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Add Technology for Students with Disabilities to the Library or Media Center


In today’s growing technological age, there is an abundance of technology available for the media specialist to use in assisting students with disabilities.  Unfortunately, as Jerry Neal and Dennis Ehlert state in the article titled Add Technology to the Library Media Center, “without a thorough understanding of how these technologies can best assist specific students, they can be under used or completely ignored.” (119)   As teachers and librarians begin to plan and make modifications for students with special needs, they must consider adaptive technology as mandated by federal law.  There are several organizations focused on “disseminating information about technologies specifically aimed at children and adults with special needs”.  Neal and Ehlert suggest the “Center for Applied Special Technologies (CAST) and Closing the Gap.   Neal and Ehlert have put together the following list from a myriad of resources that they researched.  They state that this list is not “exhaustive” but it is a good place to start.

Top 20 Needs for an adaptive Library Media Center:

1. A skilled, knowledgeable librarian or media specialist.  These professionals should be knowledgeable about SETT, Student (how they learn best), Environment (where they will be needing information), Tasks (what tasks are involved for the student), and Tools (what tools would be the most appropriate to use at a particular time).  

2. Universal design in the library or media center.   An environment usable by all, including wheelchair bound, without the need for moving or rearranging furniture.
3. Low-tech items for students.  Everyday supplies; pencils, pencil grips, notepads, large-print books, left-handed scissors, spring loaded scissors, etc.

4. Microsoft Window XP.  Features include sticky keys, magnification,  and voice-to-print.

5. JAWS for Windows. Screen text is read aloud.
6. ZoomText.  Screen magnifier and screen reader with a mouse echo that will describe whatever the cursor is pointed at.
7. Kurzwell 3,000 Version 9.  Text-to-speech, word attack tools, study skill tools, word preditions, etc.

8. Texthelp Read and Write 7.1E Gold.  Text-to-speech, fact finder, pronunciation tutor, spell checker, word predictor, scanner.
9. Inspiration.  Graphic organizer

10. Boardecisionmaker.  Allows the creation of picture communication symbols.
11. Activation switches.  Provides access to many electronic devices for students with limited mobility.
12. Daisy Ebooks.  Create and playback navigable electronic books.
13. Intellikeys.  An overlay to adjust the keyboard’s sensitivity, repeat rate, etc.
14. Reading Pen II.  A portable, pen-shaped scanner and audible dictionary designed for persons with dyslexia and other reading impairments.
15. PocketTalker Pro.  A personal amplification device that allows students with hearing impairments to hear sounds from a variety of sources.
16. Keyguards for computers.  Used to prevent students with limited finger mobility from pressing the wrong keys, such as those with cerebral palsy or others who experience difficulty zeroing in on the right key.
17. Adjustable workstations.  May include motorized computer monitor lift, casters for easy movement, swing-out work aids such as keyboard tray or scanner table, etc.

18. Listening Station.  Multiple user station with headphones that allows students to listen to media without disturbing others.
19. SMART Board.  Interactive write-on white board.  Good for students who cannot directly manipulate a keyboard.
20. A librarian willing to listen to students.  Students know what they need, and the librarian must be receptive to what students are telling them. (119-123)
This list of recommended resources, as well as the websites provided by CAST (http://www.cast.org/), and Closing the Gap, (http://www.closingthegap.com/), offer great tips and tools for adapting technology to special needs students.  As a classroom teacher, currently working with special needs students, I will make great use of some of these tools this year with my students.  I will also add these resources to my portfolio to be used in my future library. 

The Library as a Support System for Students

As we enter the school library today we still see the collection of books that are the mainstay of the library, but we should also be seeing an environment that is a “hub for collaboration, leadership, and technology.”(78)  The library should be viewed as a safe haven where students can “fit in” no matter what their learning or social needs require.   It should be “a place of refuge, a place to get books, information, and love.”   Odin Jurkowski discusses the “different roles the librarian plays in the lives of students.”  It is a place for personal information and research, an extension of the classroom for those with learning disabilities, and a safe haven for those with social and emotional support.

No longer is the library a place to just check out books for classroom research or reading enjoyment, it is now a place to research personal issues that may be affecting students, which may include “low self-esteem, social isolation, substance abuse, poor grades, or home problems, such as verbal harassment or physical abuse.” (79)   Bibliotherapy, which is “the use of books to help people solve problems” along with computer/internet access can help the student solve or understand their problem or need.  It is the responsibility of the librarian to assist in their quest by “finding and evaluating appropriate resources.”  Students can learn about their issues and identify with characters in print books or online resources that facing the same issues and can understand that they are not the only ones facing their particular problem.

Learning disabilities afflict “approximately 15% of all students and of those, 80% have some type of reading disability and librarians are primed to work with these students.” (80)  Although the librarian will not take the place of a reading specialist, they can provide resources to support the students.  No longer do special education students remain secluded in one classroom, they are mainstreamed into regular education classes, therefore, the technology and tools required of these students should be located where everyone can access them.  “The librarian can select and purchase these materials for the library.”  

Because “the library is often viewed as a quiet and safe haven, a refuge within the sometimes chaotic school environment,” it can be a support for those with social and emotional problems.  It can provide that quiet space in a comfortable environment, away from the noisy classrooms.  Students with behavior difficulties may need a quiet place to go to relax and pull together.  The library can provide a supervised environment, where students “are free of pressure and have access to resources that may be of use.” (81)  The librarian can serve as a role model or mentor to enable students to “become more resilient and overcome difficulties more easily.”

A well trained, organized, caring school librarian can maintain each role described above.  The school librarian has a responsibility to help people find information, and will be alert to the special needs and disabilities that students may have.  Every student needs to be able to “do research, receive assistance with learning needs, and enjoy a safe haven” when they come to the library. (82)
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