
SPE 640-601: Teaching Students with Significant Disabilities 
Fall 2010 

SUNY Cortland 
School of Education 

Foundations and Social Advocacy Department 
 

Instructor: Dr. Janet Duncan, Associate Professor, FSA 
Office:  Cornish 1232 
Phone:  607-753-2356 
Email:  duncanj@cortland.edu  [best way to communicate] 
Office Hours: by appointment, each day 
 
Course Location & Time: VH 112, Thursday, 4:20-6:50 pm 
 
Course Description: 
This course is designed to address programs and practices as they relate to the education 
of students with “severe” and/or multiple disabilities. Both research and practice will 
provide students with the knowledge and experience to understand student 
characteristics, best practices, and critical issues relevant for students and families. The 
course will enable graduate students to understand the role of special education 
professionals in facilitating student learning, providing supports, collaborating with other 
professionals, involving families, as they seek to provide effective special education 
programs and services for students with severe and/or multiple disabilities. 
 
SUNY Cortland Conceptual Framework 
Teacher Education at SUNY Cortland is built upon the foundation of liberal learning and 
the development of teachers who have exceptional pedagogical knowledge and skills. 
The foundation of liberal learning informs the professional education strand in an 
innovative thematic approach that emphasizes personal responsibility and global 
understanding that encourages the construction of communities committed to enacting 
social justice. We prepare our teacher candidates to know the world in ways they do not 
when they come to us, and to spark or fuel a love of teaching and of learning that is so 
strong and so appealing that their future students will be drawn into it themselves. 
Graduates of SUNY Cortland’s teacher education program will be prepared to contribute 
to their communities. 
 
Selected Readings: 
 
Readings selected from a variety of resources will be provided. These selections will be 
used to understand the issues most relevant to individuals with significant disabilities.  
 
Bjarnason, Dora S. (2008). “Private troubles of public issues? The social construction of 
the “disabled baby” in the context of social policy and social technological changes.” In 
Disability & The Politics of Education. An International Reader, edited by Susan L. 
Gabel & Scot Danforth, Peter Lang. 251-274. 
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Charlton, James I. (2006). “The dimensions of disability oppression: An overview”. In 
The Disability Studies Reader, edited by Lennard Davis, 2nd Ed. Routledge. 217-227. 
 
Davis, Lennard J. (2002). Bending over backwards. Disability, Dismodernism & Other 
Difficult Positions. New York University Press. 
 
Davis, Lennard J. (2006).  “Constructing normalcy: The Bell curve, the novel, and the 
invention of the disabled body in the Nineteenth century” In The Disability Studies 
Reader, edited by Lennard Davis, 2nd Ed. Routledge. 3-16. 
 
Garland Thomson, Rosemarie. (1997). Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical 
Disability in American Culture and Literature. Columbia University Press: New York. 
 
Mairs, Nancy. (1996). Waist-High in the World. A life among the nondisabled. Beacon 
Press: Boston. 
 
McBryde Johnson, Harriet. (2005). Too late to die young: Nearly true tales from a life. 
Picador, US.  Preface 1-5. 
 
Wendell, Susan. (2006). “Toward a feminist theory of disability” In In The Disability 
Studies Reader, edited by Lennard Davis, 2nd Ed. Routledge. 243-256. 
 
Required Text:  
Snell, Martha E. and Brown, Fredda. (2006) Instruction of Students with Severe 
Disabilities 6th edition. Pearson Merrill-Prentice Hall. Note: This book might set you 
back a few dollars, so I would suggest you share it. It has some very important content 
that I will be covering in class and is worth having on your bookshelf. 
 
 
Course Objectives: [excerpted from CEC Professional standards for knowledge and 
skills and the SUNY Cortland Conceptual Framework] 
 Students in this course will 

• Understand definitions and characteristics of students with severe 
disabilities (CEC 2,3; CF 2,3,11) 

• Understand the impact of sensory impairments, physical and health issues 
on families and students (CEC 3,10; CF 7,11) 

• Identify levels of support as they relate to the needs of individuals (CEC 
3,5,8; CF 11,12) 

• Use strategies that facilitate collaboration with professionals and parents 
(CEC 9,10; CF 6, 11) 

• Identify and use assistive technologies (CEC 6,8; CF 3,10,12) 
• Understand how to plan for instruction and use AAC (CEC 4,5,8; CF 

10,12) 
• Be knowledgeable of the organizations and publications relevant to 

students with significant disabilities (CEC 1,9,10; CF 6,7) 
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• Identify strategies that create an environment that encourages self-
determination and increased independence (CEC 3,5,10; CF 4,10,11,12) 

• Understand historical perspectives and treatment of persons with 
significant disabilities (CEC 1,9,10; CF 1,2,7,8) 

 
Course Assignments: 
 
 Research paper examining critical issues  20% 
 Assistive technology/Universal design project 20% 
 Three (3) Community-based visits with summary 30% 
 Attendance & Active Participation   20% 
 Movie review and critique    10%
       Total 100% 
 
Explanation of Assignments: 

a. Research Paper examining critical issues.  This paper will illuminate a critical 
issue in the lives of persons with severe disabilities. Select a topic of interest 
based on our readings, and expand the discussion to include additional 
perspectives and relevant literature. This paper will follow APA style, and be no 
less than ten (10) pages in length (12 pt. font size.) Carefully follow guidelines for 
correct citations and usage according to College Policy for Academic Honesty.  

b. Assistive technology or Universal Design project.  With an individual in mind, 
design a simple piece of assistive technology to enhance this person’s functioning. 
Find out what the person might enjoy and need first, and assemble the device 
from home-made materials (low cost.) OR, with an individual in mind, design a 
space that would be more accommodating and accessible for others. Think of a 
common environment (home, school, community) and enhance the space 
following UDL principles. You may use design software (CAD) for this purpose. 
All projects will be informally shared in class. 

c. Visit three places in the community that support people with disabilities. You may 
select agencies in your area. Talk with employees about their services, and write a 
report on your observations. You may compile your observations in a web-based 
format to share with others.  

d. Attendance and Active Participation. It is very important that you attend class 
weekly and participate in all activities and discussions. If you are not able to 
attend, please contact me in advance if at all possible. Also, please let me know 
how to reach you on the day of class if there should be a cancellation due to 
inclement weather. Any time that you are not in class, it is your responsibility to 
connect with a classmate to obtain an overview of what occurred, and notes or 
handouts from the session. Please note that you are also responsible to know about 
any other important information that I may have shared during class, such as changes 
regarding directions or deadlines for assignments. 

d. Movie review. Select a recent movie of your choice and analyze the themes 
according to the way people with significant disabilities are portrayed. Is the 
depiction honest and authentic? Pitying? The review should be no more than five 
pages in length, typed. 
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Disability Statement:  SUNY Cortland is committed to upholding and maintaining 
all aspects of the federal Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) and 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  If you are a student with a 
disability and wish to request accommodations, please contact the Student 
Disability Services Office located in B-1, Van Hoesen Hall or call 753-2066 for 
an appointment.  Because many accommodations require early planning, requests 
for accommodations should be made as soon as possible. 
 
 
Teacher Education Candidacy:  If during your enrollment at SUNY Cortland you 
are convicted of a crime and/or have any judicial or academic integrity violations, 
you must notify your School’s associate dean at once.  Failure to do so may result 
in your dismissal from the teacher education program.  Failure to provide truthful 
information may result in your dismissal from the teacher education program and 
may result in academic dishonesty charges (Source:  SUNY Cortland Teacher 
Education application). 
 
Academic Integrity Statement:  “Students in this course are expected to abide by 
the guidelines on academic dishonesty that are found in chapter 340 of the SUNY 
Cortland College Handbook (http://www.cortland.edu/president/handbook.pdf).  
As stated in these guidelines, any instance of plagiarism, cheating on 
examinations or other forms of academic dishonesty will be punished, most likely 
by the receipt of a failing grade for this course and possible dismissal from the 
College.  The primary means for enforcing the course’s policy on academic 
dishonesty will be a Web-based plagiarism detection service to which you will be 
required to submit all of the papers you write for this course. 

 

Tentative Class Schedule  
Sept. 2  What does it mean to have a “severe impairment”? 
  Read Harriet McBryde Johnson article 
  Review for next class www.tash.org. site 
 
Sept. 9  Historical treatments; travel through time 
  HBO Video: “Without Pity” 
  Read Chapter 16 Snell and Brown 
 
Sept. 16 Categories of people; Medical model 
  UN definition of disability 
  Testing for intelligence 
  Read Chapter 1 Snell and Brown 
 
Sept. 23 So, what supports do students need? 
  Asking for opinions 
  Ecological inventories with families 
  Community-based supports 
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  Read Chapter 2 & 3 Snell and Brown 
 
Sept. 30 Person-centered planning 
  Circles of support 
  Designing a plan for the future 
  Read Chapter 14 Snell and Brown 
 
Oct. 7  Getting down to details:  
  Universal design principles 
  Augmentative/Alternative Communication 
  Review websites to related to UDL and AAC 
  Read Chapter 11 & 12 Snell and Brown 
 
Oct. 14  Sensory impairments 
  OT strategies 
  Sensory diets 
  Read Chapter 8 & 9 Snell and Brown 
 
Oct. 21  Independent Living Movement 
  Read Chapter 15 Snell and Brown 
 
Oct. 28  Meaningful school curricula 
  Maximizing IEPs and goals 
  Read Chapter 4 & 13 Snell and Brown 
   
Nov. 4  School collaboration 
  Working with paraprofessionals 
  Read Chapter 10 Snell and Brown 
 
Nov. 11 Independent Research Day 
 
Nov. 18 Students with “severe” reputations 

 Behavioral plans with dignified results 
 Read Chapter 6 Snell and Brown 

 
Nov. 25 No class; Thanksgiving Holiday 
 
Dec. 2  Community Resource Share 
 
Dec. 9  Last class, discussion of papers 
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