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An Interview with

Gerald
Zahorchak

Exceptional Parent recently had the
opportunity to sit down with the
Secretary of Education for the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and
discuss the many ways in which his
Commonwealth is working to improve
the quality of education for students with
disabilities. Secretary Gerald Zahorchak,
D.Ed., was gracious enough to answer our
guestions and share with our audience
his passionate feelings about what can be
done in every state to ensure the highest
quality of education for all children.

Exceptional Parent (EP): can you please
describe what the role of Secretary of Education for the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania entails?

Secretary Gerald Zahorchak, D.Ed. (GZ):

The Secretary of Education is responsible for Pre-K through 12th
grade education. We have 1.8 million public school students in
Pennsylvania. The Office of Elementary/Secondary Education
and Early Learning report to me for these programs. The office is
responsible for everything from special education to teaching

and learning to assessments to career and technical education,
as well as safe schools and communities with student services.
The office also regulates or oversees the non-public school par-
ticipation and charter schools.

I also have an Office that oversees higher education. In
Pennsylvania we have 14 community colleges, 14 state system
schools and four state-related schools. And it’s a pretty conspic-
uous state-related school group, including The University of
Pittsburgh, Penn State University, and Temple. Then, of course,
this Office also regulates the teacher certification process, prin-
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cipal and superintendent certification, and approves the pro-
grams for colleges and universities across the Commonwealth,
both public and private. Finally, the Secretary also oversees the
Commonwealth public and state library system.

EP: what plans are currently in place to improve the quality
of education for students with disabilities in the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania?

GZ: one plan is ensuring success of all students with dis-
abilities by working on systems that will impact the core pro-
grams, specifically early childhood education. The Governor has
allocated 75 million dollars this year, for example, for expanding
access to quality three to four-year-old programs.

As we become better, fluent, at using Vemics,
superintendents will start being introduced to it
at the local levels. The better we can work it at
a regional level, the more superintendents are

going to be interested in it.

The Departments of Welfare and Education invest in early
intervention work for children with disabilities and also for chil-
dren who are from low socioeconomic conditions. We have two
key initiatives, the Nurse Family Partnership and Parents as
Teachers, for birth to age three—so we can prevent gaps early,
resulting in more and more children being Kindergarten ready.

We have a large number of children with disabilities receiving
the learning support services they need to be successful. We are
working very hard to ensure that each student in the program
has access to high quality instruction in the Pennsylvania aca-
demic standards and to make sure that each service provided is
adapted and differentiated for all levels. We are particularly look-
ing at the early years, in first grade or second grade, to provide
prevention services. So we’re working on core, foundational pro-
grams to ensure the success of all students, including students
with disabilities.

Then we, of course, have a great set of services for children
with disabilities. We have a statewide technical assistance and
training network where we provide professional development
for administrators and teachers in the least restrictive environ-
ments and inclusion in regular classroom areas to better serve
the diverse needs of children with disabilities and to provide
accommodations that are appropriate for children, following
every child’s individualized education plan. We also have a
response to intervention initiative where we have a variety of
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professional development and technical assistance activities that
are geared toward all teachers, special education teachers, as
well as regular educators, particularly in the areas of prevention,
intervention, universal screening, direct instruction, assessment,
and progress monitoring.

We do a lot of training, professional development, and techni-
cal assistance and we use a system called the Pennsylvania
Training and Technical Assistance Network—otherwise known
as PATTAN — as well as the supports from our intermediate units,
which are regional service providers in 29 different areas. We
have three PATTAN offices in the west, east, and central regions
of the state, and 29 intermediate units who help to support chil-
dren with disabilities.

I have personally been meeting with just about every group
of people concerned with children with disabilities, making
sure that they have access to the general curriculum and that
they are receiving instruction in the least restrictive environ-
ment. We also monitor schools with regard to least restrictive
environment and work with schools that seem to have a big
gap of too many students placed outside the regular education
environment while making recommendations and asking for
improvement plans to narrow that gap. That way more and
more students are provided services in regular education
classrooms with non-disabled peers.

EP: As a native of Johnstown, Pennsylvania, you have a con-
nection to EP Magazine, as our main office is located in the city.
However, you have recently begun working with Vemics, Inc.,
EP’s strategic partner that provides comprehensive outsourced
solutions for the development and online-distribution of real-
time information and education through their LiveAccess™ pro-
grams combining multipoint video/voice and data technologies
with industry specific content. Can you please describe that rela-
tionship, including the recent purchase of systems for use by you
and your staff?

GZ: 1 was introduced to the magazine through friends and
associates along the way. We have had several meetings,
exchanging ideas and thoughts on multiple occasions and were
introduced to the Vemics system by the hierarchy of the organi-
zation and that network.

Department of
Education
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Once introduced, we thought that this was a really powerful
way to include large numbers of people in training discussions
and planning by sharing information with the great networking
software. It builds on a good infrastructure that we have but
unlike any other, it gives you that face-to-face value where the
faces are really there in real time without any interruption or
without that sort of delayed response of other internet
exchanges. It has the voice, the video, the data, and the tools—
where we can actually hand over the controls of an Excel plan to
someone across the world, and we can work on the same sheet
in synchronized time. It’s really fascinating.

As we introduced it, immediately our 29 regional service
providers said they also wanted to participate. We networked the
Department of Education with our 29 regional service providers.
In this year’s budget, for example, we used Vemics and intro-
duced the Governor’s budget for 29 areas across the state, and no
one had to travel to a different location for the session, as in the
past. Each area was able to invite their superintendents so all of
our 501 school districts received invitations... so we had a wider
audience.

EP: Are there currently any plans to use the Vemics system
in the school systems for student use both at school and for
homebound students?

GZ: what  think is going to happen, first of all, is that we're
going to have to master the system ourselves—because we are
just entering into it. As we become better, fluent, at using
Vemics, superintendents will start being introduced to it at the
local levels. The better we can work it at a regional level, the
more superintendents are going to be interested in it. The bet-
ter they do, the more creative uses they’re going to find at using

it at all 360 degrees of their opera-
tions, including working with students
receiving homebound instruction
and/or others. So it starts small, do
well, and then think next steps.

Now I am also saying, as this agency
is only one out of 40 plus government
agencies learning with its partners to
use it well, it won’t be long before the
Department of Welfare starts to say
“lets wuse this” and Health or
Transportation...and on and on. So it
can become a powerful tool. We have
to take the time upfront. What I like
about it is that behind it is a lot of sup-
port and willingness to make sure that
our own capacity for using it is greatly
enhanced with the training and the
support systems. We are the pioneers here! It’s all going to be
about the training.

We are also currently installing 200 million dollars worth of
technology in classrooms as part of several key statewide tech-
nology initiatives. Every school district now has broadband capa-
bilities. Take a T1 line and compare that to a hair on my head and
then compare that to a fire hose. That’s the kind of infrastructure
we have across the Commonwealth right now for technology. So
another thing I'd say to others is “get your infrastructure ready.”
We’re tapping into that with things like Vemics and also with the
Classrooms of the Future using one-to-one laptops, smart
boards, and digital cameras. We are reinventing the high school
classroom in core academic subject areas without renovating the
whole high school. Every high school is being filled with smart
classrooms.

But more importantly, we are teaching the teachers how to use
the technologies to advance student achievement—and Vemics
can be part of that as we go forward in the future. So there are
endless possibilities. It’s only limited by our own imagination
when it comes to using Vemics, or the Internet, or just plain
teaching.

EP: would you recommend that other states take advantage
of this technology as well?

GZ: sure. And I think what we are going to do is at least let
other states know—at least with my associations and network-
ing—that this is available. Right now, for example, I have to trav-
el to Denver to meet with the education commission of states.
There is the possibility in the future that those kinds of meetings
can be networked and occur virtually. People will save the drive
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time, fly time, and time in between by attending the meetings in

real time with virtually the same impact as being there live.
There is nothing like networking in live sessions—and that

won’t go away—but for those that say, “I would love to be there”

—they can go to the archived version or live interactive version.

Those are great opportunities. We’re excited about it!

EP: what advice would you offer to the parent of a child
with special needs to ensure that they receive the best education
possible?

GZ: Well, I think doing the things that most parents do. First
of all, keep those high expectations for your child in the forefront
while knowing the rights your child has available. Know that
children can meet the expectations that are appropriately
designed and work to understand the child’s disability. Be the
best advocate—never stop or give up and do so in the most col-
legial and friendly way that you can possibly do it in working
with others. Not everyone will be where you’re at in knowledge
as a parent—especially the knowledge of your child. You have to
be the biggest advocate, you are your child’s first teacher, and
help others learn about your child’s strengths and specific needs.
Stay focused on the path that is best for your child and push on.
And always keep on keeping on. Never give up or stop.

EP: What can EP readers do to help improve the quality of
education in their state?

GZ: one thing is to understand the systems...from the very
top—from the federal government’s involvement and the rules
and regulations of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act. Understand how they relate to “No Child Left
Behind.” And then, in your own states accountability systems,
understand the folks who make decisions from the legislative
and executive branches. Understand the support systems that are
already in place. There are usually plenty of resources within a
state to provide help and plenty of caring associations and lead-
ers in your state that will provide support. Plenty of networks
exist, either online or in driving range, where you can connect
with others that are going through it.

So, learn as much as you can, get involved in pushing policy
and pushing for positive change, network with others and stay
calm. Think very, very positively about what it is you can do to
improve success for all children and expect all children with dis-
abilities to reach proficiency in all your state’s standards that are
appropriate for your child.

EP: What changes do you hope will be in affect regarding spe-
cial education in the state of Pennsylvania five years from now?
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GZ: we're going through the reauthorization of what we call
Chapter 14 in Pennsylvania. That reauthorization includes a lot
of stakeholders: parents and associations, school board leaders,
principals, superintendents, teachers and state board mem-
bers—a lot of people who are holding roundtable meetings and
looking at the current status of where we are in terms of regula-
tions. So we are going see some positive outcomes with regard
to that I'm sure.

I want to see a day where every child truly does learn at the
high levels that we have for every other child. Learn in their
least restrictive environment with plenty of support services
available to accommodate the child’s needs. We're already—
because of the values that we set—seeing results. Since 2002
in Pennsylvania, we’ve doubled the percentages of children in
subject areas, of reading and math, at all grade levels, who not
only participate in the state assessment, but also score profi-
cient. Now remember, in 1996 we weren’t assessing kids with
disabilities. We’ve gone from that to a state of sort of disbelief
to now a state of realization that if we do work at accommo-
dating and accelerating student learning, children will reach
proficiency or move beyond proficient levels-children with
disabilities and children from low socio economic back-
grounds and minority children and children with limited
English proficiency—all children. We’re seeing that, and it’s
becoming more and more eye opening that not only can this
be done, and it takes hard work—it takes extending days,
accommodating inside of classrooms, extending the school
year for children—but with hard work and tutoring efforts and
special training for teachers, all teachers, we’re changing and
I’'m looking forward to changing our certification law. It’s also
up right now for review and we’ve recommended that every
teacher has a number of courses about adapting instruction
for children with disabilities and we’re recommending that
every special education teacher also have a content area of
specialization in academic content.

So there are two things that we’re doing. One is that all teach-
ers will take the equivalent of three courses about teaching chil-
dren with disabilities and we’ll expect the same thing with prin-
cipals. Because when we say every child by name in
Pennsylvania and every child meeting advanced proficiency,
and every child graduating, matriculated into post secondary
education, we realty don’t mean every child except some chil-
dren. We mean every child. We’re sincere about that—we know
it can happen—and as this Commonwealth’s first educator I'm a
believer beyond all believers and believing it is our first part.
Taking the actions that we’re taking to invest in kids at every
level all along is our second part. It’s helping people to under-
stand how to best deal with children with disabilities that is the
most important part. Every child can... and in our
Commonwealth, every child will. e
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