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For at-risk students with Language Based learning disabilities the most effective intervention includes establishing close relationships with adult mentors and teachers, small class size, multi-sensory educational, wilderness education; all education techniques should focus on remediation not accommodation. 

There are a number of different factors that lead to the learning disabled student becoming frustrated. Many students struggle in classes, at home, or in other settings. None are more powerful than the feelings of frustration they have dealt with throughout their lives. It is important to state that the learning disability affects the student in every facet of their lives.  The school age person with a learning difference spends much of their time in school. Many times a public school neither has the resources or the staff to remediate their learning disabilities. When I was in school I was diagnosed with dyslexia in the first grade, which would be considered early in many cases. It seemed to me when I was diagnosed a plan would have been put in place to remediate my reading and writing skills, however, this didn’t seem to happen. Over the course of the next few years I was taken out of class to work on my spelling the question I am now left with is how effective of a speller could I have ever been when I was unable to read the words that the teachers wanted me to spell? The point is, it seemed the school neither had the time to remediate my lack of reading skills nor did they have the experience to know how to. Whatever the case, spelling remediation was the path that was chosen for me. 

As my time through elementary school progressed it became clear to me that I was not on the same level as some of my other classmates, and by the time I was in fifth grade it apparent to me, my family, and teachers that there was more of an issue than spelling. I started to become very frustrated in school as well as at home. It was not until middle school that I became a “behavioral issue.” The facts were very clear to me; I could not read, it was not that I had difficulty reading, or I was a slow reader, I simply could not read. So when I was asked to do some reading in class in front of my friends I can remember having mixed feelings of embarrassment and anger, so I would in some way act out so I would be kicked out of class. 

By the time that I was in high school I was having difficulty in Math, English, and Science, most of the time I didn’t go to class and when I did go, I produced little work. At this time in my life, like most teenagers, I was starting to look at what the next step in life might be. I was looking at college brochures in the guidance office when the counselor told me that college was not going to ever be an option for me, and that I should be looking into other alternates. I don’t really think I could ever explain how that makes a young person feel, but I can remember thinking that I would never really become anything. My father was a mason and was often telling me that taking over the business might not be a bad idea, and the notion of dropping out of high school was never talked about officially, but the option seemed to be always open and in many ways expected by my parents and school administrators. It was the summer before my sophomore year that my father came to me and asked if I wanted to go look at a private school in Williston, Vermont called Pine Ridge School. The school was designed for “guys like me,” which I found to be a very interesting way to describe my disability and define me further. We went to the school and I can remember thinking that everyone was very nice, I couldn’t tell if they were just being fake, or if they were like this all the time. 

 I enrolled and while at Pine Ridge School I underwent a lot of remediation the program focused in on my reading, writing, and spelling. Pine Ridge School uses a method called Orton Gillingham to assist their students in their language difficulties as well as having small class sizes so that every student gets the teacher’s full attention. When I attended, the staff to student ratio was 2 to 1, which is still the case today. However, Pine Ridge taught me more than just how to read, they taught me how to be successful in all aspects of life. As with many students and teenagers I was never able to see my own potential, but the staff at Pine Ridge saw it in me. I think at times this is all that a struggling student might need to get on track. Over the course of my time at Pine Ridge I learned many things that can’t be tested. I learned to believe in myself, and believing in one’s abilities is something that’s empowering and will follow me throughout my life.   

The goal of this paper is to show there are at-risk students with Language Based learning disabilities throughout this county and that there are effective alternative educational and social emotional programs and curriculums that can produce positive results in the remediation of the “whole person.” These interventions include establishing close relationships with adult mentors and teachers, in conjunction with alternative educational philosophies that include small class size and multi-sensory educational techniques with a focus on remediation. Also, this paper examines what some of the effective interventions are at home and after the learning disabled have entered into schools like Pine Ridge. 

               I completed a project where I took five students that were “red flagged” and created a program that include Ropes course trips, sit down one on one meetings, along with other proactive intervention phases to make their transition into Pine Ridge as easy as possible. This program will be discussed later in the paper.  

Language Based Learning Disabilities  


A language-based learning disability encompasses a cluster of symptoms that interfere with normal development of language skills. There are two major language based learning disabilities, one is Dyslexia and the other is Non-Verbal Learning Disability according to the Learning Disabilities Association of America or LDAA. These will be the two learning disabilities that are focused on in this paper.  There are a number of different symptoms that are seen in students with these disorders. The most common can be poor memory, coordination problems, confusion of right and left and impaired depth perceptions (LDAA, 2006).

Dyslexia

 
 Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurological in origin (Butcher, 2005). It is caused by a difference in brain structure which is present at birth and some research has suggested that it may be hereditary.  It is characterized by “difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities” (LDAA, 2006).  Other names for dyslexia are; specific reading disability, reading disorder, and reading disability (Cordoni, 1987). Dyslexia is a common learning disability that hinders the development of reading skills. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonetical element of language that is often unrelated to other cognitive abilities. Students with dyslexia may see letters transposed (a "d" will look like a "b" for example), or at times will skip letters or words altogether with in any given text. Ten to fifteen percent of the US population has dyslexia (Dyslexia Research Institute, 2006). Recognizing and manipulating symbols, especially letters and numbers presents the most common recognized difficulties. Some educators, parents, and researchers believe that reading, writing, and math, taught by traditional methods, public school methods, can be difficult if not impossible for students with dyslexia to learn (Dyslexia Awareness and Resource Center, 2003). There are different “warning signs” that a person may have dyslexia, in some cases learning disabilities can be diagnosed as early as the age of four. However, this is not always the case the tables below were found at http www.schwablearning.org which is a site that focuses on what dyslexia is, as well as providing some basic information on this disorder and how it can be “treated” (Baumel, 2006).
 Dyslexia through the different ages  
Ages 6-11 
· Has difficulty pronouncing words, may reverse or substitute parts of words 

· Has difficulty carrying out a sequence of directions 

· Has difficulty  hear fine differences in words; e.g., writes "pin" for "pen" 

· Has tribulations stating thoughts in an organized way 

· Confuses the order of letters in words 

· Doesn't recognize words previously learned 

· Spells a word several different ways; doesn't recognize the correct version 

· Has poor reading comprehension 

Ages 12-adult 
· Has difficulty remembering what he just read 

· Has difficulty concentrating when reading or writing 

· Is unable to tell important information from unimportant details 

· Spells poorly; misspelling is not phonetic 

· Has problems taking notes accurately 

· Has difficulty organizing and completing written projects 

Dyslexia is a common learning disability that hinders the growth of reading and other language skills (Baumel, 2006).  It is important to note that if a student is diagnosed with dyslexia it does not mean the student has difficulty learning subject matter or content. It does mean that the reading, writing, spelling and other language expression areas will be difficult and may take that student more time to complete language expressing assignments.  Although some of the language areas like reading and spelling may be below average for the student’s age, intelligence scores are high; in fact, students and others with dyslexia are usually at or above average in intelligence scores on tests like the IQ test (Cordoni, 1987). Not being able to read fluently or quickly can make many areas of learning more challenging. 
Students learn to read by translating, or "decoding," the sounds within words, which are called phonemes. Those sounds then translate into words (Baumel, 2006). Reading is a multifaceted cognitive process. An example that was found on the website of the Dyslexia Awareness and Resource Center (DARC) was “word bat has three phonemes, the b, a, and t sounds. The combination of these sounds creates the word bat. As students become more familiar in recognize words, reading becomes somewhat automatic for many.” For students with dyslexia, reading is far more difficult and becomes a far different process. The dyslexic student at any age will have difficulties in translating the phonemes of words and therefore have trouble learning in language areas like reading, written expression, and spelling (Palikara, 2003). These students in many cases can have problems recalling phonemes and words from their working memory. This makes the process of reading far slower than others without these issues. 

It seems that when these students are learning to read not only will there be a slower reading rate on tests like the Woodcock Johnson, but the rate of accuracy will also decline (Foss, n.d). When combining these issues of memory, poor phonemes recall, and decoding issues it seems not only likely for these students to struggle in school settings, but guaranteed. Students with dyslexia also may have difficulties with pronouncing words, handwriting, planning and organization, or math computation (Cordoni, 1987).

Nonverbal Learning Disability 

Nonverbal learning disabilities know often as “NLD” are not as well known as dyslexia. Nonverbal learning disorders appear less regularly than other language-based learning disorders like Dyslexia. A study done by Sue Thomson concluded that approximately 10% of the general population could be found to have “identifiable learning disabilities” She also stated that “only 1 to 10% of those individuals would be found to have NLD.”  NLD syndrome affects females as often as males (Brace, 2001). In many cases these students have strong reading levels and are strong in areas of decoding and spelling, they also have highly developed abilities to recall phonemes aspects of language as compared to students with dyslexia. Doctor Patti Brace has written many articles including, What is a Nonverbal Learning Disability  (2001) about students with nonverbal learning disabilities. She stated that students with this disability “often have above-average cognitive skills because of their verbal strengths.” However, this is not to state this disorder does not have areas of weakness. The large concern is that expensive language is not only writing, reading, and spelling language also covers all area of communication. Areas like the ability to read non-verbal communication, like facial expressions, and tone and volume of not only one’s own voice, but others as well (Thompson, 2006). These are some of the areas the Non-Verbal learning disabled student might struggle in. Some researchers and experts in the field describe this disorder as the “reverse syndrome of dyslexia” (Thompson, 2006). In many cases these students will struggle with comprehension of text, they focus on details, and may not have the ability to easily comprehend the main idea of the passage. These students are often referred to as “being able to see the trees, but not the forest.” This can present many issues in the classroom. These students often will focus on the individual details that are given by any method. What the NLD student has difficulty with is taking the details and integrating all of them into “meaningful wholes” (Brace, 2001). 

 Another area that can be very difficult for the NLD student is the area known as “visual-spatial skills.” These skills are described as problems with spatial skills and spatial relationships (Brace, 2001). In some of the cases these students will not have the ability to recognize how far they are away from objects. They will also struggle with simple tasks, like puzzles. Doctor Patti Brace also stated these students because of their “spatial and coordination issues” can have problems earlier in school. There are many areas that can be affected by poor spatial skills, include these writing, learning math, telling time, reading and coloring maps and keeping one’s place on the page (Brace, 2001)”  At the core of  these issues is students having a very difficult time in all areas of spatial relationships. What may seem like simple tasks to most become almost unachievable to the Nonverbal Learning Disabled student. One of the most important aspects of learning how to solve simple math equations is the ability to keep an equation organized (Foss, n.d.). For the NLD student, because of their issues with spatial relationships, they don’t always have the ability to reference themselves and what they are writing onto a page, therefore making it very difficult to maintain any organization of the given problem.  

The biggest area of concern for children and adults with NLD is social skills (Fisher,1997). Because of some the issues that were covered above, it’s not unbelievable these students struggle in this area as well. An example of this might be if one was talking to a person with a nonverbal learning disability about baseball because the NLD person has trouble with spatial relationship they might be standing only inches away from another person. They might be talking in a somewhat louder tone than what would be appropriate for that given social interaction. The nonverbal learning disabled student also has difficulty getting the main topic, and therefore has a hard time talking about the subject of baseball because they can not even process the focus of the conversation is about baseball the Nonverbal learning disabled person might be talking about cars. This can make it somewhat difficult to have a meaningful “two-way” conversation, which can lead to social isolation from peers, teachers, family, and caregivers.  This is a large and complicated field of study.  However, because students with NLD are highly verbal, parents and teachers tend to attribute their social failure to laziness or poor character this can lead to many mental health issues.  There are high correlations between adolescents with a diagnosis of a Nonverbal learning disability and depressive symptoms and syndromes and anxiety disorders (Butcher.2005). 

One of the major issues facing Nonverbal learning disabled students is many go undiagnosed for some time (Foss n.d.). Many researchers in the field, including one of the leading experts in learning disabilities, Jean Foss, believes this may be to the fact that “student’s reading ability tends to be regarded as the chief indicator of academic well-being by most public school systems.” However, because this disability has a profound effect on the students reading comprehension, underdeveloped social skills, and difficulty seeing the many ideas in text, as well as in other context rich media, the nonverbal learning disabled student can produce difficult educational challenges to teachers and parents. 

ADD/ADHD


Attention Deficit Disorder is a difficult neurological disorder that affects many children at a young age. Researchers suggest that 3%-5% of all children born in the United States will be diagnosed with ADD (Moragne, 1999).  The DSM-IV-TR states that “ADHD is a developmental disorder that presents during childhood, with at least some symptoms causing impairment before the age of seven. It is characterized by developmentally inappropriate levels of inattention and/or hyperactive-impulsive behavior, with significant impairment occurring in at least two settings.” There is no cure for this disorder. There is also limited treatment. In many cases medication like Ritalin or Concerta is prescribed (DSM-IV). 

ADD is a very important aspect to the learning disabled community. In many cases students with learning disabilities such as Dyslexia will also be diagnosed with ADD or ADHD. I felt that it was important to include information about ADD in this paper because there is a high comorbitiy between students whom have primary diagnoses of a language based learning disability and secondary diagnoses of ADD or ADHD. 
It seems clear to most in the education field, whether they are teaching at a public or a private school, the Dyslexic and NLD students are bright, motivated young people. However, the question remains on what might be the most effect educational environment, and whether this form of education can be produced in the public “main stream” education system. There are many large issues that seem to be in the way of finding the answer to this question. At this time the largest hurdle is people take stances on one side of the fence, and in many cases are not willing to entertain any of the opposing points. This is a divided issue full of biases of both parties. 

Teachers can support students with NLD by outlining material to be covered in class. This can be done in many different ways. Some educators will give a weekly syllabus that outlines what will be covered in class, a weekly syllabus can also help the student if they are given an outline for the class, which should cover the main points and exclude the details of the lesson (Miller, 2005). The use of visuals like overheads, PowerPoint presentations, as well as a basic outline either on the board or a handout can assist the NLD student in their education.

Sequential education seems to be a very important aspect in educating this population. There are many different educational theories and methods, which are being used for educating learning disabled students. The way information is being given from the teacher should be building on the information the student already has learned an example of this practice is when homework is assigned new information should not be studied. Homework should be focusing on the information, which had been presented in class, and in some cases has been reviewed multiple times before homework is then assigned. This practice is also referred to as scaffold learning.  

For the learning disabled student there are a number of different methods that can be used in presenting information. Lectures are an important aspect of learning; however, this is not to say they are the most effective way to educate and present information to a student. By simply modifying the lecture into a discussion model the information can be retained better for the learning disabled student (Ives, 2006). This seems to be more effective for a variety of reasons. 

The first is that the student becomes integrated and immersed in the topic. They are asking questions not only to the teacher, but also to the other students. The result of these questions is the students are formulating responses to questions and expanding their knowledge under the guidance of the teacher. The goal of this style of learning is for students to become active participants in their education and the teacher becomes a facilitator of the information (Ives, 2006). The topics and lessons plans should simply guide the class and provide structure. This is not to say certain areas of study are not important to learn, like math for example, but the more involved students become in the process of learning the better the information will be retained (Carson, 2002).   

The goal of using these different educational practices is to “develop and integrate ideas, and using students' strengths” (Millar, 2005).  The development of study habits and routines can also assist the student so they have specific methods to review and retain new information. These practices can also organize the students themselves, and in many cases will also assist them in the organization of the written output and other output processes. 

Learning Disabilities in the Public Education System 

 
The Inclusion model focuses on the idea that learning disabled students will perform in an educational setting best when placed into the mainstream public school system and given specific accommodations (Moleskin, 2005).  These accommodations are placed into Individual Education Plans or what is known as an IEP. All of the accommodations are protected under the American with Disabilities Act section 504 of 1973. Public schools must abide by this federal law. All public schools obtain federal funds for their operational budgets, and if public schools would like to continue getting these funds schools. Must follow the federal laws and regulations like ADA 504. Virtually all public school systems obtain federal funds, and public education is a governmental service. All people in this country have the right to a free, comprehensive education.  The American with Disabilities Act was created to insure the education system was fair to all students, even the students with learning disabilities. There are number of different accommodations that could be given. 

The public school educational model is described as “standards-based" (The Federation for Children with Special Needs, Inc).  Education models in the public school are as follows; there are four components that guide the way that public education is organized. 

The idea of standards seems to be of significant importance in the public sector of education. The question becomes; is teaching to a standardized curriculum giving the student the optimum educational experience? This is an important question; however, it does not need to be answered entirely for the purpose of this paper. It is important to understand that many of these standards are based on the student’s ability to read and comprehend text, their ability to retain information, and be able to perform some kind of output to demonstrate that retention. 

For the student with dyslexia, reading text is the root of the issue (Palikara, 2006). For students that have been diagnosed with a Non Verbal Learning Disability, comprehension of text is one of their academic weaknesses (Palikara, 2006). If students are not able to meet the “standard” because of their learning disabilities how does the public education system modify their standards so that successful educational outcomes are achieved? 

 There is a clear difference in the educational philosophy between the public sector of education and what might be necessary to educate learning disabled students. It has been shown that public schooling has a standard of education. These standards can not be met for many students with learning disabilities.  Should the standards be changed if students with these disabilities are not able to reach them? The answer in the public sector is; accommodations are given to the students in order to make these standards achievable. Usually more time is given for test taking or shorting of written assignments. These are some of the accommodations that could be given. These accommodations are helpful to the students, however, the students spends little to no time in the public sector of education remediating their weak reading, writing, spelling, and other language skills, yet the remediation might be the exact approach necessary to treat these students.   Examples of public school accommodations are listed below.
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 Effective Education Methods 

There are many different teaching methods that are being used which can be effective in educating the learning disabled student. Within this portion of the paper only some of these methods are being covered it is important to state the numbers of alternative education practices are in the hundreds, however, for the purpose of this paper, it was important to choose the methods that have been tested and measured by some standards. The standards included the simple amount of research that has been done by creditable sources and methods that are being used not only in the private sectors of education but methods that are recognized as effective by the public sectors as well. 

The most effective method found was the Orton-Gillingham approach. Place based education or Experiential Education methods also have been found to be very effective with a multitude of students in educational settings, most notably the learning disabled student (The Academy of Orton-Gillingham, 2006). There is also a growing field of education that focus on the education of the self. This dynamic field is known as Wilderness Therapy, but it in is truest form I feel is better defined as Wilderness Education.   

The Orton-Gillingham Approach



Two people created this approach in the late 20th century. Sam Orton was a neuropsychologist who was considered to be a pioneer in the areas in reading failure (later redefined as Dyslexia) and processing difficulties (The Academy of Orton-Gillingham, 2006). Anna Gilllingham was an educator and psychologist. She was also considered by many to be a “master of language” (The Academy of Orton-Gillingham, 2006). Later in life Gillingham worked with Dr. Orton to create an approach known as Orton-Gillingham. Their goal was to find alternative approaches that might assist children with these reading failures (dyslexia). It was Dr. Orton who created the concept that these students’ issues could effectively be remediated.  Their learning styles were not compatible to the educational philosophy or practices which were being used. He found by simply using an alternative teaching approach known as the Orton-Gillingham Approach, students thrived and made tremendous gains (The Academy of Orton-Gillingham, 2006). It is important to note the specific language that is being used. Orton-Gillingham is not referred to as a method, rather as an approach.  A method is defined as a process or a system.  The approach leaves room for creativity within the guidelines so that the student creates their own methods within the approach.  The academy of Orton-Gillingham stated that “Over the last half century the Orton-Gillingham approach has been the seminal and most influential intervention designed expressly for remediating the language processing problems of children and adults with dyslexia.”

The Orton-Gillingham approach can be effective within a multitude of education settings. In some cases the Orton-Gillingham approach has been used to teach students in a one-on-one setting. One of the ideas behind this approach is it can also be used in the classrooms (The Academy of Orton-Gillingham, 2006). The ability of the Orton-Gillingham approach to adapt to a variety of educational settings is one of the aspects that make this such an effective approach.  Orton-Gillingham can be used at any level of education. The Orton-Gillingham Academy stated that “it is appropriate for teaching in the primary, elementary, intermediate grades, and at the secondary and college level as well as for adults.” Tutors that teach the Orton-Gillingham approach start with the basics of language. The reason for this is that they are creating a solid foundation of language. The tutors make sure that the learning is being guided by the five facets of this approach. These facets are outlined below.  

The facets of Orton-Gillingham
The Orton-Gilllingham approach has been effective for the remediation of the learning disabled student’s language skills. Over the past thirty-five years Pine Ridge School located in Williston, Vermont has been using this method when working with teenage students with language based learning disabilities. The students of Pine Ridge have forty minutes of tutorial per school day. They work one on one with a tutor, receiving focused instruction using the Orton-Gillingham approach. Jean Foss, using exclusively the Orton-Gillingham approach defined this methods focus as “language remediation.” Student’s levels tend to leap two or three grade levels per year at Pine Ridge.  Below is a table of the gains that were made over the past five years.

Pine Ridge School Average Gains in Reading Scores Per Year

2000-01 through 2003-04

	Primary Diagnosis
	# of Students
	T. Reading Av. Gain/Yr
	Word ID/YR
	Word Attack/YR
	Word Comp/YR
	Passage Comp/YR

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dyslexia
	31
	2.61 years
	1.52 Years
	2.8 years
	2.0 years
	3.21 years

	Lang. Learn. Disability
	38
	2.01 years
	1.63 years
	1.85 years
	1.93 years
	2.71 years



	Nonverbal Learn. Disb.
	32
	4.17 years
	2.30 years
	1.61 years
	1.81 years
	3.9 years


The Orton-Gillingham academy stated “the explicit focus of the approach has been and continues to be upon persons with the kinds of language processing problems associated with dyslexia. Early intervention is highly desirable, but it is never too late to begin!” The academy of Orton-Gillingham stated on their website that “Over the last half century the Orton-Gillingham approach has been the seminal and most influential intervention designed expressly for remediation of the language processing problems of children and adults with dyslexia.” Below is a grid that was created by Jean Foss that outlines the gains that have been made using the Orton-Gillingham approach that dates back to 1989. 

	Year
	% of  dyslexia
	% of language
	% of NLD
	% reading< 6.0
	% of students
	Avg. Gain

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2003-04
	19
	48
	23
	36
	89
	2.44

	2002-03
	21
	45
	34
	38
	82
	1.96

	2001-02
	24
	40
	35
	32
	84
	1.93

	2000-01
	31
	41
	28
	34
	83
	1.65

	1999-00
	30
	45
	26
	30
	80
	1.64

	1998-99
	44
	31
	24
	37
	71
	2.02

	1997-98
	24
	52
	24
	39
	76
	1.75

	1996-97
	26
	45
	29
	45
	68
	2.1

	1995-96
	34
	44
	23
	44
	57
	2.25

	1994-95
	31
	45
	23
	38
	73
	1.92

	1993-94
	29
	45
	26
	23
	71
	2.32

	1992-93
	****
	****
	****
	****
	****
	****

	1991-92
	21
	67
	12
	31
	85
	1.62

	1990-91
	36
	50
	14
	27
	92
	1.76

	1989-90
	30
	55
	15
	30
	93
	2.14

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1989-2004
	
	
	
	
	
	1.96


Wilderness Education 

Wilderness therapy is a dynamic field that focuses on many aspects of adolescents lives. Adolescents with language-based learning disabilities usually have poor self-esteem and can also have minor or long-lasting behavioral issues. Wilderness therapy combines education with exploration of environment and self to foster growth within the social world. Teenagers have found successes within this environment, which in some cases fosters interpersonal growth (Russell and Hendee, 1999). For any student with learning disabilities they must get along with others. They also must be able to communicate, trust, and build relationships within the world that they interact with daily. The goal of wilderness therapy/education is to teach these skills in an outdoor and an unfamiliar environment. Programs can range in the amount of time the individual spends there from three weeks to six months.

Wilderness therapy programs are usually divided into phases. Some program divided programs into many phases while others have only three. The division of these phases is important. Programs that advertise only a three step program do so for the adolescents because it makes it seem like these programs are more manageable because there is “only three steps.” However this does not imply that these programs are shorter in durations or intensity. Also, it’s important to realize that within these three steps there are many smaller steps that are achieved and the three larger steps take longer to complete.

History of Wilderness Therapy

Wilderness Therapy has been with our society for a relatively short amount of time. Outward Bound was one of the first programs and was established in 1941 by Kurt Hahn. Kurt Hahn felt that “Education must encompass both intellect and character of a person” (www.outwardbound.com). However, at that time wilderness therapy was included within the realm of outdoor education, and was not yet thought of as its own separate program. It wasn’t until the 1950’s that outdoor education came to the United States. Josh Miner started the ‘movement’ into wilderness education with guidance from Kurt Hahn (www.outwardbound.com).  During these years the idea of using the wilderness as a tool to educate youth is clear, the programs had traces of what would become wilderness therapy within their education theories.   It was not until the 1960’s that the wilderness was being exclusively used as a therapeutic environment. During that time wilderness therapy was mostly used as an intervention with teenagers and young adults with drug issues and behavioral issues, and in some cases for teens that had committed a crime. Today it is a dynamic field that focuses on all aspects of the person and combines education with exploration of environment and self to foster growth in all areas.
Three Rivers Wilderness Program

A program in Montana named Three Rivers works under the three step philosophy. Three Rivers steps are; first a base camp assessment of the adolescent to gage where they are at physically and emotional (this first step is only four to six days). The adolescent is first introduced to the instructors and the other students that they will be traveling with. Then a medical assessment is made to guarantee each student is ready for a “safe wilderness experience” (Three Rivers Wilderness School). Three Rivers program then begins to teach some of the skills that are needed for basic survival in the wilderness. Examples of these skills might be how to set up tents, water filtration, how to pack you backpack,  and other basic skills of that nature. While these basic skills are being taught, the staff is observing the behaviors of the students so that individual behavioral assessments can be made. Then plans can be created for the student’s development in the program. The group dynamics are also being accessed to see how the students will work together when they leave the base camp. The major goal in this first step is to set the students for the second stage. 


The second stage is what as known as the Wilderness Trek phase. Students begin their wilderness therapy programs in its truest form. This phase in many cases will is the longest duration of time. Many students will complete the training and will return back to based camp anywhere from six weeks to eight months. In some cases students will attend this phase for a year or more. The Three Rivers program created a list (below) of activities that happen in the wilderness during this phase.

Three Rivers Wilderness Program Activities List


Three Rivers has focused on many aspects of the person and the program. One aspect in the wilderness trek phase that is different than other programs is their establishment of the Adventure Phase. Many programs list this aspect of programs within the wilderness skill section. The notion of “finding that they can have excitement and fun safely without defying rules or using drugs and alcohol” is very important. Three Rivers understands that these teens will have to return to their homes, schools and friends and that there needs to be a change in life style, and outlook on their abilities. The hope is that teaching the students about the wilderness and the outdoor environment may give them a new activity for enjoyment that they can look to in times of difficulty as a constructive release. This small subsection is what separates this program from many others.

The last stage at Three Rivers is Graduation from the program. Usually after the student, parents, and staff of Three Rivers have decided that the adolescent is prepared for their return home, because of the progress has been made. Before this there are a number of meetings that happen. Staff also assists parents and their child to become reacquainted; in many cases the students have had little to no direct communications with their families for months, except for letters.  As in the first assessment stage, the students are evaluated at the end of the program, there are assessments done and individual transition plans are created in hopes of making the transition successful and as easy as possible.    

The other aspect that makes wilderness therapy effective for this population is the notion of “natural consequences.”   Examples of natural consequences are if the student is working on building a no-match fire with another student and they can not work effectively with each other and do not end up get the fire started than they might not have hot food, or a warm place to sleep that night. This is very powerful for any person, but for the adolescent this becomes extremely effective therapy. 
Wilderness therapy/ education and its possibly positive remediation of the self might be able to be an effective educational experience for adolescents with learning disabilities. The effectiveness of wilderness therapy is profound. A parent that was interviewed by the Three Rivers program stated "Three Rivers excelled in making me feel comfortable that I chose the right place and program to send my son.  The staff is extremely helpful and communicative and keeping me informed of my son's progress every step of the way.  Don't lose that friendly family feeling as it helped me remain positive and settled that my son was in good hands." The remediation of the self is a difficult task; in many cases the adolescent with learning disabilities if not educated in this way can continue to have many behavioral incidences, not to mention a poor view of themselves. It not uncommon for the learning disabled student to have depressive symptoms, and low self esteem. However using wilderness therapy shows many of these young people that there is another way to live and feel about themselves. This field simply uses the tools that are only available in a wilderness setting. The exact results of the long term effectiveness of wilderness education/therapy programs. However when reading the quotes from the students after completion it is clear an impact was made. It is important to realize that other forms of interventions and alternative education practices are not 100% effective either Wilderness programs are at the forefront of changing lives of this population and we must support them in any possible.  

Place Based Education / Experiential Education 

Place based education is a form of education where learning occurs in the geographic area that the student lives and interacts in daily. This form of education is most effective when an individual is able to relate what he or she already knows to new information. This method of educational philosophy states that students need to have a strong connection to their surroundings, and when students interact with their surroundings they are able to retain the information and create connections using their surroundings. The main purpose of "place based education" is to provide meaningful contextual experiences--in both natural and constructed environments--that complement and expand classroom instruction, which tends to be dominated by print and electronic media (Knapp, 1996, p. ix). 

An example of place-based education might be teaching about Robert Frost and the poems that he created. The class would be reading possibly about how he lived in the area and his appreciation for nature.  Then the teacher would take the class outside to write about what they see when they are in nature. "Experience [outside the school] has its geographical aspect, its artistic and its literary, its scientific and its historical sides,” stated John Dewey in 1905.  

 I talked to the English teacher at Pine Ridge about place base education and how effective it was with the students at Pine Ridge. He felt like it was “an important aspect of the program and it really helped to keep his students focused and involved in lessons.” This form of education has been found to be effective in educating students with learning disabilities (Carlson, 2004). An article written by Ives in 2006 stated, “Students in the experiential education classroom demonstrated greater gains than the students in the other classes.” At this time there has been little formal research conducted that made the connections between experiential educations being the most effective form of education for students with learning disabilities (Carson, 2004).
 
There seems to be three major components that make this education effective with students. One of those components is the importance and focus on constructing new knowledge (Carlson, 2004).  This takes place when students are actively engaged with their learning. Through grappling with, discovering, experiencing, or manipulating the subject matter students are able to draw connections for themselves and by doing this they find their own meaning (Ives, B). This discovery learning takes place in the classroom as well as outside of it. Jodi Perin, the Academic Dean at Pine Ridge, said that it was “education without restriction.” 


The second component is community and place. This should be central to the education of a student (Carlson, 2004). The students are very much involved with the geographic location where the learning is taking place. In every geographic area there are different aspects that students can take advantage of. For example in this area, Lake Champlain offers many hands on opportunities to learn about fresh water biology and history just to name a few.  Students should be encouraged to explore their area and use that area as an educational tool.  Students should feel like they are a part of their personal learning environment, which includes relationships with the teachers and students (Ives, B). The student and the class should create learning goals, which guides the class and instruction. This works as a guide to their behavior as well, but it also makes the student direct their own learning.  

The last component of experimental education is the class work and projects should be “authentic work that impacts, and, preferably, improves one's community best prepares students for life beyond school (Carlson, 2004).” Respect is fundamental to learning; this is another element that sets this form of education apart from others. Students and teacher work from this view of respect at all times. Respect is also the idea that the students not only respect each other, but that they also respect the other student’s right to learn (Ives, B). 

 The outcome of this education is that students not only respect their teacher, but they will respect the work and the environment in which they learn either in classroom or outdoors. Place based education is a vibrant method that I believe would have positive outcomes with many students because it places the student in control of their own education and allows the student to find and connect to the information and relate to the information in their individual ways. This form of education could become exceptionally effective with the learning disabled student population. Ives stated “Students in the experiential education classroom demonstrated greater gains in than the students in the other classes.” 

Pine Ridge Programs

 Pine Ridge School is a small private school, which is located in Williston, Vermont. Pine Ridge was founded in 1967 and during the first year had nine students. Pine Ridge now has over one hundred residential students along with eleven day students and over one hundred staff. There are six dormitories, an academic building, Ropes course, soccer and softball fields, on site gym, along with many other evidences that the schools has grown over the years. The mission statement of Pine Ridge School is “An educational community committed to empowering students with learning disabilities to define and achieve success throughout their lives.” 

The Pine Ridge School is divided into three separated staff groups based on the student’s learning. The first is the Academic Program.  The second is the Tutorial programs where students are given one on one tutorial for forty minutes a day. This tutorial is exclusively based on the Orton-Gillingham approach.  Lastly is the Residential program, this program teaches various life skills, including self awareness, money management, and organization skills among others (see appendix A for Residential Curriculum).  

Pine Ridge Academics offers a language-based instructional program. While at Pine Ridge the students are placed into small classes that range from five to ten students. One very important aspect of the program is the student populations at Pine Ridge are not divided into a certain grades like freshman or junior classes, but instead they are placed into classes with other students at the equivalent levels. Thomas Armstrong wrote in his book the importance of “meeting the student at the proper academic levels.”  I think by this he meant that it is important to push the students in the direction of success, but not to overwhelm them with things they may not understand. It is equally important to place these students in academic situations so that they can feel and obtain success. It has been my experience that these students, because of their low self esteem, many have struggled to achieve academic success, and it is important for these students to have a foundation of success. The Academic Program builds on that success. The Pine Ridge website states that “the faculty works closely with students to create a program that strengthens weaknesses and builds upon existing strengths.”
My Observation of the Academic Program

 I attended an academic day with a student from Pine Ridge for the purpose of this paper. He will be referred to as George for the duration of this paper. I started the day eating breakfast at 8:00am in the dining hall with the rest of the students. George sat with this friends talking about the New York Yankees playoff game. During the academic day there are seven periods that run forty minutes.  Unlike some high schools that use block schedules the students at Pine Ridge have the same class everyday throught out the year. 
We started the morning class in English. There were seven students in the class, most were first year students and one was a second year student. The reason that I wanted to attend a few days of classes was so I could compare the course description and the Mission statement to what was being taught in the classroom. The English curriculum is located on appendix B.

 Students were in the classroom reading a poem in titled Wind.  The subject of the poem was about the wind blowing through the trees and some of the emotions that it invoked with the author. A former student that had graduated just years before wrote the poem. After reading the poem and discussing the writing style we went outside and the students had a writing session about something they saw or felt. The interesting part was the students all went different ways without the instruction of the teacher. In my experience, teenaged students when given the opportunity to be social with their peers are drawn in that direction. So I found it interesting that they seemed to be so involved in their learning that as a class their instincts seemed to keep them on task and engaged without intervention from the staff. 

George, from my observation, seemed to enjoy the classroom work. He sat in class without being disruptive and was engaged in his learning. This was evident because he was asking questions about the reading and was volunteering to read aloud. After the classroom work was over and the students went outside, George went to a large tree in the woods and stood writing for fifteen minutes. At no time did he seem to be looking for his friends and seemed to pay little attention to the teacher or myself. The class was given an area that they could go so they were not out of sight of the teacher George went as deep into the woods as he could go and was furthest away from his peers and teacher. After the time was up the instructor rang a small bell which was the signal to return to the classroom. The students were also informed before they left the class that they were also to take something from the woods that related to what they were going to write about. George wrote about a chipmunk and brought a leaf back from the tree that the chipmunk was on. Other students took sticks, leafs, and one took some dirt, all of which in someway related to their stories or poems. After being outside the students came back into class for a “wrap up” which was written on the board. They all quickly talked about their objects and went over the “plan for tomorrow” and class was over. 



On the second day of class the students were informed the day before they would be going outside again after being in the classroom for the first twenty minutes. Class started by everyone talking about what they produced from the class before. Students were encouraged to read what they wrote but were not mandated or pressured by the teacher or other students to do so. George did not want to read what he wrote “word for word” but was willing to give an overview of what he did. He spent a lot of his time talking about how large the tree was and there were not a lot of trees that big were he came from (Philadelphia). He wrote about how the tree was home to many things, but that he focused on a chipmunk. George seemed somewhat shy during this time, but overall his ideas were great and the fact that he was willing to share was evidence to his comfort level within the classroom. For the rest of the day other students spoke about what they found, and why they chose to write about it. The last five minutes was spent talking about what was covered over the past week. Students were asked to return next Monday with their poems and to start thinking about a short story that could be created from their work.  

When I entered the class I spoke briefly with the teacher about his plans for the class. He had a detailed outline on the information that he wanted to cover in class that day. He also showed me what he wanted to cover over the week and in the coming weeks as he created many projects and objectives from that single experience. We went over it together explaining in more detail the upcoming class. When the students came in they went to their folders, and got their work out. The class started with a “revisit” to last week. The student interacted with the teacher and they discussed what was done and what they learned. The teacher then spent some time talking about how many stories had been created or of smaller ideas…like the work that the students did the week before. 


The students, in conjunction with the teaching assistance and instruction, worked on creating outlines for the story. The students helped each other creating the outlines and generating ideas. The task for the day was to create the outline, and to start writing if the students were ready. Most had ideas already generated which was evidence that they had been thinking about it over the weekend. George already had an idea on what his story would be about, however, the creation of the outline was a struggle for him. He had a difficult time organizing the ideas and translating them on to the paper. The teacher worked with him as well with the other students that were struggling in this area, while the rest of the class starting writing. By the end of the class George did not have the outline complete, but he was sure that he would get it done tomorrow and would begin writing. The bell rang and the students went on with their class. I observed the students that did not complete the class work as they left class and the students did not seem frustrated, rather, they felt and looked confident in what they had accomplished that day.                                         

Observations on English Program Efficacy


During the days that I attended the English classes one area of focus that became apparent to me was the “place-based learning.” After attending the class that used place base education method, it seemed there were connections that placed-based learning was effective for many of the students at Pine Ridge. I felt there was no way in which to quantify the evidence that these program are effective. The qualitative evidence could be found through out the classroom. The students that were in the class I observed were focused, engaged, taking risks, and most importantly were constructing new knowledge. They seemed to enjoy their work, and had a positive relationship with their instructors, which for many educators is the ultimate goal; Pine Ridge School seems to be able to do this everyday.  

One aspect which is holding this educational practice back is the lack of research being done to prove that this method is effective, and how it should be embraced by all of the educational fields. Pine Ridge should be conducting there own research and writing about the gains that are being made with students. They should be working with the parents and students so that permission can be released to people like myself that want to write about the program.   

The limitations of programs like Pine Ridge for many students is financial, many are unable to get their pubic school district to fund their tuition to a private education. Pine Ridge tuition is $49,700 for this academic year, there is no established scholarship fund. Other programs like Pine Ridge cost upward of $100,000 per year. Families are left with few options, either they pay the tuition themselves or attempt to have the district pay, which because of the inclusion model can be a long and difficult process. Pine Ridge and others schools need to get more federal funding so that they can either lower the tuition, or place more funds into research and scholarship funds. 

My Program
 Over the past five years I have been working at Pine Ridge School and the programs work extraordinarily well. I feel Pine Ridge is giving students like myself a second chance, as well as giving them the skills they need to transition into the world after graduation. The program remediated my academic skills, but there was also remediation of the self Pine Ridge changed my negative outlook on life to a positive one.
 Over the course of the years there have been hundreds of students that had similar experiences to my own. This being said there have also been some students who struggle with the transition into the school. In these cases many have struggled with the transitions into the Pine Ridge community for a variety of reasons. Over the course of this paper I researched the different learning disabilities and how they affect the student. I also spent some time looking at the public school models and the ways they educated students with learning disabilities, as well as an examination of alternative education methods and discovering what made them effective and also what made them ineffective.  A great portion of this paper was spent looking at other effective methods of remediation, and by remediation I mean that the focus and goal of all education should be looking at remediating the “whole student.” There was also a large focus on wilderness education and therapy. Last, I looked at the school that I am employed at, and began to examine what it was that we did well, and what were the areas of needed improvement.  
I felt that if I was to take different aspects of these alternative educational methods, and combined them together to create a hybrid program.  The possible outcome of creating this was that the students at Pine Ridge might be far more successful in their journey through the program. The goal of this program would be focused on remediation.  In conjunction with the remediation of academics skills would be a focus on the remediation of the self. I believe that through this kind of programming greater gains can be made in all areas. 

 I designed a program that focused on many of the areas that were outlined in this paper. I decided that most of our activities would take place outside around the campus so the students could become more familiar with their surroundings. The philosophy behind doing this was based around place based education methods. I felt that if the students, many of whom were from other parts of the country, explored their environment they might become more comfortable within it. It was very important to me that we used the adventure center at Pine Ridge School; this is a great place to learn a lot about oneself, and the positive outcomes from participating on the challenge course are endless. We also went on short hikes in the area. It was also very important to intermix the Orton-Gillingham approach into this hybrid program. I was not able or willing the focused on the language education which the Orton-Gillingham methods effectively remediate rather I was hoping to use the aspects of multi-sensory learning, building new skills atop of old ones, and felt the guiding facets of this program could be used in other educational settings like this. Lastly, I also think it’s important to note that this project was guided by many educational and counseling methods and theories, but mostly this was created out of my own ideas about how students could find success easier.   

 I decided that I would take five new male students and placed them in a group called “New Student Survival Group.” We meet twice a week over the course of the year. However, because of deadlines of this paper I was only able to report on the first months. Also, the students that I am reporting on names, ages, and any other personal information like what learning disabilities they have, or grade levels are left out to protect the school, and more importantly the student’s right to privacy.  I will share an overview of what was done. I will be giving examples of what activities were done and what I wanted the outcomes to be. Unfortunately, I will only be able to give a general overview of the outcomes one major aspect of this program was “one-on-one meetings” which I will not be able to fully report on.  

My goal was this: I wanted to take new students and facilitate their transition into the Pine Ridge School community so they could adjust more quickly. I felt that my role within the group was to first be a safe person that they could go to if they had questions or concerns. I also hoped the other students would get to know each other through the activities and meetings so that these five young men would have a rapid growing peer network of support. 


We started the group the second week of school. Most of the students were apprehensive and slow to warm up at that first meeting. We meet in a small classroom and did simple introductions. I talked about what we were going to be doing over the course of the next few months, and spoke about some of the ideas that I had. It was at this time that I also asked the students what they wanted to be doing and what they were hoping to get out of the “class.” Most stated that they wanted to be doing “fun things” and going off campus. At this first meeting we also made a group contract surrounding three questions.

1. How do you think we should treat each other? 
2. What do you hope to learn?

3. How are we going to show respect to the class, community, environment and all group members? 

 These questions sparked some conversation about rules, and what the students were thinking about learning in our class. There was a brief conversation about this group being private from the rest of the school. I felt this first meeting went well. The students had no issues with being there and spent much of the time engaged. This was great success for Attention Deficit Disorder teenaged boys. After the meeting we went on a walk around campus. I asked if there were any questions at the end of the meeting, which there was none to really speak of.

 At this time we did a brief overview of what we did that day, we went over the contract, and I gave them a handout of our meeting schedule. There was also a brief introduction of what we were going to be doing for the next meeting. Overall I felt that this meeting went well and the students knew who I was and knew the others in the group, which was the goal.

  


For the second meeting we went over the contract from the last class. We spent some time talking about the week and how people were feeling about things in general. Most of the students reported that things were “okay” or “fine.” Of the five guys one came from another boarding school and the others lived with their parents. For the most part everyone said that they liked the classes and the staff, but were unsure about dorm life. We spend some time talking about teachers and how “much different” they were from their old teachers at home. When I ask how are they different, four out of the five responded with statements like, “they are way more chill” or “laid back.” It seemed to me that the community was already starting to have an effect on the students. Between the more casual environment, and the mutual respect given, the students were starting to see that our school was somewhat different than other schools. The activity for that day was attending the soccer game. We went down to the field together talking about many things from dorm instructors to family pets left at home. The students for the most part spent little to no time talking with me, but they were starting to ask questions of each other, which I felt was progress. 





Over the next two weeks the group met four more times. During these meetings we spent a lot of our time talking about adjusting to boarding school, and what some of the challenges they were having. I found that in general things were going well, most of the students felt like they were making friends, but they also were missing home and “good food.” 


The goal that I set for the meeting over these weeks was that I wanted to establish a relationship with them. I feel very passionately that by doing fun activities we would start to build a solid foundation. We went off campus both days of the third week. The first day off campus we went to Indian Brook Reservoir in Essex, Vermont. There is a two mile loop there around the small lake. I wanted to make sure we were going outside. I felt the environment and the outdoors was a great back drop for conversation and exploration. The second day off campus were went to Bolton Falls and hiked there.

 These activities went well and over the course of those days I found that the students were starting to open up to me. We talked a lot about what school was like over the years, and when they found out about their learning disabilities. We went to pizza after the Bolton Falls hike, and we talked about next week and what we were going to be doing. I also had them fill out a questioner about what life was like before they came to the school, and what they were hoping to learn while they were at Pine Ridge. There was also a section for “goal setting.”  I asked the members to look the questioner over, and simply reflect about the questions for next week we would fill it out Tuesday together. I did not know where these students struggle academically, so I did not wanted to assign work which they were unable to complete. 
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On Tuesday, we met and talked about the weekend. I was pleased to find out that the group members all went on a Saturday activity over the weekend together, yard sales. They said that it was cool, and that the staff that ran it was really fun. After looking at the yard sales they went to Al’s French Fries and got food. I asked if they had been hanging out together other than just this weekend. One member said “Yeah… maybe not all together, but we sit together a lot at dinner and stuff.” The other member of our group agreed that they do spend time together outside of our meetings, but most of the time it is with other people as well. This was a great moment …it really seemed that what I was doing was effective, the students were developing a peer group together, and they were starting to share information with me. We talked about other how things were going; one student was really becoming homesick, and was going home the next weekend. 

I asked if they had thought about the questions on the worksheet. All of the students but one had totally forgotten about it, which was expected. We went over the sheet together; however most of the students did not spend a lot of time or energy filling it out. Many made jokes about how the questions were stupid, or attempted to answer in a joking manner. I speculated that this could be taken a number of different ways. Either they really did not care or perhaps they were not prepared to distribute their thoughts on the information with the group at that time. However, I feel that as an educator it’s important to be pushing comfort levels, because pushing the boundaries can lead to great gains it can also lead to disaster. I was not able to get the results that I sought from the questioner. But we did spend some time that day down in the Adventure Center on the Pine Ridge campus. The group did a low element the Tight Rope. Low elements are lower to ground than some of the others. This is a series of cables that run between five tress. The goal is to walk on the cable from tree to tree without falling off the cable.  In order to complete the course everyone must work together to achieve a successful finish. If someone falls off the cable, the group must start at the beginning of the course.  

We started the course at 4:30. After forty-five minutes of working through the course, the students were not able to complete the courses. It was at this time the members of the groups started to get frustrated. I stopped the activity and we began to process what was effective and what seemed to not be effective. The students were able to articulate what they felt. In general, they decided that there should only be one person talking at a time. They felt it was necessary for the group to have one leader which made the final decisions on how to proceed. I was most impressed when the students starting talking about what they were good at in regard to skills which were needed to complete the task. An example of this was, one of the students had very good balance, the rest of the group felt that he should be the person to start so he could help others from tree to tree.

After the meeting the students were able to step away from the task at hand.  They knew they would able to complete the task, and they did in the end complete the course. We sat in the woods for awhile and talked about how this activity related to their lives, most notably their lives living with a learning disability and being at Pine Ridge School. 

In many of the wilderness education articles and books, the authors make a point to outline questions that invoke thought. Examples of the question that I asked are below these are not all the questions asked, and the responses were verbal from the students. I have a small white board which we took down to the course with us. The white board was used to outline the questions, and some of the responses. 

1. Did you feel at one point this was a task that could not be completed?

2. Have you ever felt like that before?

3. Was this a task that one person could have completed, or was it easier to have a team?

4. How did you communicate with the group?

5. Were you a leader? Or were you a follower?

6. Is it okay to not be a leader?

7. Do you think there can be more than one leader? If so explain?

8. What did you like about his activity, what did you dislike? 

9. How does getting from tree to tree relate to your own lives, and what did it feel like to be successful?

The students did an exceptionally nice job. I felt it was extremely significant to have them struggle with this task. I feel that overall the students enjoyed this activity and their answers to the questions were great and thoughtful. At this point I realized that the challenge course was going to be especially effective and could be a useful way to frame to conversation. The group responded better to this form of feedback and reflection than the questioner. They worked as a team; this was the first time the students had been really challenged to perform something they felt was difficult in the group. It was also the first time as peers they became frustrated with each other, but they did well and continued to work extraordinarily hard. At the end of the day we went over what we had learned and I provide them an outline of what we were going to be doing the next class. 

At the second class of the week we had our first one-on-one meeting. This was a meeting for the students; we spend twenty minutes together talking about anything. All of the students were open to doing this; one did not really “see the point.” This being said all took part in the meetings. This was a time for the students to ask questions or if they had concerns about things we could have a discussion. They would not have to be in front of their peers and these meetings were confidential. I am unable to go into details on what was said or asked during those times.  


It was the last week of school before our October Break. The group members had been going well in school and in their dorms. There had been little issues with the students that I worked with. They were all transitioning into Pine Ridge well. Over the course of the weeks I felt that there was progress being made. The group members were becoming more and more connected, and they were also become more connected with me. We were only able to meet as a full group one time this week because two of the group members and I went to a Patriots game. We were invited down to the game by members of the Patriots team. This was a great day, and the additional significant was that it turned into a real connection opportunity for these students and myself. I know that it meant a lot to the one student because he is related to one of the players. I feel I have the strongest connection with the students who went on the trip.  It’s really powerful to know our relationship has developed since that day. 

The one thing that I have discovered during this process is there are moments of opportunities for connection and you never know when they might be, a person can plan and develop the best curriculum, but if those moments are not capitalized on, your chances of being truly effective might not ever emerge. I had five students in this group and I feel that they all learned something during their time with me, but maybe with some I missed that moment. It’ hard to know when these moments were, because they pass and I did not even know it.

 
No meetings took place however; I spent most of my time thinking about the project and how effective I was being. Also, I was asking questions like what I could be doing better or worse. This week served as a reevaluation on the effectiveness of the meetings, I think that this time away was helpful. I felt like I was able to step back and adjust what I was doing to the group and the way that they learned best. I also reevaluated my own goals for the students and began to question if it was fair for me to even be setting goals for them? I am still thinking over many of these questions as this is being written. 


Over the next four weeks we did many of the same activities. I added more structure to the class and I increased the amount of one on one meetings. The students made gains over this time; however they became bored at times. We went off campus and we were outdoors as much as possible, but as the days become shorter and colder; there were times when we unable to be outdoors. We spent much of that week on the challenge course element, and they were able to complete those tasks much faster and with more ease. Of the five students that were in the group only one had a major rule infraction, but he remains at Pine Ridge and is doing well. After week ten the basketball season started and many of the group members joined a team which made it exceedingly difficult to meet as a complete group. This being said we still meet once a week for dinner and sit together and talk about how things were going. We also meet on Wednesdays this semester and if they are able to make it, I am there. Most weeks two or three are able to attend. I also moved the one-on-one meetings to Sunday night and I was able to meet with the group members at this time.


Overall I felt that the program was effective. This being said how, how does one define or measure success? The large issue with the program is what was done can not be measured using traditional methods such as grades or attendance. Over the past months of writing this paper I have been stuck on what I should write for this section of the paper. I felt that in some way I needed to “prove” that the methods and curriculum that were developed in conjunction with the Pine Ridge program and environment were “right” and others were “wrong”. The Orton-Gillingham process can be proved, and quantified, using tables like the one below found on the Pine Ridge School website which shows three students reading levels raise over a five year term at Pine Ridge.

Total Reading Grade Scores



2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

Tom

4.8

6.8

8.5

12.6

15.9

Mary

6.8

8.0

8.7

8.7

16.9

Larry

9.4

11.5

16.9

16.9

16.9

 What I have learned is this…the program that I created was very successful by my own personal standards. The students that attended every meeting made enormous gains; they adjusted to Pine Ridge, and made strong established relationships with not only myself, but more importantly with the other students in the class. However, this is not to state they would not have been just as successful without me or the group. This has been the hardest aspect of the curriculum.  The nagging question of how can I prove what I am doing really works, and works better than other approaches continues to consume me.
 The question I believe now is restrictive and goes against all that I feel right now with the education system. My point is this… to “measure” means to gauge by someone else’s standard, which in turn I believe is unfair to the students, and is not the place of educators. Place-based education philosophy states teachers should only facilitate the student’s education, and that the student should be left in control of their education. This means that educators must let go of the notion of controlling students’ education, and students must learn to guide themselves, and their education. 

Wilderness Therapy/ Education lets the students make their own choices and accept the positive and negative consequences of those choices. I believe that students need to make to same connection with their education. I talk with the students everyday about the importance of their time at Pine Ridge…and how they must take this opportunity which has been given and “run with it.” I tell the students that things in life are not given…they are taken…and if you want a big house and the nice car…then they must go out and take it, but in order to do that, you must be able to read, write, think, and believe in yourself. 

 The Pine Ridge mission statement states the program is designed “to assist students define and achieve success throughout their lives.” That mission is an important one; however, when thinking about the wording of the mission statement it too points to the idea that students are in charge of their learning, as well as having choice over what they define as success.  Was the program that I created successful? I feel that it was, and I think that the students learned, and enjoyed their time. I feel the students around week four took control over the group and made it into what they wanted. This in turn, is what I really wanted all along. I have learned that educators need to be meeting the needs of their students at all times, and adjusting what they wanted, to what the students want, not the other way around. The system of teachers teaching, and students learning what the teacher feel is important is incorrect. If as a educational community we allow students to become active participants in their education and permit them to self direct their curriculum I feel strongly that the natural outcome would crate balanced, intelligent students learning in their area of interests, who are engaged in their learning, and are given the skills that are needed to go into the world and be successful on their terms and conditions, not everyone else’s.  

Appendix A 
Appendix B

English is a four-year curriculum to develop skills in listening, reading and writing. Placement within the four-year curriculum is determined by formal and informal assessment of individual reading and writing skills. Reading material varies throughout the levels.
Foundation classes focus on place-based, experiential learning. Intermediate and advanced levels combine explicit instruction in all aspects of the writing process with an introduction to a variety of literary forms, including fiction, drama and poetry. Acknowledgement of the vital connection between speaking, thinking and writing shapes many of the classroom activities. Students are encouraged to read aloud and to discuss their responses in a seminar format to emphasize the interactive aspects of the language arts. 

The writing curriculum addresses aspects of the writing process in accordance with adolescent cognitive development and tailored to meet the individual needs of each student. The assignments and class activities rehearse language skills gained in the tutorial environment.

Students begin with the sentence, and then learn to organize sentences into paragraphs. Finally, students learn the elements of writing a five-paragraph essay. Although expository writing is one of the important aims of the program, students enjoy frequent contact with a wide range of imaginative literature. Since development of the personal voice is critical in building confidence in the aspiring writer, creative writing – with its emphasis on the student’s experience and imagination—constitutes an important segment of the overall writing program.

Students also learn research skills in conjunction with learning to write an essay. These skills are utilized to highlight an understanding of literature in a broader biographical, social and cultural context.
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Pine Ridge School Residential Curriculum

I. The Residential Life Program

     Pine Ridge School is an educational community committed to assisting adolescents with learning disabilities to define and achieve success throughout their lives.  The Residential Program at Pine Ridge supports the school mission by providing students structured opportunities to develop their interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences as described by Howard Gardner.  It is the aim of the Residential Program to promote self-awareness, strong interpersonal communication skills, community participation, diverse personal interests, and proper self-management in our students.  These social-emotional skills are measured and tracked over time so that students, educators, and parents can identify areas of need and mastery, as well as areas of progress.

     The Residential Curriculum and its accompanying measurement system are components of the Pine Ridge School outcomes-based education program.  Within this “program,” the residential staff measure and remark upon each student’s ability to perform skills and the frequency that the student exhibits mastery of the skills.  The residential staff provides direct instruction, structured recreational time, and spends leisure time with the students.  Therefore, they are in a unique position to observe students’ social and interpersonal skills.  It is the job of the Residential Instructor to assist in each student’s personal growth and to facilitate the acquisition of living skills.

     The residential schedule has been designed to provide students with opportunities to work on social-emotional skills on a daily basis.  Each day, students are responsible for personal hygiene, room cleanliness, and the completion of a dorm job.  As well, students are held accountable for the use of their language, conflict mediation skills, group living skills, and timeliness.  It is also the responsibility of the residential staff to assist students with particular needs such as time management, mediation, self-advocacy, and hygiene.

     The structure of the Residential Program allows students weekly opportunities to engage in diverse activities, manage their own money, exercise leadership skills, and participate in community wide interactions.  The Residential Staff interacts with students on an individual basis to assist in the acquisition of money management skills, leadership, and group participation.  For Specific information regarding the daily Residential Schedule, please refer to the Schedule in the appendices.

II.  Skills

     The following are the social-emotional living skills espoused by the Residential Program.  Please refer to the attached Evaluation Form for further information.

SELF-AWARENESS

    The skills in the Self Awareness section of the Evaluation Form are concerned with the student’s ability to recognize and articulate his/her opinions and emotions, to seek out assistance when needed, and to have an accurate perception of his/her own areas of ability and need.  The Residential Instructor gains the insight to evaluate students on these skills through daily interaction with the student.  The student’s behavior with peers can be observed at meals, during dorm meetings, during activities, and during leisure time.  Most especially, these skills are observed during conflict.  The Residential Instructor assists the student in gaining self-awareness through direct conversation, suggesting alternative methods of handling social situations, and promoting conversation among students.  Initially, students can practice these skills in structured situations while in the presence of a staff member.  In this situation an adult can assist in raising awareness by pointing out specific instances where the student has made progress, or, could have used an alternative action to produce a desired outcome.  As individual skills are integrated into student behavior, progress can be evaluated by more subtle observation.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

     Interpersonal Communication skills are meant to evaluate interactions that take place between the student and others.  The Residential Instructor assesses how the student initiates and maintains peer relationships, as well as how the student relates with adults.  Also considered are the student’s abilities to accept feedback and deal appropriately with conflict.  Remediation in these areas includes identifying communication difficulties, devising behavioral strategies with the student, and using available opportunities to practice these skills.  Mealtimes are an ideal time for practicing interpersonal communication, while singular activities with an adult mentor or conversation with a Residential Instructor are provided through situations that arise in dorm life.  Through direct instruction, constant structure, positive support, and reinforcement the student will learn the interpersonal communication skills, which are necessary for clear communication.

SELF-MANAGEMENT


     Through the teaching and application of self-management the student develops skills in caring for personal and others’ property, personal hygiene, and health maintenance.  Beyond group instruction opportunities to teach these skills present themselves each day.  If the student has difficulty with personal hygiene, the Residential Instructor will sensitively approach the student and together they will work out a system for reminding the student to attend to his/her hygiene needs.  Likewise, the Residential Instructor will devise a strategy with the student who has difficulty keeping his/her room clean, following healthy eating habits, or caring for property.

     The manner in which Residential staff teaches students these skills is as critical as attempting to measure their progress in developing these skills.  Staff works with the student in a non-judgmental and proactive manner, being patient and methodical.  In all instances, Residential Instructors attempt to break each skill down to its most easily understood step, and then work with the student to create a strategy to practice the skill.  Strategies may include direct discussion, cueing and prompting, individual interviews, visual aids, and the demonstration of skills through role modeling.

PERSONAL ORGANIZATION

     In the area of Personal Organization the Residential Instructor works with the student in mastering skills such as money management, time management and the organization of material objects.  One example of how the Residential Instructor works with the student in personal organization skills is in money management.  Each Wednesday, the student completes a weekend activity sheet, which lists a variety of activities that are either free or offered at a fee.  Also on Wednesday, the student fills out a Pine Ridge School Bank Blue check for his/her allotted weekly allowance.  In some instances, the student may have difficulty rationing his/her allowance to cover all of his/her weekend activities.  In these cases, the Residential Instructor will help the student with budgeting.  The Residential Instructor may set up a system of envelopes with labels for each activity or purchase to which the student is committed.  Over time, the student will be asked to take over responsibility for budgeting funds on his/her own.

      The Residential Instructor has the opportunity to observe and then assist in time, money, and personal organization on a daily basis in the dorm and throughout evening programming.

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION

     It is important for the growth of the Pine Ridge Community to have students and staff participates in a variety of events sponsored throughout the school year.  It is held that people who work together must play together to build respect for themselves, others, and others’ differences.  Staff assists the student in this area with support, words of encouragement and guidance.  The Residential Life Program has identified specific skills within Community Participation.

     Every Wednesday throughout the academic school year, the students and staff of Pine Ridge School gather for a morning community meeting.  Special activities, school events, and community concerns are the focus of this gathering.  During this school wide meeting the important goals of information dissemination and sharing of ideas take place.  This gathering of the entire school offers a leadership opportunity for students, in that they can request to help run community meeting or present their own ideas to the community at large.

       Each fall the entire community spends a weekend camping off-campus to develop a sense of community and further interpersonal skills.  On Memorial Day, the school sponsors Head’s Day, which all students and staff participate in together.  These events offer opportunities for students to work with staff in group organization and to simply enjoy a day of recreational activities with adults.

     Community participation also takes place in the form of fundraisers, dorm activities, service projects, Summit Society, Leadership Group, student council, yearbook club, and school outdoor trips.  As Residential Instructors participate in and facilitate all of these events they are in a unique position to evaluate each student’s level of community participation.  Should a student have difficulty in participating in community life, the Residential Instructor will assist the student by suggesting small actions in areas of interest first, and will encourage the student to make larger gains.

     The Residential Life Program offers students a variety of experiences in adventure, cultural, and service activities through which each student is encouraged to participate in a broad range of activities, in order to expose him/her to a potential new life interest.  Because the Pine Ridge School understands that many learning disabled students have experienced failure when trying new endeavors, the Residential Staff encourages students to try new activities in an emotionally and physically safe environment-mindful of each student’s area of challenge.  The Residential Instructor will prep the student on what to expect throughout a new activity and will accompany students on all events.

     For Adventure, a variety of activities are planned and offered:  hiking, ropes course, orienteering, rock climbing, canoeing, and camping are the focus of most trips.

    For Cultural experience, the Residential Life Program relies on offerings of the Greater Burlington and surrounding areas.  Students have the opportunity to attend performances at the Flynn Theater, the University of Vermont, local colleges, and high school drama programs.  Also offered are museum trips, occasional trips to Montreal and Boston, and other spots in the New England area.

     Service opportunities include possibilities of volunteering or raising money for local charities.  Past examples have included:  Vermont Special Olympics, March of Dime Walk-A-Thon, Memory Walk for Alzheimer’s and the Cerebral Palsy Ski-A-Thon.

     Aside from pre-planned activities, students may suggest and organize their own activities.  These might include adopting a family for the Thanksgiving and Christmas Holidays.  Students may also make suggestions for weekday evening activities, weekend activities, outings, and fundraisers.  It is believed that the more exposure a student has to various activities, the more success he/she will meet and the better he/she will know his/her personal potentials.

III. Measurement

     During the first six weeks of the school year, the Residential Staff will assess each student’s level of competence for each skill.  The staff, together with Parents (during Parent’s Weekend or via phone conference), will then choose three to five specific skills to work on during the year.  Those three to five skills will form the basis of each student’s Residential Education Plan.  This plan will be discussed, and goals will be set, at regular meetings between the Residential Staff and the student.  The staff will then report progress in these goals through the residential reports at the end of both the first and second semesters.

	Residential Curriculum Grid
	Student:
	 
	 

	 
	Student
	Parent's
	Res Staff 

	SKILL
	Rating
	Rating
	Rating

	SELF-AWARENESS/ SELF ADVOCACY
	 
	 
	 

	1. Shows ability to verbalize needs/wants.
	 
	 
	 

	2. Demonstrates ability to develop a strategy to meet needs and wants.
	 
	 
	 

	3. Demonstrates ability to hold appropriate conversation with peers.
	 
	 
	 

	4. Shows ability to appropriately self-advocate.
	 
	 
	 

	5. Accepts responsibility for behavior and consequences.
	 
	 
	 

	6. Actively listens to others perspectives.
	 
	 
	 

	7. Describes interests and values.
	 
	 
	 

	8. Describes areas of personal strengths and weakness.
	 
	 
	 

	INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
	 
	 
	 

	1. Vocalizes ideas and suggestions to others.
	 
	 
	 

	2. Interacts appropriately with others (both adults and peers).
	 
	 
	 

	3. Utilizes effective verbal and non-verbal communication.
	 
	 
	 

	4. Initiates and maintains peer friendships.
	 
	 
	 

	5. Understands and applies the concepts of conflict resolution.
	 
	 
	 

	SELF-MANAGEMENT
	 
	 
	 

	1. Age appropriate health skills (personal and other.)
	 
	 
	 

	2. Demonstrates age appropriate hygiene and grooming skills.
	 
	 
	 

	3. Dresses appropriately (for school, social situations, and weather conditions).
	 
	 
	 

	4. Is polite and respectful in social situations (language, actions).
	 
	 
	 

	5. Uses table manners appropriately.
	 
	 
	 

	PERSONAL ORGANIZATION
	 
	 
	 

	1. Manages money with age appropriate ability.
	 
	 
	 

	2. Respects property (personal and others).
	 
	 
	 

	3. Demonstrates age appropriate time management skills (wakes up, makes appointments, and goes to bed on time).
	 
	 
	 

	4. Keeps room organized.
	 
	 
	 

	5. Leaves dorm prepared for the day.
	 
	 
	 

	COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
	 
	 
	 

	1. Expresses empathy for others
	 
	 
	 

	2. Contributes to the community.
	 
	 
	 

	3. Respects the rights and feelings of others.
	 
	 
	 

	4. Actively participates in group activities
	 
	 
	 

	5. Participates in a range of extracurricular activities.
	 
	 
	 

	6. Shows interest in participating in unfamiliar activities.
	 
	 
	 

	7. Shows interests in citizenship and public service.
	 
	 
	 

	8. Understands the process of conflict resolution.
	 
	 
	 

	Goals:
	
	
	

	1.)
	
	
	

	2.)
	
	
	

	3.)
	
	
	

	4.)
	
	
	

	5.)
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Please use the following rating guide:
	
	
	

	E= excellent S= strong G= good I= needs improvement NC= not able to comment
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Day One of English              Class October 5, 2006





Day Two of English 


Class October 8, 2006








Wilderness skills - Learning and practicing wilderness skills, including wilderness health and safety procedures, low-impact camping techniques, and creative backcountry skills (cooking and working with leather and natural materials). 


Treatment - the therapist is in the backcountry at least two days and one night per week, meeting with students individually and conducting group therapy sessions.  The therapist works closely with field staff to ensure treatment goals and therapeutic assignments are a focus at all times. 


Community - Living in his or her group and developing skills such as effective communication, making group decisions, conflict resolution and building trusting relationships. 


Service - Students have the opportunity to complete a work project which will benefit someone other than themselves. Examples include group work projects such as fence building and trail maintenance to enhance the National Forest or other public land the group is using. The Service Project will involve teamwork, environmental education, accomplishment, planning, and exposure to role models such as forest or park personnel. 


Leadership - Students will be encouraged to exhibit positive leadership through planning and implementing decisions as a group member, organizing and leading group activities, and role modeling appropriate leadership skills. 


Adventure - Adolescents need to find they can have excitement and fun safely without defying rules or using drugs and alcohol. Adventures are safe, challenging, and an integral part of the program. Three Rivers typical adventures are basic mountaineering, fishing, orienteering, and making crafts with primitive materials and tools, learning and practicing wilderness skills. 








Language-based. The Orton-Gillingham approach is based on a technique of studying and teaching language, understanding the nature of human language, the mechanisms involved in learning, and the language-learning processes in individuals. 


Multisensory. Orton-Gillingham teaching sessions are action oriented with auditory, visual, and kinesthetic elements reinforcing each other for optimal learning. The student learns spelling simultaneously with reading 


Structured, Sequential, Cumulative. The Orton-Gillingham teacher introduces the elements of the language systematically. Students begin by reading and writing sounds in isolation. Then they blend the sounds into syllables and words. Students learn the elements of language, e.g., consonants, vowels, digraphs, blends, and diphthongs, in an orderly fashion. They then proceed to advanced structural elements such as syllable types, roots, and affixes. As students learn new material, they continue to review old material to the level of automaticity. The teacher addresses vocabulary, sentence structure, composition, and reading comprehension in a similary structured, sequential, and cumulative manner. 


Cognitive. Students learn about the history of the English language and study the many generalizations and rules that govern its structure. They also learn how best they can learn and apply the language knowledge necessary for achieving reading and writing competencies. 


Flexible. At best, Orton-Gillingham teaching is diagnostic-prescriptive in nature. Always the teacher seeks to understand how an individual learns and to devise appropriate teaching strategies. 


Emotionally Sound. In every lesson, the student experiences a high degree of success and gains confidence as well as skill. Learning becomes a rewarding and happy experience. 


Information found at http://www.ortonacademy.org/








“The Orton-Gillingham approach is language-based, multisensory, structured, sequential, cumulative, cognitive, and flexible. Its breadth, perspective, and flexibility prompt use of the term approach instead of method.”


Academy of Orton-Gillingham








Day Three of English 


Class October 9, 2006





First Meeting 


September 5, 2006 


Week One





First, standards are set for what students should know and be able to do at various grades. 


Second, curricula are designed, guided by the standards.


Third, based on the curricula, teachers design individual courses and instructional strategies, including the materials and methods best suited for their students.


Fourth, students are assessed at different points in their school career to determine how well schools are doing at enabling them to meet the standards. The results of these assessments are then used to hold schools accountable for how well they are educating their students. 


(PEER Fact sheet) January 18, 2007








use of computer/word processor with spell check and grammar check.


reduced course work.


extended time for tests/exams and in-class writing assignments.


quiet test environment (e.g. in a side room).


large print-size tests.


a reader (sometimes called an 'amanuensis').


books on tape.


provision of someone to write for you (scribe).


use of a computer/word processor with spell check and grammar check.


use of an electronic spell-checker.





Inattention


Often does not give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in schoolwork, work, or other activities. 


Often has trouble keeping attention on tasks or play activities. 


Often does not seem to listen when spoken to directly. 


Often does not follow instructions and fails to finish schoolwork, chores, or duties in the workplace (not due to oppositional behavior or failure to understand instructions). 


Often has trouble organizing activities. 


Often avoids, dislikes, or doesn't want to do things that take a lot of mental effort for a long period of time (such as schoolwork or homework). 


Often loses things needed for tasks and activities (e.g. toys, school assignments, pencils, books, or tools). 


Is often easily distracted. 


Is often forgetful in daily activities. 


Six or more of the following symptoms of hyperactivity-impulsivity have been present for at least 6 months to an extent that is disruptive and inappropriate for developmental level: 


Hyperactivity


Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat. 


Often gets up from seat when remaining in seat is expected. 


Often runs about or climbs when and where it is not appropriate (adolescents or adults may feel very restless). 


Often has trouble playing or enjoying leisure activities quietly. 


Is often "on the go" or often acts as if "driven by a motor". 


Often talks excessively. 


(http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/adhd/symptom.htm





Second Meeting 


September 7 2006


Week one








Overview of the next two weeks


Weeks Two and Three 





Week Four





Week Five 





Week Six Vacation!!





Weeks Seven, Eight, Nine and Ten





What I learned. 


What is the next step?








Allow tape recording of lectures. 


Provide a written outline of material covered. 


Use overhead and other visual media with oral instruction. 


Incorporate technology, e.g., computers, calculators, videos. 


Accept typed or word-processed assignments. 


Allow oral or audio taped assignments. 


Individualize assignments, e.g., length, number, due date, topic. 


Use peer tutoring. 


Teach specific study skills, e.g., organization, note taking.


Provide practice questions for study. 


Give open book tests. 


Allow one page of notes to be used during testing. 


Vary the format of test. 


Read questions aloud. 


Allow student to respond to questions orally. 


Allow use of technology, e.g., calculator, word-processor. 








ENGLISH








