SEPAC::

Brookline Special Education Parent Advisory Council

Fall 2006

BROOKLINE SEPAC YEAR-END REPORT, 2005-06
TO: Members of the School Committee, Town of Brookli ne

As co-chairs of the Brookline Special Education Parent Advisory Council
(SEPAC), we are writing to provide an update of our activities from the past year
and to identify some of the leading concerns of families with children who receive
special education services in Brookline.

WHAT IS SEPAC?

SEPAC is a town-wide organization whose events are open to the Brookline
community and other individuals interested in special education issues. State law
requires that every town in the Commonwealth have a special education parent
advisory council. 603 CMR 28.07(4).

Last year, SEPAC had three co-chairs and a small steering committee, parent
liaisons from every school in town and from the Brookline Early Education Program
(BEEP), liaisons to the Elementary School Task Force, the BHS Special Education
Oversight Committee, and Steps to Success, as well parent liaisons from families
with students in out-of-district placements. Ruth Kaplan, the School Committee’s
liaison with SEPAC, attends our meetings and keeps in close contact with us. The
liaisons identify issues at their school, and provide parent-to-parent support and
information. This past year, the liaisons held four meetings with Assistant
Superintendent Nancy Lane. A SEPAC representative attends the monthly PTO
executive board meetings at both the elementary and high school levels. There are
two disability-oriented support groups which meet separately but remain in close
contact with SEPAC — the physical disabilities / chronic illness support group and the
autism support group. From time to time, other groups of parents organize
themselves around pressing issues; usually, they contact SEPAC for information and
support. SEPAC also keeps in touch with CoPES (formerly Pathways — a support
group for parents of children in grades 6-12 who have social communication
difficulties).

The co-chairs also meet with Superintendent Lupini, who has been very
receptive to concerns we have raised. Dr. Lupini has an excellent grasp of the issues
faced by families whose children receive special education services in Brookline. He
holds an annual open forum with parents to hear directly about and address issues
involving special education in Brookline schools. He responds by following up on
certain issues raised, and in some instances, has made specific changes in response to
problems brought to his attention. We look forward to continuing a strong working
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relationship to improve the delivery of services and the quality of education for
students with disabilities.

One of our primary missions is to reach out to parents of children receiving
special education services. To do so we make heavy use of technology, operating a
confidential email list to update interested persons on forums, workshops and
events relating to special education and a new, frequently-updated website
(brooklinesepac.org) that contains a host of information. In addition, Assistant
Superintendent Lane’s office generously sent out several postcards each year with
meeting announcements to every family who has a child with an IEP. These
postcards have done a great job spreading the word about SEPAC events and have
attracted a more diverse group of attendees, including those who are not as
comfortable using computers or who do not have regular access to them. We also
post flyers for our events at each school and work to have them included in PTO
newsletters and other school bulletins.

SEPAC MEETINGS

During the 2005-06 school year, SEPAC held a series of meetings throughout the
year, all of which were open to the public. In addition to these events, we facilitated
and advertised meetings for parents of children with particular kinds of disabilities.
Several of our dedicated members organized and hosted regular meetings for
parents of children on the autism spectrum and for parents of children with physical
disabilities.

¥ October — Our annual Meet the Administrators meeting. Held at Baker
School, this panel discussion included Superintendent Lupini, Deputy
Superintendent Fischer-Mueller, Assistant Superintendent Lane, the five
special education coordinators/administrators and Dr. Gloria Rudisch.
Baker Principal Tom Cavanagh also participated.

¥ November— Town-wide liaison meeting. Liaisons from all the Brookline
schools and any other interested parents were invited to informally discuss
concerns at their individual schools.

¥ December - “Teaching Students to Manage Their Own Behavior.” Lecture
by Janis Krempa, Behaviorist. Held at the Devotion School. Approximately
30 people attended.

¥ January - Open Forum with Superintendent Bill Lupini. Held at the Pierce
School. Approximately 35 people attended.

¥ February — Basic Rights workshop with Dan Ahearn, Esq., including recent
changes in federal law. Held at BHS. Approximately 60 people attended.
(State law requires that SEPAC hold a basic rights workshop. 603 CMR
28.07(4).)

¥ March—Dessert, Coffee and Conversation with Special Education
Administrator Vickie Charlton for parents of children with out of district
placements. Held at the home of Mary Ellen McDonough, one of our out-of-
district liaisons. Approximately 25 people attended.
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¥ March -Transition to College with Ruth Bork, Disability Resource Center at
Northeastern University and Joan Casey, Educational Advocates. Co-
sponsored with BHS Guidance Department and moderated by Karen
Kuskin-Smith, Head of Guidance. Held at BHS. Approximately 50 people
attended.

¥  April -- “Supporting Students with Weak Executive Function Skills.”
Lecture Presentation with BHS Special Educators Jim Henry, Holly Irvin and
Elizabeth Blevins. Held at BHS. Approximately 100 people attended.

¥ June- Transitioning from 8th grade to high school - parent to parent
conversation. Also, SEPAC end-of-year meeting. Held at Driscoll School.
Approximately 25 people attended.

WEB SITEINFORMATI ON

Our website has become a valuable resource for many Brookline families as
shown by the number of visits to our site and the number of documents downloaded off
our site. In May, we had more than 400 unique visitors to the front page of our web site,
which provides the latest updates on special education news and upcoming events,
including both events sponsored by SEPAC and other organizations. In addition, people
have used the web site to access notes and other documents from our events. Documents
relating to our events also are popular. In May, we registered more than 30 separate
downloads of the prepared notes from Janis Krempa's presentation in December, 39
downloads of the prepared notes from Dan Ahearn’s basic rights presentation in
February, and more than 70 downloads of notes of pediatric neuropsychologist Dr. Ann
Helmus’ presentation back in 2004 (these notes were reviewed by Dr. Helmus). Finally,
through the first 17 days in June we had dozens of visitors review the presentations
from our April event on “Supporting Students with Weak Executive Function Skills.”
The success of our website demonstrates the community’s hunger for information about
how to make their children's special education programs work. We also hope that
teachers and administrators will use the website to learn about concerns facing
Brookline families and to take advantage of the resources we offer.

CONTINUING CONCERNS
1. IMPLEMENTATI ON OFIEPREMAINSTOP PARENTAL CONCERN
At our open forum with Superintendent Lupini, the most repeated question was:

“What do | do if my child@IEP [individualiz ed education program] is not
being implemented?0

Parents do not know whereto turn when they are having problems making sure
their child is getting the services which have been agreed upon by his/her
education team. There must be better communication of lines of authority. Our
handbook, A Parent@® Guideto Special Educationin Brookling has been downloaded
more than 300 times from our web site so far this year, but it is out-of-date and
badly in need of a revision.

Students are not always receiving the servicesto which they are entitled.

Parents are frustrated when teachers do not understand the nature of their
child’s disability or resist providing even the most basic of accommodations. In
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addition, there is a lack of continuity with respect to service delivery. So, for
instance, a child receiving services for their language-based learning disability in
5th grade, may not have a special education teacher with the proper training to
work with them in 6th grade, and will not receive appropriate services.

Assistant Superintendent Nancy Lane has made great strides in consolidating
programs so that students no longer need to switch school buildings every few
years. However, information on the Town'’s various disability-based programs is
hard to find. The recent publication of the location of these programs and basic
information about them in the At Schoolin Broklinebooklet is an improvement.
However, the information in At Schoolin Brookiineis generic and nonspecific, and
so many parents, teachers and school administrators still do not know the details
about the various special education programs across town.

LLD PROGRAM AT PIERCEDRECOMMENDATIONSTO IMPROVE
INCLUSION

The parents of students in the Language Based Learning Disabilities (“LLD”)
program at Pierce prepared and circulated a survey to all families, the results of
which were discussed with Assistant Superintendent Lane. The survey results
indicate that more work is needed to improve the inclusion of these students
(and their parents) into the mainstream classrooms. A concrete list of ideas
about effectively maximizing inclusion will be presented to the regular
education/mainstream teachers in the fall with the request that these
recommendations be implemented and with an invitation to find other
innovative ways to maximize inclusion of LLD students into their mainstream
classroomes.

APPROPRIATE SERVICESNEEDED IN MATH AND SCIENCE FOR
STUDENTSWITH DISABILITIES

In March, the six past and present SEPAC chairs (from 1996 to the present) wrote
a letter to the Mathematics Program Review committee outlining the five major
areas where students with math disabilities or with disabilities which impact
math are not being properly supported or whose IEPs are not being
implemented. Each School Committee member received a copy of this letter.

The most glaring of these areas remains the lack of support for students taking
standard, IMP, or honors math and science at the high school. In our letter to the
Program Review committee, we indicated that a promised new Tutorial section
planned to be staffed by one special education and one regular education teacher
was a step in the right direction. Unfortunately, plans for that section have been
cancelled. Instead, BHS will provide a math center staffed only by a regular
education teacher. Our repeated experience is that regular education teachers
who are experts in math content still struggle to support students with math
disabilities/ disabilities impacting math as they do not have the training to
understand the underlying disability. This entire subject area, which impacts
performance in math and science, is not properly supported at BHS.

MORETRAINING IN EXECUTIVEFUNCTION FORALL TEACHERS

In April, over 100 parents crowded into the MLK room at the high school to hear
a trio of special education teachers from BHS give an outstanding presentation
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on how to support students with weak executive function skills. (Presentations
from these events are available on our web site, on the “Resources” page.) Ina
nutshell, students with this profile have trouble organizing information and
projects, and planning assignments and other work. Parents of students in high
school and middle school attended this presentation; these parents and others
have repeatedly indicated that their child’s teachers do not understand executive
function — what it is, how to recognize the problem and how to support the
struggling student. Too often, students are blamed by their teachers for
executive function weaknesses which are documented in their IEPs. Many of the
strategies reviewed during the presentation are helpful to ALL students, and are
essential for these students to be successful. Our teachers, especially teachers of
middle and high school students, need more training in this area.

PROPER SUPPORT FOR ASD STUDENTS

As the School Committee saw in April, there is an increasing number of students
with autism spectrum disorder who are in the Brookline Public Schools and who
are just entering the system. The Committee will need to take care to ensure that
proper supports are provided to these students to maximize their opportunity
for success. We will continue to support the efforts of parents who raise
concerns about proper services for these students.

EXPERTISE OF INCLUSION SPECIALIST NEEDED

Parents of students with physical disabilities have repeatedly raised the need for
an inclusion facilitator to act in a professional capacity between the teacher and
the special educator or aide. Many teachers are unfamiliar with how to
meaningfully include these students in their classrooms and in the life of the
school; an inclusion facilitator offers this expertise to bridge the information gap.

OVERSIGHT FOR RELATED SERVI CES NEED ED

Parents of students who receive related services, such as physical therapy,
complain of the lack of adequate oversight of these services. For example, there
is little, if any, professional oversight of physical therapy services, a lack of
opportunity for professional collaboration, and, as far as we know, no qualified
clinical supervision of these services. Concern about size of the therapist's case
load and its impact on service delivery has also been expressed. This situation
needs to be immediately addressed.

ADDITIONAL TRAINING FORTEACHERS AND AIDES

We were thrilled to see the Brookline Education Foundation fund a Positive
Behavior Support training program for aides in the Systemwide Severe /Multiple
Disabilities Program at the Lincoln School. However, we question why special
education teachers must go to the Foundation for funding to train the aides that
work with their students instead of the school district. Appropriate training for
aides is essential for successful implementation of a student’s IEP and successful
integration into a student’s classroom and school community.

In addition, we have urged the Superintendent to revise the current District

Curriculum Accommodation Plan. While this technically falls under regular
education, a thorough resource guide on curriculum accommodations can be a
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tremendous support to all teachers searching for ways to implement IEPs and
504 plans in the classroom.

9. LOW EXPECTATIONSFOR STUDENTSON IEPS REPORTED

We have heard from parents about a lack of high expectations for students on
IEPs. We note that this is a similar issue identified by the work of the Equity
project. We feel this attitude may be due in part to a lack of understanding of
how learning issues identified in an IEP present themselves in a classroom
setting. A shift in perception around the nature of individualized instruction and
the potential of these learners, as well as improved teacher training, will assist in
remedying this issue.

THEFUTUREDA MOREINCLUSIVE SYSTEM

At her speech where she accepted this year’s Caverly Award, Ellen Goldberg
spoke movingly about the positive benefits of an inclusion philosophy in the classroom,
not just for special education students, but all students. Given the successful
implementation of this philosophy within BEEP, parents continually wonder, “Why not
the rest of the system?” We continue to encourage conversation in this direction to work
towards building a system that values and includes all its students in the life of a school.
In the interim, working to address the specific problems facing special education
services today will help move Brookline towards the goal of a more inclusive
educational experience for all its students.

Very truly yours,

Nancy P. Shea
SEPAC co-chair 2004-06

Margaret E. Talmers Geoffrey F. Green
SEPAC co-chairs 2005-07
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