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Jennifer: Welcome to today’s teleconference. We are fortunate to have two excellent presenters join us today. Our goal for this affinity group is to be purposeful on these calls. We’ll schedule them if there is a need. If you have suggestions for future discussions please contact me at Jennifer.Doolittle.ed@gov. 

I’m happy to introduce to you, Glinda Hill, from OSEP who will facilitate the discussion. Glinda has great knowledge in low incidence disabilities, she is the project officer for the National Center for Leadership in Visual Impairment, who spoke with us at our last meeting, and also for the Six State Higher Education Collaborative to Prepare Highly Qualified Teachers of Students with Visual Impairments through Distance Education.  This project is also known as the Northeast Regional Center For Vision Education and Robert  McCulley, the Director of the Center and Laura Bozeman, the program Director for Vision Studies at the University of Massachusetts at Boston are joining us today.
 Glinda: I’m delighted to join you today. [Introduce Presenters] UMASS Boston had the brains and ideas of getting this started. It’s important to note that without the private, public and SPDG support this project wouldn’t have happened.

Bob: We’re excited to present to this group. The Northeast Regional Center For Vision Education Project started with the New Hampshire SPDG collaboration. Our consortium of New England states involved state departments of education, the University of Massachusetts, and UMASS continuing and distance education. 

Laura: Our primary goals and objectives are to meet the need for HQ LI personnel, build community engagement, and continually assess the on-going needs. [Today’s PPT can be downloaded from our website: www.nercve.umb.edu, under ‘happenings’. 
Bob:  We took the concept of shared responsibilities. We looked at a lot of models – distance satellite transmission and comprised video, for example. What we chose was a web-based platform. 

Bob: The web-based learning is not reproducing the classroom on-line. We had to fit the teaching with this new medium and select tools and resources to facilitate active learning. The program is sequenced with content and activities. Assessment of the product outcomes are done with each online module. The value of offering web-based coursework is the student attends when they are ready to attend. They can produce when they can, within the established deadlines. The students live, work, and learn from their home states. There are challenges. 

Laura: The main issue is isolation. The students are by themselves. Our experience has been that computer learning is not the best method. There’s a loss of classroom community, lack of field supports, quality control of supervision. 

Is there Any feedback from the group?

Donna: I love this list (Slide 8: Distance Education Concerns). I would add you don’t get a sense of the culture of the visual impairments. 

Laura: We’ve trying to be careful we don’t outgrow what we can support and fund. We’ve established a northeast plan. We began with a standards based online curriculum. We gradually decreased the time from face-to-face to online. We still require face-to-face interaction and incorporate the community in the process.

Bob: Our teachers may need a little more in assessment, specifically functional vision assessment. Glinda mentioned that we started with state support and continue with state support. In licensure, what does the community need? We integrate the field experiences. We continue to engage the students online. We have a process for mentoring from recruitment, acceptance, and follow-up after they are working.
We needed to prove distance education was effective and demonstrate to our university we were headed in the right direction. We had a committee from the 6 states’ stakeholders. Because of the concerns for quality control, we defined it regionally and we wanted to have constancy in growing the partnerships. 
Jennifer: What kind of data did you review to determine if the distance learning was effective?
Bob: A lot of the work on evaluating the models was conducted between 1998-2000. Our faculty enrolled in a course offered at Northern Colorado about teaching online, mentoring. 

In 2000-2001, we began our first cohort, comprised of 18 students. Then we collected survey data, both the positive and negative responses from the students and instructors. The products students were producing were evidence it was working on-line. 

Laura: Periodically, we survey the employers of our graduates. When we get to the outcomes, we’ll share with you that all of our students are employed in the districts. 

Bob: Northeast Regional Center model: We have central university, central administration at UMASS. We have 6 state university liaisons, and they are all professionals in the field. The liaisons recruit for us. They know what the needs are of the perspective students; they help students through the whole process, from the application to practicum placement. The liaisons assign a mentor to each student so they have someone else to bounce ideas off of. This has been helpful to students.
Bob: When we decided to do this we knew we needed buy-in from every SEA, whether they had a SPDG or discretionary funding. With their support, we had demonstrated financial commitment that gave us the opportunity to write our first grant for 2002-2007. The state commitment helped us receive a successful review and then we had a chance to build the regional model. We’ve been awarded another 4 year grant.  A little investment by the states has had a huge impact. The state and federal support gave us the leverage with the university buy-in. We now have state funding backing us. 
Because we’re using distance technology, we’re generating income for the Distance Education department. The academic programs are generating income for the distance education initiative. It’s a formula relationship with the tuition we’re generating. Federal grant and scholarship, state union contract, we’re able to articulate a fiscal relationship to our work so we can ask for a percentage of that back. The university is now setting aside 50% of the resources collected to go back to funding the program. 

Laura: How do you create a family unit within a distance model? We developed an automated regional professional directory in various specializations. We also have different ways to engage the community. We host an annual harbor cruise and we pay for a dinner and cruise for 110 people who participate. It’s not required but it does provide an opportunity for students to meet peers. We also have a holiday party. 
Additionally, we convene a full day orientation that is required of all students. This provides an opportunity to introduce Blackboard and quell any fears of using it. You don’t want technology getting in the way of the learning. We require 1-2 face-to-face courses, which we offer over the weekends. These weekend courses are typically 4 hours long to accommodate travel time.

Bob: We have web-based assignments. The state liaisons are in contact with the cohort to find resources that will provide them hands-on experience and build relationships on the local level with the professional community. It’s critical to have solid electronic communication with professionals. 

We also support placement services. We’ve created an automated employment board. Anyone across the U.S. can post a new job listing with deadline notifications.  

Laura: Outcomes: A total of 216 students have enrolled in the program. Of these, there were 199 TVI graduates and 78 O&M graduates, and 19 withdrawals (due to death, family issues, not a good fit). The majority of the students are from Massachusetts. 
Bob: The program is accessible, which results in the higher enrollment of non-traditional students. These non-traditional students are older and generally have greater responsibilities (jobs, families, etc.) so it takes them longer to go through the program. 
Laura: Currently, Bob acts as the community administrative director to generate resources, build community support and strategically plan and sustain the work. I work on curriculum development and ensuring we have good faculty. 

Bob: We needed a systems change in the university faculty. We needed state involved and committed so we could come back to the university so they would support on-site curriculum support. We realize state budgets are being cut, so we are looking to decrease pre-service costs. I can’t overemphasize the importance of organizing a system that leverages support from other areas.

Laura: We structure the professional development courses to apply to a degree program. We’ve piloted a mentoring, induction process. Right now we want to expand research capabilities to integrate that with outcomes based research. We want to meet the need, but do it right.

Bob: We’ve added some professional development courses. We received positive feedback from Boston Public Schools. We talked with related services to do a direct service contract with the university and recent graduates to ensure we can incorporate more students into the urban areas. We have 2 university professional staff hired to expand direct services. 

Glinda: Are there any questions?

Jennifer: Have any of your thought about initiating a regional approach? If you’ve not been working towards doing regional work, what are some of the challenges for making this happen?

Toyah, KY: We’re on year 2 of our SPDG, we’ve working with a population of students who have significant disabilities. They’re a population that has been widely ignored. We’re trying to increase our professional co-ops. We have pilot sites across the state. We are lacking the capacity around this population. We’re finding our teachers are poorly equipped, lacking the skill set.

Jennifer: Any advice to share with Toyah?
Laura: Getting the first piece started is important.

Toyah: The way we’ve set up this model – we have 11 co-ops, each with a mentor. The mentor than works with the teachers. 

Glinda: Are any of you struggling with shortage with Low Incidence?

Toyah: We have the teachers out there, but they are probationary. 

Donna: Some related thoughts in my state (MN). The quality of the qualified teachers is the issue. I give Bob & Laura credit in looking at how they are maintaining the quality of the teachers. My colleagues see a lot of the personnel in distance ed programs that don’t have all the quality content. They come out “qualified” but they don’t have the depth of knowledge and skills. 

Bob: What we’re trying to do is to engage the professionals. We’re offering the academic content and engaging the students in the community. We have the students connecting with the professional community with each course. 
Donna: What you are doing would be great for the field to articulate as well. 

Glinda: Thank you so much. I appreciate Laura and Bob for sharing with our group today.
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