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Fostering Inclusive
Attitudes

Toward a Deaf and
Hard of Hearing Program
in a Public School Setting
By Jennifer Warren

The author reminds us that programs as well as individuals need inclusion—and
when they are part of mainstream education, programs for deaf and hard of
hearing students must be equal currents.
When I became director of the Regional Day School Program for the Deaf (RDSPD) in
the Corsicana Independent School District (ISD) in 2017, I wanted to create a model
program. I found that the RDSPD had passionate staff members and eager students, all of
whom needed support and guidance, and that there was a need for inclusion of our program
outside of our department. Individuals at every level in the deaf and hard of hearing program
voiced a need to be more included within the larger context of our county educational
program; they wanted to feel that working with deaf and hard of hearing students held status
on par with the work involved in the teaching of all other students.
Essential: Building from Within
Creating the Mission and Vision Statement
I wanted first to create unity, which meant that we needed statements of mission and vision,
and I knew that instead of spearheading the creation of these statements, I needed to let the
department members take the leadership role. I knew what my core values were and that I
could be flexible enough to let the department decide the rest. This flexibility and release of
control to the staff allowed for expression of individuality and an authentic voice. When all
voices are heard, it makes statements of unity more meaningful.
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Below and right: Students of the Corsicana RDSPD sign the
pledges at the 2019 September Corsicana ISD board meeting in
honor of Deaf Awareness Month; Signing Santa visits the Corsicana
RDSPD students and staff every December.

Above: Pictured are Jordan
Zabojnik (teacher of the deaf) and
Dallas Horne (Fannin Elementary
campus principal). Zabojnik
received the Rising Star Award for
the 2018-2019 school year.

I began with a roundtable meeting and introduced
myself. I shared the importance of deaf education to
me, which included my involvement within the
Deaf community for the last 25 years. I then asked
each person in the department questions and asked
them to share their responses with the other
members of the department. These questions
included:

• What do you love about the Corsicana RDSPD?
• What do you see as a need in the Corsicana
RDSPD?

• Why did you choose deaf education?
• What do you wish I knew about you and your
experiences in deaf education, the Deaf
community, and/or Deaf culture?
Each member of the department wrote his or her
answers on different colored sticky notes, each color
correlating to a specific question. As a team, we took
the time to hear the personal stories and testimonies
of each member of the department. After the stories
were shared, we organized the sticky notes by color
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and charted the answers. We formed the charted
notes into sentences, which then became our vision
and mission statements. Some of the sticky notes
did not fit within those statements but we felt that
they were important, and those unused sticky notes
were grouped to create an additional statement
about the Corsicana RDSPD staff. This was a very
emotional meeting. Many of the staff members
stated that they felt heard for the first time in a long
time. The way the staff built these statements
extended ownership to the department members.
Allowing the department members to be a part of
this process from the very beginning fostered a
culture of inclusion at the foundational level.
That was two years ago, and now additional staff
have joined the Corsicana RDSPD team. The
Corsicana RDSPD has one new itinerant teacher,
two new classroom teachers, and a communication
aide who were not part of this shared vision
development. In preparing for the 2019-2020
school year, I needed to adapt to new staff members
and create buy-in through their experiences. I knew
that it would add value to the team for the new staff
members to share their stories. I hoped that the
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shared stories from our new members
would provoke a new dynamic to the
department. As we reviewed our stories
and new staff members shared theirs, I
asked each staff member to think about
what he or she did in the classroom for
students and why. Again, going back to
the foundation of the program was an
integral part of growing and remaining
strong. We then created individual
professional goals and made a
commitment to follow through with
those goals with intentionality and
integrity, to carry out our passion
through our professions within the
Corsicana RDSPD. Using an inclusive
mindset each year to go back and
strengthen our foundation as a program
is basic but vital.
Moving Forward:
Celebrating Community,
Creating Awareness
It was also essential to build awareness
of our program within the larger
community, especially the educational
community. Among the activities we
undertook was to recognize and
celebrate Deaf Awareness Week in
September each year at the September
Board of Trustees meeting. Students
sign pledges, and an update of the
Corsicana RDSPD program is reported.
Afterward, students and staff attend a
deaf social and build community
through engagement. Supporting the
students of the Corsicana RDSPD in a
public forum fosters awareness and
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Above: Family members of one of our
students learn ASL at the free, community-wide
classes offered by the Corsicana RDSPD.
Below right: The Corsicana RDSPD received
the Joey Allen Memorial Grant. Pictured: the
Joey Allen family and article author Jennifer
Warren along with the Corsicana ISD Prize
Patrol.

inclusion.
In addition, we built a community of
practice through offering free American
Sign Language (ASL) classes. Two years
ago, the Corsicana RDSPD averaged 10
students per class. Last year, the
Corsicana RDSPD began the year with
almost 100 students and ended the year
with 65 students consistently attending
class. Those who came to learn more
about the language and culture of Deaf
people included staff members, hearing
students of the Corsicana ISD, and
individuals from around the county.
When asked why they wanted to learn
sign language,
many community
members stated
that they
routinely
encounter
someone who is
either deaf or
hard of hearing,
and they simply
want to be able to
communicate.
This inclusive
mindset

permeates not only our school but also
the surrounding community.
Community is fostered through
creating opportunities for students to
socialize outside of the educational
setting. For this reason, the Corsicana
RDSPD sponsored the second annual
deaf social. Students came with their
parents and siblings, which prompted
inclusion and cohesiveness among the
hearing and Deaf communities.
The Corsicana RDSPD staff and
program have received recognition
inside and outside of the district. In
May 2018, the Corsicana Education
Foundation awarded the Corsicana
RDSPD the Gary Cooley Grant to
cover the cost of Camp Sign for our
RDSPD students. Camp Sign allows
hearing students and other students
whose primary mode of communication
is sign language to interact. Students
build relationships with their peers and
develop their sign skills while
participating in games and camp
activities. This grant verified the
inclusive mindset of our larger school
system.
In May 2019, the Corsicana RDSPD
was awarded the Joey Allen Memorial
Grant. Joey Allen was a former student
of the Corsicana RDSPD. When he
died, a grant was created in his memory
to allow our students yearly visits to an
audiologist. This grant, through funding
an important ongoing program,
affirmed the impact of one student
beyond his years in our school. Also that
month, teacher Jordan Zabojnik became
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Statements to Guide a Program
... and to Live By
As she began her work at the Regional Day School Program for the Deaf
(RDSPD) in the Corsicana Independent School District in Corsicana, Tex.,
director Jennifer Warren worked with the staff to create statements of mission
and vision. As they worked, a third category emerged, and they created a
statement about the RDSPD staff, too. Below are the statements.

• Mission Statement
Above: Jessica Pfohl, Rachel Handley, and
Jennifer Warren receive the Gary Cooley
Grant for the Corsicana RDSPD.

the first deaf education teacher to win
the Fannin Elementary Rising Star
Award. This award is given to a
teacher who is beginning his or her
career and shows potential as a leader
in the classroom. It is a high honor
given for the dedication, instinct, and
relationships that the teacher builds
with students and other staff members.
Zabojnik’s win was a tribute not only
to her hard work and dedication but
also to a shift in perspective of our
general education leaders; previously
teachers in deaf education were not
even considered for such an award.
Leadership training is an important
part of program recognition. The
Corsicana RDSPD is developing
future leaders by having one teacher at
a time attend RDSPD director
meetings. The teacher and I travel
together to the meeting, taking time to
discuss what the teacher’s goals are and
what I want the teacher to get from the
meeting. Afterward, we have a followup conversation to discuss what stood
out, what we learned, and what we
should bring back to the district. This
inclusion of staff members at the
RDSPD director meetings allows time
to get to know the Corsicana RDSPD
staff and the teachers’ own personal
goals. It also allows each staff member
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The mission of the Regional Day School Program for the Deaf (RDSPD) is
to provide services and support to all deaf and hard of hearing students to
allow them the opportunity for a bright future. This bright future is realized
through rigorous education, family and community education, advocacy,
and strong relationships. Our students, ranging from infants to young
adults, will receive specialized instruction, social opportunities, resources,
and a caring staff that will lead students to achieve their highest potential.

• Vision Statement
The vision of the Regional Day School Program for the Deaf (RDSPD) is to
expand and continually improve the educational opportunities, programs,
and services for all students who are deaf and hard of hearing.
Communication progress and academic growth will be assessed, allowing
students to visualize their personal and individualized goals and potential.
Families will be provided support through the opportunity to attend sign
language classes, support in the understanding of Deaf culture, support in
understanding their rights, and become a partner in their child’s education.

• Our Staff is Deaf-initely Awesome
The Regional Day School Program for the Deaf (RDSPD) will provide a
staff dedicated to building relationships with students and families. We
possess a love for the language and culture and see the opportunity to
provide services to students in the RDSPD as a calling. Many of the staff
members within the RDSPD have a history of deaf or hard of hearing in
their own families and feel called to help students learn to advocate for
themselves, feel accepted, and reach their maximum potential.

to see the bigger picture of the RDSPD
at a district and statewide level. With a
bigger perspective and individual
conversations, staff members can develop
into more informed teachers and plan
for their future as leader educators.
Authenticity and passion within the
profession lead to inclusive practices,
and these extend beyond the classroom
into the larger community. While these

practices allow more equal inclusion of
the deaf and hard of hearing program
and our deaf and hard of hearing
students, they also affect students’
school and social experiences. Inclusion
of our program within the larger
educational community helps drive the
Corsicana RDSPD staff with purpose
and intentionality as we strive for
student success.
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