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Education majors assist students with special needs 
 
 

PLATTEVILLE – “I realized that no matter what someone’s disability is or what 

they struggle with, everyone wants to feel connected, feel like they contribute to 

the world, and know that they have someone to lean on.” 

 

These are the words of Nick Rindy, one of the 23 University of Wisconsin-

Platteville education majors who recently had the opportunity to work with 

students with disabilities at Willowglen Academy in Freeport, Illinois. The 

students are enrolled in the Strategies for Effective Inclusion course, taught by 

Dr. Rea Kirk, professor of special education at UW-Platteville.  

 

Willowglen Academy is a residential placement facility for children and adults 

who have severe/profound and multiple disabilities including autism, intellectual 

and developmental disabilities, mental illness, brain injuries, seizure disorders 

and sight and hearing impairments. 

 

The purpose of the trip was to enable UW-Platteville teacher candidates to 

observe and work with students with severe and multiple disabilities so they 

could learn about their characteristics and communication systems as well as 

learn about behavior management techniques and what teaching in a residential 

facility entailed. 

 

Prior to the trip, Neal Trainor, principal of Willowglen Academy, came to UW-

Platteville to explain to the class the types of disabilities and characteristics the 

students at the academy have, why a restrictive environment is needed and what 

a typical day at the academy is like.  

 



 

 

 

Also prior to the trip, education majors became pen pals with Willowglen 

students. They wrote letters to the students, who then either dictated return 

letters or colored pictures that were sent back to the teacher candidates. Trainor 

said that the letters from UW-Platteville students were so meaningful to 

Willowglen students that some of them carried the letters around with them 

throughout the day – and even slept with them at night. 

Kirk said that the addition of the Pen Pals activity was impactful to her students 

too. “The addition of the Pen Pals activity enabled our education students to form 

a deeper connection with the clients,” said Kirk. “Although we knew the staff was 

doing the writing, for the verbal clients, they could dictate, and they could all color 

pictures for us. We knew they appreciated getting mail. They live away from 

family and community, so any contact with someone outside the academy means 

a lot to them. It was an eye-opening and heart-opening day.” 

When UW-Platteville students first arrived at Willowglen Academy, they were 

welcomed by three students dressed up as Pioneer Pete. Willowglen students 

greeted them with a homemade “Welcome UW-Platteville” sign and pictures of 

Pioneer Pete they had colored for their pen pals.  

 

The official program started with the school choir singing, which left many of the 

UW-Platteville students emotional. “My favorite part of the day was when they all 

sang to us and we all joined in,” said Mariah Gaffney, a junior elementary 

education major with minors in early childhood and special education inclusion 

from Richland Center, Wisconsin. “I had tears in my eyes.” 

 

“The philosophy of the academy is that everyone is included,” added Kirk. “It 

doesn't matter if you can sing; it doesn't even matter if you have the ability to say 

words or follow directions – you are welcome in the choir.”   

UW-Platteville students were then divided into three groups: one group toured 

the group homes/residences, another group worked with students in the 

classrooms, and the third group met with different staff members who explained 



 

 

 

their roles and responsibilities and shared information about the clients and 

Willowglen’s philosophy and procedures. 

“I loved this experience,” said Mackenzie Heitkam, a senior elementary 

education/early childhood major and special education minor from Freeport, 

Illinois. “It really tugged at my heartstrings, knowing how happy it made the 

students that we were there talking to them and playing with them. I learned that 

the little things really do count for these students – the smallest gesture can 

make their day.” 

 

Katelynne Devney, a senior psychology major from Eau Claire, Wisconsin, said 

the trip impacted her both personally and professionally. “Personally, this trip 

impacted me because I feel a stronger desire to advocate for the individuals at 

this academy. As a professional, it is always beneficial to learn more and 

understand people who are different from you.” 

 

“This field trip was wonderful,” said Megan Slight, a senior elementary education 

major with minors in early childhood and special education/inclusion from 

Dubuque, Iowa. “The interactions I witnessed between the staff and the students 

is why I want to be an educator. I want to form relationships with my students of 

any ability so they are comfortable and know I am there for them.” 

 

Ashleigh Hickey, a senior elementary education major from Milton, Wisconsin, 

said the experience was very rewarding. “I think it will help me when I become a 

teacher because now I better understand children with special needs. It really 

opened my eyes to how much they can accomplish. This trip helped me realize 

that I picked the right profession.” 

 

Betty Kinard, executive director of Willowglen Academy, said it was a joy for 

everyone at Willowglen Academy to welcome the UW-Platteville students to their 

school. “The interaction between the UW-Platteville students and our students 

creates a memory that could change the path of one’s future,” said Kinard. “While 

our students interact and respond in a variety of ways, they all feel the 



 

 

 

acceptance and support of those around them, no matter what challenges they 

may face each day. This visit provided another opportunity to bring joy to our 

special students.” 

 

The hands-on, experiential learning practice at Willowglen Academy was made 

possible with the support of the Student Research and Engagement Fund 

(formerly PACCE), a UW-Platteville initiative and funding source for community-

based scholarship of engagement and undergraduate research projects that 

involve students, faculty, staff and community partners. 

 

Written by: Laurie A. Hamer, University Relations Specialist, College of Liberal Arts and 

Education, 608-342-6191, hamerl@uwplatt.edu  
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