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Overview of Academic Secondary Enrichment Program

The Academic Secondary Enrichment (ASE) classes are designed for middle and high school academic students.  These students work hard in school to learn core curriculum subjects such as math and science in classrooms with their sighted peers.  In TSBVI summer programs, they have the opportunity to practice these academic skills within meaningful, high-interest activities, while also learning and practicing skills related to the Expanded Core Curriculum for Blind and Visually Impaired Students (ECC).  The ECC includes skills such as compensatory academic skills (e.g., braille and tactile graphics), orientation and mobility, career education, assistive technology, visual efficiency skills, independent living, recreation and leisure, social interaction, and self determination skills.  

Each ASE class has a unique theme, and students participate in a wide variety of activities related to the theme of their class.  During these activities, students learn and practice specific ECC skills such as using public transportation, food shopping and preparation, managing and organizing one’s living area, getting places on time, planning and evaluating a project, keeping up with belongings, using technology for various purposes including research, and applying math and literacy skills within meaningful activities (e.g., making a budget, and creating and using lists and other plans).  An additional benefit of the program is the opportunity to interact with other students with visual impairments.  For many, talking with other students about the challenges they face at home and school may both alleviate feelings of isolation and increase self-confidence.

The ASE classes that were taught during the summer of 2010 were:  Adaptive Tools and Technology for Accessible Mathematics, Camp Fine Arts, Chemistry, Chorus, Getting There (mobility and travel in the community), Individual Sports (physical education for SBOE credit), Middle School Enrichment, Radio Station Management, Recreational Sports, Problem Busters (an exploration of engineering and “thinking out of the box”), Restaurant Management,  Rock Band, Taste of Independence, and Writers’ Workshop.
Description of Class:  Chorus:  Voices In Song

Chorus:  Voices In Song was a class for students who love to sing.  Offered for the first time this summer, Chorus:  Voices In Song gave students an opportunity to focus on some of the many aspects of singing for eight and one-half days, with a performance on the final afternoon of the session.

During our two-week session, students participated in the following activities:

· Daily physical and vocal warm-ups—related to body awareness, breath control, and specific vocal techniques

· Ear training—recognizing and singing various intervals; singing vocal exercises using solfege syllables (do, re, mi, etc.)

· Introduction to the Braille music code; practice in music reading for print readers

· Singing—rounds, canons, part-songs, choral pieces in 3 and 4 parts from various styles 

· Moving to music—stepping the beat while clapping the rhythm of the words; demonstrating melodic contour with corresponding body movements (high, middle, low, repeated pitches); expressing the mood of a piece with body movements; learning some basic moves that a show choir might use (step-together side to side, stylized arm/hand movements, “jazz hands”)

· Incorporating rhythm ensembles with singing—repeated patterns that complement each other using drums, shakers, and bells from the African and Afro-Caribbean traditions
· Listening to recorded examples of excellent choral singing, including Conspirare, a local professional choir;  the King’s Singers, from London; the Swingle Singers, also from the UK 

Students in chorus also had the opportunity to hear and learn from several performing artists.  Liz Cass (Austin Lyric Opera performer, teacher, and education program coordinator) and Suzi Stern (internationally known jazz singer, composer, and teacher) visited with our class and provided both instruction and performance for our class.  Our group visited the Armstrong Community Music School (affiliated with the Austin Lyric Opera) where we attended a recital by one of their faculty members, a cellist, and toured the school.  Finally, we enjoyed an hour-long after-school concert and discussion by noted singer-songwriter Darden Smith.  He performed some of his songs, discussed his writing process, shared some of his life experiences, and answered questions from the students.  He offered students a lot to think about and consider, one example being that their life experiences as people with a visual impairment or blindness contribute to their uniqueness and can be a source of strength and creativity.

While students were breathing, moving, stretching, listening, singing, and working a bit on music literacy, they were also practicing a number of skills from the Expanded Core Curriculum—those aspects of education for blind and visually impaired students that cannot be taken for granted and must be consciously addressed.  Students practiced social skills as they worked together.  They explored careers and recreation/leisure activities throughout the week, and several are considering music as a lifelong pursuit, whether it be as a career or a recreation/leisure activity.  They worked on self-determination as they made choices for their daily activities and participation in the performance.   Some of the students used their Braille Notes (assistive technology) to record some of our sessions, and another student used her digital recorder.  Students developed Orientation and Mobility skills every day as they made their way around the campus and main building and negotiated the cafeteria and auditorium/music room areas.  Orientation and Mobility skills were also put to good use as we visited the  Armstrong Community Music School and walked from campus to Chili’s for lunch one day. 

Finally, students in Chorus shared some of what they learned in our Thursday afternoon presentation.  They sang two African folk songs with percussion, “Sahara Sunrise” and “Banuwa”, the Beatles song “Blackbird”, short original pieces with lyrics provided by students in Writers Workshop, the Cat Stevens song “If You Want To Sing Out, Sing Out”, as well as dancing and singing together with the students in the Writer’s Workshop class, who wrote the lyrics for the song “Dance For The Nations.”

Working together in a choral situation not only provided students the opportunity to express themselves as individuals, but to respect the contributions of each other, and then to share that with a larger audience.  Music really does bring people together and it is a gift to share.  It was a privilege to share with all of the wonderful, talented, and unique students who attended Chorus:  Voices In Song.
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