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Meeting the Needs of Diverse Learner at Sinai Akiba Academy

Background: We have had a resource room staffed by a special ed specialist since the 80s. This has been a pullout program, 1-3 times per week, with the specialist also serving as liaison with any outside professional who is testing or working with a student.  About five years ago we added a second staff person. When we noted a number of upper elementary students needing significant support we hired a third specialist, but decided to try a different approach.  We charged her to do a minimum of pullout, but to work with the students in the classroom and, just as much, to provide advice, support, guidance and materials for these students' classroom teachers to ensure that they would be equipped to differentiate instruction and provide necessary accommodations. This worked well. Recognizing that pullout had never been successful with our middle school population, we decided to take the new approach and turn it into our resource room model for the school. 

The program: The following year we announced a turn-about in our resource room program. Now called Learning Support, the emphasis was to be on in-class support to students and teachers, as described above. We hired a fourth specialist to work with middle school students only--the first time we had focused on this population. The specialist goes into classrooms knowing who her primary target population is, but she is there to support other students as well. She works actively with the teachers on modifications and accommodations (e.g., all tests must be cleared by her for the identified students), as well as with the students.  During their Hebrew language class--this was a decision arrived at after much discussion, deciding that it was in the broadest best interests of the children--three times a week each of the students receives direct remediation instruction.

The other two periods of their Hebrew class is designed specifically for them.  Also, since Hebrew is such an issue for these students, they have a special Bible class that uses a Hebrew text but English as the primary language of instruction.  Several students not in the learning support program but who have much difficulty with Hebrew attend that Bible class too.

Part of making the program successful was having our entire middle school faculty attend a full week Schools Attuned training.

Response from students, teachers and parents has been extraordinary.  Not only are these students progressing and feeling better about themselves as students, we have also been able to maintain in the school a number of students who would otherwise have been counseled out before middle school.

Parents have been highly enthusiastic, feeling that the school is truly supporting these students' growth.

