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Rethink Possibilities

Monday, June 20

Teaching Reading That Matters
Category: Literacy
Presenter: Chantra Williams, Co-Presenters: Terrence Williams

People who love to read do not read to prepare for a test, practice a reading 
skill, or answer someone else’s comprehension questions. We are sucking the life 
out of our students with daily drills in text that lack rigor, relevance or relationship. Boys 
grow weary of reading about girls, African-American girls yearn to read stories about African-American 
girls, and special needs students dream about picking up a book and having it be about the struggles 
and anxieties that they face everyday. If we want students to love to read, and develop strong reading 
skills, we must find out what they care about and select texts that allow them to make connections 
with who they are and who they will become. This session will demonstrate the importance of teaching 
students to become proficient listeners and readers, at all ages and levels, through a structured read-
aloud. Participants will learn how to create visual aids, classroom environments, and graphic organizers 
that turn every student into a reader, utilizing text and story to become even stronger readers. We will 
also discuss how this approach might be scaled throughout a building or district to maximize impact and 
learning. In over 10 years of teaching, this is hands-down one of my most effective reading strategies to 
engage all readers and teach comprehension.

Innovation in Formative Assessment or Really Cool Quiz Ideas That Increase 
Accessibility to High School Mathematics (Algebra 1 and beyond)
Category: Math
Presenter: Derek Imboden

Algebra 1 (and higher level high school math) can be a stumbling block for many students for a variety of 
reasons, including disabilities and lack of prerequisite math skills. For many of those students, the quiz 
day induces anxiety, feelings of inadequacy, or confusion.

However, the quiz day can be yet another form of instruction when it is part of a dynamic environment 
where all students, including those with disabilities and those who struggle, have prepared and pressure 
has been reduced so they can really demonstrate their understanding. 

I use a variety of quizzes as a teaching tool in my high school mathematics classroom where my focus is 
often on getting students to work together, share information, and teach and learn from one another. My 
students eventually realize that they can never be sure of what they are going to find when they show up 
on quiz day, but they know they will learn something in a safe and productive environment.

This session will cover a variety of quiz formats used for successfully teaching and assessing high school 
mathematics to diverse student populations in inclusive classrooms.
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Monday, June 20

Game Changer: How Removing Words Removes 
Boundaries
Category: Communication
Presenter: Carolyn O’Hearn, Co-Presenter: Sara Androyna

Defining a student by his/her diagnosis is an easy thing to do, but this often leads 
to overlooking personality and what makes him/her truly unique. With the support of 
administration, Lapeer County Intermediate School District (ISD) is creating a paradigm shift in how they 
are looking at, talking about, and talking to their students, and, as a result, improving collaboration and 
services. Educators and consultants at the ISD are eliminating three terms from their vocabularies that 
quickly define students based on what the students can or cannot do in order to best meet the needs of 
students with complex communication needs.

These terms have been embedded in education for years, and there are barriers to changing the 
language and, in turn, the way of thinking about the students as learners and as people. During this 
breakout, you will hear about the paradigm shift, the three banned terms, and how educators and 
administrators can help motivate their colleagues in believing in the student and focusing on what 
supports they need to succeed (and not the barriers holding them back).

Everybody Needs a Pet Rock!
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Kristin Girbach, Co-Presenter: Heather Kellstrom

There is a new generation of students with different expectations, needs and tech-savviness. To be on the 
cutting-edge of education, Saline Area Schools transformed learning spaces and teaching pedagogy and 
incorporated 21st Century skills to build Next-Gen Classrooms. During this session, learn how to build 
unique learning experiences that tie content, personalization/differentiation through technology, and the 
4Cs (communication, collaboration, creativity & critical thinking) all together. In the breakout session, we’ll 
uncover what this type of instructional planning/implementation/evaluation looks like through a Pet Rock 
project.

Reading and Writing for Students with Cognitive Impairments
Category: Literacy
Presenter: Megan Zell, Co-Presenter: Shannon Eno

This session will highlight a model of literacy instruction that has been implemented at the Traverse Bay 
Area Intermediate School District in classrooms for students with cognitive impairments. The team will 
explain the model and adapted assessment (based on the research of David Koppenhaver and Karen 
Erickson). We will then share specific teaching activities, including video and measured outcomes 
since beginning implementation in 2012. We will highlight student growth and share the bumps 
that we have experienced along the road. 2
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Monday, June 20

Inclusion as a Process for Students and Staff: Addressing 
Complex Communication Needs
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Sarah Vomastek

For two years, I have worked to help integrate a child, who utilizes Pragmatic 
Organization Dynamic Display (PODD) as her primary communication modality, into a 
typical first grade classroom on a part-time basis. I have had the pleasure of working with Ruby for four 
years. She is an amazing little girl, self-determined and cognitively intact, trapped in a body that does 
not work as it should. This session will focus on successes and challenges related to this transition, from 
initial consideration of student needs, to aligning instruction and assistive technologies, to preparing both 
student and staff for this change.  Participants will learn how inclusion has been possible for Ruby and 
begin to consider how they might increase their own students’ access to the general education setting, 
and the social and academic benefits of doing so. Transitioning Ruby into a typical classroom has been a 
wonderful learning experience for both Ruby and myself and she is thriving.

Equity vs Equality: How Technology Can Support All Learners
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Ashlie O’Connor

This talk and and hands-on session will provide the audience with an introduction to how assistive 
technology has altered education and learning for all students. First the audience will experience how 
assistive technology has changed the look of educational practices and then be introduced to the 
foundations of technology-infused learning. During the talk, audience members will experience first-hand 
accounts of assistive technology in practice and view media examples of how learning is supported by the 
use of technology. Participants in the hands-on session will use assistive technology tools and devices. 
Also audience members will have time to create lesson plans or develop ideas on ways technology can 
support learning for all students.

UDL and The Standards: How One District Unpacked it All
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Johnita Porter

In this era of increased accountability and academics for students, how do you ensure students with 
disabilities are not left behind? This session will describe one district’s journey of incorporating Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) into elementary language arts learning targets. You will learn Plymouth-Canton 
Community School’s process of breaking down curriculum standards, determining learning targets and 
incorporating UDL strategies that meet the needs of ALL learners.
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Breakout Session Descriptions 

Elementary Students’ Understanding of Fractions:
Poor Conceptual Knowledge Masked by Correct Answers
Category: Math
Presenter: Nicole Karaboyas

History and research has shown that fractions are the most complex and challenging  
mathematics concept for students to fully understand and it has been revealed that there is a gap 
between students’ conceptual understanding and procedural understanding, meaning that students 
can solve fraction problems with little understanding of the actual mathematics concepts behind them. 
This dissonance foreshadows future mathematical problems for students because fractions build the 
foundation for other mathematical problems, such as probability and algebra. 

The research being presented targeted fifth graders and investigated how well they can complete tasks 
related to the two main conceptualizations of fractions, which is now part of the third grade Common 
Core math curriculum. This study exposes that students were able to successfully use procedures to 
arrive at the correct answer, though many students had difficulty using mathematical concepts to explain 
how they arrived at their answer. Additionally, the research found that students performed better 
comparing fractions than placing fractions on number lines, suggesting a higher proficiency at solving 
tasks measuring part-whole than those related to measurement. 

The majority of the talk will focus on the study’s results with an emphasis on consistent 
misunderstandings and specific case studies.  Examples of student work and quotes from student 
interviews will be discussed and participants will be encouraged to participate and contribute their 
thoughts of how they would mathematically explain their answers.

Participants will leave the session with a stronger understanding of how students are conceptualizing 
fractions and implications for teaching. There will be upper elementary student handouts, activities, and 
teaching fraction strategies available.
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Tuesday, June 21

Act As If They Can (And They Just Might Be Able To)
Category: Literacy
Presenter: Katharine M. Bradd

Participants will learn how one center-based school transitioned from a care 
giving center to an academically rigorous program based on the Common Core 
Essential Elements, including how they got buy in from a large staff; and developed, 
adapted, and accommodated curriculum for students with severe cognitive impairments and severe 
multiple impairments. Participants will begin to consider what a similar shift in mindset might look like in 
their own settings and how they might begin their own similar transitions.

Can I Really Do This? A Journey Toward Ensuring Mathematical Success for All
Category: Math
Presenter: Ann Bingham, Co-Presenters: Rex Pomranka and Carla Suckle

Over the course of the last two years, Berrien County has started the process of implementing 
Response to Intervention (RtI) in mathematics for grades K-8. Through the use of Delta Math screeners 
and intervention lessons, teachers in our county are beginning to change not only the way in which 
they provide support to our learners who are most at risk, but also the way in which they deliver core 
instruction. In this session, participants will hear the story of our triumphs, challenges, and next steps as 
we attempt to ensure that all children can achieve success in mathematics. Specifically we will address 
how to prioritize standards and efficiently utilize data to make instructional decisions. Finally, we will 
discuss the role of the concrete-representational-abstract (CRA) approach to instruction and Number 
Talks in ensuring that conceptual understanding ultimately yields procedural fluency.

The Total Package: Blending AAC & Sign Language for Optimal Supports
Category: Communication
Presenter: Rachael Langley, Co-Presenter: Kelly Dunham

Teams are sometimes torn on which approach to put in place for students who are emergent 
communicators. Join Kelly & Rachael as they discuss a case study where the student’s hearing status was 
unknown and possibly inconsistent.

As the team debated whether sign language or symbol supports via Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) would be best, Kelly & Rachael joined forces to implement a blended program 
where vocabulary was introduced using speech, sign language, and voice-output AAC. The presentation 
will also discuss the importance of defining “total communication” when designing solutions for students. 
Participants will learn how to maximize collaboration across disciplines to design solutions for students, 
build a personal sign dictionary and engage implementation teams across both home and school 
settings.
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Tuesday, June 21

Helping Parents Navigate Special Education: The Fine Line 
Between Fear and Hope
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Sandee Koski, Co-Presenter: Kelly Orginski

Michigan Alliance for Families (MAF) grew from a grassroots effort, started by 
two mothers of children with disabilities, to ensure that all students received school 
services that kept them on a path toward realizing their full potential as adults. All MAF staff have family 
members with disabilities and understand that line between fear and hope which parents carry with 
them throughout the lives of their children.  MAF knows that parents of children with Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs) need access to accurate information and support, as well as strong collaborative 
relationships with school personnel who educate their children on a daily basis. This session will focus 
on the parent experience and how teachers and administrators might approach difficult conversations 
with parents, families, and advocates that arise concerning supports and services, particularly in IEP 
team meetings. Participants will also learn about Michigan Alliance for Families, including their mission, 
services, and role in the special education process.

Strengthening Tier 1 Instruction Through Literacy in the Content Areas
Category: Literacy
Presenter: Brandy Archer, Co-Presenter: Victor Bugni

When students of any grade struggle with the reading, writing, and communicating in content areas, 
learning can be more difficult than it needs to be. There are many solutions available to teachers 
that assist students in overcoming these barriers and accessing deep learning and thinking in Tier 1 
instruction, before intervention or new programs need to be considered. This presentation will focus on 
motivating educators to use some of these tools while providing free resources to make this happen. 
Student motivation, attention to culturally responsive teaching, and social emotional learning will be 
considered as well. During the breakout session presenters and participants will explore additional 
solutions to barriers that students face in being able to access the knowledge of content area subjects 
and enhance their literacy skills.

Total Participation Techniques
Category: General Interest
Presenter: Amanda Brennan

How do you keep all of your students actively engaged and participating in class? Come discover several 
Total Participation Techniques that you can use every day in the classroom to ensure that every student 
is learning at their maximum potential. The Total Participation Techniques that we will cover will allow 
you to foster collaboration during class and can be used as easy formative assessment.
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Tuesday, June 21

Three Years In: Changing the Communication 
Environment for Students with 
Complex Communication Needs
Category: Communication 
Presenter: Tamra Beaver, Co-Presenter: Kristen Tonello

Three years into a massive shift in the way we approach helping students with complex 
communication needs, what did we do and how did we get here? Today, we have students in our 
center-based classrooms who had very limited or no expressive language when we began, now using 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) to ask questions like, “When?” make comments like, 
“Look, we’re wearing the same color shirt,” and say things to their parents like, “I’m sick. I want to stay 
home.” This did not happen overnight. It took a lot of training, refocus, and re-thinking about the way 
we talk to our students at school and the way we provide communication interventions and supports. 
Three years in, it is still not perfect. We still have a long way to go. But we have already seen a great shift 
in how our students are responding to communication intervention, and also how our staff is viewing 
our students with complex communication needs and in the potential they see in these students as 
eventually becoming competent communicators. It’s not about choosing the right AAC system. It’s about 
teaching COMMUNICATION.  Participants will deepen their understanding of the experience of students 
with complex communication needs in a traditionally taught classroom, why changes in services need to 
be made, and how to initiate those changes.

Urban Gardening for Exceptional Students: Creating the Model School Garden Program
Category: General Interest 
Presenter: Michael Craig

This presentation walks participants through innovative teaching techniques designed to accommodate 
students with multiple disabilities using differentiated methods and adaptive equipment carefully chosen 
in order to provide each student the opportunity to participate and gain valuable vocational skills. This 
comprehensive program, which allows access to fresh produce for students, families and surrounding 
community through its on-site, in-school farm stand, includes the Detroit School Garden Collaborative 
(DSGC). The DSGC, run by the Detroit Public Schools (DPS) Office of School Nutrition, provides for school 
gardens at 72 DPS schools, featuring educational lessons tailored around state and federal science 
benchmarks, with the resulting produce grown being processed through district culinary programs and 
served in the school lunch program. This award winning teacher (Michigan Lottery’s 2015-16 Excellence in 
Education Educator of the Year and 2015-16 MDE Michigan Teacher of the Year Finalist) will describe the 
techniques and plans for creating what is now the largest center-based school market garden program 
in the country. Different garden types, unique planting strategies, obtaining grant funding, developing 
corporate partners, and staff/parent/community involvement will also be discussed.
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Tuesday, June 21

An Alternate View of School Improvement -
Shifting Perspecitves
Category: General Interest
Presenter: David Taylor

Decades beyond “A Nation at Risk” we are still managing our schools, classrooms, and  
lessons using an antiquated mindset appropriate for a burgeoning industrial age when education sorted 
and tracked students by “ability.”  In order for our improvement efforts, that mandate success for every 
student, to take root and grow, we as educators must make a fundamental shift in our perspective of 
how we manage and make decisions.

In this session, attendees will learn and have fun so that they can make a difference!  Attendees will 
participate in a simulation of a system where some are workers (students), others inspectors (teachers), 
and others observers.  We will collect performance data and examine our system using an alternate view 
of current perspectives.

Information presented in this session is based on W. Edward Deming’s work on systems, particularly 
four “lenses” that make up what he called a “system of profound knowledge,” including understanding 
variation, appreciation of systems, theory of knowledge, and human psychology.  Participants will gain a 
deeper understanding of these lenses and gain experiential knowledge, through the simulation, about 
the implications of Deming’s work for today’s schools and classrooms.
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Wednesday, June 22

Discover, Design, Deliver
Presenter: Jeff McCormick

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is an approach to designing flexible 
curriculum, instruction, and materials that are accessible to all students. 
The session will introduce the principles of UDL and present information on a 
framework to reduce barriers and maximize learning opportunities for all students.

The beauty of UDL is that it is not just another initiative to add on to the ever increasing list. The 
framework brings learning initiatives together and provides strategies for successfully integrating them 
into the day-to-day curriculum. The UDL framework supports initiatives that are already in place in 
schools, including Race to the Top, Response to Intervention, Common Core, and 21st Century Learning.

Participants will leave with an understanding of the UDL framework, tools, and resources that support 
learning, and have access to content professionals.

Enhancing Mathematics Instruction for Students with Learning Difficulties (Grades 
6-8): 1-Day Preview of a Professional Learning Opportunity
Presenters: Emily Fagan, Kate Fanelli, and Gary Money

This session, a sampling of the 3-day course, Enhancing Mathematics Instruction for Students with 
Learning Difficulties, provides an approach and strategies to support the math learning of middle school 
students who struggle, particularly those with learning disabilities, and focuses on ways to strengthen 
collaboration between math and special education teachers. This session will provide an overview of 
the 3-day course, will help districts and buildings decide if the course aligns with local need, and deepen 
participants’ understanding of the kinds of difficulties students have with mathematics, with a focus on 
content related to expressions and equations.

Getting to Know the Delta Math Response to Intervention (RtI) Program
Presenter: Mike Klavon

Participants are invited to take a laptop or tablet to this session where they will learn how to access and 
use the Delta Math tier 2 intervention lessons and progress monitoring resources to provide research-
based effective tiered instruction in their own settings and explore how schools across Michigan use the 
Delta Math RtI Program to provide a multi-tiered system of supports for mathematics.

The Ottawa Area Intermediate School District provides over 200 elementary, middle, and high schools 
across the state of Michigan Delta Math online resources to screen all students and identify those who 
need tier 2 and tier 3 math intervention. With the support of the Michigan’s Integrated Mathematics 
Initiative (Mi)2, implementation guides and professional development was created and delivered 
to all schools requesting support in Michigan. 

Description continues on page 10. 9
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Wednesday, June 22

Continued: Getting to Know the Delta Math Response to 
Intervention (RtI) Program
Currently, (Mi)2 is supporting a team of regional math consultants to 
develop tier 2 intervention lessons for each Delta Math readiness standard. 
These lessons were informed by the evidence-based recommendations 
provided by the Institute of Education Sciences and include:
• explicit instruction that is systematic,
• instruction on solving word problems,
• visual representation of mathematical ideas;
• frequent progress monitoring
• and, include motivational strategies such as personal goal setting.

Day 1: I Hate to Write! Increasing Academic Achievement of Reluctant Writers
(Day 1 of 2-day offering)
Presenters: Kathy Oehler and Cheryl Boucher

This full day workshop, presented by a Speech Language Pathologist (SLP) and an Occupational 
Therapist (OT), will address the unique difficulties individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and 
related disorders, face when they are asked to write. The presenters will review brain imaging research 
highlighting reasons why individuals with ASD struggle with the writing process.  The presenters will 
share frustrations frequently expressed by teachers as they try to help students meet Common Core 
Academic Standards for Writing:  “He has good ideas but he can’t transfer them to paper”, “He can’t 
seem to stay on topic”, “He shuts down every time he picks up a pencil”. The presenters will address the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5) eligibility criteria and how it 
may impact support services for students who have written expression challenges.  Using an interactive 
format, the presenters will demonstrate how language, organization, sensory, and motor strategies for 
writing can be incorporated into educational practices, Response to Intervention (RtI), Positive Behavior 
Supports, Individual Education Plans (IEPs), and behavior plans to increase academic and behavioral 
success.  The presenters will demonstrate ways in which technology and Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) can be utilized to enhance skill development with reluctant writers. Combining best practice skills 
of an SLP and an OT, the presenters will offer practical procedures for increasing student achievement 
throughout the school environment.

Supporting Meaningful, Autonomous Communication in the Classroom
Presenter: Rachael Langley

Communication opportunities are abundant in every classroom. Some opportunities to communicate 
are planned while others are spontaneous or implied. How can we best meet the intentional and 
spontaneous communication needs of EVERY learner? This session will explore a variety of 
supports from broad, universal supports to specific accommodations for students with complex 
communication needs. Participants will learn how to support autonomous communication and 
leave with strategies to put in place right away. 10
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English Language Arts for Students with Low Incidence 
Disabilities
Presenters: Katherine Bradd, Amanda Southward, and Jean Fuller

Three teachers from a center program in the Detroit area will discuss teaching 
English Language Arts to students with severe impairments. They will review their 
philosophy of teaching students with low-incidence disabilities, the evolution from a 
care-based facility to a program of academic rigor, and specific strategies, examples and programs used 
to adapt the Common Core Essential Elements for students with exceptional needs.

Day 2: I Hate to Write! Helping Reluctant Writers Increase Academic Achievement and 
Improve Behavior
(Day 2 of a 2-day offering)
Presenters: Kathy Oehler and Cheryl Boucher

Writing affects both behavior and student achievement.  Many of our reluctant writers have executive 
functioning differences that make the act of writing very difficult.  Even simple writing tasks require skills 
in language, organization, sensory regulation, and motor control that are very problematic for these 
students, which affects behavior.  Teachers report that a simple request to “do your work” (i.e., “write 
something”) often results in refusal or a behavior outburst.    And the ability to write is a high stakes 
skill.  In order to meet today’s academic standards in any subject, students must be able to demonstrate 
proficiency through written expression.  

This session, presented by a Speech / Language Pathologist and an Occupational Therapist, will 
help educators look at the writing process through the eyes of a student with executive functioning 
differences such as autism, learning disability, ADD, ADHD, Behavior Disorder, etc. Using an interactive 
format, the presenters will explore the organization, sensory, motor, and language challenges students 
experience during the writing process. 
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Intervention Strategies for Critical Areas in Mathematics
Presenter: Kate Fanelli

What do you do when students are not progressing in mathematics? In 
this session, participants will explore tiered interventions from a practical 
and philosophical perspective, and then learn about, and practice, evidence-
based strategies, and apply design thinking to create accessible, effective lesson plans.  
Throughout this process, participants’ own understanding of the math they teach and the students that 
are struggling will also be enhanced. Topics covered are quantity, fraction operations, equations and 
expressions, and area, perimeter, volume, and angles.

{more to say} I’m Asking a Question, You Need to Tell me Yes or No, Are You 
Progressing with PODD?
Presenter: Laura Taylor

Prerequisite: Attended the Introductory to PODD two-day training.
There are more than 500 Pragmatic Organization Dynamic Display (PODD) books floating around the 
state of Michigan and nearly as many people who have been trained at an introductory level. So, how is 
it going? Do you feel like you need more support? Spend a day with other people who have been trained 
to use PODD and need a refresher. We will talk about assessment (which book to choose for a child), 
navigation (when to use which book and how), implementation (how to do this on a daily basis), and 
impact (what does it look like when I’m doing it right?).
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