                        
Minutes – October 16, 2013 

9-11 a.m., State Cross Office Building Room 600 

Attending Members – Kelly Howard (parent); Jacqueline Bouchard (teacher); Anna Perkins (private schools and public charter schools); Libby Stone-Sterling (vocational/business); Gwen Sartoris (program administration); Mel Clarrage (individual with disabilities);   and Stephanie Barrett (foster care) 
Guests - Jan Breton (director of Special Services); Debrajean Scheibel (coordinator of the State Personnel Development Grant or “SPDG”); and Jessica Yates, assistant special education director, RSU 13(Rockland)
Public - None 

Note: Action Items are Underlined, Below 
Welcome -   The Department facilitator welcomed the Panel members and noted that two members had sent messages that they were unable to attend today.  There is also a vacancy due to Brian Doore’s change of position at the University, and notice of the vacancy has been sent to the Governor’s office, as that office makes the appointments to this Panel.

Introductions -   Jan Breton, director of Special Services, introduced today’s guests, Debrajean Scheibel and Jessica Yates, who will assist in her presentation and discussion.  In planning the presentation, it turned out to be more focused on the work being done by Debrajean and Jessica, and less on the broader State Performance Plan indicator work that Cindy Bernstein is doing here in the Department.  So Debrajean and Jessica are assisting with the presentation today.

Approval of Minutes -   The minutes of the July 10, 2013 meeting were approved by consensus without change.  The facilitator did note that some non-substantive formatting changes (e.g., format for dates; use of underlining) were made to the document, to comply with new requirements for State website postings.

Presentation:  IEP Goals and Proficiency-Based Instruction - Jan Breton, director of Special Services began with a PowerPoint overview of the Department’s approach and commitment to proficiency-based instruction for all students, and the relationship it has to the writing of IEPs and the award of diplomas.  The 2018 deadline for the State’s adoption of proficiency-based diplomas means that students currently in grade 8 will be the first to graduate with diplomas that represent proficiency on all the required standards of instruction.  The requirement applies to all students, and the 1% exception for the most involved students with IEPs, who take the alternate assessment (an exception allowed for Annual Yearly Progress or “AYP” under the No Child Left Behind Act) does not apply here.  Kelly asked why those students who are not included in the 1% but are not likely to achieve proficiency in all the required standards would go through the hard work of school, if no diploma were possible; and she noted how important a diploma is for securing work even in a small town such as the one in which she lives in Washington County. Jan noted that achieving this diploma will be challenging for some students without disabilities as well; and Libby noted that the supportive services of Vocational Rehabilitation and the Department of Health and Human Services will still be available to these students.

Jan continued with a discussion of the historical practice of writing IEP goals for one year of growth, which doesn’t allow a student who is several years behind to ever catch up.  This gap must be closed.  IDEA requires that students with disabilities have access to the general curriculum, and this access can be provided with accommodations, with IEPs written to include   goals that are written to grade level standards, to reinforce access to the regular education curriculum.  Some feel this isn’t achievable for some students and will lead to litigation; but the Department’s position is that it is achievable, so long as the IEP also addresses the student’s individual needs, and that student’s needed accommodations.  Debrajean and Jessica have conducted trainings on the proficiency-based diploma and instruction in 8-9 regions of the State so far, with both private and special purpose private schools also attending.  Although there is frustration among some at first, attendees often find that once they understand the approach, they see it as a new and exciting possibility for better outcomes for students with disabilities.  Jan noted that the emphasis right now is on the “gap” students – those who did not begin their schooling with proficiency-based instruction (broadly speaking, those currently in grades 3-8) - and it’s implemented district by district, inspired by the broad message from the Department that this work must be done now, and it must be a collaboration between special educators and regular educators.  The Department has established the same collaboration between special education and regular education to accomplish this work.

Jessica Yates then continued with a PowerPoint presentation on how proficiency-based instruction can be implemented through IEP goals.  After a brief review of the relevant federal and state requirements, she noted that what’s common to these initiatives are the objectives that students with disabilities reach their potential, and these students leave school as capable  citizens.  Some practices (e.g., focus on lower level skills; pull out services) conflict with an approach that includes all students.  Proficiency-based instruction includes high expectations, rigor and accountability for all students, even if targeted instruction and accommodations are needed as supports for some students.  It also allows for: students with disabilities to have access to content specialists in regular education classes; greater collaboration between special educators and regular educators; and greater opportunities for increased self-esteem for students with disabilities.  Jessica described an approach to IEP goal-writing that she characterized as “two-prong”, that includes  both Grade Level Aligned IEP goals (including how best to access that content, with accommodations if needed) and Performance Level Aligned IEP goals (to remediate or strengthen foundational skills; can be aligned with standards but not at grade level, necessarily).  She noted that although there are still challenges around the proficiency-based diploma, students who can gain access to the regular education curriculum and acquire skills associated with the standards can achieve much better outcomes in life after high school.  In addition, the uniformity of required standards across districts allows for continuity for those students who change schools/districts during the school year.  Collaboration between special educators and regular educators is key.

Perspectives - The Panel raised questions and offered ideas, to allow for an interactive discussion during the presentations.  The discussion is summarized above, at Presentation.   

The Panel members did offer the following suggestion for this work: get parents involved early so they’ll understand the approach (and some agreed that collaboration of parents of students in regular education with parents of students in special education might be useful).  

The Panel members also voiced the following concerns: (1) will this new initiative last, or will things change again, before there’s time to implement it?  (2) how can this be done in those high schools that don’t write grade level IEPs? (3) will adequate training on how to help special education students access regular education be provided to regular education teachers? and (4) how can teachers plan well for students who join them partway through the year or the course?   

Public Perspectives - No members of the public were in attendance today.

Logistics - The facilitator asked if members had anything to add to the offer that two Panel members made to all members, via email, to serve as co-chairs of the Panel.  All Panel members in attendance support their selection, and Stephanie Barrett offered her appreciation to Mel Clarrage and Kelly Howard for their willingness to serve as co-chairs.  The facilitator recommended that Mel and Kelly share their ideas together about frequency of meetings for the coming year, and for projects/priorities for Panel work in meeting their federal obligations.  The facilitator will provide support to them as needed.  Other Panel members appeared to be in agreement that meetings should be more frequent, to sustain momentum; Kelly recommended meeting every other month, as the Part C Council does and there was general agreement on a change to six meetings per year, with meetings every other month.  Mel added that once an action plan is established, the time needed should line up with the work to be done, both by the full Panel and any subgroups working on issues between meetings.

Next Meeting -  Wednesday,  Jan. 22,  2014, from 9-11 a.m., CSOB, Room 541 (5th Floor).  
Adjourn -    The meeting was adjourned at 11 a.m.

                     
