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TO:  Board of Education

CC: Dr. Devon Horton, Superintendent

FROM:  Dr. Romy DeCristofaro, Assistant

Superintendent of Student Services

DATE: March 22, 2021

RE: Special Education

Objective:           ___ Information _X__ Discussion             ___ Follow-up ___

Decision

Background

During the 19-20 school year, information about the status of special services in District 65 was

shared with the Board and community. Concerns were noted about a high percentage of D65

students with IEPs being educated in separate settings, a disproportionate percent of Black

students identified with Emotional Disabilities, and an overrepresentation of Black and Latinx

students in special education being served in more restrictive settings. Further, achievement

data on MAP also pointed to a need for greater access to high-quality, evidenced based and

culturally responsive instruction for students with disabilities.

The Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) says that children who receive special education

should learn in the least restrictive environment. The Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is the

special education setting or program that best meets a student's needs and is determined by

the student’s IEP team. The intent is to provide as much access to the general education

program as possible. There is clear and consistent evidence that inclusive educational settings

can provide both short and long term benefits for students with and without disabilities. As

such, the special services department has taken steps to support high quality instruction and

increase access to the general education environment for all students. The purpose of this

report is to provide information about progress toward addressing the identified concerns,

current special education trends including prevalence of disabilities, student educational

environments, and learning outcomes by educational environment and race. Plans for

continuous improvement are also provided.



2

Vision of Excellence and Equity

The Special Services department shares a collective vision of excellence and equity for students

with disabilities. Essential to this vision includes:

● Inclusive learning environments

● High expectations through rigorous and evidenced based instruction

● Standards aligned IEPs

● A strengths based approach that promotes student’s voice and agency; and

● Collaborative partnerships with families

Strategic Steps

Over the past school year, the Special Services Department, in collaboration with District and

Building administrators, took strategic steps to increase inclusive opportunities for students and

address the racial inequities that existed in special education including:

● Increased the number of special educators across the district to support a co-teaching

model

● Engaged building teams in a student-centered scheduling process to prioritize students

with IEPs in an inclusive setting

● Provided professional learning in Co-Teaching, Universal Design for Learning (UDL),

Standards Aligned IEP goal writing, Special Education/English Language Learner (SP/ELL)

Racial Equity Leadership Development, Racialized Trauma and Student led IEPs

● Introduced Co-Teaching Quality Indicator Self-Assessment and Co-Teaching/UDL Look for

Observational Tool

● Engaged IEP team administrators in training around equitable referral, eligibility and IEP

development procedures

● Participated in data review cycles with administrators (Reality Checks) to look at LRE and

IEP achievement data by building

● Coordinated start of a Special Education Parent Advisory Council (SEPAC)

Highlighting Progress

As a result of these efforts, there is progress to report:

● Students with IEPs being educated in the general education setting for 80% or more of

the time has increased from 56.8% to 64%.

● Students with IEPs placed in separate settings has decreased from 10.5% to 7.8%.

● Black students identified with Emotional Disabilities has decreased from 58.8% to 48%.

● The percentage of students with Emotional Disabilities being educated in the general

education environment 80% or more of the time has increased from 28.2% to 45.9%.

● The percentage of students with Emotional Disabilities being educated in separate

settings has decreased from 48.7% to 34.4%.
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The progress noted above is promising, however the strategic steps we have taken have not

yet translated into the desired changes in achievement outcomes as measured by MAP. The

practices employed are solidly grounded in the research as best practice so improvements in

learning outcomes are hopefully on the horizon. As a District we must remain focused on

Core/Tier 1 instruction, improved MTSS/intervention processes and high-quality special

education services.

MIRACLES Framework

The strategic steps taken by the special services department are aligned with the District’s

MIRACLES framework. The tenets and program initiatives are outlined below.

➔ Motion Toward Equity (M2) Engage parents and community partners using Dr. Karen

Mapp "Dual Capacity Building Framework"

◆ Parent Liaison Program (SEPAC)

➔ Improved Instructional Core (I3) Ensure ALL instructional implementation are aligned to

rigorous, college and career standards

◆ Standards Aligned IEP Goals

◆ Increased access to grade level curriculum

➔ Relevant and Rigorous Course of Study (R4) Viable best practices and inclusive supports

to engage ALL learners

◆ Co-Teaching

◆ Universal Design for Learning

➔ Commitment to Accountability (C1) Strong leadership with high-functioning teams

◆ Reality Check data review meetings with administrators

◆ Administrative coaching/training cycles

◆ Professional Learning Communities

➔ Learning Environments that Support Student Success (L5) Racialized trauma and

Bullying prevention program to support all students including LGBTQ

◆ Racialized Trauma Training for social workers through Hip-Hop F.I.R.M.

(Foundationally Intentional Revolutionary Movement) Radical Love Institute

Continuum of Services in D65

To service children with identified disabilities, District 65 provides a full continuum of special

education services from birth through eighth grade. Depending on the identified needs of

students documented in their Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), special education services

can be provided in educational settings ranging from the general education environment to

special education classrooms and special education schools. The below graphic illustrates an

example of the educational environments from least restrictive (on the left) to most restrictive
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(on the right). In District 65 schools, students with IEPs may spend time across settings

depending on their needs.

All of our elementary, magnet and middle schools can provide services in general education and

resource settings. Middle Schools continue to offer both co-taught and instructional classes. Our

specialized or self-contained classrooms are located at JEH, King Arts, Lincoln and Nichols. We

have revised the program name and descriptions for our special programs. The programs at

Lincoln and Nichols were formerly called CDC (Communication Disorder Classroom, then

Communication Development Classroom) and have been renamed STEP (Structured Teaching

Education Program). The Options program at King Arts was renamed to RISE (Rigorous,

Individualized, Specialized Education). Program descriptions can be found on the Student

Services website.

Demographic Information

The total number of students with disabilities has steadily increased over the last ten years. This

school year, the number of students with IEPs as of the first day of school was 1014, making up

13.8% of our student population. This number is slightly less than the 19-20 school year and is

likely due to schools being closed to in-person learning and initial evaluations being delayed

until the fall in hopes that in-person learning or assessments could take place. There has been a

high number of special education evaluations this school year, so the overall number of

students with IEPs has increased since the beginning of the school year.

Table 1: Percentage of Students by Primary Disability

Primary Disability Percentage of Students with IEPs

Specific Learning Disability (SLD) 30.9%

Other Health Impairment (OHI) 15.6%

Speech or Language Impairment (SLI) 15.4%

Developmental Delay (DD) 11.5%

Autism 11.5%
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Emotional Disability (ED) 7.6%

Intellectual Disability 4.5%

Multiple Disabilities 2.1%

Hearing Impaired 0.9%

Table 1 indicates the percentage of Students by Disability Category. The state of Illinois

recognizes 14 different disability categories. District 65’s percentages by disability category is

relatively consistent with state averages. Students with Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) make

up our highest group, followed by Other Health Impairment (OHI) and Speech or Language

Impairment (SLI). The percentage of students identified with Emotional Disabilities has

decreased from 9.7% during the 19-20 school year and is presently at 7.6% this school year. The

state average is 6%.

Figure 1: Percentage of Students with Disabilities by Race Compared to Total Student

Enrollment

Figure 1 shows the percentage of students with disabilities by race in blue and the overall

percentage of students in green. We continue to see that the percentage of Black and Latinx

students identified with disabilities is higher than the overall student population within those

racial groups.
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Table 2: Percentage of D65 K-8 Students with IEPs by Educational Environment

Educational Setting Percentage of Students with

IEPs 2019-2020 School Year

Percentage of Students with

IEPs 2020-2021 School Year

80% or more in general

education

56.8% 64%

40%-79% in general education 23.8% 19.2%

Less than 40% in general

education

9% 8.6%

Separate Setting 10.5% 7.8%

Table 2 shows the percentage of students with IEPs in each educational setting. The educational

setting categories consider the percentage of time a student spends in the general education

environment. Since last school year, the percentage of students spending most of their day in

the general education setting increased from 56.8% to 64%, and the percentage of students

receiving their education in a separate setting (including Rice, Park and therapeutic placements)

decreased from 10.5% to 7.8%.

Figure 2: Students Not Attending Home School

Figure 2 shows the number of students placed in therapeutic/residential or specialized

programs (i.e. Rice, Park, RISE, STEP, self-contained) from last school year to this school year.

There will always be students that require and benefit from specialized settings, and these

placement options will continue to be provided for students whose IEP team determines this is
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the student’s least restrictive environment. The number of students in therapeutic/residential

placements has decreased by 11 students since last school year. The number of students in

specialized settings has also gone down from 147 to 131. Students with IEPs in specialized or

separate settings make up approximately 17% of our total IEP population and 2% of our total

D65 student population. Correction: While reviewing data in preparation for this report, it

became evident that some students had been counted twice in the May 18, 2020 report which

indicated 217 students were placed in specialized settings. The correct number is 147 and this

has been corrected for the 2021 Special Education report.

Figure 3: Percentage of Students by Disability Category and Educational Setting

Figure 3 shows the percentage of students by primary disability and the educational

environment they receive services. Students with Emotional disabilities, Autism, Intellectual

Disabilities and Multiple Disabilities are most likely to be educated in specialized settings. Since

last school year, the percentage of students with Emotional Disabilities spending most of their

day in the general education setting has increased from 28.2% to 45.9%. Additionally, the

percentage of students with Emotional Disabilities receiving their education in a separate

setting has decreased from 48.7% to 34.4%.



8

Figure 4: Percentage of Students by Race and Educational Setting

Figure 4 shows the percentage of students receiving services in each educational setting by

race. While Black and Latinx students continue to be placed in more restrictive settings when

compared to their peers in other racial groups, access to Tier 1 core instruction has increased

for these groups of students (See Table 6).

Figure 5: Students Receiving Services in General Education 80% or More by Race

Figure 5 shows the increases made of students with IEPs who spend 80% or more of their time

in the general education environment from the 19-20 school year to this school year. As the
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figure above indicates, the percentage has increased for Black students by 8.2%, Latinx students

by 8.1%, Multi-Racial students by 12.6%, white students by 4.3% and Asian students by 7.5%. It

is important to note that the greatest increases have occurred within our Black, Latinx and

Multi-Racial student groups.

Figure 6: Students Making Expected Gains on MAP by IEP Status

Figure 6 compares the percentage of students by IEP status who made expected gains in

Reading and Math from winter to winter the last two years. The percentage of students making

expected gains decreased for both students with and without disabilities. This winter, 42% of

students with IEPs who took MAP made expected gains in reading and 38% made expected

gains in math. Students with disabilities often are the most discrepant, have the most growth to

make and are getting the most support. As such, the goal is to have gains that are higher when

compared to general education peers.

Figure 7: Students with IEPs Making Expected Gains on MAP by Race

Figure 7 shows the percentage of students with IEPs making expected gains by race. Black and

Latinx students are making gains at a lower percentage than their White, Multi-Racial and Asian

peers. The discrepancy is more pronounced in reading than compared to math.
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FIgure 8: Students At or Above Grade Level Standards on MAP by IEP Status

Figure 8 compares general education students to students with IEPs who are performing at or

above grade level. It is not surprising to see that significantly more general education students

are at or above grade level when compared to students with IEPs. Part of the reason a student

might have an IEP is because there is an educational impact resulting from their disability and

this may have an impact on grade level performance. While the data shows that the percentage

of general education students at or above grade level went down from last year to this year, the

percentage of students with IEPs at or above grade level went up in both reading and math.

Figure 9: Students with IEPs At or Above Grade Level Standards by Race

Figure 9 includes the percentage of students with IEPs who are performing at or above grade

level on MAP by race. It is notable that with exception of the Asian subgroup, all other racial

groups of students with IEPs who are at or above increased. There was a very small number of

students in the Asian sub group so a change in status of 2-3 students significantly impacted the

percentage. It is also worth noting the high percentage of our White and Multi-Racial students

who are at or above grade level compared to their Black and Latinx peers. Further analysis of

the primary disabilities of the students who were at or above showed that the highest

percentage of students at or above had speech and language impairments.
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FIgure 10: Achievement on MAP by Time Spent in the General Education Environment

Figure 10 provides information about MAP achievement for students with IEPs by the amount of

time spent in the general education setting. Students spending most of their day in the general

education setting continue to be more likely to make their expected gains and be at or above

grade level on MAP assessments.

FIgure 11: Park School and Assessments Measuring Communication Skills
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FIgure 11 shows data collected at Park school. Throughout the 2019-2020 school year, the Park

team focused on strengthening their foundation in communication instruction. Students were

assessed on their communication skills using either the Communication Matrix or VB-MAPP.

Skills such as obtaining or manding (requesting) are communication skills that strengthen

students’ independence and decrease the incidence or need to communicate using less

appropriate ways. During the 19-20 school year, students were making progress in these skills

before schools went remote. Neither of the communication assessments were able to be done

remotely, and new information is being collected now. Park’s demographics are consistent with

the overall district percentages, so it is important to point out that this data is the only data set

shared in this report that does not have a predictable pattern by race. Black students and White

Students earned the same scores on these assessments. As a District, we can look to Park to

learn more about approaching racial equity, collaboration, and providing students with

instruction that is accessible and designed for a variety of learners.

Next Steps

While we have made some steps in the right direction, there is so much more work to do. As we

move forward, the following steps will be taken:

● Before the end of this school year, Special Education leadership will be introducing a

Procedural Guide for Equitable IEPs that will be implemented next school year. Some of

the items incorporated in this guide include processes that will promote equitable

student referral and eligibility processes, guidance for writing rigorous IEP goals, and

determining services that support student’s needs in the least restrictive environment.

● Members of the Special Services team are engaged in the Karen Mapp Family

Engagement Trainings. An important message from this training is the belief that family

engagement is an instructional strategy. With that said, the department continues to

identify ways to improve family partnerships during the IEP process. The Special

Education Parent Advisory Council will also be starting in April.

● As we continue to strengthen our co-teaching model, we will be engaging a diverse

group of educators and administrators in a compression process to develop a 2-year

Co-Teaching plan.

● Next year’s Professional Learning will continue to focus on co-teaching, Universal Design

for Learning (UDL), Special Education and ELL Racial Equity Leadership (SP/ELL), and

Student led IEPs.

● We know that this work cannot be accomplished in silos. Our students with IEPs are all

of our students, and we are committed to interdepartmental collaboration and a

collective approach to achieve equity and excellence for our students with disabilities.
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Summary

To summarize, our strategic efforts to increase access and opportunity to students with

disabilities while dismantling the institutional barriers leading to racial inequities in special

education are making a difference. We have a lot more work to do until we fully realize our

vision of excellence and equity. As we continue to make strides in increasing access for our

students with disabilities, staying diligent around internal procedures that will reduce the

impact of bias will be essential. Improving outcomes for students with disabilities is a collective

effort shared across departments, educator roles and in partnership with families.


