practices engaged in by disabled 

children, along with their teachers and caregivers, converge across school 

and home contexts to support inclusion.

This exploration of LLT practices in support of an inclusive digital ped-

agogy is situated within what Livingstone and Sefton-Greene refer to as 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2371818/book_9780262378581.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



192	 Chapter 9

“a particularly interesting point in late modernity, in which the contrary 

forces of socio-technological innovation and the reproduction of tradi-

tional structures (the school, the family, social class) threaten to pull young 

people in different directions.”32 As such, we situate our observing of how 

students engage with digital technologies knowing that the conditions 

under which students grow and learn are impacted by twenty-first-century 

shifts of substantive sociocultural significance.

The unique challenges children must face in growing up in the twenty-

first century cannot be ignored, nor can the fact that these futures depend 

on how school communities choose to integrate digital technologies to 

support inclusive education practices into students’ lives.33 Aligned with 

the ideals laid forth by our relational framing of interdependence, equitable 

uses of digital technologies in the twenty-first century hold potential prom-

ises for connection and creative thinking, and act as a bridge between more 

traditional and newer LLT practices for social change.34

At their best, the affordances of digital technologies offer powerful access 

and connection.35 From this perspective, digital affordances can facilitate 

communication that is “creative, civic, collaborative, and experimental, 

potentially linking spaces, respecting voices, building self—efficacy, sup-

porting interests, acknowledging expertise, and scaffolding learning.”36 

By exploring the ways in which students, families, and schools engage in 

LLT practices, we reveal what Livingstone and Sefton-Greene call “the pro

cesses of social reproduction” to illuminate and enact aspects of disabled 

children’s identities that might overwise be made invisible and to reveal 

how school communities use technological resources to enact alternatives 

for inclusive education practice.37 Studying the lives of students with dis-

abilities, along with their teachers and caretakers, reveals aspects of their 

social worlds that might otherwise remain marginalized.

Using FVA as a case study, we intended to shed light on inclusive edu-

cation practices that enable an interdependent vision of inclusion at the 

intersection of language, literacy, and technology. As school communities 

begin shifting toward inclusive models of education, understanding tech-

nology’s role in this process is critical to the success of inclusion efforts to 

create access and equity in schools. This book seeks to add to the interdis-

ciplinary study of disability, education, and technology by examining the 

ways in which digital technologies can support inclusive LLT practices for 
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culturally and linguistically diverse students with and without disabilities. 

Toward this end, we strove to illuminate the kinds of social organization 

that allow for inclusive school communities to thrive, particularly through 

the deployment of digital technologies to help students express agency and 

voice. We hope that insights gained from FVA’s example lead to a greater 

understanding and adoption of interdependent approaches that support 

inclusive education—aspiring to a future where all student voices extend 

beyond the margins.
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Appendix A: Methods for Investigating Inclusive Education

This appendix presents an overview of the methods that form the basis for 

the findings discussed in this book. It begins with a discussion of the selection 

of FVA as a study site and continues with a description of the context sur-

rounding data collection and analysis at FVA. We discuss the rationale for 

using case-study and ethnographic approaches to collect and analyze inter-

view, focus group, and classroom observation data.1 We detail how we used 

three levels of analysis at the school, classroom, and focal family level to 

select a diverse range of families and staff for interviews varying across grade 

level, socioeconomic background, abilities and areas of need, and experi-

ences with literacy and technology. We then describe the sources of data 

collected during the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 school years that allowed 

us to address our research inquiries. Finally, we detail our use of qualitative 

approaches to analyze the interview, classroom observation, and document 

data including both first- and second-cycle coding and content analysis.2

Selection of FVA as Study Site

This study was primarily concerned with exploring and understanding 

(1) inclusive best practices in support of LLT practices, (2) how digital tech-

nologies were used to scaffold student agency and engagement within the 

classroom, and (3) how students used digital technologies to amplify their 

voice as readers and writers. FVA classrooms are ideal environments to 

explore these questions due to their integrated and inclusive settings with 

diverse students, varied and constant uses of technologies, teachers and 

staff who were interested in inviting us into the classroom, and families 

invested in supporting LLT practices at home.
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FVA’s unique school culture and organization (see chapter 4) afforded 

an ideal environment for analyzing the ways in which schools could use 

digital technologies to support student inclusion while developing their 

language and literacy skills. Moreover, FVA’s developmentally and cultur-

ally diverse mix of students, which included minimally speaking students 

learning to use digital communication devices, illustrate the potential of 

technology to embody and empower student agency and voice. FVA as a 

study site also provided an opportunity to observe the affordances of using 

digital technologies to support the literacy practices of students with sen-

sory processing needs—for example, those requiring additional support in 

engaging in cognitively demanding tasks such as writing.

Finally, FVA was an excellent site in that it gave us an opportunity to 

observe both challenges in implementation specific to FVA’s unique inclu-

sive setting, such as those related to consistent integration and use of assis-

tive communication device for minimally speaking students. Observations 

at FVA also afforded a view into the challenges more commonly seen in 

lower-resourced schooling environments attempting to integrate digital 

technologies into classroom practice, including those related to uses of one-

to-one laptops and mobile media for students.3

Study Design

Remaining true to our origins as a research-practice partnership, we collabo-

rated with FVA’s executive director in the implementation of the project. This 

included incorporating her feedback into the study design, data-collection 

procedures, and participant sampling and recruiting for the study.

In consultation with the executive director, we decided on the use of an 

embedded case-study design and ethnographic methodologies to analyze 

interview and classroom observation data.4 In this design, we used three 

levels of analysis at the school level (one case), combo class grade level (four 

cases), and focal family level (six cases; see table A.1).

We chose the case-study approach because it is appropriate for exploratory, 

descriptive studies, in which the goal is to develop a better understanding 

of contexts and processes—in this case, how the school used technologies 

to support inclusion. Choosing an embedded case-study approach allowed 

us to develop a better understanding of inclusive best practices and ways 

in which students utilized technologies to support language and literacy 
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practices within the full inclusion setting. Taking an ethnographic approach 

allowed us to explore, describe, and interpret participants’ shared, and dis-

tinct, practices and perspectives—in this case, the ways that students experi-

enced themselves, their peers, and the greater school community at school 

and at home.

At the school level, we explored the practices that the school community 

engaged in during whole-school events and recess/lunch breaks through an 

analysis of school observation data collected in person in fall 2019 and 

winter 2020 (see Sources of Data). At the classroom level, we explored stu-

dents’ and teachers’ uses of digital technologies in the classroom through 

analysis of weekly in-person classroom observation data in fall 2019 and 

winter 2020, as well as remote asynchronous classroom instruction in 

spring 2020. During this time, we also collected writing samples and arti-

facts in coordination with teachers and staff.

We also explored staff’s perceptions of their inclusive classroom prac-

tices and use of digital technologies through analysis of staff interviews 

conducted remotely via Zoom or in person in spring 2020 and spring 2021 

(see Sources of Data). Finally, at the focal family level, we explored fami-

lies’ perceptions of inclusion as well as their uses of digital technologies 

in home and community settings through analysis of family interviews. 

Family interviews were conducted in person at FVA in winter 2020 and 

either remotely or in person in spring 2021 (see Sources of Data). All staff 

and family interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and anonymized. 

All participants were de-identified using pseudonyms.

Research Questions

Guiding research questions were used to explore inclusive LLT practices 

at FVA. We define guiding research questions as those which are process 

oriented and support the intellectual and practical goals of an inquiry or 

Table A.1
Embedded units of analysis

Unit of Analysis Case(s)

School One (FVA)

Grade Four (K, 1/2, 2/3, 4/5 grade combos)

Families Six (children per grade: K: 4; 1/2: 3; 2/3: 3; 4/5: 2)
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study. This contrasts with what Maxwell refers to as variable-oriented ques-

tions more common to quantitative approaches.5 Our guiding research 

questions were:

What do inclusive school and classroom practices look like in an inclusive 

school community?

How do students, staff, and parents engage in literacy activities in an inclu-

sive school community?

How do students, staff, and parents use digital technologies in an inclusive 

school community?

How do LLT practices support (or hinder) students’ inclusion as fully 

engaged members in their school community?

Maxwell discusses the utility of flexibly using research questions in qualita-

tive research to explore meaning and process, stating that such questions 

should evolve over time and advance the goals of the research at hand. As 

such, our guiding research questions were revisited often and were used 

to inform the development of our observation and interview protocols, 

and subsequent data analysis, to align with our stated goals and theoretical 

framework outlined in chapters 1, 8, and 9.

Protocol Development

The observation protocol used to collect data at the school and class levels 

was adapted by our team from the Teaching Dimensions Observation Pro-

tocol (TDOP).6 The TDOP is a classroom observation protocol designed to 

provide nuanced descriptions of teaching practice rather than an evaluative 

judgment of the quality of teaching. The TDOP can be used by researchers 

and educators under a limited educational license, is designed to measure 

critical dimensions of teaching behavior, and is customizable to fit specific 

research and instructional needs.

I piloted the observation protocol in spring 2019 prior to officially starting 

the research project in fall 2019. Initial piloting is a useful tool for developing 

and testing protocol items, developing a better understanding of participants’ 

perspectives and behaviors, and supporting refinements to the theoretical 

framework.7 During this pilot phase, I used informal classroom observations 

to refine the protocol iteratively to capture better the behaviors seen at FVA 

that could provide insight into answering our guiding research questions for 

the project. The refined protocol was used to collect classroom and observa-

tion data during fall 2019 and winter 2020 (see table A.2).
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Table A.2
Selected observation protocol items

Guiding Question Category Sample Codes

What do inclusive 
school and classroom 
practices look like in 
an inclusive school 
community?

Special education 
services

Structured Academic Instruction (SAI): 
Teacher or service provider provides special-
ized help individually or in small groups

Speech therapy: One-to-one, pair, or 
small-group services aimed at supporting 
speech development

Occupational therapy: One-to-one, pair, 
or small-group services aimed at support-
ing gross and fine-motor development

Reading/writing intervention: One-to-one, 
pair, or small-group instruction aimed at 
supporting reading/writing development

Social skills/behavioral supports: One-to-
one, pair, or small-group interventions 
aimed at supporting student social and 
behavioral goals

Co-teaching 
practices for 
inclusion

One teach, one assist: One teacher provides 
whole-group instruction while other 
teacher provides individual assistance

Station (center) teaching: Student groups 
rotate between teachers and/or staff as they 
move from station to station as a group

Parallel teaching: Students are split into 
two groups and provided either the same 
or complementary lessons in their smaller 
groups

Team teaching: Teachers coordinate and 
plan together to provide instruction 
together to students within the same 
classroom

How do students, staff, 
and parents engage 
in literacy activities 
in an inclusive school 
community?

Literacy activities Listening to connected text: Students are 
engaged in listening to text read by the 
teacher or audio

Reading comprehension: Students are 
engaged in talking or writing about the 
meaning of text

Writing: Students are composing a specific 
piece of extended writing

Language development: Teachers help 
students attend to studying language, 
including figurative language, idioms, and 
grammar

(continued)
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Table A.2
(continued)

Guiding Question Category Sample Codes

How do students, 
staff, and parents use 
digital technologies 
in an inclusive school 
community?

Instructional 
technology

Demonstration equipment: Overhead 
projector, Elmo, digital slides, clickers, TV 
screen, smartboard/whiteboard, other

Devices (teacher and/or student): Tablet 
(i.e., iPad), desktop computer, laptop com-
puter (i.e., Chromebook), other 

Digital content: Visual media (e.g., movie, 
documentary, video clips), social media 
(e.g., YouTube), education apps, games, 
websites, other

Assistive 
technology

Mobility aids: Wheelchairs, scooters, 
walkers, canes, crutches, prosthetic 
devices, and orthotic devices

Software/hardware: Communication apps 
(i.e., Proloquo2Go), voice recognition, 
screen readers, and screen enlargement apps

Digital features: Closed captioning, 
speech-to-text/text-to-speech functions, 
hot spots, adjustable font

Environmental modifications: Playground 
equipment, class supplies, ramps, grab 
bars, wider doorways to enable access

How do LLT practices 
support (or hinder) 
students’ inclusion 
as fully engaged 
members in their 
school community?

Classroom 
engagement

Making connections: Students are given 
examples (either verbally through illustra-
tive stories or graphically through movies 
or pictures) that clearly and explicitly link 
class material to popular culture, the news, 
and other common student experiences

Problem solving: Students are asked to 
solve a problem actively (e.g., work out a 
mathematical equation) through explicit 
(e.g., “Please solve for X”) or written (e.g., 
worksheets) requests to solve a problem

Creating: Students are provided with tasks 
where the outcome is open-ended rather 
than fixed (e.g., students are asked to gen-
erate their own ideas rather than finding a 
specific solution)
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We used insights gained from school and classroom observations, along 

with informal conversations with students, parents, and staff, to inform 

the development of staff and family interview protocols (see table A.3). The 

development of interview questions centered on exploring emerging themes 

and ideas that were becoming apparent from classroom observations, as 

well as tapping into noticed patterns and tensions. As with the classroom 

Table A.3
Selected interview protocol items

Category Type Sample Questions

Family Parent What adjustments have you needed to make 
in how you engage with school moving from a 
more “typical” environment to a full inclusion 
environment?

How has the push-in structure at FVA benefited/
challenged your child?

What kinds of things does your family like to read 
or write about at home? In your opinion, how does 
your child feel about reading and writing? With and 
without technology? Is there a preference?

Student What do you like about FVA? What makes FVA 
special to you? Can you tell me your favorite parts 
of the day?

Let’s talk about computers. Do you use computers 
for reading and writing? What is your favorite thing 
to do on the computer?

Staff Teacher/
paraprofessional

What makes FVA different, or similar, to other 
schools? What did you expect? What surprised you?

What have been the benefits/challenges of integrat-
ing technology into the full inclusion model? How 
is this similar/different from your use of tech in 
“typical” classroom environments?

Speech/service 
provider

What adjustments have you needed to make in 
your delivery of services in a full inclusion envi-
ronment using a push-in structure? How do you 
consult and collaborate with team members to meet 
students’ IEP goals?

In your opinion, how do your students feel about 
communicating with and without technology? Is 
there a preference? Why?

Administrative What brought you to FVA? Could you share your 
reasons for working at FVA? 

Could you share your hopes and dreams for  
students at FVA?
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observation protocol, we did our best to ensure that interview questions 

aligned with the guiding questions for the project. This approach resulted in 

the interviews being used as semi-structured conversational tools for explor-

ing and allowing families and staff to share their stories and experiences at 

FVA, particularly in relation to how technology could be used to support the 

inclusion of students as readers and writers at the school.

Participants

School Demographics

Table A.4 details school demographic information for FVA in comparison 

to the school demographics of the surrounding county. While FVA’s school 

population was representative of the socioeconomic and cultural diversity 

found in the surrounding county (see chapter 4), FVA’s enrollment of lower-

income students of color, second-language students, and students with dis-

abilities was higher compared to the surrounding county.

Families at FVA

Within the broader school population, we identified focal families with 

whom to conduct interviews (see Sampling and Recruitment). Selected fam-

ilies were representative of the socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds of 

the broader FVA school population. The families also presented with a range 

Table A.4
FVA school demographics

Demographic Future Visions Academy Surrounding County

Students 120 450,000

Gender 52% female, 48% male 52%, 48% male

Race/ethnicity 81% minority enrollment  
(64.2% Latinx, 19.2% white, 
13.3% multiracial, 1.7% Asian, 
1.7% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander)

75% minority enrollment  
(49.1% Latinx, 25% white,  
16.9% Asian, multiracial 4.3%, 
Filipino 2%, Black 1.3%,  
0.3% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander)

Disability 21% 13%

English language 
student

37% 22%

Free/reduced 
price meals

63% 50%
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of perspectives about, and rationale for, enrolling at FVA. Parent partici-

pants tended to be self-selecting, committed to the principles of full inclu-

sion, and strong advocates and supporters of FVA’s instructional model.

Table  A.5 details demographic information for FVA families who par-

ticipated in interviews during the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 academic 

school years. Eighty percent of families self-identified as BIPOC, 67 percent 

of families had at least one child with a disability and identified as either 

working or middle class, and 50 percent of families spoke a language other 

than English at home.

Staff at FVA

Table A.6 details demographic information for FVA teachers and staff who 

participated in in-person classroom observations, as well as remote and in-

person interviews, during the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 academic school 

years. Twenty-one total staff participated, of whom 42 percent were para-

professionals, 36 percent were teachers, 11 percent were service providers, 

and 11 percent were administrative staff. One hundred percent participated 

in school/classroom observations, and 47  percent participated in inter-

views. Fifty-seven percent of teachers were experienced, with at least five 

years of teaching, and forty-two percent were in their first or second year 

Table A.5
Family interview participants

Parent Child(ren)
Ethnic 
Self-ID Disability

Economic 
Status

Home 
Language

Grade 
(Class)

Madeline Star European 
and Filipino

Down 
syndrome

Upper 
middle class

English 2 (Ohlin)

Dina and 
Noah

James  
Daniel

Mexican 
and Pacific 
Islander

Down 
syndrome

Working 
class

English/
some 
Spanish

3 (Wezner)  
K (Macias)

Hilda Leonardo  
Luigi

Mexican Learning 
disability

Working 
class

Spanish/
ELL

1 (Ohlin)  
4 (Gomez)

Mira Maddox  
Maya  
Marco

Filipino None Middle class English/
some 
Tagalog

K (Jarvis)  
4 (Gomez)  
2 (Wezner)

Sara Leon  
Isla

Mexican None Middle class Spanish/
ELL

K (Macias)  
3 (Wezner)

Blake Finn  
Chandler

European Autism Upper 
middle class

English 2 (Ohlin)  
K (Macias)
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Table A.6
Staff participants

Name Position Class Experience
Ethnic 
Self-ID Language

Ms. Jarvis* General ed 
teacher

TK/Kinder Experienced 
teacher

European English

Ms. Macias* General ed 
teacher

K Experienced 
teacher

Latina English and 
Spanish

Ms. Ohlin* General ed 
teacher

1/2 Second-year 
teacher

European English

Ms. Wezner** General ed 
teacher

2/3 First-year 
teacher

European English

Ms. Gomez** General ed 
teacher

4/5 Experienced 
teacher

Latina English and 
Spanish

Ms. Haberly* Special ed 
teacher

K and 4/5 Second-year 
teacher

European English

Ms. Severin** Special ed 
teacher

TK/K, 1/2, 2/3 Experienced 
teacher

European English

Ms. Davis** SLP All classes Experienced 
provider

Multiracial English

Ms. Alexa* SLPA All classes First-year 
provider

Latina English

Ms. Carina** Paraprofessional 2/3 and 3/4 Second-year 
paraprofessional

Latina English and 
Spanish

Mr. Gabriel** Paraprofessional K and TK/K First-year 
paraprofessional

Latino English and 
Spanish

Ms. Sandy** Paraprofessional 2/3 and 3/4 First-year 
paraprofessional

European English

Ms. Yadira** Paraprofessional TK/K and 1/2 Second-year 
paraprofessional

Latina English and 
Spanish

Ms. Holly* Paraprofessional TK/K and 2/3 First-year 
paraprofessional

European English

Mr. Kellan* Paraprofessional 1/2 and 2/3 First-year 
paraprofessional

European English

Mr. Anthony* Paraprofessional K and 1/2 Second-year 
paraprofessional

Latino English and 
Spanish

Ms. Belinda* Paraprofessional 1/2 Second-year 
paraprofessional

Latina English and 
Spanish

Mr. Bernardo* Paraprofessional TK/K Boys 
and Girls Club 
Program

Second-year 
paraprofessional

Latino English and 
Spanish

Ms. Petersen** Special ed 
teacher

TK/K, 1/2, 2/3 Experienced 
teacher

European English

Dr. Tully** Executive 
director

All classes Experienced 
teacher and 
administrator

European English

Ms. Cindy* Office 
administration

All classes Experienced 
administrator

Latina English and 
Spanish

*Observation only. **Observation and interview.
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of teaching. All of the paraprofessionals were new to their positions, with 

all being in their first or second year. With the exception of the SLPA, all 

administrative, services, and support staff had at least five years of experi-

ence in education.

Recruitment

Staff at FVA

After securing approval from FVA’s school board and our university Insti-

tutional Review Board, we conducted an informational meeting at FVA at 

the start of the 2019–2020 academic school year to introduce the research 

team, discuss the study with the staff, and answer questions. FVA staff were 

recruited in person and via email by FVA directly prior to this informational 

meeting.

We then contacted staff who self-selected and agreed to participate via 

email to finalize participation, secure informed consent, and schedule 

classroom observations and interviews (see Sources of Data). None of the 

staff were paid for their participation in the study, and their participation 

extended through the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 academic school years. 

Staff participated in-person classroom observations conducted by me in 

fall 2019, winter 2020, and spring 2021. Staff participated in interviews in 

person at FVA or remotely via Zoom in spring 2020 and spring 2021 (see 

Sources of Data).

Families at FVA

We consulted with the executive director and teachers to recruit families 

using maximum variation sampling.8 Our goal in using maximum varia-

tion sampling was to select as diverse a range of participants as possible 

across cultural, linguistic, disability, and socioeconomic dimensions. This 

sampling method allowed us to explore a range of perspectives across a 

variety of families from diverse backgrounds—affording a more robust view 

into students’ and parents’ perspectives.

We conducted informational meetings with families at FVA at the start 

of the 2019–2020 academic school year to introduce the research team, dis-

cuss the study, and answer questions about all aspects of the study. Prior to 

the meeting, FVA distributed an opt-out letter explaining the study with an 

opportunity to opt out of the study. Parents who did not wish for their child 
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to be in the study, as part of either classroom observations or interviews, were 

asked to opt out by returning the signed opt-out letter or contacting their 

child’s teacher or us. Two families at FVA returned opt-out letters in total.

We also coordinated with the executive director and teachers to visit 

each classroom at the start of the 2019–2020 academic school year to 

explain the study, secure assent, and answer students’ questions. Assenting 

and consented students were included in in-person school and classroom 

observation data collected by me in fall 2019 and winter 2020. Any stu-

dents who did not assent, or whose parents did not wish for them to par-

ticipate, engaged in classroom activities but were not included in classroom 

observation data and did not participate in interviews.

Families identified by us, in coordination with the executive director and 

staff, for interviews received a parent interview recruitment and consent 

letter. These letters were sent home with children by their teachers. Parents 

indicating that they were interested in participating in family interviews 

were then contacted by me to set an interview appointment. Focal students 

whose parents provide informed consent to be interviewed were also asked 

to provide assent using a child assent protocol developed by us, in coordi-

nation with FVA staff, to meet the communication needs of each student. 

Consenting families were interviewed by me after school at FVA in winter 

2020 and remotely via Zoom in spring 2021 (see Sources of Data).

Sources of Data

Data sources collected using the protocols described above included 

(1) detailed field notes, taken in ten-minute intervals, of forty-nine weekly 

sixty-minute in-person passive classroom and school observations, conducted 

fall 2019 through winter 2020, as well as spring 2021; (2) verbatim transcrip-

tions of fourteen initial and follow-up audio-recorded, semi-structured staff 

interviews (four teachers, four paraprofessionals, one SLP, and one adminis-

trator, thirty minutes each), conducted remotely or in person in spring 2020 

and spring 2021; (3) verbatim transcriptions of twenty-six audio-recorded, 

semi-structured family interviews (seven parents and twelve children, thirty 

minutes each) conducted in person in the winter and spring of 2020 and 

remotely in spring 2021; and (4) school-, teacher-, and student-produced 

documents and artifacts, including writing samples, video, and photo

graphs of digital technologies used in classrooms, as well as synchronous 
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and asynchronous paper-based and digital instructional content. Collec-

tion of data for school observations, staff interviews, and family interviews 

is detailed below and in tables A.7, A.8, and A.9, respectively.

School and Classroom Observations

Participating staff experienced me coming into their classrooms to conduct 

weekly in-person classroom observations during the fall and winter of the 

2019–2020 school year, as well as the spring of the 2020–2021 school year 

once students returned to in-person learning (see table A.7). Sixty-minute 

classroom observations were scheduled in coordination with participating 

teachers in person and via email. During classroom observations, I pas-

sively observed interactions between students and teachers, students and 

students, and students and supporting staff. On occasion, students would 

approach me to ask a question or say hi. I would briefly say hello and imme-

diately redirect them to their assigned class/group activity.

During these observations, I collected preliminary information and took 

notes on student, teacher, and supporting staff interactions in ten-minute 

intervals using the observation protocol described above, paying particu

lar attention to when, why, how, and with whom students and teachers 

engaged in literacy activities with and without technology, as well as when 

and how they were included and engaged in classroom activities. During 

shifts in classroom activity—for example, during centers—I would rotate 

across the classroom to acquire a better view of the observed activities. On 

occasion, the class would leave the classroom to conduct an outdoor activ-

ity, at which time I would shadow them and continue taking field notes 

until the sixty-minute observation period concluded.

At the conclusion of each observation, I wrote post-observation analytic 

memos noting any overarching observations, analysis, and thoughts spe-

cific to incidents or activities of particular interest that may have occurred 

during the session. These memos, along with the observational data 

recorded in ten-minute intervals, provided the school and classroom obser-

vation data to be analyzed for the study (see Analysis section).

During the course of my visits to FVA to conduct classroom observations, 

the teachers and staff would recommend additional activities, class times, 

and school events for me to observe. So, in addition to regularly sched-

uled classroom observations, I also observed whole-school activities, such 

as FVA’s Winter Wonderland celebration, as well as recess and lunch breaks. 
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Table A.7
Classroom and school observations

Location Teachers Supporting Staff Number, Date, and Type

TK/Kinder Ms. Jarvis  
Ms. Severin

Paras: Ms. Yadira, 
Mr. Gabriel, Ms. Holly, 
Mr. Bernardo  
Speech: Ms. Davis,  
Ms. Alexa

Literacy centers (10/28/19, 
11/18/19), speech and language 
goals/literacy centers (1/9/20, 
1/23/20, 2/13/20)

Kinder Ms. Macias  
Ms. Haberly

Paras: Mr. Anthony, 
Mr. Gabriel, Mr. Bernardo  
Speech: Ms. Davis,  
Ms. Alexa

Phonics/silent reading (10/21/19), 
math centers (10/28/19), speech 
and language goals/literacy centers 
(1/9/20, 1/30/20, 2/6/20, 2/13/20), 
speech and language goals/literacy 
centers (2/19/20)

1/2 combo class Ms. Ohlin  
Ms. Severin

Paras: Ms. Yadira, 
Mr. Kellan, Mr. Anthony, 
Ms. Belinda  
Speech: Ms. Davis,  
Ms. Alexa

Math centers (10/28/19), Literacy 
centers (11/4/19, 11/11/19), 
speech and language goals/social 
skills whole group (2/13/20), 
speech and language goals/literacy 
centers (2/26/20)

2/3 combo class Ms. Wezner  
Ms. Severin

Paras: Ms. Carina,  
Ms. Sandy, Mr. Kellan, 
Ms. Holly  
Speech: Ms. Davis,  
Ms. Alexa

Storytime (10/21/19), Math 
centers (11/4/19), Independent 
and whole-group writing 
(11/18/19, 5/26/21), reading 
whole group (12/2/19, 5/26/21), 
speech and language goals/
phonics whole group (1/9/20), 
speech and language goals/literacy 
centers (1/23/20, 5/26/21), speech 
and language goals/social skills 
whole group (2/26/20)

4/5 combo class Ms. Gomez  
Ms. Haberly

Paras: Ms. Carina,  
Ms. Sandy, Ms. Holly  
Speech: Ms. Davis,  
Ms. Alexa

Independent writing (10/21/19), 
science whole group (11/4/19), 
independent writing (11/18/19), 
writing whole group (12/2/19), 
speech and language goals/
social skills whole group (1/9/20, 
1/30/20, 2/13/20), speech and 
language goals/grammar whole 
group (2/6/20)

Whole school All staff All staff Team collaboration meeting 
(10/11/19), flag day and class 
rotations (10/14/19), staff lounge 
(10/21/19, 11/18/19, 1/23/20), 
digital storytelling PD (10/24/19–
10/25/19), front office/staff lounge 
(10/28/19, 10/30/19, 5/26/21), 
holiday assembly (12/19/19), 
recess (2/13/20, 5/26/21)
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I was also invited to spend time in the staff lounge. While in the staff lounge, 

I had the opportunity to chat with staff about their experiences at FVA, 

building a more complete picture of life at the school.

The transition to remote learning in the spring of 2020 was a sudden 

one. I received an email from the executive director in March, stating that 

in-person class instruction and therefore classroom observations would 

need to cease. At this time, we agreed that the best way forward was to 

take a pause while FVA sorted out how it was going to move forward with 

remote learning for the remainder of the year. In April 2020, I had a follow-

up meeting with the executive director via Zoom, and we decided that I 

would reach out to participating teachers to ask to be granted access to their 

asynchronous Google Classroom platforms.

Two teachers, Ms. Wezner and Ms. Gomez, agreed to grant me remote 

access to their Google Classroom platforms, and I reviewed asynchronous 

content for the grade 2/3 and 3/4 combo classrooms in the spring of 2020. 

Ms. Wezner also invited me into her classroom for additional classroom 

observation during spring 2021 upon the return of in-person instruction at 

FVA. While no formal data collection occurred in the fall and winter quar-

ters of the 2020–2021 academic school year, I initiated and supervised the 

provision of pandemic remote learning support, facilitated by undergradu-

ates from our partner university, as part of our extended research-practice 

partnership work.9

Staff Interviews

The unanticipated move to emergency remote learning in March  2020 

resulted in initial staff interviews being conducted by me during spring and 

summer 2020, and again the following year in spring 2021 upon the school’s 

return to in-person instruction. Initial and follow-up semi-structured staff 

interviews were conducted remotely via Zoom from our respective work-

places or in person at FVA, depending on staff preference (see table A.8). All 

interviews were audio-recorded, anonymized, and transcribed.

Interviews were scheduled in coordination with participating staff via 

email. During interviews, I actively listened for repeating and diverging 

themes in participant responses to questions outlined in the interview 

protocol described above and asked follow-up questions accordingly. This 

process also included asking participants to comment on points of interest 

and tension brought up by other interviewees as themes began to surface. 
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I  always concluded each interview by asking participants to share addi-

tional commentary of their choosing and responded to any questions they 

had or felt I should ask.

Since interviews were audio-recorded, I focused my attention on actively 

engaging with participants, resulting in rich conversational interview con-

tent. For all interviews, I wrote notes, both during the interview and after, as 

unstructured memos in a project notebook reserved solely for this purpose. 

Informal memos were used to document surfacing themes, points for fur-

ther inquiry, and follow-up questions and to-do items.

The decision to conduct follow-up staff interviews in the spring of 

2021 was made after initial interviews were completed and was informed 

by several factors. First, many of the staff were in their first year of either 

teaching or working as a paraprofessional, and the team was curious to 

see how their practices and perspectives would change over time. Second, 

it became evident that the approach to incorporating digital technolo-

gies into instruction was impacted by competing priorities related to FVA 

being in the piloting phase of implementing the full inclusion program 

Table A.8
Staff interviews

Staff Position (Class) Location (Date)

Ms. Wezner General education teacher (2/3 combo) Remote (4/20/20), 
in person (4/23/21)

Ms. Gomez General education teacher (4/5 combo) Remote (5/21/20)

Ms. Severin Special education teacher (TK/K, 1/2, 
2/3 combo)

Remote (5/6/20)

Ms. Petersen Special education teacher (TK/K, 1/2, 
2/3 combo)

In person (4/30/21)

Ms. Davis SLP (All classes) Remote (5/4/20)

Ms. Carina Paraprofessional (2/3 and 3/4 combo) Remote (4/27/20)

Mr. Gabriel Paraprofessional (K and TK/K combo) Remote (4/20/20), 
remote (5/20/21)

Ms. Sandy Paraprofessional (2/3 and 3/4 combo) Remote (4/22/20)

Ms. Yadira Paraprofessional (TK/K and 1/2 combo) Remote (4/20/22), 
in person (4/23/21)

Dr. Tully Executive director (all classes) Remote (6/2/20), 
remote (6/3/21)
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(see chapters 4–7). Finally, the shift to remote learning prompted additional 

inquiry into how digital technologies were used to support language and 

literacy practices.

Family Interviews

Initial family interviews were conducted in winter 2020 and again the fol-

lowing year during spring 2021. Initial and follow-up semi-structured family 

interviews were conducted remotely via Zoom from our respective homes 

or in-person at FVA or in the family’s home, depending on family prefer-

ence (see table A.9). All interviews were audio-recorded, anonymized, and 

transcribed.

Family interviews were scheduled in coordination with participating 

families in person after school or by phone. As with staff interviews, during 

family interviews, I actively listened for repeating and diverging themes and 

asked follow-up questions accordingly. I always concluded each interview 

by asking participants to share additional commentary or questions of their 

choosing and responded to any questions they either had of the research 

project or felt I should ask participants.

The family interview process itself entailed interviewing the children 

first, with the parent usually sitting nearby occasionally offering sup-

port or redirection, depending on the child’s age and needs during the 

Table A.9
Family interviews

Parent Child (Grade/Class) Location (Date)

Madeline Star (2nd/Ohlin) In person (1/28/20)

Dina and Noah James (3rd/Wezner) In person (2/6/20)
Daniel (K/Macias)

Hilda Leonardo (1st/Ohlin) In person (2/10/20)
Luigi (4th/Gomez)

Mira Maddox (K/Jarvis)
Maya (4th/Gomez)
Marco (2nd/Wezner)

In person (2/25/20), 
remote (5/5/21)

Sara Leon (K/Macias)
Isla (3rd/Wezner)

In person (3/6/20), 
remote (5/4/21)

Blake Finn (2nd/Ohlin) In person (6/6/21)
Chandler (K/Macias)
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interview. After the child portion of the interviews, I would interview the 

parents. During the parent portion of the interview, the children would 

typically sit nearby, attending to games and educational technology appli-

cations on a parent’s mobile phone. On occasion, if the interview was 

held at home or near FVA’s school playground, the children would ven-

ture outside to play while waiting for their parent to complete their por-

tion of the interview.

During family interviews, I focused my attention on actively engaging 

with participants, and included breaks and modifications to the protocol as 

needed. This flexible approach was meant to create a comfortable environ-

ment for the families, the result of which was rich conversational interview 

content. Unlike staff interviews, I opted early on to write notes after, and 

not during, the family interviews to avoid the distraction they sometimes 

caused for the children. Notes were written in the form of informal memos 

and were used to document surfacing themes, points for further inquiry, 

and follow-up questions and to-do items.

The decision to conduct follow-up family interviews in the spring of 

2021 was made after initial interviews were completed and was influenced 

by factors similar to those informing our decision to conduct follow-up 

staff interviews. As with staff, we were curious to see how families’ practices 

and perspectives regarding using digital technologies to support language 

and literacy practices might change, particularly in relation to the shift to 

remote learning.

Analysis

In our case-study design, we incorporated qualitative approaches to analyze 

interview, classroom observation, and document data as follows:10

First- and second-cycle coding  We first randomly selected a sampling of 

data to identify themes and categories across the data using initial cod-

ing.11 We used this first cycle of coding to identify all resulting codes 

that could pertain to inclusive practices, language and literacy activity, 

and uses of digital technologies in the classroom. We then used a second 

cycle of coding to refine, consolidate, and subsume these codes into cat-

egories and themes. These results were used to develop a codebook for 

analyzing the remainder of the data using content analysis.
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Content analysis  We used the codebook developed in step 1 to conduct 

a directed content analysis of the data.12 Directed content analysis is a 

sweeping analytic strategy that allows expeditious coding of broader seg-

ments of data in relation to the selected theoretical perspectives.

Analytic description  As we engaged with students, teachers, staff, and par-

ents in the process of collecting observation and interview data, we also 

noted our resulting thoughts, reflections, analyses, and descriptions of 

setting and interaction through analytic memo writing.13 These analytic 

memos were triangulated with analysis from coding and content analy

sis to form a basis for descriptions of culture sharing, meaning making, 

social groupings and interactions, and surfacing cross-case themes.

Ensuring Trustworthiness

We ensured trustworthiness using multiple methodological strategies to 

minimize researcher bias and address reliability and validity concerns as 

they related to our collection, implementation, and analysis of data. First, 

we used a constant comparative method of analysis to discuss the results 

of first- and second-cycle coding with the research team and the executive 

director at the school to mitigate researcher bias and reliability concerns 

related to the development, revision, and application of a coding scheme 

to data.14

Next, we used a modified application of the Weber protocol to mitigate 

coding reliability concerns. The Weber protocol consists of defining units 

of analysis, categories, and codes to create a coding scheme; applying the 

coding scheme to a data sample; and assessing and revising the coding for 

accuracy.15

We addressed truthfulness and validity of findings using respondent 

validation, in which we invited study participants to comment on whether 

identified themes and concepts accurately reflect their experiences.16 We 

also addressed truthfulness and validity by continuing to recruit and con-

duct interviews, as well as observations, until we reached saturation, which 

we noted once we kept seeing a repetition of topics, themes, patterns, and 

behaviors.17 Finally, we used triangulation using multiple data sources and 

analytic methods to approximate more comprehensive findings.18
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Appendix B: Technologies Used at FVA

Assistive Technologies Designed to Create Access

Technology Chapter(s) Definition

LAMP 3, 5, 7 LAMP uses a speech-generating device to expose 
students to core words with auditory feedback. LAMP 
can be used with several speech-generating digital 
applications and dedicated devices. However, FVA 
exclusively used LAMP Words for Life for iOS on iPad 
devices. It was designed to be used by people with 
autism. However, now it is used by minimally speak-
ing individuals across a range of disabilities.1

PECS 3, 5 PECS is a common low- to mid-tech intervention 
used independently or in conjunction with Prolo-
quo2Go. PECS uses pictures of preferred and high-
frequency objects and actions as exchange items 
that students can use with a communicative partner 
to comment, make requests, and answer questions. 
The goal of PECS is to teach functional communica-
tion, with more advanced users often transitioning 
to AAC applications and speech-generating devices. 
PECS was initially developed for students diagnosed 
with autism. However, today it is used with students 
of all ages facing communication challenges across 
multiple disabilities.2

Proloquo2Go 1, 3, 5, 8 Proloquo2Go is a high-tech, symbol-based communi-
cation app for iOS designed to be used by minimally 
speaking individuals as a daily communication tool.3 
Proloquo2Go can be customized with high-frequency 
keywords organized thematically in folders and uses 
text-to-speech child and adult voices across multiple 
languages, including the ability to switch languages 
mid sentence for bilingual users. It is designed to be 
used by minimally speaking individuals across all 
ability levels in need of AAC support.

(continued)
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Universally Designed Educational Technologies

Technology Chapter(s) Definition

Endless 
Alphabet

8 Endless Alphabet is an educational app built for 
children as young as two years old. Players are given 
letters scattered across the screen and an outline of 
a word they must spell. As they drag letters to their 
appropriate placeholder in the outline, the letters 
make their phonic sound. When a word is com-
pleted, users receive visual feedback and encourage-
ment. The app was designed to limit stress by not 
providing high scores or failures within the game, 
and it can be found in the Apple App Store, as well as 
Google Play, Windows, and Amazon.4

Epic 3, 5 Epic is a digital reading platform, giving families and 
educators access to an extensive library of thousands 
of books, audiobooks, graphic novels, and educa-
tional videos meant to engage every type of reader. 
The application helps build students’ vocabulary and 
reading skills using learning tools such as compre-
hension quizzes, speech-to-text functions, and dic-
tionary features. On this platform, both parents and 
educators can track a student’s progress and assign 
readings from a variety of subjects and topics (ELA, 
science and arts, socio-emotional learning, math, 
and more).5

Everyday 
Speech

5 Everyday Speech videos, games, and activities are 
designed to cultivate students’ social communica-
tion and social-emotional learning skills. The social 
learning platform’s therapy materials are used by 
SLPs, special education teachers, psychologists, 
parents, and anyone looking to work on social skills 
in one-on-one or group settings. Users can access the 
video-modeled curriculum on their iPads or through 
the Everyday Speech website.6

Flip (aka 
Flipgrid)

6 Flip (formerly known as Flipgrid) is a video-based 
discussion tool that allows teachers to post and share 
topics with students through videos accompanied by 
text. Students are then prompted to respond through 
further video posts, giving them a platform to share 
their voice, connect with peers, and express their 
creativity with the addition of emojis, stickers, draw-
ings, and more. The service can be accessed on nearly 
any device with camera capabilities either through a 
web browser or through the Flip app.7
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Universally Designed Educational Technologies

Technology Chapter(s) Definition

IXL 3 IXL is a personalized digital learning program that 
uses insights from student work within the K–12 
curriculum to generate guidance and action plans 
for each student through real-time diagnostics. 
The website has thousands of math, science, social 
studies, and language practice questions that can also 
be accessed through app versions on Chrome, iOS, 
and Android.9

Kahoot 5 Kahoot is a game-based learning platform where stu-
dents and teachers can create trivia quizzes on any 
topic through either live games or remote challenges 
so students can complete them at their own pace. 
To join a game, players will access a unique PIN on 
their own device to answer the questions displayed 
on their host’s screen. Users have the ability to create 
and share their own quizzes, or search readily made 
games on a variety of topics through a web browser 
or access it on a mobile device.10

Lexia 3, 5 Lexia Learning is an interactive reading program that 
offers individualized literacy instruction to students 
based on diagnostic data. After a series of online 
assessments, students work on online activities 
presented visually or auditorily, focused on the skills 
they find challenging. If students continue to strug
gle with a particular skill, the Lexia program alerts 
teachers and provides them with scripted lesson and 
paper-and-pencil activities.11

Prodigy 5 Prodigy’s math and English multiplayer games use 
adaptive algorithms to identify students’ strengths 
and weaknesses, while also allowing students to 
review prerequisite skills when they struggle in a 
certain area. The games create personalized pathways 
for students to develop key skills, and teachers and 
parents can assign curriculum-based practice and 
pinpoint learning gaps.12

ReadWorks 5 The ReadWorks website provides educators with 
reading comprehension texts and instructional mate-
rials meant for digital classes, print, or smartboard 
presentations. Along with student progress dash-
boards for teachers, the platform offers StepReads, 
audio versions of passages, vocab support, and 
Spanish cognates to make assigned readings more 
accessible to students.13

(continued)
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Technology Chapter(s) Definition

Seesaw 6 With the interactive Seesaw platform, teachers 
can search through hundreds of lessons on STEM 
topics, early literacy, and history, or create their own 
activities to share with students. While completing 
assignments, students can build a portfolio of their 
learning through photos, drawings, videos, and 
more. The platform includes built-in translations 
for more than a hundred languages for families to 
track student progress and leave feedback for their 
students and teachers so they can stay in the loop 
with their child’s learning.14

Smarty Ants 5 Smarty Ants is an adaptive learning environment 
that builds foundational reading skills by providing 
students with animated lessons and activities. While 
teachers are given lesson ideas for large- and small-
group instruction, students can grow English and 
Spanish literacies by singing songs, recording their 
own read-aloud practice, and developing fine-motor 
skills through game play and sensory exploration.15

Mainstream Technologies Designed with Accessible Features

Technology Chapter(s) Definition

FaceTime 6 FaceTime is a video and audio chat application for 
iPhone, iPad, and Mac users, allowing them to com-
municate one-on-one or in small groups. iOS users 
can create and share a link to a FaceTime call via 
messages or mail with non-Apple devices. Along with 
filtered background sounds and live-captioning tools, 
FaceTime has improved its accessibility by allow-
ing users to share their screen to look at photos and 
watch videos together.16

Google 
Workspace 
(aka G Suite)

1, 3, 5, 6 Google Workspace (formerly known as G Suite) 
includes custom emails for businesses and institu-
tions and collaborative web-based tools, including 
Calendar, Translate, Docs, Sheets, Slides, and Jam-
board. With Google Docs, users can synchronously 
or asynchronously collaborate and comment on 
shared documents with a screen reader, type with 
their voice, use keyboard shortcuts and spell-check 
functions, and use braille displays. Similarly, Google 
Slides allows users to create and collaborate on 
presentations with a screen reader and use live cap-
tions and a braille display. Finally, Google’s Jamboard 
is an interactive whiteboard app, allowing users to 
add pictures, written text/drawings, and Post-it notes 
to share ideas effectively.17
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Mainstream Technologies Designed with Accessible Features

Technology Chapter(s) Definition

WeVideo 6, 8 WeVideo is an online video editing software that 
allows users to prepare scripts to tell their digital 
stories. Content is created using video projects with 
an array of editing tools to facilitate revision and 
finalization of digital video stories. This multimedia 
creation platform also facilitates communication in 
teams with its real-time collaboration and screen-
recording features.18

YouTube 3, 5, 6 YouTube is a social media platform and video-sharing 
service that allows users to share, like, comment on, 
and upload videos. YouTube can be accessed on web 
browsers and on mobile devices, allowing users to 
reach YouTube communities through prerecorded 
videos or live streaming. The platform offers auto-
generated subtitles and captions for audiences, where 
users can edit the language, size and color of font, 
and location of text within the video frame.19

Zoom 3, 6, 8 Zoom is an online video telephony software program 
that can be used for video- and audio-based meet-
ings, screen sharing, and instant messaging. Zoom 
offers live transcriptions, closed captioning, keyboard 
shortcuts, and screen reader supports. Users and 
hosts can also spotlight participants using custom 
view, such as a sign language interpreter so they can 
always be in audience view during meetings.20
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for Effective Mainstreaming (Biklen), 

23

ADHD. See Attention deficit/

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)

Adjustable font size, 42

Affect, 42

Agency and voice, 175, 176, 193

Alper, Meryl

accessibility features as determinant 

of technology, 243n19

diverse media affording alternative 

avenues for communication, 103

embracing fluidity between bodies 

and device, 110

Giving Voice, 7

“liminal space” of multiple bodies, 

111

negotiating personhood vis-a-vis 

assistive technologies, 245n44

surveying and conversing early on in 

school year, 189

using digital technologies expands 

communicative possibilities, 114

Alphabetic principle, 33

Alternative teaching, 25

American Sign Language (ASL), 75–76

Am I My Brother’s Keeper? Educational 

Opportunities and Outcomes for Black 

and Brown Boys (Villavicencio), 

172, 176

Anticipatory planning, 35

ASL. See American Sign Language (ASL)

Assistive technologies. See also 

Technology use

assistive technology devices, 38–39

assistive technology services, 39

challenges relating to 

implementation, 256n3

defined, 38

digital features, 200t

digital technologies, 82

environmental modifications, 200t

feasibility and ease of use, 98

linguistic expression, 107–113

mismatch between various interests 

in using digital technologies, 92

mobility aids, 200t

physical technologies, 82
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Assistive technologies (cont.)

software/hardware, 200t

technologies designed to create 

access, 38–40, 215

technologies used at FVA, 215–219 

(see also Technologies used at FVA)

uses, 114

Assistive technology devices, 38–39

Assistive technology services, 39

Attending to language, 35

Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD)

attending to language, 35

self-regulation, 36

Audio voice-over, 42

Augmented and alternative (AAC) 

technologies, 108–113, 175,  

181

Autism

absent audiences, 35

attending to language, 35

autonomy and choice, 68

handwriting fatigue, 43

institutional support, 68

literal thinking, 35

non-preferred topics, 35

self-regulation, 36

teacher mindset, 68

Automaticity, 33

Autonomy and choice, 63–68

active appointments for leadership, 

65–66

allowing students to share work in 

multiple ways, 67

autonomy, defined, 63

classroom placements, 67–68

independence movement, 63

interdependence, 174–175

nonspeaking forms of 

communication, 66

peer-directed leadership, 65–66

self-expression, 66–67

self-regulation exercise, 64–65

special education teachers, 64–65

student expression, 66–67

teacher and student agency, 64–65

transparent approach, 65

Baines, AnnMarie, 8

Behavior chart, 39

“Being in this together,” 171

Beltrán, Elina, 8

Bennett, Cynthia, 165, 166

Biklen, Douglas, 23

Black feminist theory, 168

Book. See Voices on the Margins (Prado/

Warschauer)

Breakout rooms, 121, 122, 124

Brown v. Board of Education, 4, 18–19

Captioning, 43

Carrington, Suzanne. See Schuelka, 

Matthew J., and Suzanne 

Carrington

CAST. See Center for Applied Special 

Technology (CAST)

Cellular technologies used to address 

engagement barriers, 123

Center for Applied Special Technology 

(CAST), 41

Charter schools, 50–51, 238n3

Chatterjee, Dom, 163

Child assent protocol, 206

Choral reading, 83

Civil rights movement (1960s), 23

Class: Living and Learning in the Digital 

Age, The (Livingston/Sefton-Green), 

8, 11

Classroom and school observations, 64, 

207–209

Classroom engagement, 200t

Cliques, 240n37

Closed captioning, 42

Coffee chats, 142
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Collaboration, 173

Collaboration meetings, 113

Collaborative peer communication, 

110–111

Combo-grade configurations, 52, 53

Community Education Fellows 

initiative, 118

Community of care, 172. See also 

Culture of care

Community tutor, 99

Condeluci, Al, 163, 164

Constant comparative method of  

analysis, 213

Content modification, 58

Controlled learning environment, 34

Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities, 4, 20

Co-teaching

alternative teaching, 25

one teach, one assist, 25, 199t

parallel teaching, 25, 199t

station teaching, 25, 199t

team teaching, 25–26, 199t

COVID-19 pandemic

Community Education Fellows 

initiative, 118

expansive shift in use of digital 

technologies, 84

mid-pandemic period (see Returning 

to hybrid and in-person 

instruction)

returning to hybrid and in-person 

instruction, 14

shifting to remote learning (see 

Pandemic-related remote learning)

upending social contract between 

home and school, 124–125

violating social boundaries between 

home and school as separate 

places, 126

weakness and blind spots in 

emergency preparedness, 155

Cranmer, Sue

current policy on inclusion 

undermined by individualism 

within wider society, 164

digital technology use to support 

student’s inclusion and critical 

thinking, 255n8

Disabled Children and Digital 

Technologies, 181

need for more research in areas 

of inclusion and digital literacy 

practices, 255n5

policy enabling society to understand 

its values, 164

technology use in schools tends 

toward the pedestrian, 181

understanding technology as 

mechanism for access, 184

Creativity and innovation

FVA, 53–63

IEP development process, 55–56

instructional leadership, 60–62

interdependence, 172–174

presumed competence, 57–59

push-in services, 56–57

recruitment and onboarding of staff, 

62–63

team teaching, 54–55

Crenshaw, Kimberle, 167

Critical disability theory, 223n21

Cultural brokers, 76–77

Cultural wealth, 181, 255n9

Culture of care, 141–145. See also 

Community of care

Culture of kindness

acceptance of student’s verbal 

exclamation as legitimate 

communication, 69

“contagious” nature of inclusivity 

and kindness, 73

developing kindness being 

incremental process, 71–72
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Culture of kindness (cont.)

“doing friendship,” 72

empathy and care, 72

helpful prompting behaviors, 70–71

inclusive schoolyard behaviors, 73

interdependence, 176

normalization of neurodiverse  

behaviors, 71

pandemic-related remote learning, 

141

paraprofessionals, 69–70

peer-to-peer modeling, 70

perception of kindness at FVA, 71–73

protective factors, 72

social capital, 70

wider lens of acceptance, 73

Curricular adjustments, 79

Decoding, 37

Deficit-based beliefs, 27, 28

Demonstration equipment, 200t

Demystifying Disability (Ladau), 9

Desktop publishing, 44

Details of FVA study. See Research 

methodology

Determinist perspectives, 10

Differentiated instruction, 78

Differentiated technology use, 97, 98

Digital alarm, 82, 83

Digital cloud tools, 154

Digital equity gap, 94

Digital inclusion, 186

Digital storytelling, 132, 190–191

Digital technologies, 82. See also 

Assistive technologies; Mainstream 

technologies; Technology use

Digital writing, 92

Digital Youth with Disabilities (Alper), 7

Directed content analysis, 213

Disability justice movement, 22

Disability rights movements, 22

Disability studies, 7

Disability Visibility (Wong), 9

Disabled Children and Digital 

Technologies: Learning the Context 

of Inclusive Education (Cranmer), 7, 

9, 181

Disabled students. See Students with 

disabilities

Distractibility, 36

“Doing friendship,” 72

Down syndrome

autonomy and choice, 68

defined, 100

embodiment of voice, 108–110

misconceptions about literacy 

practices, 100

protected under IDEA, 100

self-regulation, 36

EBP. See Evidence-based practices (EBPs)

Ecological and relational nature of 

practices and customs, 172, 

254n51

Ecological perspectives in education 

program implementation, 239n20

EdTech. See Educational technology 

(EdTech)

Education

access to, 20

ecological perspectives in education 

program implementation, 239n20

inclusive pedagogical supports for 

learning, 242n3

invasion of privacy, 124–127

“mismatch” between teaching 

population and diverse student 

populations, 126

Educational anthropology, 8

Educational game apps, 87

Educational technology (EdTech), 40

Education anthropology, 8

Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act, 4, 20, 22

Electronic keyboard, 43

Elmo, 151
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Embedded case-study approach, 196

Embodiment of voice, 108–110

Empathy, 111

Empathy and care, 72

Empirical studies, 31

Endless Alphabet, 188, 216

Environmental modifications, 200t

Epic

brief description, 216

grounded in principles of universal 

design for learning (UDL), 41

reading, 90

“read to me” function, 106

Equity and social justice, 17

Ethnographic approach, 197

Everyday Speech

brief description, 216

digital social communication and 

socio-emotional skills video, 112f

social skills video about empathy, 111

Evidence-based practices (EBPs), 19

Excluded by Choice: Urban Students 

with Disabilities in the Education 

Marketplace (Waitoller), 8

Existential crisis, 119

Eye tracking, 37, 44

FaceTime

acceptable form of communication 

between staff, 122

assisting families with their home 

Internet connectivity, 123

brief description, 218

mitigating isolation, 142

staff connecting with each other and 

offering care, 142

Feasibility and ease of use, 98

Feminism, 168

First-cycle of coding, 212

First-responder families, 143–145, 156

Flip

audio recording, 132

brief description, 216

Flipgrid, 216. See also Flip

Full inclusion environments, 18

“Full inclusion mindset,” 61

Future Visions Academy (FVA), 13, 49–79

all forms of communication being 

equally valued, 111

American Sign Language (ASL), 75–76

autonomy and choice, 63–68 (see also 

Autonomy and choice)

charter school, 50

collaboration as ecosystem, 54–55

collaboration meetings, 113

combo-grade configurations, 52, 53

content modification, 58

creativity and innovation, 53–63

cultural brokers, 76–77

curricular adjustments, 79

differentiated instruction, 78

“doing friendship,” 72

family perspectives on 

intersectionality, 77–79

focus of FVA’s piloting years, 86

founder and executive director 

(Dr. Tully), 54–55, 60–61, 189

“full inclusion mindset,” 61

general description (overview), 

205–206

IEP development process, 55–56

instructional leadership, 60–62

instructional philosophy, 52

integration of service providers into 

classroom, 53

interdependent approach to 

inclusion, 54, 170–177

intersectional vision of inclusive 

education, 73–79

investigating inclusive education (see 

Research methodology)

kindness, 69–73 (see also Culture of 

kindness)

meeting children at their “level,” 78

mismatch between various interests 

in using digital technologies, 92
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Future Visions Academy (cont.)

modeling social skills, 58

multilingual language support, 

74–79, 241n41

multiple identities, 74, 75

normalization of neurodiverse behav

iors, 71

paraprofessionals, 52 (see also 

Paraprofessionals)

peer-to-peer modeling, 56, 70

positioning of student achievement, 

61

presumed competence, 57–59

“progress is progress,” 62

provision of service, 57

push-in services, 56

recruitment, 62–63, 205–206

school demographics, 202, 202t

school handbook, 52, 74

school’s mission, 52

“starting over,” 62–63

team teaching, 51–52, 53, 54–55

technologies used at FVA, 215–219 

(see also Technologies used at FVA)

tension between adherence and 

letting go, 61

two campus sites, expansion to,  

157

very close-knit community of caring, 

158

FVA. See Future Visions Academy (FVA)

FVA Parent Handbook, 52, 74

Garcia, Antero, 8, 181, 255n7, 255n9

Ghosh, Sumita, 8

Giving Voice: Mobile Communication, 

Disability and Inequality (Alper), 7, 

9, 11. See also Alper, Meryl

Global Directions in Inclusive Education 

(Schuelka/Carrington), 8, 9

Global Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 

2015), 20

Global problems, 178

Good Reception: Teens, Teachers, and 

Mobile Media in a Los Angeles School 

(Garcia), 8, 181, 255n7, 255n9

Google Classroom

increased number of users in schools, 

149

observing asynchronous classroom 

practice, 115

responding to questions regarding 

assignments, 131

two teachers granting author remote 

access to their platforms, 209

Google Docs

brief description, 218

editing and revision, 44, 107

speech-to-text functions, 105

spell checking, 105

transitioning to writing using 

Chromebook, 106

very good skill to have, 154

writing, 43

Google Slides

brief description, 218

used to anchor all of FVA’s lessons, 154

very good skill to have, 154

Google Suite, 43

Google Translate, 138

Google Workspace, 84, 91, 218

Graham, Steve, 34

Great Society, 23

G Suite, 218. See also Google Workspace

Guiding research questions, 197–198

Hand-over-hand approach, 110

Handwriting fatigue, 43, 44

Harris, Karen, 34

Hearing impairment, 43

Helpful prompting behaviors, 70–71

Higashida, Naoki, 22

High-tech tools, 39, 108

Historical overview, 18–20, 22–23

Hobbies and interests, 133

Holding spaces, 84
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“How” of learning, 41

Humanizing education movement,  

119

IDEA. See Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA)

Identity-first language, 9–10

IEP. See Individualized education plan 

(IEP)

If You Give a Mouse a Cookie (Numeroff), 

64

Inclusion models

co-teaching, 25–26 (see also 

Co-teaching)

wide range of possibilities, 24

“inclusion” vs. “inclusive,” 18, 166

Inclusive classrooms, 10, 167

Inclusive education, 12, 17–30

additional personnel (i.e., school 

psychologists, supplemental aides), 

19

barriers to teacher professional 

development and support, 29–30

Brown v. Board of Education, 18–19

burden of, shared at school, district, 

state, and national levels, 24

challenges to overcome, 26–30

co-teaching, 25–26

deficit-based beliefs, 27, 28

defined, 17, 18

differentiated instruction, 78

equity and social justice, 17

evidence-based practices (EBPs), 19

feasibility of fully inclusive 

environment, 28–29

framework for understanding 

inclusive digital pedagogy across 

contexts, 185f

full inclusion environments, 18

historical overview, 18–20, 22–23

importance, 17–18

“inclusion” vs. “inclusive,” 18

inclusive instructional supports, 17

inclusive technology use across 

disability, 169f

independence movement, 21–22

individualized education plan (IEP), 

19, 24

Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), 19

integration of paraprofessionals 

into curriculum planning and 

implementation, 173

interdependence, 170

key principles of inclusive schools, 23

lack of institutional resources, 

infrastructure, and support, 30

least restrictive environment (LRE), 19

mainstreaming movement, 23

medical model of disability, 20–21

methods of investigation (see 

Research methodology)

models of, 24–26

moral question/moral imperative, 23

normalizing use of assistive features 

in digital technologies to support 

students’ LLT practices, 187

other social justice movements, 22

parent perceptions of inclusion, 28

protective spaces, 176

questions of equity and access, 26

reform based on restructuring school 

environment, not remediation of 

students, 27

Salamanca Statement, 20

social models of disability, 21

student perceptions of inclusion, 

28–29

teacher perceptions of inclusion, 29

teachers designing lessons to be more 

inclusive, rather than building 

inclusion after the fact, 174

“ungraded classrooms,” 22

US counterpoint to discussion of 

inclusiveness in international 

context, 18
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Inclusive education (cont.)

variability in implementation 

resulting in affordances and 

challenges, 26

vulnerability and inter-reliance,  

171

Inclusive instructional practices, 10

Inclusive instructional supports, 17

Inclusive Language Education and Digital 

Technology (Beltrán et al.), 8

Inclusive schoolyard behaviors, 73

Inclusive supports for literacy, 5

Independence movement, 21–22, 63, 

163–164

Individualism, 164

Individualized education plan (IEP)

collaboration across various members 

of IEP teams, 174

defined, 19

district and state reporting 

requirements, 131

IDEA requirements, 19

IEP development process, 55–56

implementation of inclusive 

practices, 24

prioritizing IEP goals that could be 

supported at home, 130

Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA), 4, 19, 22, 34, 100

Information recall (working memory), 

34

Innovation. See Creativity and 

innovation

In-person classroom observations, 64, 

207–209

In-person LLT practices, 79. See also LLT 

practices at FVA

Instant messaging, 122–123

Instructional leadership, 60–62

Instructional technology, 200t

Instructional videos, 129, 139

Intentional cultivation of literacy 

practices, 92–96, 99

Interdependence, 14–15, 161–178

assessing participant moves to 

support inclusion, 166–167

autonomy and choice, 174–175

“being in this together,” 171

commitment to intentionally work, 

play and learn together, 170

community of care, 172

creativity and innovation, 172–174

culture of kindness, 176

defined, 161

empowerment framework for 

acknowledging work done by 

disabled people, 166

global problems, 178

heuristic for how accessible a 

situation is with regard to 

contextual factors, 165

independence movement, 163–164

interaction of personal contingencies 

across multiple axes of difference, 

168

intersectionality, 167–168, 177

marrying “inclusion as act” with 

“interdependence as engagement,” 

167

medical model of disability, 162

multiple simultaneous actions 

and practices with classroom 

environment, 170

multiple types of access support, 165

negotiating social encounters with 

each other, 71

relational and contextual nature of 

people’s engagement with each 

other, 180

relational nature of simultaneous 

actions and behaviors, 165

relationship building, 164, 165

sharing burden of problem solving 

together, 171

social capital (see Social capital)

social models of disability, 162–163
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technology use across disability, 

168–169

understanding ways that inclusion 

occurs in school communities, 67

using interdependence as framework 

for assessing, adopting, and 

exploring, 166

vulnerability and inter-reliance, 171

“Interdependency (Excerpts from 

Several Talks)” (Mingus), 164

Intersectionality, 73–79, 167–168, 177

iPad, 108

Isolation, 142

IXL

brief description, 217

grounded in principles of universal 

design for learning (UDL), 41

Jamboard, 218

Johnson, Lyndon B., 23

Jones, Jane, 8

Just-in-time messaging, 122–123

Kahoot

brief description, 217

fun to use and highlight of student’s 

day, 88

working memory/information recall, 

87

Kindness. See Culture of kindness

Ladau, Emily, 9, 22

LAMP

AAC applications, 39

augmentative and alternative (AAC) 

applications, 39

brief description, 215

embodiment of voice, 108–110, 162

speech-to-text software, 40

text-to-speech software, 39

using LAMP in small-group settings 

to engage with classmates, 108–110, 

162

Language, literacy, and technology (LLT)

FVA (see LLT practices at FVA)

inclusive LLT practices at schools - 

success and challenges, 180–181

LLT practices, defined, 81, 179

practical questions, 183–184

research questions, 183

sociocultural interrelations, 81, 

241n1

Language Acquisition through Motor 

Planning. See LAMP

Leap of faith, 102

Learning. See Education

Learning hubs, 117

Learning pods, 118

Learning to read, 32

Least restrictive environment (LRE), 19

Lexia

brief description, 217

grounded in principles of universal 

design for learning (UDL), 41

literacy skills at home, 96

phonological awareness, 88

rhyming words, 88

supporting early language and 

literacy goals, 83

working memory/information recall, 

87

Library, 93, 94

“Liminal space” of multiple bodies, 111

Linguistic expression, 39, 107–113

Literacy activities, 199t

Literacy apps, 188

Literacy studies, 7

Literal thinking, 35

Little Mermaid storybook, 75

Livingstone, Sonia, 8

LLT practices at FVA, 13–14, 81–114

AAC interventions, 108–113

choral reading, 83

classroom use of LLT tools, 82–90

collaborative peer communication, 

110–111
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LLT practices at FVA (cont.)

community tutor, 99

concerted cultivation practices, 

92–96, 243n21

descriptive overview, 82–85

differentiated technology use, 97, 98

digital alarm, 82, 83

digital equity gap, 94

digital writing, 92

disabled children (creators and 

writers), 102–107

disabled children (LLT practices at 

home), 98–100

disabled children (misconceptions 

about skills), 100–102

educational game apps, 87

embodiment of voice, 108–110

feasibility and ease of use, 98

Google Workspace, 91

hand-over-hand approach, 110

holding spaces, 84

home use of assistive technologies, 

92–100

intentional cultivation of literacy 

practices, 92–96, 99

keeping portion of class 

autonomously occupied, 84

leap of faith, 102

limited financial resources, 95

linguistic expression, 107–113

LLT practices, defined, 81

LLT preferences, 85–92

making agency and participation visi

ble, 111–113, 114

multimodality to support expression, 

103–105

peer modeling, 100

physical/digital technologies, 

defined, 82

physical manipulatives, 82

productivity, 94, 97

promoting joy of reading, 99

public library, 93, 94

reading physical books, 91

rhyming words, 88

self-guided literacy skills review, 

83–84

structured routines, 93

student perspectives, 87–92

teacher preferences, 85–87

typing, 86

video gaming, 97

writing proficiency, 86

writing with pencil and paper, 86, 89

Loneliness and disconnect, 146–147

Low-tech tools, 39, 108

LRE. See Least restrictive environment 

(LRE)

Mainstreaming movement, 23

Mainstream technologies, 42–44. See 

also Technology use

academic instruction, 43

FaceTime, 218

facilitating writing production, 43–44

Google Workspace, 218

reading comprehension and fluency, 

44

WeVideo, 219

YouTube, 219

Zoom, 219

Marketization, 164

Matthew effect, 33

Medical model of disability, 20–21, 162

Meeting children at their “level,” 78

Mental health, 135, 141, 143

Methods of investigating inclusive 

education. See Research 

methodology

Mexican culture, 94

Meyer, Anne, 41

Mid-pandemic period. See Returning to 

hybrid and in-person instruction

Mid-tech tools, 39

Mingus, Mia, 9, 22, 163, 164–165, 166

“minimally speaking,” 66
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Mobility aids, 200t

Modeling social skills, 58

Moral question/moral imperative, 23

Morning meetings, 141–142

Morning recess, 152

Multilingual students

American Sign Language (ASL), 75–76

comfort using English during in-

person vs. online instruction, 140

cultural brokers bridging language 

gaps between student and parents, 

76

cultural push to socialize children as 

helpers, 1441

family perspectives on 

intersectionality, 77–78

framing and valuation of English as 

dominant language, 138

Google Translate, 138

intersecting needs across language 

and disability, 74–79, 241n41

major of student population at FVA 

being of Latino descent, 137

older students helping their younger 

siblings, 140–141

remote learning, 137–141

Multimodality, 103–105

Multiple identities, 74, 75

Multiple means of action and 

expression, 42

Multiple means of engagement, 42

Multiple means of representation, 41–42

Multiple types of access support, 165

Nash, Jennifer C., 168

National Alliance for Public Charter 

Schools, 50–51

National Council on Disability (NCD), 4

National Longitudinal Transition Study-

2, 17

National Research Council, 32

NCD. See National Council on Disability 

(NCD)

Neoliberalism, 164

Neurodiversity movement, 22

No Child Left Behind Act, 19

Non-inclusive classrooms, 10

Non-preferred topics, 35

“nonspeaking,” 66

Nonspeaking forms of communication, 

66

Non-text content, 42

“nonverbal,” 66

Normalization of neurodiverse behav

iors, 71

Occupational therapy, 199t

One teach, one assist, 25, 199t

One-to-one Chromebooks, 117, 152

One-to-one laptop programs, 256n3

Open-ended play, 42

Out-groups, 240n37

Pandemic-related remote learning, 

14, 115–147. See also COVID-19 

pandemic

affordances/challenges made visible 

in eye of camera, 124

awareness of students’ personal 

circumstances and barriers to 

access, 125–126

breakout rooms, 121, 122, 124

cancellation of significant cele

brations and events, 145

cellular technologies used to address 

engagement barriers, 123

children’s perspectives of schooling, 

145–147

coffee chats, 142

communication at FVA becoming 

more fluid, just-in-time, and 

informal, 122

connection at FVA, 115–116

creating proper learning environment 

at home, 137

culture of care, 141–145
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Pandemic-related remote learning (cont.)

culture of kindness, 141

digital storytelling, 132

disappearance of social peer-to-peer 

interaction, 147

establishing expectations online 

schooling being in fact “real 

school,” 128

existential crisis, 119

first-responder families, 143–145

forced revisioning of role of digital 

technology, 117

increased visibility of students’ lives 

and homes, 125–126

increased visibility of teacher 

practice, 124–125

in-depth discussion of remote 

learning at FVA, 257n9

just-in-time emergency measures, 117

just-in-time messaging, 122–123

lack of guidance from state/federal 

levels regarding provision of 

services, 131

loneliness and disconnect, 146–147

mental health, 135, 141, 143

morning meetings, 141–142

multilingual students, 137–141 (see 

also Multilingual students)

one-to-one Chromebooks, 117

opportunities for connection and 

relationship building, 132–133

parents as teachers in remote 

learning, 133–137

physical space needed for remote 

learning, 137

professional work obligations vs. 

managing children’s behavior 

while attending “school,” 134

provider-created instructional videos, 

129

“reformed” parents who were 

initially ambivalent about value of 

technologies, 136

reprioritizing essential learning goals, 

119

school meetups, 142

shifting range of acceptable remote 

school behaviors, 128

shifting staff attitudes as to possible 

uses of technology, 131

shifting what it means to be 

inclusive, 129

shifting what it means to be in 

school, 127–129

shifts in boundaries and roles, 117

Spring Jam talent show, 145

staff who were also parents, 142–143

stories of families who benefited from 

remote learning, 122

students’ hobbies and interests, 133

students’ socio-emotional states, 118

students turning off camera at 

“sensitive” times, 127

synchronous and asynchronous 

technologies, 120–122

tutoring and enrichment programs, 

117–118

virtual check-in, 123

virtual one-to-one sessions with 

students and small groups, 130

willingness to return to in-person 

schooling, 145

Parallel teaching, 25, 199t

Paraprofessionals

collaboration with, preemptively 

being built into teacher and staff 

preparation time, 174

cultural brokers, 76–77

incorporating digital tools into 

students’ writing practices, 107

integration of, into curriculum 

planning and implementation, 173

making asynchronous video content, 

139

pivoting to meet school community 

needs, 129
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positive reception vis-a-vis digital 

technologies, 189

shifting what it means to provide 

services, 129–131

station teaching, 52

universal design for learning (UDL), 

139

work experience, 205

PECS

brief description, 215

collaborative peer communication, 

110–111

goal, 40

mid-tech tool, 39, 108

Pedagogy. See Education

Peer-directed discussion, 65

Peer-to-peer modeling (peer modeling), 

56, 70, 101, 170

Person-first language, 10

Perspective taking, 35

Phonological awareness, 33, 44, 88

Phonological processing, 33

Physical manipulatives, 82

Physical technologies, 82

Picture Exchange Communication 

System. See PECS

Play, 73

Playground, 152

Playground culture studies, 73

Positioning of student achievement, 61

Prado, Yenda, 8–9. See also Voices on the 

Margins (Prado/Warschauer)

Presumption of competence, 27, 57–59, 

114, 174

Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 

Children, 32

Processes of social reproduction, 192

Prodigy

brief description, 217

literacy skills at home, 96

Productivity, 94, 97

Professional development, 30, 31, 61, 

174, 189–191

“Progress is progress,” 62

Proloquo2Go

AAC applications, 39

amplifying student’s voice within 

classroom community, 175

augmentative and alternative (AAC) 

applications, 39

brief description, 215

centering disabled students as 

agentive participants, 113

impacting how staff viewed student’s 

competencies, 114

interview of Madeline, 188

making agency and participation visi

ble, 111–113

speech-generating device, 40

synthetic speech feedback software, 

40

text-to-speech software, 39

Protective factors, 72

Protective spaces, 176

Provision of service, 57

Psychiatric survivors movement, 22

Public library, 93, 94

Pullout services, 56

Push-in services, 56

Reading

alphabetic principle, 33

automaticity, 33

challenging features of academic 

reading, 32

decoding, 37

eye tracking, 37, 44

learning to read, 32

mainstream technologies, 43, 44

Matthew effect, 33

needs of students with disabilities, 

32–34

NRC landmark report, 32

phonological processing, 33

physical books, 91

promoting joy of reading, 99
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Reading (cont.)

reading to learn, 32

successful readers, characteristics of, 

32–33

technology use, 37

text comprehension, 37

word identification, 37

working memory, 34

Reading to learn, 32

Reading/writing intervention, 199t

“Read to me” function, 43, 106

ReadWorks, 217

Receptive language needs, 35

Recruitment, 62–63, 205–206

Relationship building, 164, 165

Remote learning. See Pandemic-related 

remote learning

Research methodology, 195–213

analysis, 213–213

analytic memos, 213

audio recording, transcribing, and 

anonymizing, 197

child assent protocol, 206

constant comparative method of 

analysis, 213

content analysis, 213

data sources collected using 

protocols, 206

de-identification using pseudonyms, 

197

embedded case-study approach, 196

embedded units of analysis, 197t

ethnographic approach, 197

family interview participants, 202–

203, 203t

family interviews, 211–212

first- and second-cycle coding, 212

follow-up interviews, 210, 212

Google Classroom platforms, 209

guiding research questions, 197–198

interview protocol items, 201

modified application of Weber 

protocol, 213

observation protocol items, 199–200t

participants, 202–205

piloting observation protocol, 198

protocol development, 198–202

recruitment, 205–206

reliability and validity concerns,  

213

researcher bias, 213

research-practice partnership, 196

respondent validation, 213

school and classroom observations, 

207–209

school demographics, 202, 202t

selection of FVA as study site, 

195–213

shifting to remote fieldwork (spring 

2020), 115 (see also Pandemic-

related remote learning)

sources of data, 206–212

staff interviews, 209–211

staff participants, 203–205

study design, 196–197

TDOP, 198

triangulation, 213

trustworthiness of study, 213

truthfulness and validity, 213

Research-practice partnership, 115, 189, 

196

Restrictive reporting requirements,  

30

Returning to hybrid and in-person 

instruction, 14, 149–158

actual mechanics of hybrid classroom 

instruction, 150

digital cloud tools, 154

Elmo, 151

families and instructional staff who 

chose to leave FVA, 152, 153

family expectations for 2021–2022 

year, 156–157

hybrid instruction at FVA, 150–152

mixed feelings, 155

morning recess, 152
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parental concerns about physical 

and socio-emotional well-being of 

children, 156

physical layout of hybrid classroom, 

151

planned expansion to two campus 

sites, 157

planned intervention-focused after-

school program, 158

playground, 152

weakness and blind spots in 

emergency preparedness, 155

Rhyming words, 88

Roger, Blair, 23

Rose, David, 41

SAI. See Structured academic instruction 

(SAI)

Sailor, Wayne, 23

Salamanca Statement, 4, 20

School and classroom observations, 64, 

207–209

School meetups, 142

Schuelka, Matthew J., and Suzanne 

Carrington

analysis of UNESCO’s 2015 Global 

Monitoring Report, 20

education anthropology, 8

professional development, 31

reimagining of schools as ecosystems, 

10

universal human right, 3

Screen readability, 44

Second cycle of coding, 212

Seesaw

brief description, 218

putting in your voice, 131

Sefton-Green, Julian, 8

Segregation of Students with Disabilities 

(NCD), 4

Self-advocacy movement, 22

Self-expression, 66–67

Self-guided literacy skills review, 83–84

Self-regulation, 36, 64

Silberman, Steve, 22

Smarty Ants

brief description, 218

home desktop computer, 97

supporting early language and 

literacy goals, 83

“Snug as a bug,” 113

Social acceptance, 29

Social capital

considerate behaviors, 70

defined, 175

full inclusion education programs, 

175

independence movement, 163

interdependence, 170

interdependent approach to 

technology use, 169, 169f

more successful lives, 164

relationship and skill building, 165

Social collaboration and inclusion, 40

Social constructivist theory

challenging all students with rich, 

engaging content, 27

educational environment needing to 

adapt to the child, 23

in depth discussion, 223n22

knowledge constructed from human 

experience, 41

knowledge dependent on processes 

that position school as cultural 

process, 9

knowledge informed by cultural psy

chology and anthropology, 41

presumption of competence, 27

use of frameworks and systems 

that build on competencies of all 

students, 41

Social justice movements, 21–22

Social models of disability, 21, 162–163

Social safety net, 137, 143

Social shaping of technologies, 11

Social skills/behavioral supports, 199t
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Social use approach, 10–11

Sociocultural theories of education, 

learning, and literacy, 6

Sound-effect modifications, 42

Spanish lessons, 139

Special education services, 199t

Special education teachers, 64–65

Speech feedback, 39, 40, 44

Speech therapy, 199t

Speech-to-text software, 39, 43. See also 

Google Docs

Spell checking, 42–44, 105. See also 

Google Docs

Spring Jam talent show, 145

Sprouting shoot, 72

“Starting over,” 62–63

Station teaching, 25, 199t

Structured academic instruction (SAI), 

199t

Structured routines, 93

Student agency and voice, 175, 176, 193

Student autonomy. See Autonomy and 

choice

Student-centered, assets-based 

approach, 7

Student expression, 66–67

Students with disabilities

being at risk of being teased and 

rejected, 29

centering disabled students as 

agentive participants, 113

cliques and out-groups, 240n37

creators and writers, 102–107

hand-drawn picture of student’s 

daddy, 104f

integration of multiple tools to 

support scaffolding in classroom, 

242n2

language and literacy needs—reading, 

32–34 (see also Reading)

language and literacy needs—writing, 

34–36 (see also Writing)

LLT practices at home, 98–100

misconceptions about their skills, 

100–102

myths regarding their emotional 

worlds, 105

receptive language needs, 35

shared history with assistive 

technologies, 4–5

social acceptance, 29

systemic structures, practices, 

and attitudes preventing full 

integration, 172

Study particulars. See Research 

methodology

Synchronous and asynchronous 

technologies, 120–122

Synthetic speech feedback software, 39, 

40, 44

TDOP. See Teaching Dimensions 

Observation Protocol (TDOP)

Teachers

attitude toward education uses of 

technology, 37

perceptions of inclusion, 29

preferences regarding LLT practices at 

FVA, 85–87

professional development, 30

Teaching Dimensions Observation 

Protocol (TDOP), 198

Team teaching, 25–26, 51–52, 53, 

54–55, 199t

Tech Act. See Technology-Related 

Assistance Act for Individuals with 

Disabilities (Tech Act)

Technologies used at FVA, 215–219

Endless Alphabet, 216

Epic, 216

Everyday Speech, 216

FaceTime, 218

Flip, 216

Google Workspace, 218

IXL, 217

Kahoot, 217
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LAMP, 215

Lexia, 217

mainstream technologies with 

accessible features, 218–219

PECS, 215

Prodigy, 217

Proloquo2Go, 215

ReadWorks, 217

Seesaw, 218

Smarty Ants, 218

technologies designed to create 

access, 215

universally designed educational 

technologies, 216–218

WeVideo, 219

YouTube, 219

Zoom, 219

Technology as connection, 115–147. 

See also Pandemic-related remote 

learning

Technology for Inclusion: Special 

Education, Rehabilitation, for All 

(Ghosh), 8

Technology-Related Assistance Act for 

Individuals with Disabilities (Tech 

Act), 38

Technology-supported language and 

literacy, 12–13, 31–45

assistive technologies designed to 

create access, 38–40, 215

assistive technology devices, 38–39

assistive technology services, 39

digital technology to support 

language and literacy, 36–38

future of LLT research, 44–45

high-tech tools, 39

low-tech tools, 39

mainstream technologies with 

accessible features, 42–44, 218–219

mid-tech tools, 39

multiple means of action and 

expression, 42

multiple means of engagement, 42

multiple means of representation, 

41–42

social collaboration and inclusion, 40

universally designed educational 

technologies, 40–42, 216–218

use of specific tool aimed at 

supporting specific academic 

components, 36

use of technology primarily focussing 

on supporting functions of 

classroom, 37

Technology use. See also Assistive 

technologies; Mainstream 

technologies

affordances of digital technologies 

offering power access and 

connection, 192

assessing attitudes of school 

community members being of 

critical importance, 189

barriers to adoption of digital 

technologies, 186–187

digital inclusion, 186

digital storytelling, 190–191

disconnects between home 

and school in uses of digital 

technologies, 188

disparities in teacher and student 

tech utility and use, 255n7

impacts of screens on students’ 

attention and retention, 189

inclusive use of technology, defined, 

184

inconsistencies, related to competing 

priorities in staff uptake and 

training, 186

interdependent approach, 168–169

“processes of social reproduction,” 

192

remote and hybrid uses to support 

connection, 182–183

students’ technology use as source of 

cultural wealth, 255n9
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Technology use (cont.)

use of technology in schools tending 

toward the pedestrian, 181

Text comprehension, 37

Text highlighting, 43

Texting, 122–123

Text-to-speech software, 39, 42–44

Transcription process, 35–36

Transparent approach, 65

Tully, founder and executive director of 

FVA, 54–55, 60–61, 189

Tutoring and enrichment programs, 

117–118

Typing, 86

UDL. See Universal design for learning 

(UDL)

UNESCO. See United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO)

“Ungraded classrooms,” 22

Ungrading movement, 119

United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO), 4, 20

Universal design for learning (UDL), 

41, 139

Universal design principles, 5, 17

Universal human right, 3

Universally designed educational 

technologies, 40–42, 216–218

(Un)Learning Disability (Baines), 8

Variable-oriented questions, 198

Video gaming, 97

Villavicencio, Adriana, 172,  

176

Virtual check-in, 123

Visual animations, 42

Visual calendar, 39

Voices on the Margins (Prado/Warschauer)

approach to disability, language, and 

inclusion, 9–10

approach to intersectionality and 

diversity, 10–11

approach to investigating digital 

technologies, 10–11

argument, 7–8

author positionality, 8–9

book engaged in research on both 

formal and informal learning, 191

book written in response to call 

for more research and policy 

suggestions, 179

central themes, 6

definitions, 10

details of FVA study (see Research 

methodology)

equity and social justice, 17

examining ways in which digital 

technologies can support inclusive 

LLT practices, 192

foundational texts, 7–8

identity-first language, 9–10

illuminating kinds of social 

organization that allow for 

inclusive schools to thrive, 193

in-depth assets-based approach, 7

moral question/moral imperative, 23

narrative organization (chapter map), 

12–15

person-first language, 10

purpose of book, 5–7

purposes of FVA study, 195

social use approach, 10–11

student-centered, assets-based 

approach, 7

technologies studied, 11, 215–219

Vulnerability and inter-reliance, 171

Waitoller, Federico, 8, 50

Warschauer, Mark, 8–9. See also Voices on 

the Margins (Prado/Warschauer)

Weber protocol, 213

WeVideo, 132, 219

“What” of learning, 41
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White, Glen, 163, 164

“Why” of learning, 41

Wong, Alice, 9, 22

Word identification, 37

Word prediction, 42

Word processing software, 43, 44

Work ethic, 94

Working memory, 34

World Conference on Special Needs 

Education (1994), 20

Writing

absent audiences, 35

attending to language, 35

digital tools (disabled students), 

105–107

fine- and gross-motor coordination, 

36

mainstream technologies, 43–44

non-preferred topics, 35

pencil and paper, 86, 89

physically laborious and potentially 

demotivating task, 36

planning and writing a story, 35

proficiency, 86

self-regulation, 36

technology use, 37–38

transcription process, 35–36

YouTube

brief description, 219

increased use of YouTube in US 

classrooms, 43

putting lessons up, 132

Spanish lessons, 139

Zoom

birthday party, 146

brief description, 219

digital forum for remote classroom 

instruction, 182

general and breakout rooms, 121, 122

increased use of YouTube in US 

classrooms, 43

special education teachers’ weekly 

meetings, 129

student using Zoom platform, 120f

synchronous and asynchronous 

digital communications, 121
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