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WRITING WITH ALTERNATE PENCILS 

VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 

Slide 1: The Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment System is a new assessment designed to 

more validly measure what students with significant cognitive disabilities know and can do.  This 

training provides information about alternate pencils, which may be required to make writing 

accessible for students with significant cognitive disabilities who will complete the alternate 

assessment.  

Slide 2: This training, Alternate Pencils, is part of a series of training videos that support teachers of 

students with significant cognitive disabilities in their efforts to teach and assess more effectively.  

Sponsored by a grant from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, 

this training is part of the professional development efforts of the Dynamic Learning Maps™ 

Alternate Assessment Consortium. 

Slide 3: For children who write with pencils and pens, writing begins as scribble and gradually 

turns into drawing then something recognizable and readable.  

Slide 4: Regardless of what it looks like in the beginning, writing is the process of constructing texts 

in traditional orthography, either in print or braille.  These texts communicate experiences, 

thoughts, feelings, and understandings for diverse audiences and purposes.  

Slide 5: This means that the early marks, scribbles, and letters that children select on keyboards, 

tablets, and or make using an app with a touch screen are all the beginning of writing.  It also means 

that adults who interact with children while they make these marks, scribbles, and select letters 

should emphasize the function of their efforts.   

Slide 6:  Writing, including the early, emergent writing that looks like scribbles and random strings 

of letters, provides students with important information about print, or braille, and how it works.  

At the same time, it provides teachers with important information about student’s developing 

understandings of print or braille. For example, when students make groups of letters with spaces, 

it tells us that they are developing an understanding of the concept of a word.  On a more 



MODULE TITLE VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 
PAGE 1  

Dynamic Learning Maps™ Alternate Assessment System Consortium 
KITE and Educator Portal Support: DLM-support@ku.edu or 855.277.9751                      Professional Development Team: DLMpd@unc.edu 

sophisticated level, when students write “c” to represent the word cat, it tells us that they are 

beginning to attend to the letters and/or sounds in words. Whether they are remembering the 

letter c because they have seen it or have written c because they hear the sound at the beginning of 

the word, the writing helps us know that the students are beginning to attend to and understand 

print.  

Slide 7: For students with significant cognitive disabilities there are a number of barriers that have 

traditionally limited opportunities to learn to write.  

Slide 8: For example, physical and sensory challenges make it difficult for many students with 

significant cognitive disabilities to use a traditional pencil, pen, or computer keyboard. Finding a 

way for students with significant cognitive disabilities and concurrent physical and/or sensory 

disabilities to write is a challenge for most teams.   

Slide 9: Another barrier is often a focus on form rather than function.  This means that handwriting, 

letter identification, and accurate use of technology is emphasized before students are encouraged 

to write to complete meaningful tasks or address meaningful purposes.  This focus on the form of 

writing often results in writing activities that involve copying, tracing, and repeated trials with 

identifying individual letters or the letters that spell a child’s name.   

Slide 10:  Another common barrier is the belief that students are not “ready” for writing. Well 

intentioned educators and related service providers often believe that students with significant 

cognitive disabilities must be able to identify the letters of the alphabet and form them correctly in 

writing or select them accurately from technology to engage in writing.  Instead of having to wait 

for students to be “ready” for writing, alternate pencils provide students with a means of 

interacting with letters and overcoming barriers as they learn important skills.  

Slide 11: There are lots of alternative writing tools on the market.  These can be purchased through 

assistive technology vendors, company web sites, and, sometimes, your local office supply store.  

The proliferation of technologies such as ipads and other tablets,  

Slide 12:  as well as desktop and laptop computers have removed barriers to writing for many 

students with significant cognitive disabilities, but they fall short for many students.  

Slide 13:  The gap is filled for some students with easy-to-implement assistive technology options 

that would make writing possible.  For example, the Big Keys is a simple USB, plug-n-play enlarged 
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keyboard.  The keys on these keyboards are similar to those on a regular computer, except that they 

are larger, about 1” by 1”.  The keys come in different colors to support students with vision needs, 

and no special software is needed.  Simply plug it in and it works. 

Portable word processors are also very popular.  These usually run on ordinary batteries and can 

print directly to printers or through a computer. Common label makers found in office supply 

stores are a quick and inexpensive writing tool for other students. They have full keyboards, a small 

display window and print out text on single line tape.   

Each of these offers an easy alternative to the traditional pencil; however, they do not remove the 

barriers for all students.  

Slide 15: To address the needs of students who are not successful with commercially available 

solutions, the Center for Literacy & Disability Studies at the University of North Carolina in Chapel 

Hill developed a set of alternate pencils.  Most of these alternate pencils require no technology. All 

of the alternate pencils are intended for students who cannot use a standard pencil, computer, or 

commercial writing tool like those we just discussed.  

Let’s look at each of the alternate pencils pictured here. 

Slide 16:  The first pencil is the Alphabet Eye Gaze frame.  It is made from 5 letter cards attached to 

a frame. Each card has the same letters printed on the back.  The frame is portable and can be used 

when the student is in a variety of positions, including when they are seated in a wheelchair, 

standing in a standing frame or laying on a mat.   

The eye gaze frame is intended for students who have very limited motor skills and are unable to 

access switches. While students must have some vision and hearing to use this alternate pencil, 

knowledge of the alphabet and colors are not requirements for using the Alphabet Eye Gaze frame. 

These are skills students will learn by using the Alphabet Eye Gaze frame over time.  

To use the eye gaze frame, the partner and students sit on either side of the frame looking at each 

other. The student looks first at the group of letters and then uses the coding system to indicate the 

specific letter for the partner to write.   
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Slide 17: Notice that there are different colors on the cards. In this example, the background color 

on each card is pink, yellow, green, blue or red. You can also see that each of the letters is coded 

with the same five colors.   

Slide 18: Look at the first card with A-E. The A is pink. The B is yellow.  The C is green.  The D is 

blue.  And the E is red.   

Slide 19:  Now look again at the entire system. The letter in the bottom left-hand corner on each set 

of letters is pink.  Just as the letter in the top left of each set of letters is yellow, the letter in the top 

middle is green, the letter in the top right is blue, and the letter in the bottom right is red.  These 

colors and relative locations match the colors and relative locations of the background cards in each 

location.  

Slide 20: Here’s how this works.  Students must make 2 eye gazes to select a letter.  Students look 

first at the group of letters that includes the letter they want. The partner Then points to the group 

the student looked at and says, “You want one of these letters. What color is it?”  Here’s an example.  

The student is looking at the group of letters in the lower left corner.  The teacher would point to 

that group and say, “You want one of these letters.  What color is it?”   

Slide 21: The student then looks at the upper right corner.  The teacher says, “It is the blue one. You 

want D.” We don’t know for certain that the student intended to select a D, and we certainly don’t 

know that the student understood that looking at the upper right would indicate to the teacher that 

he wanted the letter from the upper right of the original group.  However, with enough experience, 

that understanding develops.  

Slide 22: Let’s try another one.  The student looks again at the bottom left corner.  The teacher 

points to the group of letters and says, “You want one of these letters. What color is it?”  The student 

must then look a 2nd time at the big block with the color that matches the background behind the 

intended letter.  

Slide 23:  The student then looks up at the green block in the center top.  The teacher says, “It is the 

green one.  You want the C.”  When students are learning the system teachers can add to this by 

pointing to the C, saying, “Look it has a green background” and then pointing to the green around 

the group of letters in the top center and saying, “And this has green.”  
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Note that in addition to color clues, there are location clues.  All letters in the bottom left corner of a 

group have a pink background so the student’s 2nd look for any of those letters would be to the 

bottom left group.  Notice how all of the letters in the upper right of a group have a blue background 

just like the entire group in the upper right.  

Slide 24:  Let’s try one more.  Here the student is looking at the group of letters in the upper left.  

The teacher points to the group of letters and says, “You want one of these letters.  What color is it?” 

Slide 25: Then the student looks at the bottom right corner indicating red.  The teacher then says, 

“You want the J. Look.  J is the red one in this group.”    

Presenting the letters in groups of five helps the partner know where the student is looking.  

However, it also requires the student to make two looks.  Two looks does make it harder for the 

student, but it is necessary to make it possible for the adult to be successful in identifying which of 

26 letters a student is selecting.  

Students learn to use the Alphabet Eye Gaze by using it!  There really isn’t a way to teach it first and 

then use.  Teachers and students just have to get started with lots of meaningful, authentic writing 

activities, and lots of opportunities to watch others write with it.  Students need hundreds of 

opportunities to use the pencil and teachers need tons of patience to allow students to figure out 

how the system works. 

Slide 26: Pause #1 – Activity is determining which words are spelled using the color coded eye-

gaze  

 Bottom left > top Middle = c 

 Bottom left > bottom left = a  

 Top right > bottom right = t  

Slide 27: OK, now let’s talk about a different alternative pencil, the Print Flip Chart. It’s made out of 

laminated cardstock and printed letters.  The whole alphabet is divided up into 5 letter strips that 

are bound together. The communication symbols to the left of the letters are: “Turn the Page,” and 

“Add a Space.”  The communication symbol to the right of the letters is “Finished.”  These allow 

students to direct the partner more effectively.  On the large space below the letters, is a pad of 

paper; this is where the partner writes the letters as students select them. The image in the bottom 
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right shows how flip chart can be customized to meet different students’ visual needs using a large 

simple font or using a different colored text with a high contrast background color. Like the 

Alphabet Eye-Gaze, the flip chart is used by a student with a partner.  

Slide 28:  Let’s watch one student who is just learning to use the flip chart.  This teacher is using 

partner assisted scanning to present each letter.  As the adult says a letter name, the student 

responds yes or no to indicate whether the teacher should write the letter or not.  

Today you and I can do some writing with the pencil. Should I show you how it works? Would that 

be alright? (child vocalizes) Alright. How it will work is, I will tell you the letters,  and when I touch 

the one you want you let me know and then I am going to write it down here. What I need and we'll 

need to try to figure out is how you want to let me know which letter to write. Now, I saw that 

sometimes you shake your head "yes" and sometimes "no." Should we give that a try? (child 

vocalizes) Okay. So, if I say, "would you like A?" You could tell me "yes” or 'no."  Should I write an A? 

(child vocalizes) Okay. I'll write an A.  A? Okay. I'll write it again. A? A? A? Remember, if you want 

me to go to B, you can just tell me "no" and I'll go to the next letter. A? B? (man in background says, 

“Ah, good job.”)  B? B? No. C? C? C? 

Slide 29: This girl was able to use yes/no as a way to tell the teacher which letters to write.  The flip 

chart also works well with students who are just learning to use switches. Typically we start with 

two switches to provide the student with more control. One switch has a message that directs the 

adult to “go to the next letter” and the second switch activates a message that tells the adult to 

“write that one.”  This two-switch approach is often easier for students to understand and manage 

than the single message approach, but it is also possible to simply program a single switch that 

directs the teacher to “write that one.”  

One advantage of the flip chart is that students with a variety of visual impairments can use it by 

listening while a partner says each letter and students with hearing impairments can use by looking 

at the letters and watching as the partner signs each letter.   

Slide 30:  This is a Braille version of the Alphabet Flip Chart.  It has raised letters and Braille letters.  

There are also 2 tactual symbols on the chart.  The pink triangle has a tactual that represents “add a 

space.”  The orange hexagonal symbol represents a negation such as “not” or “no.” 

The Braille Alphabet Flip Chart was intended for students who are blind and have difficulty 

physically exploring a Braille keyboard or using a 6-key braille writer. 
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To use the flip chart, the student is encouraged to “hop on” to the hand of the adult who uses a 

“hand under hand” method to guide the student to each of the letters. While touching each letter, 

the adult pauses so that the student has the opportunity to feel the Braille letter.  Note the 

distinction here.  This is NOT hand-over-hand.  The adult invites the student to “hop on so I can 

show you some letters” but does not take the student’s hand and move it to the letters.  The student 

is putting his or her hand on TOP of the adult’s hand.  

After feeling a letter and hearing the adult say the name of the letter, the student indicates whether 

the teacher should write it.  For students who use the Braille Flip Chart, the letter needs to be 

written using braille.  One way students communicate this is by reaching for the braille writer.  

Slide 31: Producing braille on the fly can be done in a number of ways, but we’ve had most success 

using a handheld Braille Labeler.  It works the same way as a letter labeler does.  You turn the dial 

to the appropriate letter and squeeze the handle.  It embosses the braille letter on a strip of thick 

tape, which comes out of the labeler.  The tape has an adhesive back, so the braille can be affixed to 

the student’s paper.  An advantage to using the labeler is that the adult doesn’t need to know how to 

read or write Braille in order to use it.  The one pictured here is from Independent Living Aids.   

When choosing a method to produce braille, be sure to talk to the Teacher of the Visually Impaired 

in your school.   

Slide 32:  You will have some students who can use the alphabet flip charts like we’ve just seen, but 

some students need something that is even easier to process.  If you have completed other modules 

before, you have seen Hunter writing with his version of an alphabet flip chart.  Watch as Hunter 

shows how he uses the flip chart and yes/no to tell his teachers what letters to write.  

I want to know the important thing you want to say, does it have an A?  Yes or no?  Yes.  Okay I am 

going to write an A. Does it have another A?  No.  Okay, let’s look at our next one.  The next one is B. 

Does your writing have a B?  Yes, Does it have another B?  No, very good. Does what you want to say 

have a C?  Does it have a C? Yes or No?  Yes, a C, very nice.  Okay, does it have another C?  We have A, 

B, C, E, E, E, E, H.  Would you like to write more about your paper creation?  Yes, okay.  Do you want 

to write another H?  Yes or No?  No. Okay, what about I?  Is there an I in what you want to say?  Yes 

or No?  Is there another I in what you want to say?  Yes.    

Slide 28:  It is important to note that none of the students you’ve just seen could identify any letters 

of the alphabet before they started using the alternate pencils.  In fact, the little girl with the flip 
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chart is the only one who seemed to understand the system the first time it was introduced.  You 

should not expect that you will find a pencil that students can use when you introduce them.  You 

are looking for the alternate pencil that may work best in the future, a pencil that students can learn 

to use over time.  

Slide 29:  Students can start exploring and experimenting with alternate pencils BEFORE they 

know letter names or sounds, and well before they have control of the choice making required to 

choose specific letters. Over time, you begin to see evidence that students are learning letters. For 

example, they get excited when certain letters are coming up like you witnessed with Hunter.  He 

was delighted that the “I” was coming, and he was even more delighted when his teacher wrote it in 

response to his request.    

Slide 29:  When using an alternative pencil, the goal is to get students focused on print or Braille. 

Given the physical disabilities that many students with significant cognitive disabilities experience, 

it is important to select the pencil that is easiest to access. When a student has no movements that 

are easy, select the movement that appears to have the most potential to develop over time. If 

students are spending too much energy trying to make their bodies work, they will have little 

attention left for the print or braille.   

Slide 30: By now you’ve most certainly noticed that each of the pencils includes ALL of the letters 

of the alphabet.  It has historically been the case that students with significant cognitive disabilities 

have been taught letters one-at-a-time to mastery.  That is not the case here.  Instead of focusing on 

mastery of individual letters using a structured teaching approach, students are given a chance to 

interact with the entire alphabet and come to understand it over time. This parallels the writing 

development of students without disabilities.  This is not to say we never teach students letters.  We 

do!  We just do it during another part of the instructional day when the focus is on letters, sounds, 

decoding, and spelling.  Here, the emphasis is on writing, its functions, and its use as a means of 

communication and interaction. 

Slide 31: We have looked at a range of alternative pencils.  It’s important to realize that these are 

just tools and students need to see adults modeling their use.  With the same frequency that you 

model writing with a pencil or keyboard in your classroom, you should model using the alternate 

pencil you are asking the student to learn.  
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Slide 32: Finally, be patient!  Keep in mind that writing involves many different components.  

Remember that writing skills are unlikely to develop in one or two semesters or even one or two 

years.  Be patient and keep in mind that children without disabilities have 3 or 4 YEARS of 

experience using pencils before anyone expects them to use pencils to write letters and words to 

communicate with others.  If students without disabilities need years of experience to figure it out, 

why should we expect students with significant cognitive disabilities to figure it out any more 

quickly.  

Slide 33: Thank you for completing this module.  For additional resources and information about 

alternate pencils, go to the Dynamic Learning Maps Virtual Community of Practice web site at 

http://dlmpd.com/clds.  

Slide 34: For more information about the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment System 

visit dynamiclearningmaps.org.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




