Characteristics of Children with Disabilities
In Nebraska, students must meet certain criteria and fall in a category (not all are listed) in order to be eligible for special education services.  The categories covered in this section are:  Developmental Delay, Speech/Language Impairment, Visual Impairment, Hearing Impairment, Autism, Multiple Disabilities, and Mental Retardation.
Developmental Delay
This is a category for very young children (ages birth-9) whose development in one or more major domains of life (e.g., thinking, communication, social/emotional, self-help/adaptive, or motor skills) lags behind their peers.  The child does not meet the criteria for having a specific disability and the reason for the delay is often unknown.  Some children ‘catch up’ with their peers and go on to have normal development; others do not and are later classified as having a specific disability.

There is no disability –specific recommendations for paraeducators who work with students that have developmental delays.  This is because this disability category includes such a broad range of students and issues that affect learning.  
Speech/Language Impairment
Speech or language impairments are essentially problems in communicating with others.  Speech disorders are problems in expressing verbal messages, such as mispronouncing sounds or repeating words (stuttering).  Speech disorders are often associated with conditions like cerebral palsy, cleft lip/palate, or hearing loss.  Language disorders are problems in receiving and understanding other people’s messages and in expressing ideas or information.

Here are some tips for paraeducators who work with students with speech/language impairments:

-Most students benefit from simply getting more practice communicating.  Encourage the student to communicate and encourage others to communicate with them.  Remember to minimize the pressure to ‘perform’ verbally.

-Be patient.  Don’t finish sentences for the student.

-Be careful not to be overly critical of mistakes a student makes.  This can be very discouraging for them.

-When questioning a student, ask questions that require more than yes/no answers.

-Be sure to use materials that interest the student and remember to talk about things that interest them.  This will increase the student’s motivation to communicate.  Also give choices whenever possible.

Visual Impairment
This is a loss of vision (or sight) that has a negative impact on a student’s educational performance, even with the use of corrective lenses like contacts or eyeglasses.  The category includes blindness, partial sight, and visual defects.

Here are some tips for paraeducators working with students with visual impairments:

-Use appropriate assistive technology:  magnifiers, special lighting, large type, talking computers, books on tape, etc.

-Whenever possible, use real objects to supplement instruction.  This allows the student to touch the ‘real thing’ that they are learning about.  Hands-on learning can be very beneficial.

-Allow the student to sit near the front of the class, in the best position for viewing and listening to instruction.

-Allow extra desk/table/storage space for enlarged materials and/or assistive technology.

-Make your verbal directions clear and specific.

-If the student needs assistance with mobility, have them hold your elbow/arm (never push or pull them).

-Use high contrast materials; avoid glossy materials.

Hearing Impairment
To be classified as hearing impaired, a student must have a hearing loss that is significant enough to interfere with their education.  The student may have either a partial hearing impairment (hard of hearing) or be completely without hearing (deaf).  Students with hearing impairments may communicate orally, through American Sign Language (ASL), or a combination of both.  

Here are some tips for paras that work with students who have hearing impairments:

-Make sure information you talk about in class is also provided in visual form.

-Make sure the student is seated closest to the teacher.

-Keep the classroom well lit and be alert of problems with glare or shadows.  This can help students by maximizing their use of visual cues.

-Keep your hands away from your face when speaking; this makes it easier for the students to speech read and perceive facial expressions.

-Use hands-on learning activities as often as possible.  Things like field trips, role-playing, and experiments help instruction come alive for students with hearing impairments. 
.
Autism
Autism is a disorder with a broad range of symptoms.  Children with autism generally display at least some of the following types of problems:

1. Language difficulties- the student may not speak at all, or may have unusual (but useful) speech 

2. Relationship difficulties- they may not understand the give-and-take nature of social interactions, may not seek out others to share experiences with, and may not have friends

3. Repetitive behaviors- the student may tend to think about or say the same things over and over again; they may also have involuntary or rapid movements

4. Aggression- some students sometimes hurt themselves (for example, head banging or biting); they may also throw things or have ‘tantrums’

5. Anxiety about new situations- some students get especially upset by change in routine; they tend to like things neat, orderly, and predictable

6. Unusual sensations and movements- the child may be under- or over- responsive to lights, sounds, touch, and/or taste; they may also show unusual posture, movements, or mannerisms

7. Mental retardation- most people with autism have significantly below average intellectual abilities; two exceptions to this are people with “Asperger’s syndrome” (similar etiology as autism, but with above-average intelligence) and “savant syndrome” (unusual abilities in one area – for example math, music, or memorization).
Here are some tips for paras working with students with autism:
-Curriculum should emphasize the following areas: appropriate behavior, social development, language development, functional academics and the general education curriculum.

-To help with communication, use visual prompts in addition to spoken directions; for example, use objects, pictures, written words, gestures, etc., to help the child understand what you are saying.

-When consulting with the teacher regarding behaviors to target for intervention, consider only targeting behaviors that are dangerous or that interfere with learning.  Try to ignore other unusual behaviors.

-Make changes in the environment so the student will be comfortable.  For example, if the student is especially sensitive to light, noises, visual distractions, or odors, consider making changes in the classroom that will make them more comfortable.

-Provide structure and consistency.  Stick to a daily routine, as much as possible.  Give the student a written, picture, or real object schedule (which ever is appropriate, this will already be established) and teach the student to manage their schedule.  When it is not possible to stick to the schedule, provide information and support to the student regarding the change.
Multiple Disabilities 
This category is for students who have more than one disability affecting their educational performance.  A common combination of disabilities is mental retardation with a physical disability.   
Here are some tips for paras working with students with multiple disabilities:

-Curriculum should emphasize many different components, as needed, such as language, functional, vocational, social, and academic skills.

-Work closely with related services personnel- speech & language therapist, occupational therapist, physical therapist, behavior specialists, etc.  These play critical roles in the education of a student with multiple disabilities.  Use good teamwork and communication skills to make sure you’re all collaborating as much as possible.

-Know how to use the assistive technology that may be available for the student.  Switches, communication boards, and other alternative communication systems will be explained and demonstrated by staff familiar with the systems.
-Look for opportunities for the student to have contact with non-disabled peers.  It is easy for students with multiple disabilities to become isolated from general education.  It is important to be aware of this tendency and be proactive in helping students learn to interact with non-disabled peers.

Mental Disability 

A mental disability refers to the significantly below-average cognitive ability.  Both intelligence and academic achievement are well below average for the student’s age.  Mental retardation is another term for this condition.  

All of the students that are in my program have mental retardation to some extent.
Here are some tips for paras working with students with a mental disability:

-Curriculum should emphasize life skills (self care, social skills, communication skills) and functional academics.

-Use techniques for systematic instruction (system of least prompts, constant time delay).  Information and training will be provided for these types of instruction.

-Provide opportunities for the student to interact with peers.

