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Hello Evanston CASE members,

Are you are enjoying the brief respite from the blizzard and cold weather of recent weeks?  The smell of spring is teasing us right now, but it does inspire hope that winter will end soon.

Enjoy this issue of our newsletter.  And, as always, let us know if we can be of help to you.

Sincerely,

Cari Levin, LCSW

Founding Director

Evanston CASE

School Board Candidate Endorsements
Members of the Evanston CASE board are collectively endorsing two candidates for the District 65 School Board.  There are three seats under contention in this election.  One vacant seat, and Keith Terry and Katie Bailey are running for re-election.  

Richard Rykhus and Eileen Budde have both expressed a commitment to advocating for improved programs and services for children with special needs in our district.  I have personally had lengthy conversations with both candidates about the mission of CASE, our advocacy history and our continued concerns about the problems with special education.

Richard Rykhus has a son with special needs.  Beginning when his son was a student in the Services for Pre-Primary Children (SPPAC) program Richard became involved in organizing parents and advocating for appropriate services for kids in response to the District’s new Inclusion Plan Initiative.  He subsequently joined the Board of Evanston CASE and has been a valued member in helping us achieve our goals.  Richard’s family is the epitome of diversity.  His husband Carlos is from Monterrey, Mexico, their adopted son is African American and they speak Spanish in their home.  Richard has a passion for education.  He has a Master’s Degree in Education from Northwestern University’s School of Education and Social Policy and his parent’s were both educators.  He is sensitive to the issues of vulnerable students, and has a drive to improve the functioning of the school board.  He believes strongly that the community’s concerns should be recognized and respectfully responded to.  He is concerned about the extension of Superintendent Hardy Murphy’s contract every year despite the District’s fiscal strains and the concerns about his performance.  You can learn more about Richard’s perspectives by visiting his website at www.richardfordistrict65.com
Eileen Budde has a master’s degree in Education and is an experienced and dedicated math teacher.  She has great empathy for the challenges that teachers face in providing instruction that meets the needs of all students across the spectrum.  She understands the importance of providing appropriate supports for children with special needs, and high quality training for teachers.  She is currently serving as the PTA President at Dewey School.  She intends to work to improve the responsiveness of the board to the community, to ensure a high quality educational standard for all children, and to support teachers by giving them the resources they need to be successful.  Eileen met with me to discuss the concerns of Evanston CASE and made a commitment to advocate for kids with special needs as a school board member.  To learn more about her perspectives, visit her website at www.eileenfordistrict65.com 
Of the remaining candidates we also believe that Katie Bailey deserves our support to maintain her seat on the Board.  She has served as a board member since 2007, and is running for a second term.  Katie has demonstrated concern for children with special needs, has been responsive to parents about the problems with the Inclusion Plan, and continually asks informed questions about the District’s performance.  Please join us in supporting Katie.  Check out her website for more information www.katiebailey4d65.org. 
Evanston CASE is also endorsing two candidates in the District 202 School Board election.  Jonathan Baum and Cherie Hansen both have personal experience with children who have learning differences.  Out of that experience, they both appreciate the efforts of Evanston CASE to improve services and programs for children with special needs.  Jonathan has a proven history of advocating for policy changes in the special services department as a former member of the District 65 School Board from 2003-2007.  Cherie believes that, “All students that walk through the doors of ETHS are entitled to a first-rate education and the equal opportunity to benefit from all of the resources that ETHS has to offer. Every segment of our population should be propelled to their fullest potential.”  District 65 students will move on to District 202 and we must ensure that students with special needs have access to services and supports as they navigate their high school years.  Both Jonathan and Cherie have made this commitment.  To learn more about their perspectives, visit www.baum202.org and www.cheriefor202.com.  
The School Board Election Day is April 5th.  This is during Spring Break, so take advantage of early voting starting March 14th at the Civic Center.  Please join us in supporting these terrific candidates with your vote!
Special Education Funding
According to an article entitled, “Obama Budget Brings Mixed Bag for People with Disabilities” on the Disability Scoop web newsletter (www.disabilityscoop.com) Obama’s budget proposes an increase in funding for special education.  This includes an additional $200 million for state grants to fund IDEA and $50 million more for programs for young children with disabilities.  In addition the budget maintains funding for autism research programs.  According to the article, “…Congressional Republicans proposed slashing special education by $557.7 million for 2011…”  The IDEA has never been fully funded, and states and local taxpayers pick up the balance.  This increase in funding will provide needed relief and protection for special education programs, staff and resources if it is approved.  Please let your congressional representatives know how this funding would affect you personally and ask them to support the President’s budget. 

Chicago Special Parent Magazine

The spring issue of Chicago Special Parent Magazine has just come out.  I highly recommend that you check out this publication. Not only does it have informative articles, it also includes abundant resources from special needs camps to special education advocates and attorneys, and more.  You can find a copy at the following locations: http://www.chicagoparent.com/about-chicago-parent/find-a-copy#60201
RtI: Response to Intervention, or Roadblock to Intervention?
By Cari Levin, LCSW
In recent weeks there has been a lot of press regarding the Federal educational intervention strategy called Response to Intervention (RtI). RtI is an initiative created for the purpose of providing increasing levels of support in general education classrooms for students who are struggling academically and /or behaviorally.  For example, if a student is struggling to read or do math at grade level due to lack of appropriate instruction or Limited English Proficiency (LEP) they could benefit from short-term, research-based intervention strategies. The purpose of RtI is to identify “at-risk” students who are having difficulty meeting grade level academic standards, and to ensure that their lack of achievement is not due to a Specific Learning Disability (SLD).  Low achievement in and of itself is not necessarily evidence that a child has an SLD.  

Many school districts are misinterpreting the use of RtI as a gateway or series of steps that every struggling student must navigate before being eligible for special education evaluation and services.  RtI is set up around three “tiers” of intervention that are increasingly intensified as needed if a student doesn’t respond.  This does not, however, mean that a student must exhaust all three levels of intervention, or even participate in RtI at all, before being eligible for evaluation for special education services.  If a child is suspected of having a disability, the parent or teacher may request an evaluation for special education eligibility at any time.  They do not need to wait a specified period of time while the school tries RtI before conducting an evaluation.  This is a very important distinction.

Evanston/Skokie School District 65 has been guilty of this misinterpretation, with unfortunate consequences for students and their families.  Many parents have reported to CASE that they have been told that RtI must be tried before they are allowed to approve an evaluation for special education services. The District’s procedure defined in the Student Handbook provides evidence of this mistake.  It states on page 23, “Typically, pre-referral interventions (RtI) are created and implemented in a general education setting prior to most requests for a case study evaluation.”  In addition, RtI is discussed in the D65’s Resource Guide for Parents of Children with Disabilities.  This is confusing and misleading because RtI is a regular education strategy, not a special education service.  On page 29 the Handbook illustrates the process for determining eligibility for special education services.  This flow chart indicates that Response to Intervention (RtI) is the first level of intervention on the special education continuum when a need is identified.  This is problematic because it suggests that RtI must be tried before the intervention team can recommend a child for special education evaluation. 
The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) published a memo, dated January 21, 2010, addressed to State Directors of Special Education that clarifies this issue and sets out standards that Districts must follow when implementing RtI.  The subject of the memo is titled: “A Response to Intervention (RtI) Process Cannot Be Used to Delay-Deny an Evaluation for Eligibility under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).”  The OSEP memo states that school districts are required, “to identify, locate and evaluate all children with disabilities residing in the state…” under the Child Find provision in the IDEA.  This “identification must occur in a timely manner and no procedures or practices result in delaying or denying this identification.”

The Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) also provides a guidance document regarding Special Education Eligibility and Entitlement Procedures to address the timeframe within which districts must implement RtI before conducting a special education evaluation.  It clearly states, “…The Illinois special education rules prohibit a district from using a student’s participation in a process that determines how he or she responds to scientific, research-based interventions as a basis for denying a parent’s request for an evaluation.” [23 IL Admin. Code 226.130b]

So what can a parent do if they feel their child needs to be evaluated?  First, it is crucial to put your request in writing.  The school has 10 school days in which to respond to your request.  If your request for an evaluation is denied, you have the procedural right to receive a written notice, or written explanation, from the school as to why they are denying the request and the information they are using to make that decision.  It is inappropriate for the school to deny or delay evaluation until a child participates in or completes the RtI process.  The OSEP memo is very clear on this point, and therefore that is not a valid explanation for denial of evaluation.  If you feel your child has not benefitted from general education intervention strategies, or he/she has a history of poor achievement in school and you suspect a disability, a request for evaluation must be honored.  If the district denies your request for evaluation, you can file a compliance complaint with ISBE and/or file for a due process hearing.

If you have questions or concerns regarding RtI, please contact Evanston CASE.
www.evanstoncase.org
info@evanstoncase.org
(847) 556-8676
