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  Preface

  The Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook is a comprehensive resource book designed to assist and support the special education teacher through his or her first school year and new teaching experience. The handbook supplies the first-year teacher with a step-by-step guide designed to improve and enhance his or her skills in the areas of planning, organization, and time management. This resource book contains information on critical and timely topics such as differentiation, discipline, transition, RTI and progress monitoring, alternate assessments, classroom organization and design, parent conferences, and professional learning. In addition, the authors have included resources that supply the new teacher with a wealth of miscellaneous information, beginning with emergencies in the school setting and concluding with a glossary of current education terminology.

  The purpose of the Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook is to provide the first-year special education teacher with the tools necessary to make the transformation from novice to professional successfully. The authors recognize that a tremendous amount of diversity exists among special education programs and delivery models; however, the basic concepts presented throughout the book can be applied to most situations. The authors encourage the reader to utilize the book as a resource and guide as he or she begins to chart a course toward a successful first year.

  This edition of The Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook has been revised to address the most common needs of beginning special education teachers as identified by current research. The authors have added innovative strategies, provided current information pertaining to No Child Left Behind and IDEA 2004, and identified best practices that are utilized by master teachers. The revisions are based on new developments in the education profession and feedback from professionals in the field of special education who have reviewed the second edition. The handbook’s contents are sequentially arranged in order to guide the new teacher from the initial planning stage prior to the start of school through the postplanning stage of the school year. The authors provide numerous time-saving checklists and miscellaneous forms that can be reproduced and will assist the beginning teacher in accomplishing the multitude of tasks that are always in existence. The handbook is designed to be utilized as a quick reference; therefore, every chapter is written in an abbreviated format and can be reviewed in a matter of minutes. The chapters are structured in a manner that will provide the reader with current information on the chapter’s topic, which is validated by research for most topics, and followed by a plan of action for the teacher when appropriate.

  Finally, The Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook provides the beginning teacher with the necessary framework for a successful school year and will assist the first-year teacher in successfully navigating the ever-changing maze of the special education profession. The handbook was written from a classroom teacher’s perspective and supplies the reader with practical suggestions. The contents of the book can be tailored to fit the individual needs of most special education programs or models. The handbook is an indispensable resource that will guide and assist the new teacher throughout the entire school year. More important, the text will empower the first-year special education teacher with the confidence necessary to meet the challenge of the profession.
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  Introduction

  Beginning the Journey

  
    My heart is singing for joy this morning! A miracle has happened! The light of understanding has shone upon my little pupil’s mind, and behold, all things are changed!

    —Anne Sullivan

  

  The beginning special education teacher will find his or her first school year to be a time of transformation from novice to professional, and the experiences encountered during this period will be remembered for a lifetime. The metamorphosis from student to teacher finally occurs, and the time comes for the beginning teacher to apply all newly acquired knowledge and skills to his or her first teaching position. New teachers enter the education profession for a multitude of reasons; they usually come with the hope, passion, and determination to somehow make a difference in the lives of their students. The idea of guiding students to the point of where “the light of understanding” begins to shine is the ultimate accomplishment that most teachers strive to achieve at some point during their careers. Unfortunately, the reality is that many teachers never discover the true impact they have had on their students, and this is especially true for special education teachers. The lack of “I made a difference” experiences is one of many realities the first-year special education teacher may encounter during his or her new teaching experience. In the information that follows, the authors share with the beginning special education teacher some of the most common concerns and needs of new teachers as found in the current education literature and research for the purpose of validating the teacher’s own feelings and preparing him or her for the realities of the first position. In addition, the authors have also found that new teachers often seek the necessary knowledge and skills to become a successful and/or an effective teacher but frequently have no idea how to accomplish this goal. The authors provide the new teacher with general information pertaining to the qualities and characteristics of effective teachers in the latter part of this introduction, and specific strategies in the remainder of the book in an effort to ensure that the reader has the necessary framework to become an effective teacher.

  The journey through the first year is often filled with a tremendous amount of promise and excitement, but also frequently contains numerous concerns and unforeseen challenges that will threaten to dampen the new teacher’s spirit, dedication, and enthusiasm for the profession and could possibly overshadow the most positive aspects of the first-year experience. All beginning teachers, both special and general, will experience some sort of difficulty during the first year. Mandel (2006) states in his article, “What New Teachers Really Need,” the primary concerns of new teachers are “setting up the classroom and preparing for the first weeks of school; covering the required curriculum without falling behind or losing student interest; grading fairly; dealing with parents; and maintaining personal sanity” (p. 67). Gordon and Maxey (2000, p. 6) found the following to be the most common needs of first-year general education teachers:

  • Managing the classroom

  • Acquiring information about the school system

  • Obtaining instructional materials and resources

  • Planning, organizing, and managing instruction and other professional responsibilities

  • Assessing students and evaluating student progress

  • Motivating students

  • Using effective teaching methods

  • Dealing with individual student’s needs, interests, abilities, and problems

  • Communicating with colleagues, including administrators, supervisors, and other the teachers

  • Communicating with parents

  • Adjusting to the teaching environment and role

  • Receiving emotional support

  Current studies reveal that first-year special education teachers share some of the same concerns as first-year general education teachers. Whitaker (2001) states,

  
    Beginning special education teachers needed assistance in the following areas (from greatest reported need to least reported need): system information related to special education, emotional support, system information related to the school, materials, curriculum, and instruction, discipline, interactions with others, and management (p. 5).

  

  The statute changes in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act and the strict requirements and expectations of the No Child Left Behind Act are additional issues that new teachers are finding extremely intimidating and the source of tremendous stress. These issues are factors that could profoundly impact the decisions of first-year special education teachers to continue in the profession. In the chapters that follow, the authors provide the new special education teacher with specific strategies that target the most common concerns and challenges of not only new teachers, but more specifically, those of first-year special education teachers.

  Beginning teachers often spend their first year defining themselves as professionals and perfecting their basic skills as classroom teachers. “How can I become an effective teacher?” is a question that new teachers frequently ask as they journey through their first year. The authors contend that effective teachers, regardless of area of certification, must possess the following in order to develop a culture of learning in their classrooms and promote the academic achievement for all students:

  • excellent time management and organizational skills,

  • an in-depth understanding of students’ needs,

  • the ability to manage the classroom and create a climate that promotes student learning,

  • the knowledge of best instructional practices that result in an increase in students’ academic performances and acquisition of essential skills,

  • the ability to prepare students for transition to the next level of education or experiences, and

  • the initiative to design and implement a personal, professional learning plan that assists the teacher in staying current in his or her field.

  In addition, a study of excellent first-year teachers found these individuals to possess the following defining characteristics:

  1. Genuine concern regarding the welfare of their students

  2. Commitment to the success of all children

  3. Enduring enthusiasm

  4. Consistently encouraging attitude

  5. Resolve to not be intimidated by challenges (Daugherty, 2003, p. 459)

  Teaching is an art that the new teacher is not typically expected to perfect during his or her first year. However, the first-year teacher will be heading in the right direction once he or she obtains a thorough understanding of what it takes to be an effective teacher.

  The contents of The Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook will assist the new teacher in his or her efforts to address the challenges and concerns identified in this introduction. The authors also provide the reader with critical information pertaining to best instructional and classroom practices that will assist the new teacher in developing the qualities and characteristics found in effective teachers. The authors encourage the reader to use the book as a resource and guide as he or she begins to chart a course toward a successful first year.
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  Preparing for a Successful School Year

  
    Patience, persistence and perspiration make an unbeatable combination for success.

    —Napoleon Hill (1883–1970)

  

  Patience, persistence, perspiration, and preparation are the keys to achieving a successful school year for the new special education teacher. The work habits and time management skills that beginning teachers employ during the first days of school set the tone for the remainder of the year. Traditionally, school systems begin the new school year with a preplanning time period designed to provide the opportunity for teachers to prepare for instruction, collaborate with colleagues, participate in professional learning opportunities, and chart a general direction for the upcoming year. Frequently, the new special education teacher must use this time period to confirm his or her new class rosters, resolve transportation issues, coordinate with related service providers, select teachers for students in general education settings, collaborate and plan with general education teachers, create or fine-tune students’ schedules, select appropriate instructional materials, and create a class schedule that is conducive to the school’s master schedule. The beginning teacher can often be found asking the question, “Where do I begin?”

  In the sections that follow, the authors identify six strategies that they have found to be the building blocks for a successful school year. The authors discuss each strategy and provide the reader with the necessary supporting forms and checklists for successful implementation. The chapter includes basic information that will guide the teacher in his or her efforts to address matters ranging from how to familiarize oneself with his or her new school to establishing an effective communication system. The beginning teacher will discover that although each school year is unique, preparation is always the constant element that is critical for a successful and productive year.

  STRATEGY 1: GET TO KNOW YOUR SCHOOL

  Most school systems will have general orientation sessions for new hires prior to the start of the school year. These sessions generally include a welcome address by the system’s superintendent or director of schools, an introduction of support personnel, specific information pertaining to employee benefits and payroll, an orientation to the teacher evaluation program, and an overview of the school system’s demographic information and tests results. While these sessions are important, getting to know his or her new school must be a priority for the beginning teacher. The first step the teacher should take once securing his or her first position is to schedule an appointment with the school’s principal. The principal can provide the beginning teacher with critical information pertaining to the school’s basic framework. Typically, schools have a vision and/or mission statement that defines the school’s primary focus; a school improvement plan that lists the goals and objectives designed to increase the school’s effectiveness; an Adequate Yearly Progress report that reveals the status of the school in meeting the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act; and other historical documents and information that can provide the beginning teacher with a basic understanding of the school’s journey or “story.” The teacher should take this opportunity to request an advance copy of the school’s faculty and staff handbook, a copy of the student handbook, a list of the school’s extracurricular activities and organizations, and to ask the principal specific questions pertaining to his or her expectations of faculty and staff members and a list of all professional learning opportunities for teachers. Finally, the new teacher should use the appointment time to get acquainted with the school facility and obtain general information about the current faculty and staff. A school yearbook is an excellent resource to assist the new teacher’s efforts in becoming familiar his or her new school and colleagues. The authors have a created a checklist that the beginning teacher can use as guide during the meeting.

  Materials or Resources

  Form 1.1 Get to Know Your School Checklist

  STRATEGY 2: ALLOCATE TIME FOR REFLECTING

  The first-year special education teacher should allocate a sufficient amount of time for personal reflection throughout the school year. The authors recommend that the teacher maintain a journal to record daily or weekly thoughts and feelings pertaining to his or her school experiences. The teacher will find this exercise to be one that not only relieves stress but also can provide insight into classroom practices that prove to be productive and identify those that definitely need to be “tweaked.” In addition to maintaining a journal, the authors recommend that the beginning teacher conduct a self-evaluation at the midpoint and the end of the school year as a means to evaluate his or her first efforts as a professional educator. The authors provide the reader with a basic instrument that can be used by most teachers.

  Materials or Resources

  Form 1.13 Self-Evaluation Instrument for the Special Education Teacher

  STRATEGY 3: LOCATE A MENTOR TEACHER

  A mentor teacher is an individual who can provide the beginning teacher with the emotional support that is helpful as he or she navigates through unfamiliar territory during the first year. Mentor teachers can assist beginning teachers by supplying them with valuable information pertaining to the nuts and bolts of the school’s day-to-day operation, serving as role models, sharing knowledge and skills, providing support and encouragement, and, most important, listening. Daugherty (2003) reported in his survey of teachers who had been awarded the Sallie Mae Award, which is given by the American Association of School Administrators and the Student Loan Marketing Association to first-year teachers who have demonstrated superior instructional skills and exhibited excellent interaction with students, faculty, and parents, that “a majority of award winners emphasized the value of mentorship programs aimed at easing the transition from student or intern teacher to professional” (p. 460). Others have discovered that “beginning special education teachers should have weekly contact with their mentors for mentoring to be effective. Also, the mentor optimally would be a special educatory working in the same field and in the same building as the beginning teacher” (Fore, Martin, & Bender, 2002, para. 20). The authors suggest that the new teacher find a mentor who is currently teaching in the same field and building to maximize the effectiveness of the mentoring program.

  STRATEGY 4: IDENTIFY ESSENTIAL TASKS

  Beginning special education teachers should identify and prioritize all essential tasks that must be accomplished during the pre- and post-planning time periods and on a monthly basis throughout the school year. The authors have developed checklists of items for each period that will help the new teacher establish good work habits and time management skills and successfully complete his or her first year. The authors are aware that a tremendous amount of diversity exists among special education programs and delivery models; despite this fact, however, there continue to be certain tasks that must be accomplished by the teacher of students with exceptionalities if the goal of a successful school year is to be achieved. The contents of every teacher checklist are broken down into four major categories:

  • Special education administrative tasks

  • General classroom and instructional tasks

  • Noninstructional tasks

  • Professional learning tasks

  The authors recommend that the teacher review each checklist and select the tasks that are relevant and add additional tasks as needed to meet the individual needs of his or her students or program. The authors have created several forms to support the tasks outlined in the planning checklists.

  Materials or Resources

  Form 1.2 Preplanning Checklist

  Form 1.3 Monthly Planning Checklist

  Form 1.4 Postplanning Checklist

  Form 1.5 Correspondence Log

  Form 1.6 Student Emergency Information

  Form 1.7 Noninstructional Classroom Supply Checklist

  Form 1.8 Instructional Classroom Supply Checklist

  Form 1.9 Classroom Inventory Checklist

  Form 1.11 Student Service Information

  Form 1.12 Present Levels of Performance

  STRATEGY 5: ORIENT ASSIGNED PARAPROFESSIONALS

  “Paraprofessionals are non-certified staff members who are employed to assist certified staff in carrying out the education programs and otherwise helping in the instruction of students with disabilities” (Friend & Bursuck, 2002, p. 103). The new teacher typically has the primary responsibility of orienting the paraprofessional assigned to his or her special education program. The teacher should include the following in his or her orientation session: define the individual’s role and responsibilities, outline classroom expectations and procedures, discuss the rules of confidentiality, take the paraprofessional on a tour of the school, review the school’s faculty handbook, discuss basic school information, and preview the areas in which the paraprofessional will be evaluated at the end of the year. The authors have developed a checklist of the most common responsibilities of paraprofessionals and have included a list of suggestions for working with these individuals (Form 1.10). This information is located in the supplemental forms and resources section of this chapter. The teacher must emphasize that the paraprofessional is an important member of the special education team and plays a critical role in facilitating the education process for students. Paraprofessionals need periodic feedback from the supervising teacher to address areas of concern and provide positive reinforcement for effective practices. Salend (2001) states,

  
    Feedback can include job performance, rapport with students and other school personnel, and information on how to work more effectively. You can also ask paraeducators and volunteers for their point of view about their roles in the school, and you can acknowledge their contributions with notes from students and teachers, graphs or other records of student progress, certificates of appreciation, and verbal comments (p. 123).

  

  The teacher will find that his or her assigned paraprofessionals are invaluable assets to both the special and general education classrooms. Often, paraprofessionals who have worked in the same school over a period of time can provide the new teacher with significant information pertaining to the students and the particulars of the school.

  Materials or Resources

  Form 1.10 Paraprofessional’s Classroom Responsibilities Checklist

  Resource 1.1 Suggestions for Working With a Paraprofessional

  STRATEGY 6: ESTABLISH A COMMUNICATION SYSTEM

  The new teacher must establish a system for communicating with parents and students in order to establish rapport and build solid partnerships. The authors recommend the following activities to assist the teacher in his or her efforts to implement an effective communication system:

  Conduct an Orientation Session

  Orientation sessions provide the new teacher with an opportunity to establish communication with parents and students and can assist with setting the tone for the remainder of the school year. The best time to conduct an orientation session is prior to the start of the new school year. Most schools have an “open house” prior to the start of school, and the new teacher could incorporate his or her orientation into this activity. Teachers can take this opportunity to introduce all staff members who will be working with students, provide parents with a description of the special education program or model, discuss classroom expectations and procedures, preview academic curriculum and materials, and take parents on a tour of the school. The authors recommend that the teacher design a simple needs assessment survey to collect information from parents regarding areas of concern and educational topics of interest that can be addressed through future parent workshops. The teacher should provide an opportunity for parents to evaluate the orientation session to gain insight into the quality of the session and obtain information on areas that need improvement. The evaluation may consist of a pencil-and-paper instrument or a computer-assisted survey.

  Conduct Parent Workshops and Information Sessions

  Parent workshops and information sessions assist the beginning teacher in building a bridge of understanding and communication with parents. Workshops allow parents to learn new skills and practice others, whereas information sessions provide parents with insight on specific topics of interest or concern. The authors recommend the following steps to plan a quality parent workshop:

  Step 1: Select topic or focus

  Step 2: Select date, time, and location

  Step 3: Develop goals and objectives

  Step 4: Collect materials or coordinate to have a guest speaker

  Step 5: Develop an agenda

  Step 6: Advertise, advertise, and advertise

  Step 7: Develop an evaluation instrument

  Create an Informative and User-Friendly Web Page

  The creation of an informative, user-friendly Web page and e-mail account will maximize the new teacher’s ability to disseminate and receive information from parents and students. “Technology can assist in communicating a message which can be received at the convenience of the target audience without the barriers of space, place, or time” (Sabella & Booker, 2003, p. 207). The authors found in their review of school Web sites in the United States that Web pages of teachers differ significantly in design, size, and type of information provided on a page. In light of this discovery, the authors developed three categories of information that they recommend for a teacher’s Web page. The reader is cautioned that Web pages are best when kept simple in design and updated on a continuous basis. In addition, the teacher must remember that not every student and parent has access to technology, and critical information should continue to be distributed in a hardcopy format. The authors have included a multitude of Internet links that teachers can use when constructing their pages.

  Recommended Web Page Information

  Introduction of the special education teacher and staff

  a. Teacher and staff pictures (use digital camera)

  b. Teacher and staff biographies

  c. Teacher and staff telephone numbers with extensions

  d. Teacher and staff e-mail addresses

  Classroom information

  a. Class schedule

  b. Classroom policies and procedures

  c. Syllabi for academic subjects (possibly by grading period)

  d. Weekly homework assignments

  e. Highlights of special projects

  f. Procedures for requesting a conference with the teacher

  Parent and student information and resources

  a. Specific grade-level information

  b. Monthly class bulletin or newsletter (noting important dates and upcoming events, specific class information, specific academic or social skill of the month, and other tidbits)

  c. Web site links

  1. Parent support organizations

  2. Student support organizations

  3. Homework assistance for students

  4. College

  5. Financial aid and scholarships

  6. Career

  7. Career information for specific fields

  8. College entrance exams

  Materials or Resources

  Resource 1.2 Web Sites for Parents and Students

  FORM 1. 1 Get to Know Your School Checklist

  
    
      Directions: The authors suggest that the beginning teacher use the checklist below during the meeting with his or her new principal. The checklist can serve as an agenda for the meeting and assist the teacher in gaining an in-depth understanding of the school and the principal’s expectations.

    

    _____Discuss and review the school’s mission or vision statement

    _____Discuss and review the current school improvement plan

    a. Academic program priorities

    b. SIP goals and objectives

    c. Specific school initiatives

    _____School profile

    a. Student demographics

    b. Students on free and reduced lunch (total number only)

    c. Student test data

    d. Student promotion and retention statistics

    e. Student daily average attendance

    f. Student dropout rate

    g. Student graduation statistics

    h. Student diploma completion

    i. Student extracurricular activities and organizations

    j. Student discipline information

    k. Special education programs

    _____Principal’s expectations of teachers

    a. Observations

    b. Lesson plans

    c. Parent communication

    d. Classroom management

    e. Extracurricular activities

    f. School committees

    g. School duties

    _____Miscellaneous information

    a. School hours for students and teachers

    b. Faculty meetings dates and times

    c. Yearly school calendar of activities and important dates

    d. Name of assigned mentor

  

  Copyright © 2009 by Corwin Press. All rights reserved. Reprinted from The Exceptional Teacher’s Handbook by Carla F. Shelton and Alice B. Pollingue. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, www.corwinpress.com. Reproduction authorized only for the local school site or nonprofit organization that has purchased this book.

  FORM 1. 2 Preplanning Checklist

  
    
      Purpose: The Preplanning Checklist serves as a guide to ensure that all major tasks have been addressed by the new teacher prior to the start of the new school year. The checklist is divided into five major areas: Special Education Administrative Tasks, Classroom/Instructional Tasks, Noninstructional Tasks, Professional Learning Tasks, and Additional Teacher Tasks.

    

    Special Education Administrative Tasks

    _____Procure the name and contact information for the special education person assigned to your school (possibly referred to as the special education coordinator or lead teacher).

    _____Procure assigned caseload of students with disabilities from the school’s principal, special education director, or special education county/district office.

    _____Procure assigned students’ Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) from school’s principal, special education director, or special education county/district office.

    _____Review all students’ IEPs and complete Student Service Information Form (Form 1.11).

    _____Contact school counselor and review students’ schedules for the new school year.

    _____Coordinate with the school counselor and place students in general education classes as dictated by the IEP.

    _____Conference with teachers of students placed in general education settings.

    _____Complete Classroom Adaptations Evaluation form (Form 3.4) and distribute to teachers of students placed in general education settings (see Chapter 3).

    _____Distribute necessary student discipline information or addendums to the appropriate school administrator.

    _____Create Correspondence Log (Form 1.5) book or other electronic recordkeeping system (e.g., Microsoft Outlook) to document all communications with parents, teachers, school administration, and other important contacts.

    _____Complete the Paraprofessional’s Classroom Responsibilities Checklist (Form 1.10) and discuss selected tasks with the paraprofessional assigned to your class. Be prepared to clarify and explain all assigned duties.

    Classroom/Instructional Tasks

    _____Procure and review thoroughly all curriculum guides for subjects the new teacher will be responsible for teaching in general education settings and/or the special education classroom.

    _____Review each student’s IEP and record important information on the Present Levels of Performance form (Form 1.12).

    _____Establish a classroom schedule for academic instruction and specialty/elective courses.

    _____Request assistance from the school’s technology technician in order to ensure that all technology located in the classroom is in working order:

    a. Teacher computer and password

    b. Student computers and work stations

    c. Electronic whiteboards

    d. InterWrite SchoolPad

    e. LCD projector

    f. Printers

    g. Assistive technology devices for students

    _____Procure instructional and supporting materials.

    _____Procure lesson plan and grade book. Note: Some school systems use electronic grade book programs. The new teacher should request training if his or her school uses an electronic grade book program.

    _____Plan lessons, create units, and organize instructional materials.

    _____Post subject area standards and essential questions in highly visible area.

    _____Construct bulletin boards that reflect instructional units/themes.

    _____Place emergency response and exit procedures in highly visible areas:

    a. Fire drill

    b. Tornado or inclement weather drill

    c. Bomb threat

    d. Lockdown

    e. Other

    _____Establish classroom procedures and post in classroom:

    a. Classroom expectations

    b. Grading scale

    c. Class grading procedure

    d. Daily routine/schedule

    _____Prepare classroom information packet to be sent home to parents the first day of school (see Chapter 4).

    _____Copy Student Emergency Information form (Form 1.6) for the first day of school.

    Noninstructional Tasks

    _____Procure or request noninstructional supplies. Use the Noninstructional Classroom Supply Checklist (Form 1.7).

    _____Inventory the contents of the classroom. Use the Classroom Inventory Checklist (Form 1.9) and record all serial numbers of major equipment and note the condition of all items listed below:

    1. Number of student desks

    2. Teacher desk

    3. Tables

    4. Chairs

    5. Bookshelves

    6. File cabinets

    7. Storage cabinets

    8. Computer

    9. LCD projector

    10. Computer table

    11. Overhead projector

    12. Carts

    13. Tape recorders

    14. Earphones/headsets

    15. Televisions

    16. VCR

    17. Printer

    18. Interactive whiteboard

    _____Procure faculty duty roster and note all assigned duties and their dates, times, and locations.

    Professional Learning

    _____Join at least one professional organization (see Chapter 10).

    _____Subscribe to at least one professional periodical (see Chapter 10).

    _____Procure a schedule of education conferences and make arrangements to attend at least one conference per school year.

    _____Procure a schedule of professional learning opportunities for certified personnel offered through the school system.

    _____Start current special education articles notebook.

    _____Obtain liability insurance for educators through a professional organization.

    Additional Teacher Tasks
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