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Introduction


This primer is intended for the person(s) who are interested in starting a charter school.  Charter schools are public schools and thus all children are potentially eligible to attend a charter school.  This means that special education students can enroll in charter schools.  Every charter starter should be aware of this and develop their educational plans accordingly.


The focus of the primer is on the charter starter who has little direct knowledge about special education programs and needs to gain information to begin to plan for these programs and services in the charter school.  A charter school application submitted to either a school district or charter authorizer should address special education and how it will be integrated into the total program of the charter school.


Professionals in special education should be aware of most of the information in this document, but may want to review it as a potential resource for new staff members and leadership personnel in the school.

How to use this document


This document makes extensive use of websites to provide you with the necessary information and resources that you will need.  You might actually want to go and cruise some of the websites before you actually begin reading this document, this will make you a little more familiar with some of the resources.  In particular you should use Appendix B to begin familiar with the DPI website www.dpi.state.us   Another very important website will be the one developed by CESA 7 at www.cesa7.k12.wi.us between these two websites you will find a vast amount of information that will be soon become part of your charter vocabulary.  You will be given assignments through this document to familiarize you with the scope of responsibilities and roles required of schools and personnel to serve children with disabilities. If we didn’t use the website approach this document would run 250 to 300 pages and that would only be the beginning of a lot of paper and information.


Periodically questions will be posed using statements in italics and bold as a way of keeping you involved in this somewhat complex issue.

I. Some Basic Facts to Understand for a Charter Starter


As each charter starter finds out the process of opening a charter school is complex and each day brings a new challenge even for experienced professionals. Having a sense of mission and a vision for the school is a necessary starting point, to this you have to add a curriculum, instructional model, business plan, facility planning and a myriad of other elements to have a viable plan to submit for approval.  This is not easy and there a just a lot of things to consider before you can begin to see light at the end of the tunnel.


This paper is not intended to cover all the necessary topics that need to be consider in starting a charter school, a list of resources for the big picture can be found in Appendix A.  This is a resource for charter starters to plan how you will develop special education services as part of your charter school.  And you say, “special education services, but we didn’t think that would be our responsibility?”  This paper will explain why you must plan accordingly, the implications of having special education services, how you can provide these services at your school, what you must know under the law and how you will serve as a Local Education Agency (LEA) for the purpose meeting the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
A.  Wisconsin Law


It is very important that every charter starter understand how charters are granted in the state of Wisconsin.  Wisconsin has created two routes to gain a charter; one applies to either a school district to operate a charter (most common) or to a charter authorizer, available only in city of Milwaukee and the Racine Unified School District.


School districts have various options in granting a charter; they can grant a charter to one of their existing schools or create a new school program under charter legislation established by state law and the guidelines the district might impose.  School districts could also grant a charter to an outside organization that has a vision for a school that the district would agree to finance for the purpose of education.  In each of these cases the money to operate these charter schools comes from the district budget and is negotiated as part of the charter contract between the district and the charter school.  It is important to understand that in each of the district options, the district remains the LEA of record.  This will be explained in more detail later.


The concept of a charter authorizer is a new entity in the American educational scene.  The term is applied to those organizations, specified in state law, that can grant a charter (contract) to operate a public school, which receives state funding.  There are two general categories of authorizers 1) a school district and 2) another governmental body identified by state law to serve in the role of an authorizer.  In Wisconsin the legislature has granted authorizer status to the City of Milwaukee, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, University of Wisconsin-Parkside (limited to granting one charter) and Milwaukee Area Technical College.  The City of Milwaukee and the two University of Wisconsin authorizers are commonly referred to as independent charter authorizers, because they are not associated with a school district.  Schools chartered by independent chartering authorities become a LEA and therefore must be responsible for special education programs and services at the charter school.

B.  What is a Local Education Agency (LEA)?


This is a term created by the federal government in the administrative guidelines designed to operationalize IDEA.  The term was used to describe any public education entity (k-12) that delivers educational services to children.  While the term “school district” is the most common term, it is not a universal term and the federal government created ‘Local Education Agency” as a universal definition.  The complete definition is found in the final regulations implementing IDEA in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Section 300.18. You are now thinking that this is a mouthful and what does this mean?


The term LEA is also extended to a person or role and responsibilities that a representative of the charter school will allocate resources and sign off on official documents.  The LEA person is generally an administrator who represents the school to insure that necessary resources to implement the special education program as defined by the Individual Education Plan (IEP).   Thus the term LEA is used in two ways, the school as an organization and the LEA as a person who has the role and responsibilities to implement IDEA.  


For those who are familiar with IDEA the language of special education will be familiar and the next steps won’t seem necessarily complicated.  For those of you who are not that familiar with the language of special education there is a learning curve ahead of you and this paper will try and guide you through this maze of legislation, administrative rules and professional practices.

C.  Will I be an LEA or Not?

This is starting to sound complicated, what do I have really have to know about special education?  In the final analysis you will learn a lot of new things, but for now ask yourself, which organization am I going to seek a charter from?  If it is from a school district you are not a LEA, if it is from an independent authorizer you will be a LEA.  This is important because LEAs have specific roles under the law and issues of accountability under IDEA focus on the LEA as the organization to implement IDEA.  If you are applying to a school district for your charter, go talk to their special education leadership to find out what the school district will require of you with regard to special education.  However, as a school leader you will need to know most of what follows regardless if your school is a LEA or not.

D.  O.K., I am a smart person and I believe that the charter school our team is developing can educate all children, what is next?


First we need to get you up to speed on certain terms, most educators will be familiar with these terms and ideas, but you should review the terms and acronyms used in special education.  Appendix C is a document from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction listing some of the many acronyms associated with special education that are used throughout IDEA and by special education professionals.  Beginning to learn the language will be important for you to understand the issues and challenges ahead. Assignment: Please review Appendix C, you don’t have to memorize it, but please read it. In addition to Appendix C you should review Appendix E that provides definitions for IDEA that you will need to know.  You will note that many of the terms from both C and D overlap, although Appendix B has some terms unique to Wisconsin. 

 If you really want to get into the bureaucratic nature of IDEA you can go to www.ideapractices.org/law/regulations and browse to your hearts content.  Assignment: Bookmark this site on your browser as you may have future questions and issues that will require you to go to the original documentation.  Please note that the actual regulations are in excess of 1,000 pages and you will not be able to read through it all without nodding off.  This is a start and over the next few years you will find yourself referencing sections of the law through this web site.

E.  Should I get a special education professional on our planning team?


It would be very helpful, especially when you get into service and program issues in your planning.  However, you as a charter founder or leadership person in the charter school are going to have to understand a lot of the ideas and issues that are to follow.  It will also be important for your Board of Directors to be informed about IDEA and related responsibilities for your school.  A good starting point is to give board members the handout that the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) requires to be given to a parent when a child is referred for evaluation.  This document can be found at the DPI website www.dpi.wi.us/dpi/dlsea/een/doc/pcrights.html  Assignment: Read this document, as parents will cite this document when any difficulties or differences arise.  Also note that this document is available in Spanish and Hmong and you should have copies of all three languages available at your school when you start.  The document is designed to download and then to add your own letterhead/logo information.

F.  What are the essential concepts about IDEA and Special Education that I should understand?

That’s the spirit!  IDEA is federal legislation that attempts to address historic discrimination against children with disabilities in public education settings.  Simply stated children with disabilities were either denied access to schooling or not given the services they needed to be receive an appropriate education.  To address this form of discrimination the federal government created a law that offered to each state financial aid if the state agreed to abide by the rules and regulations created by the new law.  This all transpired in 1976 and the process is still continuing by periodic updates called reauthorization which is taking place during 2003. The model is very simple; the federal government offers money (but never enough) to play by certain rules.


Essential to understanding how the various rules and regulations created by the federal government work is to gain an understanding of the general model.  Because IDEA assumes that school districts discriminated against children with disabilities, the process to prevent or stop this discrimination was to build a model whereby schools could demonstrate by certain procedures and standards that they were not discriminating.  This means that LEAs are always documenting that they are implementing the requirements.


This is all built on legal concepts of due process and public accountability to parents, which means that a LEA must constantly be implementing certain steps (notice), which when documented (forms), demonstrates that the LEA is not discriminating against a child with disabilities.  If an LEA fails to follow these requirements/procedures they are subject to legal challenges and potential disciplinary action by the state education agency (SEA is the federal term for Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction).


Now this is a great simplification of a series of complex steps, but you will note very quickly that specific steps and appropriate documentation are essential to remain in compliance.

G.  What is the role of the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction?

To implement a federal law like IDEA the rules are written in such a fashion that recognizes that the state has the constitutional responsibility for education.  Thus the state agreed to abide by the federal guidelines and implement the regulations via the Department of Public Instruction (DPI), which in IDEA language is called the State Education Agency (SEA).  Thus the federal government holds the state accountable and the state holds the LEA accountable.  This is best understood by the fact that the state (DPI) has a monitoring program that examines how a LEA is implementing the law; this is the accountability aspect of IDEA.  Charter Schools will be monitored by DPI, as are school districts.


When the federal law was passed in 1976, Wisconsin already had a mandatory education program for children with disabilities and for a number of years there was confusion over the differing requirements of the two laws.  To resolve this issue the DPI began to advocate for “federalizing state law”, making the two more compatible.  This has now been accomplished in virtually every aspect of the law and knowing the federal guidelines will also allow you to understand virtually all states requirements.


Another important role of the state is financial aid for LEAs.  The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has two major financial roles, it distributes both the federal dollars and also state dollars allocated for special education.  Yes, as an LEA you will receive not only charter dollars, but also dollars for special education.  This raises another funding question, who distributes Title I dollars?  The DPI does and yes the charter school, if qualified, can also receive Title I monies.  More on Title I later.

H.  What will be the relationship between DPI and our charter school?


You are aware that many of the rules found in Chapter 118 that are imposed on school districts don’t apply to a charter school and the charter legislation further suggests that Chapter 115 (mandatory education for children with disabilities) is also waived.  But as noted earlier IDEA does apply to charter schools and since the state and federal law are very similar, DPI will treat you in almost the same way they treat a school district for IDEA.  You will have to file the same reports and follow guidelines established by DPI for students with disabilities.  You will need to file a special education plan of service, financial claims, enrollment reports, and other reports; as well as be scheduled for a monitoring review.  Clearly, this will require some planning and organization on your part to be eligible for meeting these requirements. Thus you are going to have a relationship with DPI and you should include this aspect into your planning. Assignment: If you have not read the state laws involving education a reading of Chapters 115 and 118 are a must.  Go to the DPI website for this information.

I.  What are the fiscal issues and obligations under IDEA?


IDEA provides financial assistance to the state, which then distributes these monies to school districts and independently chartered schools.  The state gets to keep a percentage of the per head allocation that is determined annually based on federal formula; the remaining money is distributed based on special education enrollment (this enrollment count is taken annually in December) at your school.  There are guidelines on how these monies may be used and you should check DPI Special Education Index (see Appendix B) for more details. 


As your school will be serving children with disabilities your school will also be able to claim state aid for special education.  In Wisconsin, state aid for children with disabilities is not based on a head count enrollment like federal monies, but is based on a “unit” approach to providing services.  This means that your reimbursement is based on the number of units (certificated personnel) that you employ to provide services to children with disabilities. These types of claims for state aid are based on reporting requirements as defined by DPI’s Wisconsin Unified Financial Accounts Reporting System (WUFARS).  Thus you will need to become familiar with this reporting system to be eligible to claim these dollars. Assignment: See the DPI website for Financial Services and look up “Special Education Aid” in the left column.


It is important to emphasize that Wisconsin system of reimbursement is tied to the special education reimbursable staff you employ not the headcount of special education students enrolled. Headcount is used for federal dollars.


One of the main fiscal issues that arise under IDEA is what does a school do when a very expensive special education student enrolls.  An expensive child would be one whose cost can be from 3-5 times the cost of an average per pupil expenditure.  If the state pays $7,003 (projected charter school aid for 2003-04 school year) for each pupil enrolled in the charter school and the costs for the special education program for a child are $24,000, where does the additional money come from? The money comes from two sources: 1) state reimbursement of employee salary (about 30%) spending less on the other children so that this child can have access to an appropriate education.

  When you develop your fiscal/business plan for the charter school, you should demonstrate that special education funding is part of the whole plan.  One very important fact to remember in your fiscal plan is that DPI does not reimburse you for special education cost until the following school year.  Yes that is correct, they only reimburse after you have expended the monies and submit the proper forms for reimbursement.  Thus expenses for the 2002-03 school year will not be made until the 2003-04 school year.

        III.  Special Education Programs and Services

A.  O.K. I understand that we will have to add special education programs and services, but how do I know which ones and how do I plan for this?

First, look at your vision/mission statement to determine if it includes the principle of educating children with disabilities.  If it is inclusive then you are moving in the right direction.  If it does not seem inclusive, ask what you can do to make it more responsive to the needs of children with disabilities.  Remember you will not be able to exclude children with disabilities from your charter school.  Charter schools are public schools and thus all children are eligible to apply, not just some.


Second, you will have to do some guesstimating based on simple percentages that will help you understand what kind of population you might have to serve.  As a rule of thumb about 12% of the school-age population has a need for special education services.  Currently, independent charters in Wisconsin are reporting about 8-10% of their students are in need of special education services.  Consider using the 10% figure in your initial planning process.  Thus if your school enrolls 300 students, approximately 30 will have special education needs.


What kinds of children with disabilities would enroll in a charter school?  Some will be children whose parents are looking for alternatives to their current school program.  Some parents will not tell you that their child was enrolled in special education and some children, particularly young children, will not have their needs identified until they have been in school for a few years.  Because charter schools are public schools you cannot deny admission to any student as long as there is space available in your school.


What kinds of disabilities are we likely to enroll?  Again based on statistics the most common diagnosis is learning disability and then speech and language disorder.  This means that you will need to consider how these types of children can receive their educational services.  The most realistic strategy would be to hire a special education teacher who is multiply certified so they can address the educational needs of children with disabilities.


Another strategy employed by many school districts is to buy services from CESA (Cooperative Educational Service Agency) if you feel that you can’t afford a full-time person.  For example if you have an enrollment of 400 students in a K-8 school you might want a half-time speech therapist and a special education teacher with multiple licensure.  Above all you must begin in your planning stages to consider how you want to staff for children with disabilities.


Assignment:  Contact an existing charter school and ask them about enrollment and how they have organized to deliver special education services and programs.
B.  Determining your special education program


This will be a challenge as there are many options, but the size of your enrollment will have a powerful effect on what you can do.  Very small LEAs (less than 300 students) are challenged by their low enrollment and how to allocate the additional resources that are needed by special education students.  While costs vary by the level or complexity of the disability, on the average the kind of students who will enroll in your school will cost about 1.5 times the cost of your average per pupil cost.  Commonly very small LEAs will contract out for their special education services through a CESA or collaborate with other LEA’s to provide services.  The independent charters in the Southeast Wisconsin have formed a collaborative to help share personnel to deliver special education services.


If your school is larger (400+ students), you can then begin to afford additional staff that will be necessary to address the educational needs of your special children. 


Choosing an organizational strategy will also be very important.  Realistically most charter schools are using the “inclusion model” to deliver the services that the child needs.  The inclusion model is based on a philosophy that believes that children with disabilities should be educated a regular education setting as much as possible if not 100% of the time.  This means that the regular classroom teacher will have to receive support and assistance in helping to deliver the education program as described in a child’s IEP.  Assignment: To more fully understand inclusion as a strategy please go the website created by the University of Northern Iowa at www.uni.edu/coe/inclusion This will begin to help you focus your planning.  Please do not interpret inclusion literature to mean that you will not need special education expertise available to you and your charter school staff.  This will become very apparent when you have to conduct your first eligibility evaluation and do the first IEP.

Assignment:  After you have reviewed the inclusion website, review the term Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) and consider how the two concepts of inclusion and LRE are related and will impact your programs and services for children with disabilities.

C.  All right, I am getting the general picture, what are the critical steps that I will have to follow in our programs for children with disabilities?


Now I wish we had a succinct answer for you, but that is not possible.  The first thing that you should do is go to the Website for CESA 7 at www.cesa7.k12.wi.us/sped
This is an excellent website and has many informative options that you will probably want to review in detail at a later date.  The one I want you to go to is entitled “Special Education in Plain Language” it’s a 56 page document that will walk you through all the critical steps as outlined by IDEA.  The document organizes the special education process using the regulatory standards with parallel interpretations that will help you understand the requirements created by IDEA.  Remember this is as much about process is it is about substance.  

Assignment:  Print a copy of this document, as you will refer to it often as you begin your learning and implementation of special education.


The “Special Education in Plain Language” is a long and technical document that you must become familiar with to understand IDEA and its application to education.  Simply stated you will find the following steps in the process as the major ones that you will need to understand, especially during the planning process.

The critical steps in the IDEA process are as follows:

1. Referral (This triggers the process as outlined in the law)

2. Evaluation (This is the assessment phase and can become complicated)

3. Eligibility (These criteria must be achieved to qualify a student)

4. IEP Team (This is your team that will plan the child’s program)

5. IEP (Accountability document for both parents and the school)

6. Reevaluation (The process repeats to verify that the child’s need to continue)

Each of these has procedural steps and guidelines that must be followed to document that you are in fact offering the child and the child’s parents their educational rights as spelled out in IDEA.

Assignment:  Take a break, you have a lot to read, come back when you have had a chance to absorb the information in Special Education in Plain Language.


Isn’t reading all the information about the requirements created in the law fun?

Well let’s take it a step further.  Special education has become very much about the law and there is a wide range of litigation/case law that helps shape our practices and understandings.  For example you noted in “Special Education in Plain Language” that there was a section dealing with just discipline issues associated with special education.  These guidelines were added based on a series of court cases that helped define and operationalize procedural and substantive issues associated with disciplining children with disabilities.  A book that should be on your reference shelf is one called “Getting Comfortable with Special Education Law” by Dixie Snow Huffner, published by Christopher-Gordon Publishers in 2000.  This book is a good resource and starting point with many of the legal concepts imbedded in the law that will impact your practice.  A book like this is generally updated every three years because of the changes that occur based on case law.

D.  Now you say, well I have a general idea about what is going to be needed, but this sounds like I will have to write a lot of policy and procedures to implement this?  Well you are in luck, DPI has developed a set of Model Policies and Procedures and these can be found at their website www.dpi.wi.us/dpi/dlsea/een/doc/monpolgd.doc
Here you can find a 54-page document that lays out all the basic policies that are needed to fulfill the law.  The table of contents for this document is in Appendix F and will help you understand the scope of the policies.  It would be advisable for you to consider adopting similar policies for your charter school.  Please review them for applicability as they were written with school districts in mind not charter schools and there are distinctions that should be reflected in the policies for your school.  You will probably need to edit the document once you download it, but it is a great start at getting special education policies in place.

Assignment:  Download these documents to computer and then begin to use them to develop policies and procedures for your school.  Please note that these were developed with the concept of a school district in mind and you may have to make some adaptations for a charter school.

E.  Forms


After going through Special Education in Plain Language it should have become apparent that you would need a lot of forms to carry out the requirements of the law.  Fortunately CESA 7’s website can help you there.  Go to the CESA7.k12.wi.us/sped/ and click on IEP Forms, if you haven’t book marked this site you should.  This site has just about all the forms you will need so that you can document your responsibilities under the law.  One major strategy that the federal government uses to insure that IDEA is implemented is to require LEA’s to document that they have followed all the required steps.  IDEA will teach you to be a good record keeper as this is absolutely essential to verify that you have conducted yourself as a good citizen.

Assignment:
Please download these forms into a file on your computer, as you will need to copy and adapt these forms by using your school letterhead/logo before you can actually begin to use them.


One of the best things that you can do is to contact a few of the operating charter schools and ask if they would share a copy of their special education plan with you.  Plans are submitted to DPI annually and DPI does review these plans and can give you feedback, especially if you are a first-time applicant.  Once you have seen what a plan looks like and you have researched how you might deliver services and programs you are ready for a first draft.  Please note that this plan must be filed in a timely fashion with DPI, as you are not eligible for reimbursement until one has been filed and accepted by DPI.

Assignment: Talk with other charter school leaders about their Special Education Plan.

F. Special Education Plan


 Assignment: Please go to the DPI website to review their information on Special Education Plan (Appendix B). This is a good time to point out that you will be given a LEA number and passwords so that certain information can be filed electronically, but this will not transpire until you become a certified charter school.  The agency that charters you must notify DPI by the last Friday in January prior of the year in which you intend to open your school.  Once this filing takes place, you can contact DPI’s Charter School Office for the next steps.  Please note that you should make these contacts as soon a possible after DPI has been noticed, as there is a lot to accomplish to get yourself eligible for state and federal reimbursement. For example, your special education plan must be filed with DPI before you are eligible for reimbursement, this is also true for Title One funding.

Assignment:  Download a copy of the Special Education Plan information to your computer for future use.


One thing that you might want to consider is developing a special education plan as part of your application to the charter authorizer.  While most charter school applications do not call for that much detail, it will demonstrate that you have a good grasp of what is required of you as a LEA.

   III.  Financing Special Education

A.  How does a charter school finance special education?


I wish this were easy, but as in many things involving money it can get complicated.  Lets begin with some basic facts.  You will receive your charter school monies on a quarterly basis based on enrollment during that quarter.  Your school will file the report with DPI at the close of the quarter and they will send you a check within a few weeks. [Note this payment will be made electronically to your bank and you must arrange this with DPI in advance of the payment]  These dollars will represent the bulk of your funding to operate your programs.  However, you will be eligible for other funding as describe below:


1.  IDEA Dollars- These monies are based on your eligible special education head count.  This count is based on a December count of your special education students and is reported to DPI which then distributes the available federal funds during the second part of the school year.  This amount varies as it depends on the actual federal allocation and the formula for low-income students.  To better understand this you are directed to the DPI special education website Index at www.dpi.wi.us/dpi/een/doc/hmtopics.html#1 and look up Flow-Through Grants.  This web page will explain the formula and gives projected reimbursement for the upcoming school year.  Please note that there are guidelines on how this money can be spent, as these dollars are restricted to supplemental costs equipment and materials. While this money can be used for personnel, personnel costs assigned to IDEA are not reimbursable by the state of Wisconsin.


2.  State Reimbursement- These monies are allocated in the state budget and then allocated to school districts via a process of reporting expenses to DPI and then DPI allocating those monies to LEAs as a reimbursement for expenditure in the previous school year.  This means that any charter school is not eligible for reimbursement until your year has ended and you can then report your expenses.  Yes this means that you will have to wait a year to get your money!  Wisconsin reimburses LEAs using what is called a “unit” model based on the number of certificated personnel (teachers, speech therapists, school psychologists, Physical Therapists, Occupational Therapists, Special Education Administrators, Special Education Aides and other qualified professionals licensed by DPI).  Currently the amount of monies available allow for about 30% of a professional’s salary and fringe benefits to be reimbursed.  This percentage can change yearly and it will be your challenge to predict what it might be for the next fiscal year.


This is different from IDEA dollars, which is based on head count, and your charter dollars that are also based on headcount.  Your accountant/business manager should become familiar with all these options and the reporting forms required by DPI.

Specifically have them look at the Wisconsin Unified Reporting Systems.  This information is available at the DPI website (Appendix B).


3.  Other Federal Grants- There are also other federal grants and federal/state discretionary grants that you can apply for directly to the federal government and the state.  These are two many to list here, but just be aware that you can apply for these monies. The US Department of Education provides listings of these opportunities on the federal websites.  In particular you will want to review Titles 2 through 9 as important to your charter as potential revenue sources with specific guidelines for usage.


On of the most used grant areas related to special education is AODA (Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse) monies that are used in prevention, school failure and drug usage.


4.  Title One/No Child Left Behind-Any charter school that is an LEA can also apply for these monies that follow a formula tied to income levels of the parents of your students.  Income levels are really the result of free and reduced lunch applications.  If you choose not to offer free and reduced lunch, you will not have the necessary documentation for Title I dollars.  Have you consider the free and reduced school lunch program?  If not, you should explore this as soon as possible.

 The Title I model is similar to the Special Education Plan approach, as you have to file a plan with DPI to claim your dollars.  Go to the DPI website and look up NCLB (No Child Left Behind) for steps that must be followed to gain Title I funding.  The model is similar to special education in that you must file a plan that is tied to your enrollment that qualifies under Title I eligibility requirements.  

B.  Next Steps


As suggested earlier your financial plan should consider that about 10% of your student body will need special education services and you should consider the potential costs of providing these services.  Most major finance studies in special education have suggested that the average cost of a special education student is about 1.5 times the amount of an average child and thus you can begin to project some costs and how you will allocate monies.  In all probability you will need to secure access to a speech therapist on a part-time basis and also access to a special education teacher who can work with your teachers in help design programs that can be developed within the regular classroom setting.  Remember that Wisconsin Special Education Aid is based on the certificated personnel employed and not on head count.

                                   III.  Special Education Programs and Services

O.K. I get the general picture, Charter schools must admit students with disabilities, there is a federal law that creates standards and practices that we must implement and that there are some additional dollars available for these programs and I will have to file a special education plan with DPI to be in compliance and to get reimbursements.  So what do I need to know about programs and services for special education students?


This becomes the challenge that every educator faces under IDEA.  There are some critical steps that help define the process that you, the child and the child’s parent(s) will experience:

A. First comes the referral and evaluation process – These steps help determine eligibility for special education services and frame the first steps in developing an educational program and services statement. [Please note that in IDEA educational programs are provided by teachers, but other professionals i.e. Speech Therapist provide services.]  What is important in this process is that parents are appropriately notified about the referral (notice) and that qualified professionals conduct the evaluation necessary to determine if the child meets eligibility criteria.  It is not unusual to find that a referral does not meet criteria.  Please remember that referrals that do not meet criteria are costly, as you must complete the entire process as required by law.

B.  Individual Education Plan- Probably the most important document that serves to frame the program and services.  Teachers will use the IEP as the guide to modify instruction, parents will used the IEP as a way of holding the school accountable and school leaders will use the IEP as a way to document you have successfully implemented the law.

C.  Repeating the process- You will note that IDEA requires this process to be repeated as many times as may be required.  IEPs can be renewed, rewritten based on actual performance or changed because progress or lack of progress.  The IEP is also a way to communicate with parents about the progress of their child.  Go to the CESA 7 website and click on their IEP sections to learn more about the process as well as how to write goods goals and objectives.

Assignment:  Read the CESA7 information of IEPS.  Did you bookmark this site?


Also you should be prepared to in-service your staff on IEP’s and how to effectively use them.  It is possible to use your federal special education monies to conduct this type of in-service to improve delivery of special education services.  

      D.  Right to challenge outcomes- IDEA provides the opportunity for parents/guardians to challenge the work of a school, but giving the some different routes to cause a school to change its program.  Under the law parents can file an appeal challenging the program as developed and implemented by the school.  In Wisconsin the first step is to try mediation using professionally trained mediators to resolve the dispute between the parties, again go to the CESA 7 website to learn about mediation.


If mediation does not work parents can go directly to court and ask the judge to make a finding based on fact.  It is at this point that you realize how important your records and following all the proper procedures as the courts consider lack of documentation as an indicator of failure of the school.  At this point you will need legal counsel who is familiar with special education law.  Listen to what legal counsel has to say and don’t take the legal challenge as a personal challenge to your school, if you personalize the law suit you will lose perspective


IDEA also allows parents to file complaints with DPI and the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), under certain conditions, that will trigger an investigation of your school for a particular child.  Without going into great detail, this type of investigation can produce a lot of paper work and can be time consuming for the school leadership.

E.  O.K. I am getting the handle what’s next?


Learning how to conduct an eligibility evaluation and IEP meeting will require you to use your interpersonal skills as a leader.  You should also look for staff members who can fulfill this leadership requirement to have an effective and acceptable IEP process.  It would be most advisable for you and some of your staff to sit in on evaluation and team meetings at other schools to gain an understanding of the interpersonal dynamics that transpire at these events.  If you can have an experienced special education person help with your first few meetings it would allow an opportunity to learn.


Also determine the level of IEP experience your staff has had prior to beginning your school year.  If you have a limited amount of experience arrange for some staff development sessions on special education and IEP issues.  You will find that this is money well spent.

Assignment:  Contact another charter school and ask if you can sit in on an initial IEP session. [Note, parents will need to give consent for an observer.]  


Upon completion of more than one visit try and identify special education professionals who might help you when the first referrals are made at your school.  Some expert guidance during your first few eligibility determinations and IEPs will be essential to have a smooth transition.

F.  I am still concerned about the administrative issues?

It would be great to have a simple guide to all the things that will come up, but a list of some critical issues and practices will be important:

1. Become comfortable with IDEA, its language and the major steps required by the law.  It will take you years to understand the complexities of the law, which is being rewritten as this document is being written.  Remember that effective programming for students goes a long way in solving any of the knotty issues that can come up under IDEA.

2. When hiring staff, consider the special education needs that will arise.

3. Develop your special education policies following the model developed by DPI.

4. It cannot be emphasized enough that you must develop a solid record keeping system for all your IDEA related activities, it is especially important to develop a special education student folder that contains all the necessary documents.  Actually use a procedures flow chart in each folder so that people remember to file the correct documents.

5. Once you have received your approval to be a charter school contact DPI for the following types of information:

a. Contact the Charter School Office to obtain your LEA number and passwords for access.  Also inquire about any other forms and upcoming workshops that might be helpful to you.

b. You will at some point be given names of contact people in various divisions that will serve as a contact for your school.  Learn to work with these people; generally there will be a contact for special education, financial aids and school food services.  Please note that school food services (free and reduced lunch, etc.) has extensive record keeping requirements and you should seek out one of their training programs to have one of your staff learn all that is required in that program.

c. There are a lot of forms that you will have to become familiar with, they are all DPI forms, but many of them are imposed on DPI by the federal government.  If you want the reimbursement etc, learn to live with it.  To better understand the scope of data collection go to the DPI website and look up a category called (All Data Collection).  This site will give a listing of documents for filing and the dates that they are due. Please note that in all probability you will not be filing all these reports, but you should understand the scope of the issue.

d. This will come together, just be organized.  In most school districts the business office generally handles these forms.  You should look at centralizing this task for your school to insure consistency over time.

6. Talk with other charter school administrators about special education and learn from their experiences.

7. Begin looking for resources that can help you with some of these issues.

a. In Milwaukee the charter schools have formed a collaborative that is led by Beverly Lukenbill who provide a lot of support in your early stages.  Beverly can be contacted at Luck@wi.rr.com

b. CESA 1 can be contacted to find out what services they have and what their costs are for providing services www.cesa1.k12.wi.us

c. In Milwaukee a private firm called MJ Care can provide related services and can also assist in billing for Medicare reimbursement.  They can be reached at 414-329-2420.  Did you say Medicare reimbursement?  Yes some special education services are eligible for Medicare reimbursement and most LEAs use firms like MJ Care to handle the billing because of its complexity.

8. Remember, state special education dollars are reimbursable only for certificated personnel not regular education teachers.  Also this money is reimbursed the following year based on your actual expenditures and then only a % of the expenses.  Currently the state is providing about 30% of salary and fringe benefits as a reimbursement.  This percentage can change yearly.

9. Special Education Teacher Aides are reimbursable, but must be approved by DPI before they are hired to claim reimbursement.  If you don’t have approval you will in all likely hood be denied reimbursement.

10. Learn to use the DPI website as well as CESA 7 as resources that can be very helpful.

                  III.  Special Education Programs


As you review all the materials you will identify 9 principles that define IDEA, they are briefly described as follows:

1. Child Find – The requirement to notify parents and the community that special education services are available at your school.

2. Free Appropriate Public Education- The standard for educational services, free and appropriate, as defined by the IEP.  This is commonly called FAPE

3. Nondiscriminatory assessment – Insures that you will use strategies and procedures that account for cultural differences.

4. Individual Education Plan- Plan for student services and educational program that is the centerpiece of the IDEA.

5. Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)-Standard that attempts to insure that special education students are educated with their regular education peers to the maximum degree possible.

6. Parent Involvement- IDEA insures full parent participation in the decision making process to protect the child’s education rights.

7. Due Process- A legal concept employed to insure a child’s access to programs and services.

8. Transition- Requires schools to plan for a child’s transition for school to the community starting with the transition to high school.

9. Behavior- A child’s behavior needs must be taken into consideration in their educational plans.

As you begin to utilize these main concepts you will become more familiar with the basic 

ideas as a way to implement services and programs to children with disabilities and you

 will find many of these ideas useful for your decision-making about all children.

To this point we have talked a lot about basic implications of special

 education from a legal and organizational standpoint.  The 9 points above emanate

from a legal perspective.  But the real challenge will be in the educational programming

 and service delivery issues that characterize special education.  The term special

 education services applies to the wide variety of services that some children will need,

 whether it be speech and language services or occupational therapy, physical therapy or

other services necessary to facilitate the child’s education.  The term programming 

actually refers to the organization of education strategies, modifications or adaptations

 that attempt to facilitate learning for a child who has been determined to need of special 

education.

Because this topic is massive you will find a series of websites listed in Appendix D that will guide you to resources that will help you and your staff when you need to begin providing educational programs for a child.

Most educational programs are actually developed based on individual needs and not the needs of a set curriculum or program.  Much of what is done in special education is a modification of the general curriculum using strategies and techniques that facilitate the learning opportunities for the special education child.  Remember, children do respond differently and thus their educational modifications will vary accordingly.  There is no special education curriculum that you can pull off the shelf.

Below are some old dictums that are used to characterize special education 

 instruction and they tend to describe what the teacher will do in the classroom:

1. Remediate the weakness (try to re-teach the basic skill for mastery)

2. Teach to the child’s strengths (what can the child be successful at)

3. Modify the material to make it appropriate for the student

4. Allow more time to complete the task

5. Try a different learning modality

6. Change the child’s learning environment (try a new teacher)

7. Break down the educational task into easier to manage segments

8. Task analyze the child’s behavior and look for areas of change

9. Increased reinforcement to get student on task and motivated

10. Contingency management of students behavior (behavior management)

 
VI  Assessment in Special Education


You will quickly learn that the assessment phase of the process will require a set of skills to both understand the process and administer the tests that are generally part of the assessment process.  This is where the skills of a school psychologist, social worker, speech pathologist and a special education teachers trained to conduct educational evaluations will become very apparent.  Leadership personnel in the school need to understand the process and have a grasp of the types of testing and implications of those tests.  Some basic resources that you should consider are:

1.  Salvia, John and Ysseldyke James E.; Assessment  (2001)

2. Schloss, Patrick and Smith, Maureen; Applied Behavioral Analysis in the Classroom 

3. Taylor, Ronald; Assessment of Exceptional Students in the Classroom

4. Mather, Nancy and Jaffe, Lynn; Woodcock-Johnson III: Reports, Recommendations and Strategies  (2002)
5. Walker, Barbara; Diagnostic Teaching in Reading: Techniques for Instruction and Assessment (5th Edition)
6. Overton, Terry; Assessment in Special Education (4th Edition)
7. Sandoval, Jonathan; Test Interpretation and Diversity: Achieving Equity on Assessment (1999)
8. Merrell, Kenneth, W.; Behavioral, Social and Emotional Assessment of Children and Adolescents (2002)
This entire topic is complex, but you should work with qualified professionals who can guide you through the process.  In your planning stages begin to identify professionals in the area of school psychology, social work and speech pathology who can help you understand the general issues.


In the first few years of operation, many charter schools contract out for these services.  A strategy to consider is to identify recently retired professionals who might consider working on a part-time basis.  DPI offers an employment listing and you could place your employment opportunities on that site, professionals review this site frequently looking for opportunities.  Contact CESA about purchasing of services.

Be aware that the services of specialized professionals will become necessary once you get your first referral and will continue.


Even when children enroll who have an identified special education need and an IEP you will need to assess that child on a scheduled basis of formally evaluating that child every three years to determine if the continue to remain eligible for special education services.

VIII.  Conclusion


This paper has been designed with the idea that you are a charter starter and that you must begin your planning for your charter school with the clear intention of serving special education students who will enroll in your school.  The information in this paper points you to many useful website rather than printing up hundreds of pages of paper.


You will note that many of the reports that you must file with DPI are done on the web and not in the traditional paper process.  You must become familiar with many different websites that will provide you with the information on special education, its legal and administrative guidelines that become important in making good decisions.


Good planning will serve you well when you file your application for a charter and having a clear idea of how to approach special education will make your application that much stronger.  Remember the idea is to integrate special education into your school so that it is clearly a part of your schools culture in maximizing the opportunities for all students who choose to attend your school.

Appendix A

Helpful Websites

Charter Schools – All four sites are excellent resources for charter starters


www.uscharters.org

www.nationalcharterschool.org

www.charterfriends.org

www.ncsc.info/ National Charter School Clearing House

Special Education:  bookmark these sites

  DPI main website

        www.dpi.state.wi.us
        DPI special education topic index 

        www.dpi.state.wi.us/dlsea/een/hmtopics.html
       DPI Special Education Plan site

       www.dpi.state.wi.us/dlsea/een/seplan.html
       Cooperative Education Service Agency 7 (CESA &) Excellent site for information

       www.cesa7.k12.wi.us/sped
Inclusion information for program planning

www.uni.edu/coe/inclusion  

Good website for information on what works in special education

www.curry.edschool.virginia.edu  

Legal information on special education

www.wrightslaw.com
Internet resources for special education

www.irsc.org
Teacher sharing in special education

www.spedex.com/
Appendix B

Starting to Learn How to Use the DPI Website

Go to DPI Home Page

www.dpi.state.wi.us
Go to Divisions & Teams Button

Go to Division for Learning and Support

And click on Special Education

Bookmark this page

Go to Special Education Index

Bookmark this page

The Index provides a lot of topics and you will at one time or another read them all, but the one most important to developing your Special Education Plan are as follows:

Bulletins (topical issues, very useful)

Categorical Aids (financial information)

Child Count (how to, some complexity so as not to duplicate)

Consultants (they will help you)

Disciplinary Action Advisor (behavior issues and law)

Flow Through Grants (guidelines)

Forms, Sample (prepare to download to file)

IEP (good start to complex topic)

Laws, special education (reference)

Parent Rights Statement (prepare to download file/will need)

Policies and Procedures Manual (prepare to down load/adapt )

Pupil Records (records management essential)

Special Education Plan (both forms and guidance)

Next

Go To Divisions and Teams Page

Click on School Financial Services

All information on this page is important to you and you will want to review all of it.

Please note that access for some reporting systems will require a school number and password from DPI.

Copy the Calendar to give yourself an idea about the monthly activities.

Click on Special Education Aid in the left hand column and read!

Appendix D

Helpful Special Education Program Websites

1. www.ideapractices.org  This website is an excellent collection of topics in special education you should book mark this site as you will use it over time.  Check out the Professional Development Resources section, its loaded with information 

2. www.halcyon.com/marc/sped.html  Good website for teacher related information

3. www.toread.com  Reading will be an issue for all students including special education good resource for your teachers

4. www.Ldonline.org  Learning Disabilities are the most frequently diagnosed category in special education

5. www.questia.com  This is a good resource for professional articles on education.  It is an online library resource.

6. www.yahoo.com/education  Yahoo has complied a series of website for all educators, teacher will like this as a starting point.

7. www.specialednet.com  A website for special education professionals, will direct you to a wide variety of special education websites.  Takes some to surf this as it has many options.
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