Jane C. Kirsch

GOALS STATEMENT for AT CERTIFICATE

Growing up in a small southern Virginia city, family and friendships shaped my ideas about diversity and the value of each individual. First of all, my parents, both as teachers and as community members, came into contact with a variety of people of different races, economic levels, educational levels, and abilities. By their attitudes and activities, they taught me that people are people regardless of physical appearance or differences and that everyone matters.

Second, I have had several friendships over the years with individuals who were either born with or acquired a disability. As a child, I am not sure if I was even aware of the cause or the name of their disability; I just knew them as who they were. In elementary school I would often walk home from school with a classmate’s older sister who I think had had polio as a child perhaps. Also, there was a man at my church, much older than I, who must have had athetosis cerebral palsy. I remember my parents telling me that when he was born the doctors told his parents to put him in an institution and forget about him. Thankfully, they ignored the doctors’ advice and today he is a successful accountant in Richmond. Next, when I was in high school, an older friend of mine who had just graduated from college had a cerebral hemorrhage that left her paralyzed on the left side. Once she recovered, she often used humor and directness to put people at ease and to speak openly about “why her arm and leg didn’t work”.  Besides that, she was a mentor to me over the years and someone who had a great influence on my life and self-perception. A decade later, I met a girl at church who had just moved to the area with her mother. Three years before that the girl had sustained a traumatic brain injury in a serious car accident that affected her cognition, vision, mobility, balance, and independence. We lived near each other and became good friends, going to the movies, picnics, boating, shopping, and many other things she might not have done on her own at that point.

Many years after earning a B.A. in Anthropology from the College of William and Mary, working overseas for several years, then returning to the States and settling down, I came to a crossroads in my life that forced me to re-examine my priorities and direction. I wanted to be able to make a difference in other people’s lives and to be a bridge of understanding between Americans and non-native English speakers. This led me to obtain an M.A. in English/Linguistics with a graduate certificate in Teaching English as a Second Language from George Mason University. Since then I have remained at GMU to work as an adjunct faculty member (instructor) with the English Language Institute, teaching English as a Second Language to international students who hope to enter a graduate or undergraduate program in the U.S.

Some things I like most about my job include getting to know my students and equipping them with the skills and knowledge they need to become successful in their future endeavors. Unfortunately, some students encounter obstacles that prevent them from receiving or producing the language skills needed to achieve success. In the past we have had students who seem to have a learning disability. However, cultural resistance to getting tested and identified as LD has prevented them from receiving the assistance and support they need to perform to their true ability. In addition, I think many ESL students could benefit from certain assistive technology. In a way, they are operating with an impairment since English is not their native language, and reading, writing, listening, and speaking do not always come easy for them. I feel that by having a working knowledge of what AT is available and what resources are out there, it could help our students immensely. 

Also, I would like us to be better prepared should we again have a student who is physically challenged, as we once did. Last year I substitute tutored a former ELI student who is visually impaired. Since then we have stayed in touch and I continue to help him in various ways, such as volunteering as his personal reader/recorder for the TOEFL tests. After working with him for the past year, I began to wonder how a person could find training to teach those who are disabled, especially with sensory impairments. One day I was flipping through the printed Schedule of Classes, and came across the EDIT class listings. These caught my eye, especially the one on AT for Individuals with Sensory Impairments. Through additional searching in the GMU catalog and website, I discovered the graduate certificate in Assistive Technology. After completing two classes through Extended Studies, I have decided I would like to apply to the program itself. In the classes I have taken already (Sensory Impairments and Intro to AT), I have learned so many practical things and resources that I would like to implement in my ongoing tutoring and in my career as an ESL teacher.

I have selected this program at GMU because of its convenient location and schedule, economical in-state rates, and well-focused and organized program that meets my needs. In addition, my office is in Krug Hall, so I was aware of the Kellar Institute for Human disAbilities from the display cabinet in the hallway. It would be an honor to be accepted into the Assistive Technology graduate certificate program in the Graduate School of Education.
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