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Nancy Gibson, ' |
superintendent of the :

Q'Fallon School District, i
denies a link between the :
demotion of Fuitan hiior H
High School principal j
David Cowger and
problems with the special
aducation program. ¢4
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ca__ Education |
Parents, district spar over special

By Georgina Gustin

5T. LOWS POST-DISPATCH

O'FALLON » When Peggy How-
ard learned last. fall that her
daughter was earning a I in her
seventh-grade class at Edward
Fulton Junior High she was puz-
zled. Then she was angry.

Howard's daughter has a
learning disability — an andito-
ry processing disorder. But af-
ter intensive help in sccond-
and third-grade special educa-
tion classes, she became an A
student.” .

1t shocked Floward to learn
that let diughtes, whosc namé
she asked not be- used, was
close to failing a class in her
first year at Fulion. Howard
said she requested a meeting
with her daughter's teachers
and scon learned that they
hadp’t been told about her disa-
bility, as required by law.

“My daughter has been in the
school system for years,” How-
ard said. “There was no reason
this shuuld've happened.”

Howard, a special education
teacher inm the Mascoutah
School District, is one of a
handful of parents who have
voiced frustration with the spe-
cial education program at Ful-
ton. The school is high perform-
ing, they say, but has ignored
their children's learning re-
QUITEMCiLES,

Some parcnts say that regular
clawses have been overwhelmed
with speciad education students,
in violation of state guidelines:
that the number of special edu-
cation tcachers has been inade-
quate; that students have gotten
insnfficient special  education
instruction,

Michelle Wallace, the mother
of two children at Fulton with
learning  disabilities, said she
has been upset with the dis-
trict's handling of her children’s
educational requirements. Wall-
ace c¢laims her children were

not getting the required amount
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of specialized instruction, and
that ber children's classes had
exceeded the state-mandated
ratios of special education to
nonspecial education students.
(State guidelines state that if
more than 30 percent of the
class is designated special edu-
cation, the teacher needs to be
specially certified, administra-
tors said)

Her daughter is eligible for
960 minutés of special cduea-
tivn a week, Wallace said. “One
week, she didnt get any. ... It’s
educational malpractice.”

individuallzed education -

A special education student can
have a range of disabilities, from a

_relatively minor speech problem

1o a physical disability that re-
quires & wheelchair to a severe
cognitive disability. Special educa-
tion can involve just 20 minutes
of speech therapy a week, or as
much as a full-time trained aide.
All studenis eligible for special
education services are required to
have what's called an Individual-
ized Education Program. The pro-
gram outlines the child’s learning
problems, strengths aned acadernic
history, and sets academic poals
and a strategy to achieve thers;

Wallace and Howard say their

children'’s teachers weren't aware
of their children's programs,
which are, effectively, a legal con-
tract between the school, the par-
ents and the child.

Making matters worse, some
parents say, is the School Board’s
decision to demote Fulton's prin-
cipal, David Cowger, who was
new on the job at the beginning of
the school year. Students rallied in
support of Cowger at a recent
School Board meeting and wore
T-shirts at school saying they
were members of his “team.”

Wallave and others say they be-
lieve he's being demoted because
he inherited problems with the
special education program, and
then encountered a group of par-

ents who woulda't let those prob-
Jems slide,
“1 believe he was released be-

couse he couldn’t make us go |

away,” Wallace said.’
The district responds

The school district’s superinien-
dent, Nancy Gibson, said no con-
nection exists between Cowper's
demotion and problems with the
special education program.

Gibson referred questions
about specific complaiots o
Brooke Whitted, the district’s ai-
tormey for special education
Wihiktted said hecould not- angwer
specific guestions because that
would identify the children.

Je said some parenis are “ba-
sically waging a media campaign
to put pressure on the district, and
it ain't gonna work.”

The district's coordinator of
special  services, Scott  Pasley,
stressed that the district's special
education program has an excel-
lent reputation. State officiale said
they hadn't received any com-

ed |

plaints about special education in .

the district in the past six years,

The district has about 3300 stu- :

dents. Roughly 600 of them get
special education services. In the
school's computer systen, each of
those students gets an icon by his
or her name, indicating that they
receive special services, Pasley
said.

Pasley also poted that the dis-

{rict now has a policy in place that |

reguires all classroom teachers to

sign off on each of their students’ |
Pro-

Individualized Edwucation
grams.

Gibsop said the district just |

hired 10 special education teach-
ers, four of whom will -replace
outgoing teachers. That's a net
gain of six. The district also re-
cently hired an independent con-
sultant to evaluate special educa-
tion and submit a report.
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