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Abstract:    In classrooms across the state and country, students with disabilities are being introduced into regular education classes at a greater rate than ever before.  Many teachers often lack the fundamental understanding of how to interact and work with this diverse population of students.  The purpose of the instructional design project was to develop and evaluate the effectiveness of an online learning module designed to aid school teachers in the understanding of high-use special education terminology and acronyms. Ten public high school teachers participated in the module testing. The findings highlighted an eagerness to participate in a non-familiar instructional format while demonstrating a greater understanding of the instructional material when comparing the pre- and post-module test. 
Introduction
Students with special needs are more common in today’s educational system than ever before.  A recent trend is the increase of special education students in regular education inclusion classes.  While this change brings new opportunities for all students and educators, many teachers in regular education settings often lack the necessary support and training needed to teach this specific population of students.  One area that needs to be addressed is the comprehension of complex terminology/acronyms used in special education.  

Regular education teachers are often required to attend meetings or read documentation related to special education.  The terms and acronyms used in these meeting are often unfamiliar and can lead to confusion and ultimately create barriers when introducing special education students to regular education staff.  

The purpose of this instructional design project was to develop and assess the effectiveness of a web-based instructional module on special education acronyms and terminology for regular education teachers at a public high school on Oahu.  The objective and focus was to provide regular education teachers with basic information of special education through a non-traditional, online format.  
Background

The origins of special education evolved during the 1960s when parents of special needs children and adults sought personal relief and better education and training for their children. This movement led to the development of safeguards that prevented the government and schools from placing students and adults with disabilities into the most restrictive placements under Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Taylor, 1988).  This act provided the framework for current mandates that allow students with special needs to be included in an educational environment that would be best suited for their needs.  Since 1976, the population of special education students in public schools has grown exponentially.  According to The National Center for Education Statistics (2010), from 1976-2008 the number of identified students aged 3-21, that received special education and related services in public education, has grown from 3,694,000 to 6,598,853.  Currently, this represents 13% of the overall K-12 student population in the United States.  As this student population continues to grow, educators are being asked to provide regular curriculum instruction in a variety of ways.  One of the recent trends involves the instruction of special education students in a more inclusive setting.  However, with the increasing demands in standardized educational curriculum, teachers often lack the necessary resources to develop the necessary skills in order to provide the appropriate education and meet the needs of the students.  
One solution to the above concern can be seen in the development of online learning modules.  An online learning module can be a resource that promotes a new learning platform to meet a number of these challenges. An example of this can be seen in A Special Need: Online Modules to Supplement Traditional Special Education Teacher Ed Instruction.  Duchardt, et al, (2007) describes a distance education initiative in Louisiana called Project REACH.  The goals of this initiative are as follows: to recruit uncertified mild or moderate special education teachers from various regions around the state of Louisiana, to develop quality distance education courses leading to certification in mild or moderate disabilities, to organize support groups and learning communities, to develop online teaching modules, and to organize support for National Board Teacher Certification in Special Education.  The authors also discuss the six modules developed for this program.  These module areas include: assistive technology, families of exceptional children, validated practices, strategic instruction, behavioral management, and studying for the Special Education PRAXIS exams. 

Another such case for the use of online or web-tools can be seen in the Illinois New Teacher Collaborative (INTC).  INTC is an online data-base that provides new teachers with an array of supports via the internet.  This initiative promotes the use of an online format as a learning aid to help novice, or new, teachers transition into their new professions (Hebert & Wennerdahl, 2008).  A few of the resources offered through this online data-base are teaching strategies, websites/downloads, and curriculum.
Methods

The intended subjects for this module were 15 public high school regular education teachers at a public high school in Hawaii.  Currently, special education students represent 12% of this school’s total student population.  The school has made a concerted effort to integrate these students into an inclusive environment over the past two years, where a larger majority of the special needs students are fully integrated into regular education classrooms.  As the school continues to promote an inclusive model, regular education teachers need continued learning opportunities and support tools to aid in this process.
Design 

The design of the learning module involved the incorporation of the following programs and software: Weebly, SurveyMonkey, Camtasia, and Microsoft PowerPoint.   The website was created using Weebly, a free online website platform.  Weebly provided an easy to navigate platform that allowed the participants to access the material at their discretion.  The site was broken up into nine different pages ranging from introduction to post-module survey.  This can be seen below in the navigational links on the left hand side of Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Screen capture: Weebly introduction page with navigation links on left  
The data collection tools were created using SurveyMonkey, a web-based survey creating software.  These collection instruments included demographic survey, pre-module survey, pre-module test, post-module survey and post-module test.  Figure 2, on the next page, provides an example from the post-module test. 
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Figure 2. Screen capture: post-module test in SurveyMonkey
The videos used to deliver module directions and content was created by converting a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation into a video using Camtasia, a screen recording software program.  Once created, the surveys and videos were uploaded into the Weebly site for access. The learning instrument was a ten-minute narrated instructional video. It reviewed the special education definitions and terminology throughout the module.  There is also virtual assistant named “Brutus” that can be seen below, in Figure 3.  
[image: image3.png]Learning Module

Acronyms

IDEA: Tndividuals with
Disabilties Education Act
1EP: Individuslized
Education Program
FAPE: Free and
Appropriate Public
Education

LRE: Least Restrictive
Enviranment

PLEP: Present Level of
Educational
Performance





Figure 3. Screen capture of the learning module video with virtual assistant, Brutus
Methodology

The method for obtaining insight from the instructional module included a multi-step process.  The first step was to gather information through a pre-module survey and pre-module test that gauged the learners’ attitudes towards special education and prior knowledge of special education terminology.  Also, special education faculty members were used as content experts to review the module for accuracy.  This information was used in the development of appropriate and achievable goals in the construction of the module.  The implementation of the module was conducted entirely online.  The teachers had the flexibility to access the website during non-instructional time, at their own discretion.  

Participants

The participants for the online module were 15 regular education teachers, both male and female and of varying ages. These teachers were selected to participate in the research study by the researcher.  The criteria for participant selection was based on current content area taught, average number of special needs students, experience teaching special needs students, and potential willingness to participate in a non-traditional learning format.

Procedures

Participants were contacted via email and phone; instructions and overview of the module along with the address of the online consent form were included.  Once participants agreed to the consent form, they were taken to the first component of the module.  The participants completed the module in the following sequence via the online module website: demographic survey, pre-module survey, pre-module test, ABC’s of Special Education module, post-module test, and post-module survey.   The participants had 14 days to complete all components of the module.  Data was collected and stored in an online database on SurveyMonkey.
Results

Fifteen teachers were initially targeted to complete this module.  However, due to various reasons ranging from school to personal commitments, 5 participants didn’t complete the module.   Ten participants completed the learning module via the internet in the time frame given, without difficulties.  

The results comparing the pre- and post-tests showed an increase of comprehension after completing the learning modules.  As seen in Figure 4 on the next page, the average score of the pre-test was 83.8% and the average score of the post-test was 95.8%.  Comparing the two averages there was a 12% overall increase in the scores of the participating group.   
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Figure 4. Overall pre- and post-test averages
The increase in the scores of the individual participants from the pre- and post-test, as seen in Figure 5 below, offered the most notable information gathered from the data.  Each participant scored higher and in some cases significantly higher on their post-test. Specifically, scores for participants 1, 4, 5, 7, and 10 increased by at least 10%.  
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Figure 5. Pre- and post-test comparison per participant
The demographic survey provided insightful information. The span of educational areas of focus was well represented with the inclusion of English, Social Studies, Science, Math, Art, Physical Education, and Health.  The only department that was not represented in the data was Foreign Language. In addition, the participants’ current and past experience with special needs students can be seen from the data gathered.  The number of years that teachers taught special needs students, ranged from two to nine years, while 60% of the teachers reported having, on average, between 7 to 15 special education students per class.  This information is helpful when targeting teachers that may need additional support when working with special education students in the future.  

Although the main function of the module was to create a learning tool that helped increase comprehension for Special Education terminology, it was important to view how an online module would be received by the participants for future reference.  Figures 6 and 7, below, capture the pre-module attitudes in this topic.
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Figure 6. Benefit from an online learning module

[image: image7.png]Responses

orNwWaUO

Do you think technology can be an
effective tool for teaching?

m Never
I I W Rarely
= Sometimes
3 N m Very Often
& & 2&\@ & \‘@* v
\a B Almost Always
(‘P@ &6 & %





Figure 7. Opinions of technology as an effective tool

In each case, the majority of participants had a favorable opinion of technology and the benefits of an online learning tool.  Having participants recognize the potential benefits of technology and the demonstrated willingness to try new method learning, w, as helpful in the delivery of the material.  

Discussion

Although the sample size was relatively small, the gathered data paints a clear picture of improvement from the pre- and post-tests.  The teachers demonstrated an increase of comprehension while displaying an eagerness to work in a new learning medium.  
By using an online format, teachers have the flexibility to access the information at their convenience.  According to the participant feedback, the integration of video and online material in the lesson also increased the value of online learning. There are fewer barriers associated with online learning compared to classroom sessions or large group trainings.  The flexibility of utilizing online modules increases participation and buy-in from teachers. This is beneficial in two ways.  They could access the module outside of the regular school day and they could focus on the information being delivered throughout the module without outside, school-related, distractions.  Secondly, teachers are able to access the module at their convenience rather than attend a large group presentation.  Barriers associated with large group presentations or classroom trainings are removed when utilizing online learning modules.

With the reduction of resources and funding as well as increased classroom size, it is important to utilize teachers’ time effectively.  Online training could potentially be less expensive and more convenient than traditional group training. 

The process of creating and delivering a learning module entirely online produced both successes and challenges.  The biggest challenge, perhaps, was the analysis of the data.  Narrowing down the data to the two main areas of improvement (pre- and post-testing) and attitudes (pre-test survey) was challenging.  When doing a study, a significant amount of data is collected.  Determining what data is the most significant seemed to be the biggest and most important area of analysis.
As mentioned previously, the sample size of this study was small.  There were only 10 participants that completed the module.  In the future, having a larger sample size would provide a more accurate view, or add some validity to the research.

For future modules, incorporating more complex or higher level material would be helpful to utilize a more interactive learning approach.  This could include building an interactive component or an online question forum that could potentially produce time, savings, convenience, and buy-in from teachers.  This may outweigh the downside associated with the utilization of non-interactive online teaching tools. 

Conclusion

The goal of this instructional design project was to develop and assess the effectiveness of a web-based instructional module on special education acronyms and terminology for regular education teachers through a non-traditional, online format. This was accomplished through the creation and development of an online learning module.  Data showed that each participant showed an improvement in comprehension of the content material as seen in the pre- and post-test results.  The topics covered in this paper included an introduction of the project, research focusing on special education, and the use of online education modules that support teachers.  In addition the projects methodology, results and discussion were reviewed.  In summary, online learning modules have the potential to be an effective format to provide important information that support teachers.    
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