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students in
groups,
teaching life
skills. At left,

Vhich one’s the student?

Pleasantville
children help
teach degree
in special ed

By DIANE D’AMICO
Education Writer

Melissa Bisono had never made
cookdes before, so the four-ingredi-
ent recipe was perfect for the
Pleasantville fifth-grader's first
artempt at baking.

“We read (the recipe), then we
mixed everything together,” said
Melissa, spooning the very last bit
of barter onto the cookie sheet.
“And we added chocolate chips.”

The cookies — chocolate chips
and all — were part of a delicious
life-skills lesson developed by
teachers in Shelly Meyers' class in
Richard Stockton College master's
in special education program. As
students like Melissa, students with
moderate learning disabilities,
cooked, cut, pasted and talked, the
Stockton teachers worked along-
side them, tracking the success of
their lessons.

The Pleasantville students take
the life-skills lessons on Mondays at
the Atlantic County ARC, with the
help of a $5,000 grant from Stockton.

“Life skills don't get offered
much to students with disabilities,”
Meyers said. “Everyone is so wor-
ried about the academics and test
scores, but these are skills these
students will need in life.”

Besides, Meyers, a former teacher .

and special education supervisor,
wanted to give her students a
hands-on way to develop and self-
evaluate lessons as part of their
course work. Many of Meyers' stu-
dents already have teaching jobs,
and some already work with spe-
cial-education students.

Harvey Kesselman, dean of the
School of Education at Stockton,
said with 16 percent of all students
in the state diagnosed with some
type of disability, it's very likely most
regular classrooms will have at least
one special education student.

“Most teachers are getting extra
training," he said. “We want to be
sure that training addresses the
issues teachers have in the class-
room, such as behavioral, assess-
ment and using technology.”

Data from the state Department
of Education indicates the number
of cenifications in special educa-
tion has more than doubled in the
past four years, from 1,717 in 2005-
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Graduate student Brian Basner of Northfield works with Melissa Bisono (10 yrs of Pleasantville) on cook-
ing skills at ARC of Atlantic County in EHT, Monday November 9 2009, Graduate students from the Stock-
ton College special education program work with Pleasantville students teaching life skills to children as

06 to 4,169 in 2008-09. The extra
certification is especially valuable
for elementary-level teachers,
making them more marketable to
potential employers in a tight job
market.

“If they want to go on to do grad-
uate work, we always suggest spe-
cial education,” Galloway Town-
ship Superintendent Douglas Groff
said. The district has a tuition-
reimbursement program, and six
teachers are enrolled in the Stock-
ton program.

“We are trying to keep more spe-

cial education students in the dis-
trict, and there are so many more
students with autistic tendencies,
that all teachers benefit from the
training,” Groff said.

One such teacher is Heather
Suckiel, who works with disabled
preschool children in Galloway
Township. Sucldel said she's glad
she started teaching before she
went back for her master's because
it has helped her identify what she
needs to learn to help the children.

“This is a great program for the
children, but also for me,” she said
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of the Stockton life-skills project.
“We need to incorporate it more
because parents are not all doing it.”

In creating the program, Meyers
partnered with Pleasantville school
supervisor of special education
Maurice Lesser and Nicole Terzakis,
social services director at The ARC

of Atlantc County, where there are

kitchen and laundry facilites.
During lessons, gmdﬁ of Meyers'
students focus on different areas:
job skills, family skills, communica-
tion skills, safety and cooking.
In one group, students talked

about conflict resolution, dis-
cussing how they might handle an
argument over a candy bar. They
also created books about things
that were safe and not safe. They
talked about jobs they might like,

. and outlined what skills those jobs

would require.

“This is really a chance to see
how children learn in different
ways,"” said Barbara Shumski, a
teacher at Texas Avenue School in
Atlantic City.

Rowan University requires all
undergraduates in its teaching pro-
gram to take six credits in special
education, and also offers extra
endorsement and post-baccalaure-
ate programs including a new
autism specialty.

“It has grown by leaps and
bounds,” said Jay Kuder, chairmen
of the special educaton depart-
ment at Rowan.

Stockton's Meyers invited par-
ents to a recent session so they
could see what their children were
learning, and maybe duplicate the
lessons at home.

Meyers said some parents were
disappointed at first that the pro-
gram wasn't more academic, but
she wanted to show parents that
other skills are also important.

The students made four-ingredi-
ent cheesecake tarts and showed
off their finished project.

“He was begging me to sign up,”
Racquel Valentine said of her son
Donte, 10. “He doesn't really say
much. He's in his own world a lot.
But he keeps wanting to come here,
so that's good.™

“It's good that you come, too,”
Meyers told her. “It shows him you
think it's important.”

Some parents participated, and
others just watched.

“I like to learn with her,” Sigrid
Rodriguez said of her daughter
Joelizabeth, 9. “And I like it when a
person takes the time to help her,
like they're doing here. She always
comes home Mondays happy and
says good things.

“She would come here every
day.”

Contact Diane D'Amico:
609-272-7241
DDamico@pressofac.com

Sinking scholars?
Education Commissioner

Lucille Davy announces
55 rising scholars —

and none are from
Atlantic, Cape May and
Cumberland counties.
Education writer Diane
* D’Amico asks why in
her blog at:

Schools get $12 million in grants

Twenty-five school districts and community groups have received $12 million in fed-
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