
 

 

Park School Advisory Board 
Thursday, February 21st, 2019 

Park Program Update 

Student Enrollment: 
As of February 21st, 2019, Park School has an enrollment of 74 students as reflected on the 
attached document, Current Park School Students - Youngest to Oldest.  This is an increase of 6 
students from the end of the 2017-2018 school year.  Three of the new students are out of 
district enrollments, two more than predicted in June of 2018: a 4-year old from Indian Springs 
District 109, a 10th grader from Niles 219, and a transition-aged student from Lyons Township 
District 204.  In addition, Park School has welcomed six District 65 and 202 students to our 
program.  Park School has a rolling enrollment and works collaboratively with Evanston Districts 
65 and 202 or the student’s home district to determine the least restrictive, most appropriate 
placement for each student.   One District 65 student has moved to a private placement and two 
students have moved to a less restrictive placement in District 65.  In the spring of 2019, three 
of Park’s transition students will reach their age of school eligibility and will move on to their 
adult placements, one student from Evanston 202 and two students from other districts.   

Park School will continue to offer Extended School Year services as all students who currently 
attend Park School are eligible.  This year, our program will be held for 15 days from June 10th 
to June 28th, from 9:00am-3:00pm.  The Evanston Special Recreation department will continue 
to hold a special recreation camp on the Park School facility in the month of July 2019.  

Curriculum 
Park School’s curriculum blends the important functional skills that students with significant 
learning needs must be explicitly taught, with the grade level academic standards that are 
learned by their same-age peers.  Park’s teaching team specializes in adapting curriculum and 
teaching in the modalities that best match our students’ learning needs.  Whether a student has 
challenges with physically accessing their environment, are Deaf or Hard of Hearing, has 
Autism, or needs predictable, consistent structure, Park School individualizes the learning goals 
and activities to optimize our students’ growth. 

 



1 
 

School Improvement Work 
Park’s School Improvement Team has led the Park Staff through a 
reflective process of examining our data-driven practices and using 
evidence-based assessments to guide our instructional decisions.  They 
have engaged in the important work of developing systems and processes 
that lead to individual student and school-wide growth.  
 
In the 2017-2018 school year, Park School endeavored on a mission to better understand our 
students’ skills and needs in the areas of communication, independence, behavior, and 
academic skills.  They committed to increasing their professional knowledge of a research 
based assessment: The Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program 
(VB-MAPP).  This assessment tool was piloted by many teachers with individual students. 
Strategies and instructional practices were supported by monthly coaching sessions with 
Marrea Winnega, Ph.D. BCBA, a consultant on Autism Spectrum Disorder.  This assessment tool 
and the instructional approach of Applied Behavior Analysis and Verbal Behavior Approach were 
found to be effective ways to plan for and support our students’ learning and growth. 
While the VB-MAPP is an effective tool to assess many students’ language and social skills, the 
Park School team found that there was also a need for an assessment tool that could measure 
communication skills for students who demonstrate different levels of communicative behavior, 
including pre-intentional behaviors.  In order to best understand the needs of Park students and 
develop a framework for a data-driven process, our team was committed to expanding our 
assessment library so that all students could be included in the process. 
 

The Park School Improvement Team identified the 
Communication Matrix as a tool that will compliment the 
VB-MAPP and match the needs of our students.  The 
Communication Matrix is an assessment that focuses on the 
communication skills of refusing, obtaining, social, and gaining 
information, up to a 24 month developmental level.  It provides a 
clear visual of a student’s present level of performance in 
communication.   With continued and increased consultation 

from Marrea Winnega and through using the expertise of our teams, Park School will set goals 
and examine student progress to identify strategies and interventions.  
 
If we support and develop a process of examining our students’ skills within the domain area of 
communication at both a school-wide and individual student level, we will be better equipped to 
determine the most effective strategies and interventions, leading to student growth and 
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increased positive outcomes.  The Park teams will practice and engage in ongoing 
problem-solving around data and this process will be replicated with other key domain areas.  

STRIVE and Verbal Behavior 
Park School was excited to open three new STRIVE for Success classrooms this school year. 
STRIVE stands for: Students Transforming and Reaching Independence, a Voice, and 
Educational Success.  In the 2017-2018 school year, the staff at Park School explored a verbal 
behavior approach to teaching as part of their professional growth, with the support of Dr. 
Marrea Winnega, Ph.D. BCBA, a consultant on Autism Spectrum Disorder.  Verbal Behavior is a 
form of Applied Behavior Analysis, or ABA, and was determined as a need for many students at 
Park.  The staff became familiar with a new assessment tool, the VB-MAPP, administered it to 
some students as part of the pilot program, and learned the instructional strategies of this 
approach.  Three of our classrooms and four of our teachers are equipped to teach with this 
effective approach.  The students that were selected for these classrooms benefit from intense 
instruction and interventions, structure, and predictable teaching and have goals of increasing 
communication and independence, and for some, decreasing problem behaviors.  While most 
students at Park have similar goals and needs, the verbal behavior approach that is taught in the 
STRIVE classrooms was observed to be especially effective with these students.   
 
In the STRIVE classrooms, there is a strong focus on environmental supports and structure and 
a curriculum focused on building communication and independent skills, including academics. 
All of the staff, including the paraprofessionals in this classroom, have been given the proper 
supports including ongoing training with the district’s Autism Consultant, Marrea Winnega, PhD, 
BCBA.  Dr. Winnega observes and provides coaching to the Park Staff, STRIVE team members 
and other classrooms as well, on a weekly basis.  She observes classrooms, provides coaching, 
and training.  All of our classroom teachers implement the verbal behavior approach to varying 
degrees depending on the needs and strengths of their individual students.  This approach, in 
addition to the application of best practices such as Structured Teaching, will support our 
students’ growth in communication, independence, and academics while decreasing 
challenging behaviors. 

Peer Integration Opportunities 
Park School is proud of the many different opportunities that are available for our students to 
have meaningful interactions with their same-aged, general education peers.  Each day, many of 
our elementary and middle school classrooms welcome 6th grade student volunteers from 
Nichols, who participate in a long-standing program called PALS.  In addition, several students 
from the Senior Studies program, a service-oriented class at ETHS, also volunteer their time at 
Park School.  The PALS and Senior Studies students engage with our students in a variety of 
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ways - reading stories, collaborating on projects, and playing games and other leisure activities 
of a common interest.   
 
Park and Orrington Schools have created a special partnership coordinated by our District 65 
Drama Teacher.  Every Tuesday, students from the 3rd and 4th grade classes at Orrington 
Elementary School travel to Park School and participate in a combined drama class.  These 
creative and dramatic lessons provide our students with opportunities for highly motivating 
interactions.  Through their dramatic play, the students practice their skills of communication, 
motor imitation and technology. 

Once a month, students from two Park School elementary classes travel to Dewey Elementary 
School and visit the 1st grade classrooms.  The students work together on collaborative art 
projects, typically with a seasonal or holiday theme.  The Dewey students also read books to the 
Park students and they enjoy expressing themselves through singing and dancing.   

In addition to creating activities for Park students to work on the skills of social interaction, 
expressive and receptive communication, and fine motor, students from all of these partnering 
schools have greatly benefited from these integration opportunities.  These important efforts 
have resulted in a greater understanding of our districts’ diversity, supported growth in equity, 
and built a stronger community around our common goals.  Our friends from our neighboring 
school were some of the most dedicated contributors to the Park playground improvement 
project, raising $6,600 by selling friendship bracelets, operating a bake sale, and participating in 
a fitness challenge!  In addition, some Park students have even made friends with students they 
have met from our neighboring schools that have extended into their time outside of school. 

Positive Behavior Supports and Safety Planning 

The Park School Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) and Crisis/Safety 
committees have been hard at work examining and updating our systems to promote positive 
behaviors and create structures that will support a safe learning environment for all of our 
students and staff members. 

The PBIS committee examines our school wide data around challenging student behaviors, 
looks for patterns and plans for school wide interventions and reinforcement.  This data is also 
very helpful when problem-solving around specific behaviors for individual students.  The 
committee is also responsible for celebrating our school successes and supporting the feel of 
community.  One new focus this school year has been to regularly celebrate our student and 
staff achievements.  Each week, every Park classroom nominated a student who exemplifies 
our school expectations - Be Safe, Be Ready, Be Respectful.  In addition, staff can acknowledge 
other staff members by submitting a “gotcha” slip for modeling these positive behaviors.  Two 
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students and one staff member are drawn from these nominations and celebrated with an end 
of the week parade around the Park School halls.  Parents are invited and a great time is had by 
all!  The students and staff are also featured in the Park School weekly newsletter, The Weekly 
Wrap-Up. 

Park School classrooms were experiencing a need for greater assistance when their students 
demonstrated challenging behaviors that increased a safety risk.   The Crisis/Safety team 
examined the current structures for how additional help could be communicated and requested 
and the available staff personnel who could respond to assist.  The team developed a clear and 
comprehensive school wide plan that describes different levels of a behavioral crisis, how 
assistance needed should be communicated, and who would respond as part of the “Safety 
Team”.   At the first tier, the challenging behavior is considered “classroom-managed”.  In order 
to provide staff with the tools to properly deescalate a challenging situation, all staff hired 
before December 2018 have been trained in the Non-Violent Crisis Intervention training from the 
Crisis Prevention Institute (CPI).  All staff hired after December will receive this training near the 
end of this month or early March.  At higher tiers of the crisis plan, classroom staff may need 
assistance beyond those assigned to the classroom.  In this case, a safety team is called that 
consists of the Principal, Psychologist, Social Worker, and if needed, other licensed staff 
members who are able to assist.  In addition to behavior crises, the Crisis/Safety team has also 
revised and updated the Park School Missing Student Plan that clearly identifies how this kind 
of an emergency would be communicated with the entire school, who would respond in 
searching for the student and specifically where they would search.   

In order for these plans to be 
successful, Park School has acquired 
walkie-talkies for every classroom and 
essential personnel and increased the 
supports of the school Psychologist 
and Social Worker.  In addition to 
serving on the safety team, the 
Psychologist and Social Worker have 
been instrumental in problem solving 
with teams to establish proactive 
strategies and interventions for 
targeted behaviors, in debriefing after 
an incident has occured, and supporting 

our Social Emotional Curriculum to teach coping strategies with students.  As a result of these 
extra supports, the average daily referrals for major behaviors has decreased from 4.71 in the 
month of September 2018 to 1.56 in the month of February 2019. 
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Accessing Our Community - for work, leisure, and beyond 

One essential component to effective instruction for students with significant learning needs is 
the opportunity to generalize their skills to a variety of environments.  With the importance of 
preparing our students for productive and meaningful lives after they turn 22 years of age, it is 
vital that our students practice their skills in environments outside of the classroom and school 
building.  Park School is ideally situated to provide our students with a variety of these 
experiences. 

In learning about meal preparation, Park students learn the important skills of planning for a 
grocery trip, budgeting their money, locating grocery items, communicating with cashiers and 
purchasing their items.  Students also practice their communication and money skills when they 
go to restaurants and coffee shops.  At the library, our students learn how to access resources 
available to them, develop their leisure skills, and again, practice important communication 
skills.  At the YMCA, students engage in fitness and recreation activities. 

As our students reach high school and transition ages, vocational experiences in the community 
are explored.  Many students work on Northwestern’s campus in the cafeterias, cleaning tables, 
washing dishes, and practicing their communication skills by greeting the guests to the dining 
hall.  Park students also have jobs in the community at the local restaurants, rolling silverware 
and preparing items for the afternoon and evening service.  Park School staff are highly 
proficient at creating jobs that match our students’ skills and interests.  In one classroom, the 
students shred paper using their assistive technology and then deliver the shredded paper to a 
local pet store, where it is used as bedding for several of the animals. 

When accessing our community, whether for work, leisure, or running errands, our students also 
learn skills necessary for transportation.  They use Ventra cards to take the train, learn how to 
use the public bus lines, access specialized transportation via ParaTransit, or even learn how to 
safely navigate the community by walking to their destination. 

 

Connecting to Our Community 
Park School’s community of Evanston Districts 65 and 202 is one of it’s greatest assets.  The 
dedication of the parents, staff, leadership, and outside community is essential to provide our 
students with an education that will best meet their learning needs.  This partnership was 
exemplified in the collaborative efforts of the Park Playground Improvement Project, but also 
continues to be felt in our day to day interactions with the community. 
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Playground Unveiling 
The Park School playground construction was completed the week of September 14th.  Our 
students have thoroughly enjoyed the swings, sun shades, and all of their other favorite 
equipment.  An unveiling celebration was held on Sunday, October 14th when  all were invited to 
acknowledge the hard work and generosity of our community and a enjoy a play-date on the 
playground.  The Park PTA also took the opportunity to dedicate the Sensory Garden to retired 
Park Principal, Marlene Grossman.  The event included speeches from the PTA and District 65 
leadership who thanked the many different partners who helped contribute to meet Park’s goal 
for improving our playground, recognized the dedication and hard work of the PTA, staff and 
community, and shared the positive impact that the playground has had on our school and how 
it will support students to learn and grow.  Many local restaurants and stores donated 
refreshments and the highlight of the event was watching students from Park, their family 
members and other students and friends from the community play on the playground. 

Successful Fundraiser - Park’s Holiday Party 
On Friday, December 14th, 2018, Park School and the PTA hosted a successful Holiday Party.  In 
addition to raising over $2,000 for the Park PTA, close to 200 guests were present.  The PTA 
and Park Staff and families did an amazing job organizing the event with a silent auction, raffles, 
photo booth, Deejay, and fine dining.  Park School is especially grateful to the community 
members that supported the event including: Northwestern’s food services, Compass, for 
donating and serving a delicious meal; Marcus from DIME for providing amazing music and 
leading the guests in dances on the dance floor, and volunteers from the Rotary, Justin Wynn 
Foundation, and more.  The Park School parents went above and beyond in donating for the 
raffle items and to the PTA funds.  The money raised at this event will be used to support the 
goals of the PTA. 

Supporting Parents with Parent Education Series 
In response to input from families and to support school to family connections and 
relationships, Park School is establishing a series of evening events to provide parents with 
information and resources in the areas of transition, communication and behavior.   
 
On Monday, February 4th, twenty-two parents, representing 20% of Park School’s students, 
attended the first Parent Information Night with a focus on accessing services for adulthood, 
Planning for Your Child’s Future.  Park Transition and Vocational Specialist, Gail Gordon, 
Transition teachers, Donna Murphy, Katlynn O’Hara, Aharon Gutstein, and Social Worker, Louisa 
Ricker, shared valuable information about programs, agencies and resources.  However, the 
highlight of the event was the testimonials from the parent panel.  Two parents shared their 
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perspectives of accessing supports from various 
systems, including Medicaid and state funding. 
The evening was a success, with a marked 
increase in understanding of important services 
such as PUNS (Prioritization of Urgency of Need), 
CAU (Community Alternatives Unlimited, Medicaid, 
and SSI (Supplemental Security Income), as 
measured by a pre and post questionnaire.  Many 
parents commented that the event was “so helpful” 
and that “speaking with other parents was very 

informative”.  At the close of the evening, parents identified a next step as part of their action 
plan.  Several of the goals included signing up for the PUNS list so that they can begin applying 
for services, registering for ParaTransit to arrange accessible transportation, and touring 
residential and day programs for their child after they turn 22.   
 
The parent information night series will continue in the next months with the topics of 
increasing communication skills and supporting families with behavior challenges at home. 
With the success of the first event, the team is hoping to expand this support to other schools 
outside of Park in the 2019-2020 school year. 

 

Looking Ahead 
In addition to expanding on the Park School team’s professional growth and community 
engagement, it will be important for Park to remain current with the technology and innovations 
that are best practice in supporting the learning of students with significant disabilities. 

Innovative Technology 
Each year, District 65 awards Technology Innovation grants and for the first time ever, Park 
School submitted grant proposals and all three proposals were awarded. Park SLPs, Katrina 
Mueller and Manisha Jain, wrote a grant proposal for high tech communication systems so that 
they could pilot a program where iPads with communication applications could be modeled in 
the classroom and trialed with students as potential modes of communication.  Manisha Jain, 
SLP, and Elena Garfield, OT, wrote a grant proposal to develop a library of switches and 
activities for students with limited accessibility in order to trial different modes with students 
and increase their independence in leisure, vocational, and daily living tasks.  And finally, Janell 
Bjorkland, D. 65 music teacher, wrote a grant proposal for adaptive equipment that would 
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support her vision of introducing “composition” to her students.  Using speakers, iPads, and 
other adaptive equipment, Janell has creatively combined 21st century learning with music. 
 
These tools and technology supports will improve our students’ engagement and learning, 
increase their accessibility to experience their world, and build communication skills.  Two of 
these grants focused on pilot programs.  As we examine the successes of these programs, it 
will be vital to expand these resources and provide our students with the appropriate tools that 
match their learning and accessibility needs.   

Sensory Room and Equipment Update 

Park School has a state-of-the-art multi-sensory/motor room, which was developed many years 
ago.  The sensory room called “Katie’s Corner” is modeled after the researched-based 
'snoezelen' rooms, originally developed in Holland.  Park students access these spaces, as 
needed, throughout the school day.  This environment is essential in meeting our students’ 
sensory and motor needs.  Before anyone can be ready to learn, their basic needs must be met. 
Just as food, water, and sleep are basic needs, so is movement and sensory input.  “Katie’s 
Corner” and the motor room are designed to provide that sensory input and opportunity for 
movement.  Whether a student needs alerting or calming, the visual, tactile, auditory and motor 
activities and equipment in these rooms meet those sensory needs.  In addition, Park School 
students often need specialized equipment to access their learning by providing them the 
optimal positioning, posture, and exercise.  While the current equipment in our sensory rooms 
and other spaces has been very well-maintained, most pieces have exceeded their expectancy 
of how long this equipment typically lasts, are showing their wear and are not able to be used to 
their full capacity.  The Park School team is in the process of evaluating our equipment and 
prioritizing the items that are in greatest need of updating and best match the needs of our 
students.  The PTA has committed to supporting the sensory room update as the next 
fundraising effort.  This, in addition to planning and allocating funds to equipment replacement, 
will ensure that our sensory rooms and teaching tools are safe and supportive of our students’ 
needs. 

 


