[image: image1.jpg]@ evanston citizens for
appropriate special education




VOICES ON “INCLUSION” IN DISTRICT 65
Submitted to the School Board
2/16/10
To the District 65 School Board and Administration:

It’s time to redefine and clarify what we mean when we say “inclusion.”  Starting with Dr. Cole’s 2009 report, to the content of the District’s Inclusion Plan, to our discussions today, we have lost the meaning of “inclusion.”  There is full inclusion, inclusive education, inclusive classrooms, cluster sites, co-teach classrooms, inclusive schools, etc.  But what are we really talking about?  
Shifting the discussion from “we are implementing inclusion” to “we are offering inclusive programming” is the key.  Inclusive programming implies an individualized approach.  It can be flexible and appropriate for each child.  It allows for professionals on IEP teams to make recommendations that fit the child, not an ideology.  It allows for parents to be informed about the full continuum of services and to make good decisions for their children.
We believe the District 65 community must adopt the following language in order to ensure success in the implementation of inclusive programming for our children.  

· We support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  

· We want high quality, carefully planned and individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.  
We can have self-contained programs, programs in free standing buildings, and private school programs available for children and at the same time provide them with high quality inclusive programming.  We don’t have to eliminate these options in order to provide children with inclusive experiences.

The attached comments illustrate the importance of community participation in this discussion.   Please accept them in the collaborative spirit in which they are intended.
In unity,

Cari Levin

Kathy Spellman

Richard Rykhus

Kara Pasierb Smith

Francois and Julie de Lara

Barry Minerof

Jill Calian
Jennifer Heckathorne

Stephanie Crowne
Ellen and Mark Lancaster

Rachael Gross

Gabrielle Barber

Kristi Schlax

Cynthia Rolfe

Sam Levin
Comments by Cari Levin, 2/16/10 D65 School Board meeting
My name is Cari Levin.  I am the Founding Director of Evanston Citizens for Appropriate Special Education (CASE).  Before I begin, could everyone here tonight who is concerned about services for children with disabilities please stand.  I know I speak for all of you when I say, 

We support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  
Some of you may be wondering why so many parents and staff are here tonight.  You might be feeling annoyed by their continued complaints. You may believe that parents and staff just need to calm down, be patient and trust you.  I am here tonight to tell you why that isn’t happening.  Your words, your actions and your guiding documents are contradictory and until you address that, parents and staff will continue to be concerned.

You say you are not going to close Park School.  And yet, in the 2009 Cole report, Dr. Cole clearly calls into question the existence of Park school.  She writes, “This evaluator continues to believe that the district must begin to address the need for and continuation of a separate school for students with more severe disabilities.” Dr. Cole sends a clear message that Park shouldn’t continue to exist if District 65 wants to be a good school district.  Her recommendations and opinions are guiding your decision-making and planning.  Can you adopt her approach without compromising the integrity of Park?
You say you will maintain a full continuum of services. And yet, you plan to discontinue self-contained classrooms for preschoolers and kindergarteners, to reduce the number of full-time co-taught classrooms, and to place severely disabled kindergarteners in “cluster sites, rather than at Park.  Can you do these things without shrinking the full continuum of services?  
You say you will make decisions based on children’s individual needs.  And yet, your inclusion philosophy is constraining the decision-making of IEP teams who intimately understand the needs of individual children.  You have highly qualified professionals who you must rely on to make appropriate recommendations for children.  Can you support your staff if they determine that a child needs something other than full inclusion?
These are the reasons why parents and staff are here tonight.

I know you are working really hard and you are trying to do the right things.  Don’t be tempted to dismiss parent’s continued concerns by wishing they would just calm down and trust you.  Don’t respond to them with blanket statements.  Acknowledge the contradictions. Give them clear definitions, specific timelines and plans, clarify your intentions, and answer their questions.  Perhaps this will be the focus of the Leadership Team, however I think parents need this information sooner rather than later.
We all want the same thing.  We want high quality, carefully planned and individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.  Thank you.

Comments by Kristi Schlax
D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

My name is Kristi Schlax.  I have a 7 yr old daughter, who is in her second year at Park School, technically first grade.   She had meningitis and encephalitis at 3 weeks of age, resulting in severe brain damage in her temporal lobes, impacting her speech and memory.  She has very limited verbal skills, is not able to read or write, or express basic needs, wants or ideas at this point in time.

She attended the SPPAC program for 2 1/2 years.  When we were told that the district recommended Park School for my daughter, we were disappointed, as we too thought inclusion with her typical developing peers would benefit her.  We soon did a complete 100% turnaround in our thinking once she started at Park.

We support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  

I think ‘appropriate’ is the operative word. My daughter has profound and severe cognitive challenges.  Transitions are hard, going from one period to the next is hard, not being understood is hard...placing her in a more inclusive setting where she would be with her “typically developing” peers would only create more frustration, especially during lunch periods, gym, recess, changing classes...all the times in a day where one loud noise or one wrong word said can set off tantrum-like behavior that can last for an hour or more.  My daughter is developmentally preschool age, so how would including her in a first grade class benefit her?  The curriculum is beyond her abilities at this point, and our reality is that that cognitive ‘gap’ may never close, and certainly would not narrow just by being in a classroom with typical peers.  Would she be placed in a cluster classroom?  If that would be the case, that is not inclusion to me, and eating lunch in the same room or having gym class with regular ed kids is not going to help her advance to her utmost abilities, it will just advance her anxieties.

Lastly, and most importantly, Park School is a community for these kids.  No one here is ‘different’.  The children are celebrated for their abilities.  In addition to their educational curriculum, they also take attendance sheets to the office, raise the flag every morning, cheer on their own basketball team, have holiday parties and dances, and again, no one is ‘different’, and everyone is included and accepted.  This ‘community’ encompasses the Park School families as well.  Families of children with special needs are stretched emotionally, financially and physically.  Having a place where you know your child is being well educated, well cared for and celebrated is a huge thing for our families. We are a community, and I, for one, could not get through the day without each and every one of the staff at Park.  It takes a special person to educate and care for children with such extraordinary challenges, and my thanks to all of them is beyond words.

We ask you, the school board, to table your goal of including children from Park School in the implementation timeline.  Park School needs to remain intact and part of the full continuum of services and placement of students.

 I’d like to reiterate that we want high quality, carefully planned, individualized programming for children in District 65.
--------------------------

Comments to the Board of Education, District 65

Tuesday, February 16, 2010

Gabrielle W Barber

My name is Gabrielle Barber and this is my son, Justin, who attends Park School. I, like many other defenders of Park School, support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs. 

But I want you to consider the educational needs of a child as complex as Justin. Even more important, I want you to know that Justin has progressed in his IEP goals because of the collaborative dedication of his team in a self- contained program. He has a team that I am grateful for because they know Justin, the whole child, and not just his list of diagnoses. Justin is deaf-blind, wheel-chair bound, tactilely defensive, orally defensive, tube-fed, has cervical spine instability, wears a cochlear implant, requires nursing care, complete toileting and has a specialized communication system which all staff members must understand and use consistently in order to develop his comprehension of language.  

Justin's IEP mandates that he receive:
Teacher of the Deaf: 200 mins/day
Occupational Therapy: 60 mins/wk
Physical Therapy: 30 mins/wk (but she sees him daily in Adaptive PE)
Vision: 200 mins/wk
Speech Language: 60 mins/wk
Interpretive Assistant: 1850 mins/wk
Adaptive PE: 200 mins/wk
However, the amount of minutes that he receives in therapy does not tell the whole story. In his case, the place he receives his services is what’s important.  What cannot be duplicated outside of a self-contained school is how the staff works together as a team, observing each other, cross training, and collaborating on a daily basis. This is possible because they are in the classroom and accessible to each other.  Because of their availability, Justin receives the coordinated services he needs. 

I am sensitive to the power of words, and words like “inclusion” and “integration” spark a deep sense of emotion in everyone. It evokes images of civil rights and school desegregation.  I personally was afforded the opportunity to attend an excellent university south of the Mason-Dixon Line because of integration. But, in direct contrast, I was able to attend that same university because parents, teachers, and administrators understood that in some cases, the best place where an individual can reach their full potential is in a self-contained separate educational setting.  I was educated in the Detroit Public school system which has the absolute worst district record in the country today with a graduation rate of only 25%. However, my alma mater, which at the time was the only College Prep High school in the city, STILL has a cohort graduation rate of 99%. I tell this story not to boast, but to urge you reconsider your paradigm that “special education, (or any education for that matter) is a service rather than a place.”  It is BOTH. Our children need a place where their services can be delivered most effectively in a collaborative, ongoing manner in order for them to reach their full potential. Rather than changing programs and services that work, why not create individualized inclusive programming to fit the child?  
In closing, we all want the same thing.  We want high quality, carefully planned and individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.  
Comments by Francois de Lara

2/16/10 Board meeting

Good evening Ladies and Gentlemen. My name is Francois de Lara. 

My son Michael is 6 years old and is in kindergarten at Kingsley School in a co teach class room.  I support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.

Last May Michael's IEP team, which consisted of about 13 people, including my husband and I, staff from SPPAC, a supervisor from the district, the Inclusion Specialist at Cherry Pre School, the Education Specialist from Children's Memorial Hospital and our private occupational therapist agreed that the most appropriate educational environment for Michael would be a diagnostic kindergarten class and inclusion in specials, physical education, recess and lunch. Four days later the District announced it's plans to move towards a full inclusion model and Michael was placed in a co teach classroom at Kingsley School. 

Despite high hopes and good intentions, Michael is not thriving.  On the contrary his self- esteem, behavior at school and most disturbingly, his desire to learn, are rapidly deteriorating. The academic expectations in his general education class are way over his head and it is clearly painful for him to see the other children pulling so far ahead of him in every way.  The environment of the general education classroom is too stimulating and too distracting for him all day long.  His academic progress is questionable and his social status is precarious.  In his private occupational therapy session last week he made a Valentine for himself. When his OT asked him what he wanted her to write on it he said "loser".   When she asked why he wanted to write loser on it he responded, "Because I am a loser and a quitter". 

So what can we do for Michael and other kids who are failing in this full inclusion model?  We need to be flexible and creative and provide a continuum of placement options. For Michael and kids like him it may mean starting him in the general education class room but pulling him out to a quiet and less distracting place for his academic instruction. He can rejoin the larger group in a way and in a venue that allows him to feel successful.  For some kids it may mean being in a contained classroom for the day, or attending a specialized school like Park. These are all options that are listed in IDEA because the experts who created the law understood that one size does not fit all children with disabilities and it is the law that defines what we are allowed to do. 

We want high quality, carefully planned, individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.
Comments by Julie de Lara

D65 Board meeting, 2/16/10

When I was in Kindergarten I was pulled out of my class from kindergarten through second grade for specialized reading instruction.  I was pulled out of my class and out of the building.  I had to walk up a narrow, winding staircase to a tiny little attic room.  I remember that room quite well.  There were 9 little wooden desks all lined up by threes.  The walls were pale yellow hung with posters of letters.  The room was otherwise bare, except for a windowsill full of the most amazing little trinkets from all over the world.  I remember each and every one of the students in that little group and are still in touch with some of them.


June Atchison was a special education teacher who taught us how to read and most importantly how to love to read.  At the end of our lessons we were allowed to go to the windowsill and examine the objects while Mrs. A told us about them.  It was in Mrs. A's classroom where I first discovered Russian nesting dolls, Advent calendars and little multicolored, satin and sequined horses from India.

At the end of second grade Mrs. A told us that we would be rejoining our class for reading.  We said, "Why would we want to leave you?"  Mrs. explained that we could come and visit her anytime but we were all good readers know and we didn't need her anymore.  Sad as it was, we realized it was true.

I graduated from elementary school, high school,  got a BA from Northwestern University,  a JD from DePaul Law School,  passed the Bar exam, had the Supreme Court of Illinois accept one of my legal briefs and hear my arguments on a divorce case,  retired and went on to get a BFA from the Art Institute of Chicago.  

Getting pulled out for the instruction that I needed didn't hold me back.  In fact I am absolutely sure that it helped me by giving me what I needed at that time, exposure to a wonderful talented teacher and confidence that I could read anything and do anything.   I love to read.  I always have a book in my hand.  Books have been my most steadfast companions.

I feel that there has been a lot of negative rhetoric around the concept of having contained class rooms.  I couldn't think of a better way to help you see the positive than to tell you how it affected my life. 




Comments by Sam Levin

D65 Board meeting 2/16/10
Hello, my name is Sam Levin.  I am 15 years old and I used to go to Haven Middle School.  

Unfortunately, that was the most difficult time in my life.  I was scared of going to school because I knew something would go wrong.  I worried that other students would be mean to me.  I was worried about my grades.  A few teachers were very helpful.  They tried their best and without them I know it would have been much worse.  The problem was that I only had two classes with co-teachers.  The regular teachers weren’t trained to help kids with bipolar disorder.  There wasn’t anywhere for me to go in the school if I was having a hard time.  I liked the social worker, but she was too busy to help me when I needed her a lot.

I have been doing much better since I left public school.  I don’t feel like I am drowning in work.  I’m not as stressed out.  I have the right help.  The teachers and therapists are supporting me.  When I go through a bad time, they know how to help me.  And I am learning how to help myself.  I know I am not ready to go back to public school, but with the help I get at New Hope Academy I know I will be some day.

You need to make sure that kids like me don’t go through the same thing as I did in Haven middle school.  Thank you for your time.  I hope you make the right decision.

Comments by Stephanie Crowne

D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

My name is Stephanie Crowne and I support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.   

My daughter, Alex, has a rare genetic condition called Prader Willie Syndrome. Before she entered SPPAC , where she is in a self-contained room with 9 other children, Alex had never been out of mine or my husband's direct supervision in her entire life. Despite that, I was comfortable leaving her on her first day of school, because I knew that in her small group, with a special education teacher, two aids and 3
specialists on hand, Alex was going to be the center of someone's attention for most of her day. Every adult Alex would be with was experienced with children who had needs similar to hers. Alex has made
great progress, is enjoying her classmates, and even holds hands with one little boy at every opportunity. SPPAC has been a dream.  

 I was shocked to learn that plans are being made to eliminate this type of classroom next year. The idea that Alex would somehow be better off in a crowded room with a teacher pulled in different directions by vastly differing needs is simply ridiculous to me. Even more ridiculous is the idea that Alex's current friends just aren't good enough to meet her social and emotional needs. 

Goal number #1 of the inclusion plan is this: FAMILIIES WILL BE PARTNERS IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN. So, to my partners, this is what I expect:  I expect to be recognized and treated as the expert on ALEX STROM. I expect that her teacher and therapists will also be respected and that when all of us agree that SPPAC self-contained is Alex's best placement,  I do NOT expect our voices to be drowned out by  fundamentalist inclusionism. Wholesale program reductions trump parents, marginalize special education teachers and undermine the fundamental premise of the IEP -that individual needs determine placements, not paid consultants.  

The administration has made a mistake. It has adopted a limiting and inflexible stance on "inclusion" which is not compatible with self-contained programs. You will see this prejudice in the inclusion
plan itself and also reflected in the recent letter to parents from Dr. Murphy, where he states that
"Ultimately, the goal of the inclusion initiative is to make decisions with the understanding that special education services should follow the student rather than restricting services to a specific location..."   

This is a brand of Inclusion which is itself RESTRICTIVE, and  is utterly contradictory with Goal #5, strategy #5, which states that we will "Consider students with disabilities as an "at risk" population to
recognize the profoundly negative impact disruption has for them."

My daughter does not go to school in a bubble. She is receiving the intensity of supports that fits her needs while she enjoys a sense of belonging. For now, Alex needs SPPAC. For now, a general education room is too busy, too fast-paced, too chaotic, too isolating and much would simply pass her by. 

This Inclusion effort needs to reconnect with parents and teachers who want high quality, carefully planned and individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.  


Comments by Jennifer Heckathorne

D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

My name is Jennifer Heckathorne and I am a teacher in the SPPAC preprimary diagnostic program.  I want to share with the school board some of the information the teachers have been receiving in the in-services and workshops that have focused on inclusion.

In the beginning of the school year, we heard a presentation given by Project Choices.  Project Choices is one of the resources the district hired to help orchestrate the move toward full inclusion.  One of the speakers and founders of Project Choices came with her daughter, a 21 year old young woman with Down Syndrome.  They talked about the wonderful experiences that the young woman, Bridget,  had due to her school’s willingness to provide inclusive opportunities for her.  They spoke of the positive social interactions Bridget experienced; how nice everyone was to her and how much her classmates helped her.  After the presentation I asked a few questions.  I found out that Bridget attended a self contained, special education preschool for half days and an inclusive preschool each afternoon.  Her mother said that she did most of her learning in the special education class and then enjoyed opportunities to practice her skills with typically developing peers.  When I asked about her social connections, she said that while the general education classmates throughout her schooling have been nice, accepting and helpful, none of them have invited Bridget to join them in activities outside of school.  Her real friends, with whom she goes to movies, goes shopping, does volunteer work, etc. are all people with special needs.

We should remember this when we consider how a child with special needs will feel about being surrounded only by typically developing classmates.  For some children, these will not be true peers and friends, but merely classmates.

Teachers have also attended a series of in services presented by Lisa Cushing on IEPs for inclusion.  Although she provided a great deal of important information, one important point stood out for me.  She said that inclusion does not mean that a student will be in a general education classroom all day, every day.  Inclusion must be individualized and the key word is SUCCESS!  Starting with too much inclusion and then having to back-track is extremely detrimental to all involved.  Failure is not a good option.  If a child can benefit academically and socially and be successful in an inclusive setting for an entire school day, then that is most appropriate.  If a student cannot keep up with the pace of learning in the general education classroom, she or he must receive academic support within or outside of that setting.  More concerning to me are the children who have a difficult time dealing with the noise, distractions and stimulation of a full general education classroom.  For these children there must be a quieter, less distracting environment where they can go to continue learning and to just settle their bodies and minds.  If inclusion is not always 100% and if success is the most important element, I would like to know what the plans are to support these children.  Where will they go when they need a break?  Who will be supporting them?  This must be a positive, useful and therapeutic setting, not a trip to the office or time out in the corner. 

Comments by Mark Lancaster

D65 Board meeting, 2/16/10

One year ago today, my son, Mack was transferred to the Lincolnwood ED program, after, in his words he was "kicked out" of Willard. For three hard years Mack was "included" in the gen ed classroom at Willard. By the time he left, my son was spending almost 60 percent of the day outside the classroom, walking the hallways with an aid. He was excluded from Math, Geography, PE and all extracurricular activities like chorus and Basketball. The Willard Team didn’t offer an alternative to this failing situation because they wanted to "include" Mack in the Gen Ed class room, citing Least Restrictive Environment.

Mack became so demoralized and stigmatized by the treatment he received, he was unable to make it through a day at school.  He felt hopeless and alienated and lost most of the friends he had struggled to make. When he expressed his wish to end his life, you can bet we insisted on a less "inclusive" and more appropriate atmosphere.  Thankfully there was an answer in the ED program at Lincolnwood.

His progress at Lincolnwood has been remarkable.  Now he is "included" almost 80 percent of the day in a GEN ED class and his academic progress is on a level with his peers.  A miracle?  Hardly. The Lincolnwood ED program is a highly structured, therapuetic program staffed with a team of experienced ED teachers, and people who understand that strict oversight of inclusion is crucial for success.   He has a self-contained home base to return to when things go wrong, a social worker assigned to that home base who processes with him immediately after difficulties arise.  She can do this because she is not juggling the caseloads of dozens of other children in the Gen Ed population at the same time.  He has a class of peers who offer friendship and support when the typical kids reject him.

We are thrilled at his progress and grateful for this program.   Unfortunately, we are now standing at the edge of a precipice.  We have seen he can participate in the Gen Ed environment with careful support and planning from highly qualified professionals.  But where will he go next year?  After several tours and talking with staff we have learned that none of the structures that have helped Mack succeed are available in your middle schools.  Putting our son into a middle school without the resources he needs is a risk we will not take.  It is a risk that YOU should not allow. 

How can we consider expanding the inclusion initiative, when we can't even take care of the kids who are already included?  You are working at cross purposes.  If you assign these kids to schools without proper programming and supports, they will be set up for failure.  Failure that can result in harm to others, or worse, harm to themselves. Ultimately, when schools can't support a kid in crisis, they send them out to Therapeutic Day school to the tune of 50 thousand dollars a year. Not only does this go against EVERYTHING you say you want in inclusion, but it costs us all a lot of money.   Instead of paying one child’s tuition for a school he should never have been pushed into, you could pay a social worker and ED teacher to work with MANY kids. 

I am not here to re-tell "our Story".  I am here to insist that programming for these kids transitioning to Middle school be developed immediately.  Call on the experts at Lincolnwood to help you replicate the slate of services that these kids require.  Choose a “cluster site” that can house these services with a skilled ED teacher, a social worker whose ONLY job is to offer therapeutic support in a home base, and the time and planning necessary for success.   

This is not a new request.  What are you waiting for?

Comments to the Board of Education, District 65

Tuesday, February 16, 2010

Barry W. Minerof

Dr. Murphy say’s “There is no plan to close Park School”, but;

Dr. Sandi Cole, the Consultant guiding the Inclusion Plan believes that ALL children should be taught in regular classrooms. That is her paradigm. ALL students; is that the School Boards paradigm too?

Dr. Murphy say’s “There is no plan to close Park School”, but;

Strategy 2.1 of the Inclusion Plans is to “Review the Inclusion Plan for Park School and include Park students in the implementation timeline.”

Strategy 2.7 is to “Assign ALL students with disabilities to a general education classroom.” 

Dr. Murphy say’s “There is no plan to close Park School”, but;

The Inclusion model has already been implemented district wide for pre-k and Kindergarten students and for all grades at Orrington Elementary School.

*How long before Park School enrollment declines, classrooms eliminated and budgets slashed as Park School “withers on the vine”?

*How long before the precious talent pool of Park School Educators and Therapists lose morale and seek job security elsewhere?

*How long before outside Districts lose faith in Park Schools’ longevity and stop “tuitioning” in their students?

Dr. Murphy say’s “There is no plan to close Park School”, but;

Dr. Murphy’s Memo of November 12, 2009 stated that the Inclusion Plan will “enable our students to receive individualized learning experiences with their peers rather than apart and separate from them” and that the plan “reflects District 65’s belief that special education is a service rather than a place”.

It is clear that the “place” that Dr. Murphy is referring to is Park School. Our District has other educational programs that are only delivered in specific places, separate and apart from the mainstream. The African Centered Curriculum is only offered at Oakton School. That special curriculum seeks to develop deeper understandings of African and African-American cultures. The Two Way Immersion program is only offered in specific schools and segregated classrooms. That program is sensitive to the special needs of students with limited English proficiency. These students are being educated apart from their peers in the regular curriculum programs, often not in their home school, in segregated classrooms, but that’s okay, because their special needs serve a purpose that’s politically correct.

In summary; students at Park School do not choose to be in special education, they were born with needs that dictate their educational requirements. Somehow the concept that the severely disabled students in our district that are being served at Park School; in their least restrictive environment, with continuity from pre-k through age 22, free of physical barriers, with specialized equipment, special educators, therapists, transportation, and community support is not politically correct. Is it that difficult to grasp that these most vulnerable students are already being educated where the services they need are best delivered? Park School is not a place; it’s a haven that cannot be duplicated in the regular education classroom. Not even close.

Words are just words but they have consequences. There may be no “plan” to close Park School but this plan if continued will have that result nonetheless. 

Comments by Rachael Gross

D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

My name is Rachael Gross.  I am an Orrington parent, attorney and CASE member.  

I support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  

The district’s new inclusion initiative seeks to provide more experiences in general education settings – or mainstreaming - for students with IEPs.  While inclusion for all children may seem like a noble and idealistic goal, it is neither realistic for some children nor authorized by law.

The Least Restrictive Environment mandate of the IDEA is not synonomous with inclusion.  The IDEA requires mainstreaming only to the maximum extent appropriate, not to the maximum extent possible.  Indeed, the US Supreme Court acknowledged in the landmark case of Board of Education v. Rowley that Congress clearly recognized that some students would simply not be suitable for education in the mainstream.

One such case is that of Beth B., a young Illinois girl with Rett Syndrome who is severely mentally and physically disabled.   In the case of Beth B. v. Lake Bluff School Dist., our own 7th Cicuit Court ruled that the general education environment was not appropriate for Beth.  Although it was certainly a less restrictive environment, educating Beth in an inclusive setting was only required if it were “appropriate”, which the court determined it was not.  The 7th Circuit further noted that Congress used the modifier “appropriate” in stating the requirements of the IDEA, thus limiting its mainstream mandate.  

In a letter addressing the issue of full inclusion, the US Dept. of Education stated that because the IDEA requires placement decisions to be made on a case-by-case basis, school districts must maintain a continuum of alternative placements, or a range of placement options including instruction in regular classes, special classes, special schools, home instruction and instruction in hospitals and institutions.  

For some children in our district, inclusion is appropriate.  For others, like some of those discussed tonight, Park school and self-contained options remain critical.  

The unique needs of Beth B. and the children you have heard about and from tonight do not fit neatly into some preconceived policy or model of inclusion.  They have individual needs that require individual planning and services.

We want high quality, carefully planned, individualized programming for all children in District 65.

Comments by Jill Calian

D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

Good evening.  My name is Jill Calian.  I am a mother, a lawyer and a special ed liaison for Dewey School.  My son, Julian, who is eight years old, has Williams Syndrome, a rare genetic disorder.  He is currently the 1st grade at Dewey.

I support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  
Last year I stood before you and urged the district to increase the number of co-taught classrooms and to move resources into regular classrooms so that more children with disabilities could be taught in those classrooms.  In particular, I held up Julian’s Dewey Kindergarten classroom – which was co-taught by a special ed teacher -- as a prototype for inclusion.  Accordingly, I’m pleased that the district has decided to move in this direction.  However, I am reminded of that old adage “be careful what you wish for.”  
My concern is that the district is moving too quickly toward inclusion; that it is poised to dismantle proven programs and shift children with special needs into general ed settings without adequate support.  At the root of this approach is the district’s all-or-nothing inclusion philosophy – either you are pro-inclusion (and therefore in favor of the dissolving all “self-contained” programs) or you are against it.  I reject this choice.  
There are surely children in this district who could and should, with proper supports, spend more time in the mainstream.   However, there are also some children who would not, in fact, be well served by placement in a “typical” school or classroom.   What I want to say here tonight is this: we can be realistic about the limitations faced by these children without degrading them.  And we can acknowledge the intractability of supporting all disabled children in gen ed without betraying our commitment to inclusion.
The IDEA does not use the word “inclusion” but instead requires that a child be educated in a regular classroom in his neighborhood school (with aids and supports) unless the nature or severity of his disability is such that he can’t be satisfactorily educated in that setting.  The IDEA explicitly recognizes that regular class placement won’t work for every kid.  Therefore, it mandates that districts provide a continuum of alternative placements, including special classes and special schools.  
The IDEA requires that the decision about where a child goes to school must be individually determined based on his abilities and needs.  If, in the name of inclusion-for-all, we limit placement options by closing the doors of some of our best-run programs, we are cheating this process, and ultimately, the children.  
Inclusive programming should be undertaken thoughtfully and incrementally.  Start by precisely defining some subset of children that can be served in the gen ed environment.  Then design a program to meet those children’s needs, allocating resources and expertise as needed to support those children at least at the level that they would have been supported in a more self-contained setting.  Then give parents the CHOICE between the existing programming and the new, more inclusive option.  Finally, evaluate the program before moving on to define the next group of children who could logically be integrated into the gen ed population. 

This incremental approach, which allows parent-participation in the decision making,  would ensure high quality, carefully planned, individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65. 
Thank you.

Comments by Kathy Spellman

District 65 School Board Meeting

February 16, 2010

Hi, my name is Kathy Spellman.  My husband and I have lived here in Evanston for over 20 years.  We have two daughters.   Our youngest, Abigail, is 12 years old and has attended Park School since she was 3.

I am here tonight not only to advocate for students who currently attend Park School, but also for future enrollees at this treasured institution.  As Carrie said in her opening statement:  “We support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.” Those aren’t just empty words to me.  Abigail is included in many activities in Evanston.  Right here in this very building, she regularly attends Saturday morning programs.  These classes are ideal for preschoolers, Abigail’s developmentally appropriate peers.  It’s her inclusive environment. 

When we met with SPPAC, almost 10 years ago, the therapists and staff were all terrific in guiding us.  We knew very little about Park School, and quite frankly when we visited there for the first time, I could hardly hold back the tears.  Certainly my child didn’t need to go here.   But 10 years later, I am here to tell you that Park is still the most appropriate and least restrictive environment for my child.  Not just a “Well, sorry we explored everything else we could, but you’re kinda stuck with Park.”  But the “We are so pleased to offer you a full day, specialized learning facility, a gem of an option, Park School.”  And when I visit Park today, I still sometimes find myself choking back tears.  Not from despair or fear, but from pride and love for our school.  

As one teacher said, “At Park School, each child is a big fish in a small pond.”  This is in stark contrast to the cluster model concept I have heard the District banter about.  Clusters are small and isolating.  Why would anyone think that is better?  

An important aspect to Park School is our strong ties within the Evanston community.  Our kids are out and about all the time.  And the stellar reputation Park School has built thru-out the years has led to many employment opportunities for our children.  Our students work at:  Northwestern University, Nichols and Haven Schools, Whole Foods, and the Administrative Building right here.  Now that’s successful inclusion!

I want to commend those board members who have made the commitment to learn more about Park School.  And to those of you who think it’s simply a building and nothing more, you are woefully mistaken.  Simply visiting for a Thanksgiving lunch, as tasty as it may be, is really not doing current and future students justice.  Find out why it is a superior option for some of our children.  

For sake of today’s and tomorrow’s students, let’s not be lulled into following the advice of “so called experts”.  District 65 has never followed the crowd.  This District has never been afraid to take bold, even controversial steps, in order to do what is best.  We have TWI, we have our African Centered Curriculum Program, and we have Park School.  Evanston has never, ever been a one size fits all community.  Let’s not start now.  

We want high quality, carefully planned individualized programming for children in District 65.

Comments by Kara Pasierb Smith

D65 School Board meeting, 2/16/10

My name is Kara Pasierb Smith.  My son, Owen, is currently receiving excellent services and support in a self-contained SPPAC classroom.  We support inclusive programming for children with disabilities in activities and environments that are appropriate for their individual needs.  
Owen can tell you spontaneously that there are three “e’s” in the word “cheese”.  He knows that 5+2=7.  From an academic standpoint, there is every reason to believe that he will fall on the side of the statistics and standards of achievement that will benefit his school and his district.  However, before his placement at SPPAC, Owen was dismissed from a pre-school classroom at a local private school because of his inability to focus, his delayed and inappropriate social language and interaction with other children, and the amount of teacher time he was monopolizing in a classroom of 24 students.  His particular disability prevents him from displaying the full range of his academic abilities in situations where he feels overstimulated.  Unfortunately, in a large classroom setting, he was considered a “behavior problem”, and the doors were closed to him.  

We came away from the District’s extensive and thorough screening process with an IEP that contained specific language about Owen’s need for a small class size, and recommendations from well-qualified and caring individuals regarding Owen’s ideal placement.  SPPAC is that placement, and Owen is making good progress in that program, expressly because it is small and self-contained.  Many doors have been opened.  Learning that the staff is receiving training on “How to Write IEPs for Inclusion” is greatly distressing to me, and belies both the spirit and letter of the current inclusion plan.  IEPs must be written not to adhere to the principles of an educational model, but to address the individual student’s need, and the need for a small, less stimulating educational environment will not simply disappear, especially at the early childhood level.

There are many more like Owen, poised and ready to slip through the cracks if we continue with the current re-interpretation of the inclusion plan, ready to change their label from “academic achiever” to “behavior problem” without the proper early intervention and support.  Please keep the doors open to our children and preserve a self-contained, small classroom in the continuum of services.
 We want high quality, carefully planned and individualized inclusive programming for children in District 65.  
