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July 6 - First Day of Summer School

July 16 - Family Night in Altamont

August 6 - Overnight in Altamont

August 13 - Overnight Rain Date

August 14 - Last Day of Summer School

September 9 - First Day of School

Calendar of Events

New and Notable
MUSIC THERAPY DEPARTMENT 

Guilford Press has recently published a comprehensive over-
view of music therapy entitled Music Therapy Handbook 
edited by Barbara Wheeler Ph.D.  It provides information on 
clinical applications used in various settings across all popu-
lations.  Beth McLaughlin co-authored the chapter on Music 
Therapy for Children with Intellectual Disabilities.  It's avail-
able at Amazon.com.

SCHOOL ENRICHMENT

Fun Day for Elementary and Intermediate programs took 
place on Thursday, June 4 and once again C.W.Whalen and 
Sons graciously donated 2 bounce houses for the entire day.  
Stephanie and Connor Whalen have worked for us in the past 
and we are so grateful for their continued support of this spe-
cial event.  Thank you!

PHYSICAL EDUCATION

Once again, Wildwood School participated in the Hoops for 
Heart Program sponsored by the American Heart Association!  
Through this program students learned about the impor-
tance of exercise and taking care of their hearts.  On Friday, 
May 22nd students took part in the Hoops for Heart Event at 
Wildwood School by playing in a variety of basketball games 
and activities.

In support of the event students collected a combined $2,020 
dollars in contributions from family and friends (an increase 
from $1,170 in 2014)!  All students who participate in the 
event received an award and students who went above and 
beyond with their fund raising earn prizes including water 
bottles, t-shirts, basketballs, and headphones. 
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A Letter from the 
Director of Education

W I L D W O O D  S C H O O L

www.wildwoodschoolsite.com

I’ve written about our Professional Learning Communities several 
times and I wanted to update you again as they’ve continued to grow 
and mature. As you probably know by now a PLC is a group of profes-
sionals united in their commitment toward the outcome of making each 
Wildwood student’s educational experience the best it can be. Our PLCs 
focus on continuous quality improvement, best practices and outcome 
based results for each of our students.

One of the foundations of the PLC philosophy is shared openness 
and professional practice among colleagues. To that end, this year we took a different approach 
at our staff education day in May. The school set up the structure for an Ed Camp approach to 
staff development and training, which is a departure from what the school has done in the past.  
Ed Camps are directed by those receiving the training with some school staff volunteering to 
facilitate sessions on a topic of their interest or one in which they felt they had some expertise 
to share.  Others offered suggestions on what they wanted and needed for professional devel-
opment with the hope that someone else would facilitate that topic. They chose the sessions 
they attended and they could even leave a session if it didn’t meet their needs. In this way each 
individual took ownership of their professional development and the entire process brought the 
staff closer together.

The day offered thirty-six educational choices with the outcome of this approach to profes-
sional learning receiving very positive reviews. Honestly, at first I thought there was an inher-
ent risk built into it but once again our staff rose to the occasion and designed a day that was 
focused, positive and centered on their professional needs and on what would make them better 
educators at Wildwood School. The maturity of our staff and their commitment continues to 
impress me and I believe as a group they have really gelled into a team that is supportive of one 
another and far more than the mere sum of its parts.

Also on the same staff day we provided an overview session on peer coaching.  Our next step 
in the process involves developing training for peer coaches which will happen over the sum-
mer.  Once we all have some experience with peer coaching we will be looking toward having 
our own in house trainers.  This initiative, along with the staff development position that you’ll 
read about in this issues, has all of us very excited about the growth of our staff and in turn the 
future of our students and their achievement.

I also wanted to bring up two things that we as a school were very excited about. We held 
our first Family Day on a Saturday in March where parents, children and staff all had a wonder-
ful time.  People were able to bring the entire family as there were activities for all and we are 
very much looking forward to our next one. Stay tuned for the next scheduled date in the com-
ing school year. 

Also, recording artist Cassandra Kubinski spent a day with our students and then made 
a music video that you can watch on Youtube. You can find it at wildwoodschoolsite.com or 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqxChD8MpP4.  It is terrific! You can read more about our 
experience in this newsletter.

30035 Wildwood.indd   1 7/1/15   2:48 PM



W I L D W O O D  S C H O O LLearning LifeFor W I L D W O O D  S C H O O LLearning LifeFor

2

Here at Wildwood, we strive to maintain and foster positive relationships between home and school.  
Providing families with the resources that they need to support their child is an ongoing goal for the staff 
at Wildwood.  Throughout the year, we offer several opportunities for families to come in to receive infor-
mation about topics that they find important and relevant.  Often these activities are during the school day 

or weekday evenings, which can make it difficult for families to attend especially if they live a further distance away.  In an effort 
to include more families, Wildwood School’s Family Advisory Council came up with the idea of Wildwood School Family Day.

On Saturday, March 7th, approximately 30 families attended our very first Wildwood School Family Day.  The event ran from 
9:45-1:45 and included informational tables, workshops and an opportunity to socialize with other families over lunch.  Our very 
dedicated staff provided on site childcare, which was extremely instrumental in so many families being able to attend.  Vendors 
in attendance included the Center for Disability Services, Positively Playful Occupational Therapy, the Parent Network of the 
Capital Region, Living Resources, several representatives from across Wildwood Programs, and many of our very own depart-
ments here at Wildwood School.  Two sessions of workshops, facilitated primarily by Wildwood staff, were offered throughout 
the course of the day.  In the morning, families chose between attending Introduction to Behavior Management or Planning for 
the Future.  In the afternoon, they had the choice of attending "Communication Issues with Your Child" or "Challenges Parents 
Face as their Child is Entering and Growing Through Adolescence".  These topics were generated through a survey sent to families 
and conversations that families had with their social worker.

The feedback that we received about the day was overwhelmingly positive.  Many families expressed an appreciation to 
Wildwood for creating an event that was convenient to attend and provided useful information.  To see pictures of the day, please 
visit www.wildwoodschoolsite.com and click on the parent tab.  If you think that events like this are valuable or if you would like 
to see Family Day occur again next year, please let us know!

Bringing Families to School
Maureen Behuniak, 
Lead Social Worker

in collaboration with 
Rosemary Vara, 
Family Advisory Council Member

Carolee Wilson, one of Wildwood School’s very first and most popular teachers was known as an 
innovator. Long before terms like “person-centered” and “wholistic” were employed, Carolee made 
sure her classroom practiced both of these now tried and true Wildwood School priorities. Her indi-
vidualized and creative teaching style reached even the most challenging and resistant students. 

Several years ago Carolee passed away and her family endowed a scholarship to recognize excel-
lence and creativity in new Wildwood School teachers. This year the Carolee Wilson Award was pre-
sented to Christine Smith, a promising new teacher in her second year at the high school. Christine 
provides creative programming for her students utilizing technology whenever possible along with engaging lessons to support 
her student’s learning.  Christine uses a multi-disciplinary approach to make sure her students are able to learn and understand 
as much of the content presented as possible. Christine uses data to drive her instruction and lesson plan development.  She 
holds high expectations in her classroom and expects the students to follow the classroom rules. She has a strong behavioral 
management approach and because of this her students have improved in both their academic and behavioral goals.

Carolee Wilson Scholarship 
Awarded to Christine Smith
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Individuals with developmental disabilities sometimes exhibit what is called “prompt dependence”, 
which is defined as the reliance on additional cues to initiate some kind of behavior.  For example, when 
an individual who is highly prompt dependent is asked to brush their teeth and have already mastered the 
skill of brushing their teeth, they may still need someone to point to their toothbrush, or tell them to “pick 
up your toothbrush”, to initiate the skill.  This lack of independence in initiating a task may present a prob-
lem to our individuals because there may be an increased need for staff assistance and decreased overall 
independence, both of which may limit their access to less restrictive environments.

Much of the research in this area focuses on teaching academic tasks (e.g. pointing to a specific color in 
a group of 3 different colors).  While prompt dependence in academic tasks may be problematic, failure to develop independence 
in activities of daily living (e.g. cooking, cleaning, self-care, etc.) is where the issue may arise that an individual may be unable to 
access less restrictive environments.  Current research also focuses on providing the learner with reinforcement for only indepen-
dent responses and not for prompted responses, using what is called “differential reinforcement”.  This strategy has been shown 
in the literature to be successful in correcting prompt dependence, however it does not necessarily proactively reduce the likeli-
hood of the development of prompt dependence.   

Dr. Dana Reinecke, our behavioral consultant and the Chair of the Applied Behavior Analysis and Autism Master’s program 
at The Sage Colleges, and I decided to investigate this problem further by attempting to fill in some of the holes in the current 
research on prompt dependence and skill acquisition.   We identified students at Wildwood School across program levels who had 
a noted history of prompt dependence to participate in this study.  

Our research question was developed around the idea that the type of prompt used to teach a skill might impact the occur-
rence of prompt dependence.  To date, no literature has been found that examines this possibility.  We also wanted to investi-
gate this possibility using activities of daily living, another area the literature fails to investigate.  This study aims to determine 
whether there is a difference in independence when a task is taught using verbal or visual prompts.  Verbal prompts are spoken 
instructions (e.g. “Spread the peanut butter on the bread”), and visual prompts are written or picture cues (e.g. a picture of some-
one spreading peanut butter on bread).  In our experience, verbal prompts are the more commonly used strategy, even though 
conventional wisdom holds that verbal prompts are harder to fade and eliminate, and increase reliance on others rather than 
increasing independence.  Our study is evaluating independence of responding for these participants across these different 
prompt types.  

This research has very exciting implications for both the field of applied behavior analysis and practical implications for indi-
viduals with developmental disabilities!  We are very excited to see the results and appreciate Wildwood School’s eagerness to 
have cutting edge research be conducted on its campus and with its students.

Prompt Dependency 
Research at Wildwood School

OUR MISSION
The mission of Wildwood School is to educate students with autism spectrum disorders, neurological impairments and 
complex learning disabilities by developing skills to live, work and recreate at their highest level of independence.

OUR VISION
To be recognized as a school of distinction rooted in best practice and innovation.

Crystal Benson, 
Behavior Specialist, Wildwood School
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Last October, thanks to a generous grant from CDPHP, we 
had the privilege of working with Cassandra Kubinski, a singer/
songwriter from New York City who was commissioned to 
write the song ‘Not So Different’ for Autism Speaks in 2013 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXxCDJ5ZoW4). The pur-
pose of the song and video is to raise awareness and inspire 
acceptance of those on the autism spectrum.  After seeing the 
video, we contacted Cassandra and invited her to come to 
Wildwood to explore the possibility of putting together a col-

laborative program that would incorporate music and art, and feature this powerful song. 

In preparation for the performance, the students created self portraits. Each classroom picked a color 
and illustrated expressive portraits of themselves using various shades of their class color. For the performance, the work was 
displayed creating a color spectrum that coordinated with lyrics from the song. In music, students learned to sing the chorus of 
the song with boomwacker accompaniment and added movement with scarves and streamers.  

On October 20, 2014 Cassandra came to Wildwood to work with our students combining a musical performance with a visual 
arts experience. She conducted workshops with the students in the morning putting the song together with instruments and 
choreography while an art project was facilitated that engaged groups of students while the music played.  Cassandra then per-
formed the song live with the students at an all school assembly in the afternoon. The whole experience was filmed by West Field 
Production Company, (which is owned by Karli’s husband), who donated all of their time and services.  The finished video can be 
seen on the Wildwood School website, http://www.wildwoodschoolsite.com. 

On February 12, Cassandra returned with Lance Comer and Bill Grant to perform at our annual Family Fun Night.  Children 
from both families and staff danced the night away as Cassandra entertained us with a repertoire of both original and popular 
songs.  The evening was topped off with Wildwood School’s beautiful rendition of ‘Not So Different.’

“Not So Different” 

4

Beth McLaughlin, 
Coordinator of Music Therapy Services

Mark Giufre has been chosen as a member of the Apple Distinguished Educator 2015 Class.  It is 
a prestigious class that accepts approximately 1% of candidates worldwide.  The Apple Distinguished 
Educator (ADE) Program began in 1994, when Apple recognized K-12 and higher education pioneers 
who are using a variety of Apple products to transform teaching and learning in powerful ways. 
Today it has grown into a worldwide community of over 2,000 visionary educators and innovative 
leaders who are doing amazing things with Apple technology in and out of the classroom. Apple is 
pleased to welcome Mark Giufre to the ADE Class of 2015.  Learn more about this group of innova-
tive educators online at http://www.apple.com/education/apple-distinguished-educator .

Mark will be traveling to Miami in July to be inducted and meet other ADE's and start this won-
derful process of lifelong international collaboration and learning.

Mark Giufre Honored by Apple

Karli Powers, 
Art Teacher

Cassandra Kubinski
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Wildwood School is the site location and partner for the inaugural NYS Technology in Special Education Summit to be held 
October 24, 2015.  Working jointly with NYSCATE, the New York State Association for Computers and Technology in Education, a 
team of dedicated Wildwood staff members have developed the content of the event that is open to educational professionals at 
any level both in and out of NYS.  

The goal of the summit is to provide a wide range of technology in special education topics emphasizing best practices that 
promote learning, increase independence, and advance the potential for individuals with special needs in any area.  We have a 
variety of topics to offer, different grade and ability levels represented, as well as a mixture of resources that focus on instruction-
al, adaptive, assistive, and/or productivity needs.  

The keynote speaker is Roger, Newman-Norlund, Ph.D., Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience at the University of South 
Carolina.  He is presenting "At the Crossroads of Technology and Special Education: A Role for Serious Games in Serious Autism 
Interventions” where he will discuss state-of-the-art computer-based Autism interventions and share his firsthand experience cre-
ating and distributing the 'Cooperation Station', a science-based serious game designed to enhance social skills, to Autism clinics 
around the country. 

There will be vendors, raffles, and other activities throughout the day that focus on bringing educators of different back-
grounds together for a day of connecting, learning, and forming lasting relationships.

Wildwood would like to thank the many staff members that have come together to support this inaugural event, and we hope 
to continue to offer this and partner with NYSCATE for years to come.  

NYSCATE Technology 
in Special Education Summit
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In 2012, Wildwood School began working within a framework of Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs).  In a PLC, professional learning is an ongoing process, driven by collaboration and centered on 
specific needs identified by staff that will lead to student achievement.  It is job-embedded and is most 
effective when provided by the professionals who work with our students day in and day out.  Wildwood 
understands the importance of taking advantage of the expertise that we already have within our staff 
members, as well as knowing when to seek external assistance to help develop newer initiatives.  In order 
to effectively do that, it became clear that Wildwood needed a Professional Development Specialist.  

I was excited to learn about the creation of this position because it would allow whoever received it to 
work closely with our staff members to increase their professional learning, which in turn would improve 

student achievement.  As a veteran teacher of 10 years at Wildwood, two things that I enjoyed the most were seeing my students 
succeed and helping my colleagues.  This position seemed like a fantastic opportunity and I am extremely happy to have been 
hired as Wildwood School’s Professional Development Specialist.

Although this position is still relatively new, I have been working closely with administration, school leadership and our 
Professional Development Action Group to provide our staff with meaningful professional learning opportunities.  On our May 
5th Staff Development Day, we held our first ever “Wildwood Edcamp”.  This event empowered our staff to take control over their 
professional learning by creating, facilitating, and attending discussion topics that were relevant and important to them, resulting 
in a highly successful experience.  For the future we are  working to develop some exciting initiatives, including an expansion of 
our orientation process and development of a peer coaching program.  I am looking forward to helping the staff of Wildwood con-
tinue to develop and grow and therefore provide the best experience for students at Wildwood School.

Wildwood School Welcomes Our 
Professional Development Specialist

Carrie Giufre, 
Professional Development Specialist
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