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Staff Spotlight Angelica Lara - Bilingual Family Support Specialist



A



ngelica has been busy helping families learn how to advocate for their children since she joined our staff in October. Angelica recently moved to Phoenix from a small town in eastern Arizona where she was no stranger to advocating for services for her son Andres, who was diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy at 15 months. Angelica remembers feeling socially isolated. “More than once, I freaked myself out by doing too much internet research. But, whenever I had a question, I knew I could call my parent-to-parent connection. I had no idea until recently that most parent-to-parent matches don’t usually last as long as mine!” Angelica tries to have the same expectations for Andres as she does for her two other boys. It’s a philosophy she’s shared with more than one of Andres’s teachers. “You need to push him.” She recalled saying to his first grade teacher. “I don’t want him learning helplessness.” She credits the relationships she has built with her boys’ teachers for ensuring good, open communication. Now that Angelica is on staff at Raising Special Kids, she says “I love being able to help families. I remember how it feels to be stuck, and how important it is to learn to advocate for your child.”
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Empowerment Scholarship Accounts (ESAs) What Parents of Students with Disabilities Need to Know



A



rizona’s Empowerment Scholarship Accounts (ESAs) are becoming a popular option to consider for parents of students with disabilities. ESAs offer parents the choice of how and where to educate their children by providing access to public funds the school district would receive for their child’s education. The actual amount of the scholarship is determined by the child’s primary eligibility category for special education. The ESA program also transfers the right to make all decisions about their child’s education to the parents. Parents of children with disabilities who select ESA agree to accept significant responsibility and accountability for their decisions, as they do in other areas of their child’s life. For some parents, ESAs are a perfect fit; they have control over their child’s education and determine what they feel is needed. Parents need to carefully assess the ESA program, and their own ability to administer educational and financial requirements, before making their decision. Parents may not always fully understand the role they will assume in coordinating and accounting for every aspect of their child’s education. For busy parents, the added responsibility of closely managing a child’s education can be overwhelming. According to the ASU Morrison Institute of Public Policy, of the 1,781 new applicants for the 2014-15 school year, more than half (58 percent) chose not to



accept the funds or participate in the program. In addition, 25 percent of 761 students who participated in the ESA during the 2013-14 school year returned to public schools the following year. Parents reported the difficulty of coordinating multiple services and the rigorous accounting requirements of the program as



simpler. She explained, “At my daughter’s school, the process is very smooth.” Whitaker also mentioned, “Other parents frequently ask for my assistance and I always refer them directly to ESA staff because each person’s situation is very individualized and they [ESA staff] are the people who have the answers.” Parents like Whitaker and Randall, who are currently in the ESA program, advise new25% of students who comers to educate themselves participated in the thoroughly to understand the responsibilities they will be ESA during the 2013accepting before making a 2014 school year commitment. To assist parents, ADE has made available returned to public a parent handbook on the schools ADE website that describes all the details and restrictions the reason for their return to of the program. ADE provides public school. Parents must ac- workshops and information sescount for every expenditure and sions discussing eligibility, acturn in receipts quarterly. Aiden ceptance, approved use of funds, Fleming, legislative liaison and and reporting requirements. ESA program manager for the While the business and adArizona Department of Educa- ministrative requirements detion (ADE), equates the account- serve close attention, there are ing requirements to “doing your other important considerations taxes every three months.” for parents of students with dis Parent Kelly Randall said, abilities to consider when decid“The process ing if the ESA program is right was stressfor them: ful for me. I Parental Rights under the Indiworried that viduals with Disabilities I had missed Education Act (IDEA) something By accepting an ESA agreeon the pament, parents release the school perwork that district (or charter holder) from would jeoparthe obligation to educate their Nathan Randall dize my son’s child. The IDEA protections no scholarship.” LaTasha Whitak- longer apply, and parents give er, whose daughter attends a dif- up some rights, such as: ferent school, found the process continued on page 2



raisingspecialkids.org



1



continued from page 1



• a child’s right to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) • the requirement for schools to provide special education, and disability-related services designed to meet a student’s unique educational needs • the requirement for schools to prepare students for further education, employment, and independent living Transportation is a disability-related service that is no longer provided when parents use ESA funds. Randall recalls, “The lack of transportation services was not an issue until a huge increase in enrollment at my son’s school required a move to a bigger location that is three times farther away. That was a major problem because I have two children in different schools and was unable to get them both to school on time. Luckily, Nathan is now able to use the shuttle bus option his school offers, which drops him off at a closer location.” Steve and Amy Dill traded



Adam Dill



in their car for a hybrid model to reduce the expense of a 40-mile round-trip commute to their son’s school. Dill explained, 2



“Our car was only a couple years old, but that is a lot of driving.” In private schools, there are no standardized test requirements to ensure academic progress and no state financial oversight. Private schools are not required to provide the same level of support or accommodations as public schools, and they are not required to admit students with disabilities. If parents enroll a student in a private school using ESA funds, the private school has no requirement to follow the student’s IEP. Parents lose dispute resolution options, such as filing a complaint or requesting mediation or due process. If they find their child’s education needs are not being met, their only recourse may be to withdraw their child from the school. Opting out of the ESA program and enrolling the student in public school restores the IDEA protections. When a student is placed in a private school as a result of an IEP team decision, the school is required to follow the IEP and the student is provided all the other protections under the IDEA. IEP Team private placements are made into schools approved by the ADE and typically provide specialized programs specifically for students with disabilities.



as a private school, should only take place only when there are no available services and supports that could meet the student’s needs. The ASU Morrison Institute information indicates that the majority (70 percent) of the parents who accept ESAs for students with disabilities choose to enroll them in either specialized private school programs, private tutoring, or homeschool. These options may unintentionally segregate students with disabilities.



The ESA agreement is a contract between parents and the AZ Department of Education After accepting the ESA funds and enrolling their child in a program, some parents may determine that the ESA program is not the right choice for them and decide they want their child to return to the public school system. Although the ESA contract is written for one year, it may be possible for parents to exit the program sooner. During a 10-day review period, ESA staff determines if all funds were expended appropriately. If so, the student may be allowed to return to public school. ADE/ESA staff makes early-exit decisions on a case-by-case basis. Private schools or service proLeast Restrictive Environment? viders may require the parents The IDEA mandates that a stu- to sign a contract (separate from dent’s instruction be provided in the ESA contract) for them to the Least Restrictive Environ- provide services for their child. ment (LRE) starting in a gen- If so, the family would be oblieral education classroom. This gated to that contract accordensures that children with a dis- ing to their original agreement. ability have equal access to the It is up to the private school or educational opportunities that provider to determine whether all children enjoy. Removal from a parent can be released from a general education classroom to their contract. continued on page 3 a more restrictive setting, such
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ESAs prioritize academics over Steps You Can Take vocational preparation Deciding if the ESA is right for you ESAs do not provide reimbursement or cover expenses for vocational programs, train< Visit potential schools/programs ing, and apprenticeships. For < Ask questions some students with disabilities, • Will you show me/tell me how you think this a vocational focus is an importwill best meet my child’s needs? ant aspect of their education• Is transportation provided? al preparation for success after • How are students disciplined? high school. Funds from the ESA that are • Are there provisions in the contract for early not expended in one year may termination? be rolled over to the next. If stu< Ask for a copy of the school’s policies and procedures dents have unspent ESA funds < Read the ESA website: www.azed.gov/esa after they graduate from high < Attend ESA Training: www.azed.gov/esa/upcomingschool, students may use those meetings/ funds if they enroll in a post-secondary (college or university) The ESA Parent Handbook is available for download at: academic program. However, if www.azed.gov/esa/files/2014/03/empowermentthey enroll in a technical school, scholarship-account-handbook 2014.pdf or vocational program, they must return the ESA funds to the IEP team. It’s one way to assess writing, the meeting should take state. your child’s needs and to de- place within 15 school days from Is this going to work for my termine if applying for an ESA the date the school receives the family? might be beneficial. If your child request. In making decisions about is enrolled at a public school or For questions regarding the school choice, it is important charter school with a special ed- IDEA and parental rights in that families are fully informed. ucation placement, parents may special education, call 602-242The recommended first step is request a meeting with their IEP 4366 or 800-237-3007 or email to talk with your child’s current team at any time. If requested in [email protected].
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And, Away ‘VGo!’



Assistive Technology; the next best thing to being there



N



ot long ago Aurora Townsend and her family were afraid that she would be unable to follow her dream of attending college to become a Neurobiologist. Aurora has Toxic Encephalopathy and Chronic Inflammatory Response Syndrome–disabilities that cause her body to respond intensely to substances in the environment many of us do not notice. Aurora’s mom Kristina explained, “When Aurora is in a classroom with 30 kids, she’s also in the room with all of their laundry products, personal hygiene products, and fragrances. It causes Aurora to have a hard time breathing and she gets migraines, central nervous system pain, very tired and experiences cognitive decline.” Because Aurora’s body is so incompatible with her school environment, she could not attend classes in person. Online classes would not be an option for her because her health condition affects Aurora’s ability for sustained visual attention. Aurora’s parent Kristina, who



also has a disability, was determined to find a solution to help her daughter. She remembers thinking, “I need all the help I can get.” She contacted Raising Special Kids for assistance and began learning about her rights. She learned about accommodations and modifications, supplementary supports and services, and the continuum of educational placements. She remembers learning the importance of using specific terminology with professionals, like “medically necessary,” which have a precise meaning for professionals. While researching assistive technology options for her daughter, Kristina discovered a possible solution. After much discussion of the pros and cons and possible alternatives; the IEP team agreed that a robotic device, called a VGo, would best meet Aurora’s unique needs. A VGo is a robotic telepresence that, according to www.vgocom. com, some users describe as their personal “avatar”. A student can hear, talk, interact and see through the VGo into
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Flagstaff April Judd Cindy May Jen Turrell Gilbert Jo Ellen Guthrie George Hulecki Tammy Leeper Heather Monica Louise Murphy Aimee Patton Heather Prouty Andrea Simmons Glendale Vanessa Blutrich Nicole Guysi



Meriah Houser Cathy Humphrey Dawn Kurbat Lorie Williams Gold Canyon Karen Perry Goodyear Stephanie Culbreth Anne Dennis Kingman Art Gode Mesa Kim Cohill Eric Elam Danielle Pollett Molly Wright
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Aurora and Kristina Townsend



the classroom with their face appearing on the VGo screen. It allows a student the ability to participate in the class, collaborate with peers, and socialize. Aurora’s VGo is the first to be used in a school in Arizona. Now Aurora can participate with her classmates as her virtual self moves about the environment entirely by remote control. Kristina recommends, “learn about your child’s rights and don’t be afraid to ask for help.” To learn about ways to work with your child’s IEP team, call 800-237-3007 or email info@ raisingspecialkids.org. Aug-Oct



Thank You!



Peoria Tricia Mucklow



Rio Rico Maria Scholnick



Phoenix Jeannie Bremerkamp Heather Conway Michelle Faudskar Marissa Huth Courtney Johnson Maura Knoell Stacey Lihn Kelly Morris Gloria Rodriguez Ched Salasek Michael Sanderfer



Scottsdale Laura Michael Katie Petersen Mary Quinsler Stephanie Starks Stacy StrombeckGoodrich Josie White



Queen Creek Kathleen Coleman



Tempe Laurie Shook Thatcher Sheila Pompeo Tucson Melissa Ward



No Cost Workshops & Training



Register online at raisingspecialkids.org or call 800-237-3007



FLAGSTAFF



Sat, Apr 11, 1-3pm



Raising Special Kids, ADE/ESS 3100 N West St, Ste 300 Flagstaff, AZ 86004



TUCSON



IEP Training Sat, Jan 10, 1-3pm Thu, Jan 22, 6-8pm Thu, Mar 26, 6-8pm



Emily Meschter Early Learning Center 4605 N La Cholla Blvd Tucson, AZ 85705



Positive Behavior Support Tue, Feb 11, 9-11am



Journey to Adulthood



Parent/Professional Collaboration Tue, Jan 20, 6-8pm



IDEA: What You Need to Know Tue, Mar 25, 2-4pm



Legal Options, Turning 18 Thu, Jan 22, 6-8pm Sat, Feb 21, 1-3pm Thu, Mar 5, 6-8pm Thu, Apr 23, 6-8pm



IEP Training Thu, Jan 15, 10am-12pm



Thu, Apr 23, 6-8pm



High School Transition Tue, Apr 29, 10am-12pm



MESA



Family Resource Center 817 N Country Club Drive Mesa, AZ 85201 IEP Training Tue, Feb 17, 6-8pm Positive Behavior Support Tue, Mar 24, 6-8pm



PHOENIX



Disability Empowerment Center 5025 E Washington St, Ste 204 Phoenix, AZ 85034 This building is fragrance-free Bullying Prevention Thu, Feb 5, 6-8pm



Apr 11, 10am-12pm



Positive Behavior Support Sat, Feb 21, 10am-12pm Thu, Mar 5, 6-8pm Preschool to Kinder Transition Sat, Jan 10, 10am-12pm Understanding 504 Thu, Mar 26, 6-8pm Pendergast Learning Center 3841 North 91st Avenue Phoenix, AZ 85037 Positive Behavior Support Wed, Jan 14, 5-7pm IDEA: What You Need to Know Wed, Feb 11, 5-7pm Preschool to Kinder Transition Wed, Mar 4, 5-7pm



High School Transition Sat, Jan 10, 10am-12pm Thu, Feb 5, 6-8pm



Bullying Prevention Tue, Feb 17, 6-8pm Van Buskirk Elementary School 725 East Fair Street Tucson, AZ 85714 IEP Training Wed, Jan 21, 9-11am Parent/Professional Collaboration Wed, Mar 11, 9-11am



YUMA



CW McGraw Elementary School  2345 Arizona Ave Yuma, AZ 85364 Parent/Professional Collaboration Wed, Jan 21, 5-7pm Preschool to Kinder Transition Wed, Feb 18,5-7pm  ositive Behavior Support P Wed, Mar 18,5-7pm IEP Training Wed, Apr 22, 5-7pm



Understanding 504 Wed Apr 8, 5-7pm



An Evening with Jonathan Mooney Fostering Positive Educational Experiences for ALL Students Jan 28, 2015 5:30 - 7 PM < no



Desert View High School 4101 East Valencia Road Tucson, AZ 85706



cost
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In this edition of Connecfing we look at upcoming systemwide changes to managed care for families like mine, who receive
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