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Parents fear Evanston school for severely disabled students in danger

School board president says rumors of closing aren't true
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Penelope Lassman is learning how to talk, but in a way that's a little different. 

Penelope, 4, has cerebral palsy and a vascular brain condition that can cause her to have strokes. She needs a device with a touch screen that generates words, similar to the way physicist Stephen Hawking "speaks."

Penelope is one of many severely disabled students at Park School in Evanston. 

"You walk through the door and it is such a safe, warm, loving environment for them," said Megan Lassman, Penelope's mother and vice president of the Park School PTA.

While other parents talk in similarly glowing terms, some worry about the school's future. A five-year strategic plan for Evanston/Skokie School District 65 calls for the inclusion of students with disabilities into general education classes "to the maximum extent appropriate." Park parents worry it could eventually lead to the school's closure.

Mike Kanter, Park's PTA president, calls the school the "Rolls-Royce for the unfortunate," which includes his 21-year-old son Brandon who is deaf and autistic. Since age 3, Brandon Kanter has been taking the 45-minute taxi ride each way from his home in Wheeling to Park School. He will graduate this spring and move into a North Side residential facility where he works three days a week folding laundry and helping in the bakery.

"As parents, we just want this program to be left alone," Mike Kanter said. "We were never complaining before this came to our attention."

But the point of inclusion is to try to reap benefits by pushing services into the classroom, rather than pulling students out to receive them, said Pat Markham, the school board's communications director and secretary.

She gave an example of a special-needs student who learned to put his boots on by watching the other kids in his general education class, rather than waiting for help from his teacher.

"It creates opportunities for the children that we haven't had up to this point," she said. "For those students that need the intense services of Park School, that is still an option for meeting their needs."

School Board President Keith Terry said rumors the school could be closed aren't true. The district is simply trying to improve its services, he said.

"The data says that when you include children with special needs, the educational outcome is significantly enhanced," he said.

District Superintendent Hardy Murphy said each student will be evaluated individually. And Markham added the district promises to continue to work with families on issues of inclusion.

Still, Kanter said he is worried the district is trying to "take the program apart by its feet," and points out that only one new preschool student has been placed at Park since September.

That isn't unusual for a school with an enrollment of 72, Markham said, adding that several other older students have been placed there this year.

Park School students range from age 3 to 21, and some come from outside the district. The school houses an army of teachers and specialists, with a registered nurse, a vocational skills workshop, and a state-of-the-art sensory room.

The darkened quiet area with interactive lights and soft music can be modified to either help stimulate or calm students. It was paid for by TV talk-show host Jerry Springer after his daughter, a special-needs student and former volunteer teacher's aide at Park, brought the school to his attention.

Inclusion may work for some students, said Megan Lassman, but for her daughter and others, Park is vital.

"We want this school to remain an option for kids with severe and profound disabilities," she said.
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