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Executive Summary
This report summarizes the results of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes, dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months. The majority of children received services as a result of the evaluations, but not all. Some of the students had been evaluated previously in another district.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.
A tool for collecting in-depth, thoughtful feedback, focus groups represent a qualitative rather than a quantitative research methodology. Focus group interviewing was a natural choice for this study as it is well suited to identifying needs, perceptions, and expectations. This method overcomes the limitations of pre-determined, closed-ended questions used for surveys and often yields insightful, in depth results. 

While the results of the focus groups may or may not reflect the attitudes of all parents, they do suggest that:
1. Awareness of special education varies.  In each of the five focus groups, some parents in each group were very familiar with special education even before their child was identified.  This was due to the parents being teachers themselves or having educated themselves on special education laws and services. On the other hand, some parents in each group were largely unfamiliar with special education services before their child became involved. Parents of Hmong American children were the least aware as a group.  Across the groups, some parents had a narrow impression of special education, thinking it was limited to children with physical disabilities. Awareness ran the range, and the less knowledgeable parents were often keenly interested in what other parents had to say. 

2. Many parents referred their children for an evaluation.  Initially, a focus group question asked parents how they felt when their child was referred for evaluation, but the question had to be modified when it became clear that nearly half of the parents in the focus groups had referred their child rather than wait for a District referral. Some parents stated they had to “push” or “fight” to get the evaluation. The European American group was particularly vocal about difficulties getting children evaluated, but there were parents in each of the other four groups who echoed these sentiments. 
3. Overall, parents liked the teamwork they observed among the professionals who participated in the evaluation. Many were impressed that so many people cared about their child. They praised the thoroughness of written evaluation reports that included the child’s strengths. However, there were a few notable exceptions with this positive view of the evaluation teams. A few parents were intimidated by the number of people at the meeting about their child.  One couple observed overt infighting among team members.  Another parent felt the meeting was one sided with the outcome predetermined by the District.  
4. Most parents did not take issue with the identification of their child as needing special education, but in some groups about half agreed only to some extent.  Some of them thought the identification did not happen early enough or did not uncover all the special education needs of their child. For most, identification did not appear to be the salient issue in terms of dissatisfaction with the overall process. Rather, dissatisfaction was expressed with the follow through of special education services, the sustainability of services into high school, and with Individualized Education Plans (IEP) extending for an entire year.
5. Communication is a highly valued element of all phases of the special education process. Parents talked of daily communications in the form of journals or emails between themselves and special education teachers, communication between special education teachers and regular classroom teachers, and between outside professionals and District personnel. When these communication avenues were in place, there was satisfaction. When they lapsed – particularly regular and timely communication from teachers – parents were dissatisfied.

6. Cultural background plays a significant role in the general education of children and is believed to be a factor in special education by some parents.  Although most parents in the Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American groups did not feel that their child had been referred to special education wholly due to cultural background, some parents in each group did describe concerns.  Hmong American parents worried that their children’s shyness might be misinterpreted as a special need, while Latino American parents worried that a genuine special need might be falsely attributed to second language learning. Parents of Native American students were concerned about the cultural isolation of their children which they saw as exacerbated by special education identification. Parents of African American students were more likely to cite the influence of culture.  Some worried that behavior may have caused their sons to be singled out.  Others suggested that skin color had prevented them from receiving all the services they needed.  African American and Latino American parents described being treated differently themselves based on their cultural background.  Some parents of European American children feared their relatively high socioeconomic status and the lack of behavior problems exhibited by their children might have prevented earlier referral.
7. Special education services were thought to vary by teacher, by school, by grade level, and by school district.  Many parents spoke of services they had experienced elsewhere in the country or in the state; usually the comparison was in favor of the District. Services were thought to deteriorate as children advance in grade level, with high school special education services not as good as in the earlier grades. This point was made strongly by the parents of Native American students.
8. Securing an evaluation and services outside of the District was viewed as helpful. Some parents had consulted outside professionals and then presented the results to the District as evidence for their child’s referral. Others felt an outside evaluation was a check on the validity of the District’s evaluation. Many parents said getting an outside evaluation would be a key piece of advice they would give other parents of a child being referred. It is not that they questioned the District’s evaluation or expected the evaluation to replace the District’s, but they viewed it as a helpful supplement. 

9. Parents want to learn all they can about special education. They advised other parents to network, to become educated on how special education works, and to be ready to fight for their child’s welfare. Parents identified with each other.  Often, as one parent described a child, other parents would nod in recognition.  In the focus groups, they sought advice, information, and validation from each other.

10. Parents across all focus groups were passionate and articulate—often eloquent—when voicing their concerns. Parents want to tell their stories, their whole stories  – what they first observed in their child and how they felt about it, how the child got into the system and all that was good and bad about that, and how their child is doing now and what their child needs at this point. Tears were shed, anger expressed, and joy shared in every group. The educational needs of their children are paramount in the lives of these parents.  They are willing to go to great lengths on their child’s behalf.
Background and Methodology
The overrepresentation of minority students in special education is a nationally recognized issue.  The Appleton Area School District (AASD) has been cited as one of more than twenty-five districts in Wisconsin with a disproportionately high percentage of minority students in special education.  The reasons are not clear nationally or locally, but the District wants to improve in areas that it can control - its practices, communication, and cultural proficiency when referring, evaluating, and identifying minority students for special education.  The AASD will use a variety of means to reflect on and improve its approach, and one of these is to conduct and learn from focus groups with parents of minority students who were evaluated for special education services within the past 18 months.  
Focus groups were conducted in March and April 2008 to learn how minority parents view the special education referral, evaluation, and identification process and to solicit ideas for improvement.  Five focus groups were held, one each for the parents of Latino American, American Indian, Hmong American, and African American children and one for the parents of European American children, a control group.  Focus group size ranged from five to eight.  

The District contracted with Carol Tyler, Carol Tyler Consulting, LLC, to facilitate the groups and develop this report.  She was assisted by Dr. Carol Mishler.  The ninety-minute sessions were audio taped and special education program staff was not present at them.  Nora Lazcano translated for the Latino American group, Ger Vang for the Hmong American group. Both interpreters are District employees.  Participants were selected based on how recently their children participated in an initial evaluation, contacted by phone (see Appendix A) and invited to attend, and awarded a $30.00 stipend to offset childcare and other expenses.  Appendix B and C represent the questions asked in the focus groups and information about the participants.
Group Responses
Responses to the opening
As they introduced themselves, parents were asked to identify qualities or behaviors in their children that cause them to smile as parents.  Several mentioned their child’s sense of humor, some identified a child’s special gift such as musical talent, and others spoke of their child’s passion for CNN or earth science.  One parent stated her children’s special needs make her love them more as they wouldn’t be who they are without them.  Some parents began telling the story of the problems they saw in their children and the journey from that point to a special education placement.
African American

One parent described her son’s good morals and respect for people.  Two others described children with a sense of humor.  Another enjoyed how her son plays with his pets.  One mother liked to hear her sons talk about things that happened back in the day, surprised that they remember so much and like to bring it up.
European American 
Parents shared their child’s attributes, talents, and behaviors.  They seemed to enjoy describing musical talent, a passion for CNN, a kind heart, a love of science, and the energy possessed by their children.  Often other parents nodded in understanding as one of the parents spoke.  Each parent wanted to express that his or her child has great strengths in addition to having some special needs.

Hmong American
Parents responded to this question with a general description of their child in relationship to the special education experience.  Two described children who were very shy and non-verbal in a school setting but extremely talkative at home.  According to one parent, “I can’t get her to stop talking in the car.”  Three parents described children whose speech was improving.  Two others described general progress as a result of special education programs and services.  

Latino American
Her child’s love of books makes one parent smile, and another smiles when her son asks to be read to and when she sees him writing.  One smiled as she described how her son responds in a teasing way when she asks questions about what they are writing together, “I don’t know how to answer.”  One parent likes her six year old son’s love of earth science and art.  One parent whose child had speech difficulties said simply, “I enjoy every word that he says.”

Native American

Some parents noted their child’s sense of humor, cheerfulness, and joke telling.  Others mentioned a positive attitude and compassion.  One parent stated that her children’s special needs make her love them more as they wouldn’t be who they are without them.
Prior awareness of special education 

Parent awareness of special education varied widely.  Among the most aware were a special education teacher, other public school educators, parents who had educated themselves, and those who had previous special education experience in another district or with another child.  At the opposite end were parents who had very limited awareness and tended to defer to the school system.  This range of experience was noted in each group.  Each had at least one parent who was very knowledgeable about and aware of special education processes and programs and at least one who was not.
African American

Two of the African American parents had some familiarity with special education prior to their child’s involvement because they had been in special education programs themselves.  Two parents had become aware several years ago when their child or another of their children was referred.  Before becoming more aware through her child’s involvement, one parent at first thought of special education as a program for physically handicapped children.
European American

Two parents, one a former special education teacher and the other a K-8 teacher, had the highest levels of awareness along with a parent who had done extensive research on his own.  Another parent had received special education services during her school years.  At the other extreme were parents whose awareness of special education was based on their memories of a special education classroom or special education students in schools they attended.

Hmong American
Only one of the eight participants, an elementary school teacher, was aware of special education prior to her child being involved.  None of the other participants had any awareness of special education programs or services before they were contacted by the District about their own child’s needs.

Latino American
One parent had worked in education for twelve years in Texas and then Wisconsin and was familiar with special education before her son needed services.  Another knew of special education through experience with an older child, and a third was aware of special education programs in Mexico in which another son participated.  The remaining two parents had no prior awareness of special education programs and services.

The parent who had experience with special education with her older son said she was “really well aware” of the program and that it was easier to identify problems in her second son because of that.  She also expressed regret about her earlier experience when she assumed Head Start was a special education program.  Later learning otherwise, she wished she had advocated for her son to receive additional or different services. The parent whose son was in special education programs in Mexico commented on the difference between programs there and here, sharing that she had been unaware of the greater extent of programs in the U.S.

Native American

Awareness varied among the six parents.  One worked with special education students in high school.  Another, a foster parent, had extensive experience with special education through her foster children.  Three were involved with their child’s special education program in other districts or states.  One was aware of the breadth of services but not the depth before becoming involved with her child’s evaluation.
Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

Parents were asked about the special education process in general. In some groups there was time to probe opinions of the referral, evaluation, and identification steps in the process.  

Referral - The original focus group questionnaire asked parents to share their initial reaction upon hearing that their child was being referred for special education evaluation.  In the first focus group of parents of children of European American background, six of the eight parents had referred their children for evaluation.  In every subsequent focus group there were parents who requested an evaluation: three of six parents of Native American children, two of six parents of African American children, two of five parents of Latino American children, one of five parents of Hmong American children. Many of those who referred their children expressed frustration with the District response.  Parents of Hmong American and Latino American children mentioned that the District tended to initially attribute speech or learning difficulties to the challenges of learning a second language.
Those whose children were referred by the District varied in their reactions.  Some agreed with the referral and the following evaluation.  Some expressed surprise or even shock.  Some resisted the labeling of their child and the accompanying stigma.  Some felt the District was mistaken, interpreting shyness (parents of Hmong American children) or normal adolescent behavior (parents of African American children) as a special need.

Evaluation – The majority of parents had good things to say about the evaluation of their child.  They liked the team of people that came together to focus on and help their child.  They appreciated a balanced process that focused on their child’s strengths as well as challenges.  They expressed appreciation for the written report.  Two of the parents of Native American children were unprepared for the number of people at the team meeting and initially found the situation frightening. One parent found the team meeting one-sided, focused on what the District had decided to do.  Members of the Native American group were in favor of seeking an outside evaluation, one they thought to be more thorough than the District’s.  Several of the referring parents expressed concern and anger with District delays in initiating testing, evaluating test results, or sending reports, using terms such as “declaring war” and “doing battle.”  
Identification – The majority of parents agreed with their child’s identification.  About half agreed “to some extent.”  Those parents qualified their agreement for different reasons. Several stated that they felt something else was wrong, something the evaluation missed.  Others felt more could be done to help their child.  Some parents agreed with the identification but were still angry that it took years to have the identification made and services begun, years that the child could have been making progress rather than getting further behind.  
Some felt the identification was not the issue; their interest and concern was with their child’s current special education program. Although many parents were very pleased with the current approach and the progress of their child, as many others were deeply frustrated. Two parents, one from the African American group and one from the Native American group, felt the IEPs were poorly executed.  Some parents of Native American children felt that annual IEPs are not frequent enough.  Parents expressed concern with how widely services vary from teacher to teacher and school to school.  They also consistently described increasing dissatisfaction with programs and communication as a child moves to middle and then high school.
African American

Of the five families represented, two requested that their child be evaluated and three were contacted by the District. One of the requesting parents did not have any problems after contacting the District.  A grandparent was upset with the question, wanting to talk about special education services rather than personal awareness of them.  “Let’s get real about it.  I don’t want to talk about ‘do I know about it.’”

Of the parents who were contacted by the District, reactions varied.  One parent thought the District was “crazy” and feared it would force medication.  Another knew her son was struggling in several academic areas.  The third was upset at first but “went along with it.”  She expressed surprise at the referral, having heard nothing up until that point that would suggest problems serious enough to warrant an evaluation.

Looking back on the process, parents had far more dislikes than likes.  They liked that the District was “that interested in my child – to go to the lengths they did,” the extensive evaluation, reporting, and discussions to let parents know what was going on, and the inclusion of a child’s strengths at meetings and in the report.  “I showed my son who said they only cared about the bad things.”  One parent had high praise for her child’s home school.

Two parents disliked a District focus on medication.  One parent felt pressured at the team meeting.  “There were ten people looking at me saying, ‘You don’t want to hinder your son’s progress, do you?’  They wanted to drug my kid up so they could manage him for the 40 hours he was with them.”  The parent also credited the District with working with her even though she rejected medication, providing a structure and reward system that helped her son.  The other parent acknowledged that medication had helped her sons, “slowed them down.”

One parent tearfully described her anger at discovering her son had been having seizures in school without the school notifying her.  “There are certain things you just don’t hide from a parent.”  Another parent felt the process could have been better explained and was upset that she wasn’t told until after the IEP that her son would have to move to another school.  

A grandparent was dissatisfied with District follow-through on the IEP, stating that the IEP is like a court order and the District should follow it.  “When your child first comes in, they’re there.  Then when the child has problems, they back into a corner.  You went to school to learn how to do this. Do your job.”

European American
Six of eight parents identified their child as needing an evaluation and requested one from the District.  The other two parents were told by the District that their child would benefit from an evaluation.  The majority of those who initiated the request described impatience with the District for either disagreeing with the need for an evaluation or for a slow response.  At the extreme, two parents described a four-year struggle to have their child evaluated.  Three went to considerable expense to have outside experts evaluate their child in an effort to validate the need and make a case to the District.  Several parents agreed that “it is hard for an intelligent child with a learning disability to get served.  He just doesn’t look that bad.”
Satisfaction with the actual evaluation process was higher than with the referral phase.  Parents liked:

· The many people involved, including teachers and a social worker

· Asking about the child’s strengths

· Receiving the test results

· A critical key person in the coordinator, a constructive leader interested in children.

Parents disliked a feeling of being placated, a delay in analyzing the test results, the volume of documentation and the terminology used, and a lack of understanding of all the options available.  One parent said, “They told me my son was eligible for the Options Program, but they didn’t tell me what the options were.”  In one instance, a tug of war between two members of the team left a parent in tears. “If my wife were here now, she would be crying as she described that meeting.”  Satisfaction was high with the speech evaluation, which was viewed as short and straightforward.

The eight participating parents represented ten children receiving special education services.  Parents felt that five of the children were correctly identified and placed, four were not, and one only partially so.  All but one parent seemed to believe their child needed special education programs and services.  Parent disagreement was with the nature of the identification.

Hmong American
One parent identified her child as in need of evaluation.  All of the other parents were contacted by the District.  The parent who identified her child was satisfied with the District response.  Although the District asked that the child be examined for physical problems and the mother felt this was not the case, she understood and accepted the need to eliminate certain conditions.  

The parents contacted by the District shared their initial reactions.  Two were shocked saying they never suspected anything was wrong and thought things were progressing “normally.” One parent found the contact from the District to be a big concern which was reinforced as the District pursued and then eliminated the possibility of problems in the home and the possibility of the child’s depression.  Two families stated that upon hearing that their child needed to be evaluated, they didn’t know what to do and decided to “just go along” with whatever the District advised.  

One parent expressed a dislike of the “label” given to her child. Another reinforced this, referring to a word in the Hmong language that describes children with learning problems and underscoring the stigma this word carries.

Parents shared what they liked about the process including the resulting programs and services, citing:

· A plan that involves both teachers and parents helping the child

· The services provided following identification

· The positive impact of a single teacher who differentiated teaching strategies and showed compassion for the child

· The promptness of the evaluation and reevaluation, the resulting choices, and the time to think about those.

Dislikes shared were not limited to the evaluation process.  Several parents repeatedly mentioned some teachers who “don’t care,” a new teacher whom their child was afraid to approach making the child appear shy, and referrals that may “depend on the teacher.”

Half of the parents agreed with the identification of their child; half agreed to some extent.  Those whose agreement was qualified identified factors that could contribute to a child’s limited academic performance including:

· The language barrier

· Shyness

· The teacher’s approach

· The child’s own decision not to challenge her/himself or a belief that education is just not important

· A child much younger than siblings.

Latino American
The two parents with the highest awareness of special education asked that their children be evaluated, two others were contacted by the District, and one referred her son with the help of a Head Start teacher.  The two who were contacted by the District were happy to receive help and reported no problems.   When asked what she liked about the process, one mother answered, “He is saying more words than he said before.”
The two parents who referred their children had concerns about the District’s response.  One reported that the District found her child “behind but not behind enough for us to be worried because he never went to preschool” and told her she should have waited to have him evaluated.  “To me, the issue wasn’t if he had a specific learning disability or he had behavioral emotional problems, the problem was that he wasn’t learning.”  Frustrated, she “declared war” and looked for help outside of the District.  A (non-District) social worker advised her that “Parents like [her], Hispanic or African American or not white weren’t getting things done.” Armed with information, the parent went “downtown” to seek help and got it.  She also resisted a District suggestion that medication be increased, wanting further evaluation.  

The other referring parent who holds a degree in early childhood development and speaks fluent English was deeply offended when a screener asked if she needed a translator and suggested that she should start reading to her son.  “She didn’t even bother to ask, “How can you tell that he’s missing something?” The parent questioned herself, “Was it the way I was dressed?  I don’t know if they looked at us as an ethnic group and said, ‘Oh, darn, it’s Hispanics – probably didn’t even finish school.’”  She felt she was looked at based on her ethnic group and not beyond, which did not help solve her child’s problem.  After contacting someone higher up in the District, the parent reported a good response.

Of the five parents present, one was happy with the process, placement, and progress of her son. A second parent, although very happy with the process, expressed surprise that her son was placed with children with cognitive disabilities when she expected to see other children with learning disabilities. The three other parents had mixed feelings. One agreed with the identification and placement but expressed concerns that her son feels lost in a big group and may not be getting the help he needs.  The other two also liked that their child was receiving services but felt that something was missing, that there were some problems not being addressed.  

Native American

Three of the parents requested an evaluation for their child.  The children of the remaining parents had been identified previously in other districts or settings and IEPs followed them to Appleton.  Two of the parents who requested evaluations expressed concerns with the response.  One was unhappy following the evaluation when the District said her daughter did not need services.  By the third grade the parent “really pushed. ‘Struggle’ is not the word for it.”  Another parent expressed frustration when the District failed to recognize her daughter’s speech problems.  Her daughter had learned to use only words that she could pronounce, leading teachers to believe she had no problems.  The mother stated, “She was not expressing herself to her full capacity, and that was not acceptable to me.”  

A third parent, having heard the difficulties her niece experienced in another district, was “expecting to put the boxing gloves on at an Appleton high school” and was amazed at the response.  “Everyone wanted to cooperate. Finally I could relax.”  

The initial referral for one parent came from a daycare center and was straightforward.  Another parent appreciated the District’s persistence as legal issues between the parents prevented an evaluation and services.  A third expressed appreciation for the District’s response and continuing efforts.

Parents liked the team approach seen at IEP team meetings and often beyond.  Some also praised District cooperation with outside agencies resulting in the “left hand knowing what the right hand is doing.”  Parents of elementary school students depend on the daily communication from teachers.  “If I lose that, I lose my son.”  One parent appreciated that the evaluators made it “a game” for her child.

Parents of older children described increasing dissatisfaction with services as students enter middle school and high school, telling other parents, “You’re in for a rude awakening.”  One parent reported no communication from her child’s eighth grade teachers and her anger at discovering her daughter had failed three core courses.  The Parent Portal at the high school was described as “a joke” with updates occurring every two weeks during which time a child could miss ten assignments.  “What happens during the day needs to be dealt with that night.”  One parent also told others that all special education students are put in one room at the high school, increasing their feeling of being different and socially alienated.

Many of the parents present expressed the following additional concerns:

· An annual IEP is not enough.  Children change, and more frequent adjustments would be beneficial.

· Seating children receiving special education services together in the lunch room and as a group with children who have misbehaved is “discrimination.”

· Teachers in the system need more training in how to identify and teach children with special needs.  

· The system varies too much from school to school.

· Students often have issues with aides, subs, and student teachers who don’t know how to handle them.
· Teachers will push children through the system because they are tired of dealing with them and overworked because of large class sizes.  “With No Child Left Behind, how far behind do these children have to get before you yell stop?”

· Two parents were terrified to see so many people present at the team meeting.  “It freaked me out.  I didn’t think this many people were getting involved with a speech problem.  I thought something else was wrong.” 

· The IEP process could be more balanced.  “Initially it’s painted as we’re here, we’re going to do a plan, it’ll be rosy.  When you get there, the plan is based on what they feel will be the best.”  
The majority of the parents present described being actively involved in supporting their children at home and interacting with teachers.  This brought its share of frustration.  One parent who tracks and graphs her child’s progress and sets and communicates goals every two months wishes the District would take on this responsibility.  Another who offers suggestions and strategies to teachers said, “I don’t have a problem with helping them, but I can’t be there around the clock.  Can’t they see this?”  The sentiment of other proactive parents was expressed by one who said, “She who barks the loudest gets results, but you shouldn't have to bark that loud.  It should be automatic.”
Parents generally agreed with the identification of their child.  At least half the parents thought their child should be diagnosed with additional conditions.  “There’s more.  I wish someone could help me identify it.” Several also expressed that the evaluation conducted was not comprehensive enough, comparing the special education evaluation to one conducted by Child Protective Services which includes other dimensions and provides a more complete picture of the child. 

Two parents felt that the question wasn’t a key one. “Yes, I agree with the identification, but that’s not even remotely what I’m unsatisfied with. Appropriate, complete evaluation is part of it, but the issue is becoming what happens after that.”
Participants’ thoughts on the influence of cultural background and advice to others
Of the five groups, the parents of African American children expressed the strongest belief that their child’s race influenced the special education process.  Several gave supporting examples of District treatment of their children and of themselves.  Some felt the behavior of their sons was interpreted differently than was similar behavior in boys of other backgrounds.  One African American father was watched “like a hawk” when entering his child’s elementary school, something that did not happen when the child’s European American mother entered.  One Latino American mother, fluent in English and holding a degree in early childhood was asked by a screener if she needed a translator and advised to read to her child.
The majority of parents of Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American children stated that the process had not been influenced by their children’s backgrounds.  Despite drawing this conclusion, some of the same parents of Hmong American and Latino American children stated earlier that their child’s learning problems may have been incorrectly attributed by the District to difficulties in learning two languages.   Parents of Native American children spoke of their children’s isolation which was compounded by being in special education.
Parents of African American, Latino American, and Native American children introduced the topic of skin color during the sessions.  They spoke of variations in skin darkness leading to variations in treatment at school both by other students and by District personnel.  Darker skin was linked to negative assumptions about background and behavior.  Parents of these groups shared that their children are often assumed to be of another cultural background.  They pointed to the inaccuracy of racial categories, as most of the children are of mixed race.
Parents from all five groups would advise their peers to:  

· Ask a lot of questions to find out what the steps are, what testing they’re doing, who is doing it.   

· Go through the testing – it won’t hurt and will give you a different perspective on your child.

· Seek help from specialists inside and outside the District.
· Network.
Parents from three groups would advise their peers to seek outside evaluations.  Advice also differed by group. The parents of European American children advised their peers to document everything they did.  Two parents of Hmong American children advised other Hmong American parents to “just follow orders.” Some of the parents of African American children would advise their peers to beware of the District’s desire to “push medication,” a sentiment echoed by a parent from the Native American group. Parents of Native American children also urged getting the District Native American Coordinator involved, speaking highly of her services and support.  Parents of Latino American children would advise other parents to carefully observe their children and to trust their own judgment.  

In two of the groups there was time to offer one last thought to the special education staff.  The advice of parents of African American children centered on not jumping to conclusions and being fair.  Parents of Native American children urged the special education staff to recognize that each child is special, an individual whose view of the world needs to be understood.
African American

Parents offered the following advice to other parents with a similar cultural background who were beginning the referral process:

· They are going to try to put your child on medication.  Don’t believe what they say.

· Ask a lot of questions to find out what the steps are, what testing they’re doing, who is doing it.   

· Go to an outside agency to get an IEP while the District does what it needs to do.

· Talk to as many people as you can – the psychiatrist, the case worker, and others.

· Explain to your child, especially if the child is older, what is happening.

When asked if their child’s cultural background had influenced the process or outcome, all but one parent felt it had.  Two of the parents present were of European American heritage, and all the parents had a candid discussion of the issue of skin color.  All felt that lighter-skinned children had an easier time than darker-skinned children.  Comments on the impact of cultural background included:

· “Racism is alive in the schools.  400 years haven’t changed things.”

· “Consequences are a lot harder for my child.  Other children who hit were not labeled as having special needs or being aggressive.“

· “The teacher is scared of my child.“

· “In our culture our children express themselves by getting a little excited, talking with their hands, and [people in the schools] think they’re going to hit them.”

· “My child is in Pampers and comes home on the bus dirty because they don’t want to touch her.”

European American

Parents agreed on the following advice they would give and some had already given friends.

· Start pushing from the moment you suspect a need in your child and never stop. “Don’t be a mouse.” 

· Educate yourself about the special education system and the opportunities available.

· Document everything you do.

· Don’t rely exclusively on the District’s special education services to meet your child’s needs.  Create a supportive home environment and seek other programs and services outside of school.

· Network.  Seek help from doctors, teachers, advocacy groups, and parents who have been through the process.

Two parents suggested that their higher socioeconomic status may have worked against them, suspecting that the district avoided identifying their children believing the parents had the resources to meet the child’s needs outside of school.

Hmong American
Five of the parents would give advice such as:

· Check with the teacher – contact the school – talk to the specialist.

· Remember that teachers have the best interest of your child at heart.

· Get the report – see for yourself what the reason for the referral is.

· Go through the testing – it won’t hurt and will give you a different perspective on your child.

Two of the parents said they would advise a friend to just go along with whatever the District says, just “follow orders.”

When asked if their children’s cultural background may have influenced the process or result, seven of the eight parents said it had not.  “I never thought this.”  ”My child was not singled out.  This was due to my child.”  One parent said that with some teachers there may be bias.  The parent who referred her child stated, “I wanted him in.  There are set guidelines, and he would not have gotten in if he did not meet them.”

Parents related their own experiences.  One African American parent said of his high school years in the area, “My experience in school was okay, but if I got in trouble, I got in more trouble.”  Another parent added, “They’re afraid we’ll turn into a rapist or murderer.”   A mother of European American descent who did not feel cultural issues had influenced the process for her son added, “When I go into the school, I don’t get a second look.  When my husband who’s black and 6’ 2” goes to the school, they’re on him like a hawk.” Several parents described their sons’ behavior as average or normal, that of “boys growing up.”  They may hit, and you correct them.  “It’s just something that kids do.”

Closing thoughts included:
· Be real.

· Don’t judge a book by its cover.

· Just make sure they inform - keep the parents informed in detail.

· Don’t jump to conclusions.
· Project to our children that “you are worth something.”

· Make sure they get all the facts when they are dealing with the child.

· Be fair.

Latino American
When asked directly if culture played a part in the process or outcome, four of the parents said it had not.  Despite that, several stated earlier in the session that this or another District first attributed their child’s problems to language, suspecting that performance was delayed as the child dealt with two languages.  The parents strongly disagreed with this assessment, “I know my child, and I see that he is not developing like my other children.”  Another shared that only English was spoken in her home. One parent, still clearly deeply offended, reiterated her prejudicial treatment she received from a screener.

One parent commented on confusion caused by skin color.  “The child could be white, black, dark-skinned, whatever color they are.  They will never know if they’re Hispanic if they’re white mixed with black.  [There are] too many races combining together for you to say this child is Hispanic or this child is Native American.”

The Latino American parents would advise their peers to:

· Look for help as soon as possible.

· Look at your child – you know your child best.

· Always take advantage of what is available from the District.  There is a lot of help if you can figure out where it’s at.

· Be involved in your children’s education.

· Inform yourself about how the system works.  Ask questions.  Don’t keep quiet.

· Look for second opinions.

As the parents shared the advice they would give other Latino American parents, one of the mothers herself sought advice about her son from others in the group.  In an intense fifteen minute discussion in Spanish, the mothers answered her questions and provided support and guidance.

Native American

Parents would offer this advice to other parents of Native American children going through the special education process.

· It’s going to identify them for assistance which could be very helpful.
· Go through a psychiatrist outside of school.  The school's only looking for one or two things.  An outside assessment will be more thorough.
· The schools that my kids are in work real well with them and respond when there are problems.

· Get the Native American coordinator involved.  
Asked if their child’s Native American heritage had influenced the process, all parents present stated that it had not, but they did describe the strong need Native American children have to belong.  Because the number of Native American children in the District is small and because these children are living off reservation, they feel very detached.  One child wanted to be “Black or Hispanic” so he would belong since “there’s no group that they fit into.”  One child wanted to bleach himself white and stay in the house.  In contrast, one parent described her experience in San Diego where, after discovering her son was Native American, “he was king.”  Several parents shared that the special education identification made children who already feel different feel more so.

All praised the efforts of the District’s Native American Coordinator, sharing appreciation for her outreach, lessons in heritage, and support of their children.   They cited problems their children had encountered.  “What is your child going to say when asked what did you do over spring break?  We had a ceremony in the teepee?”  “My child talked about peyote once, and the teacher freaked out.”  “One of my daughters brought in a loom she was beading and others made fun of her.”    
Each parent offered one last thought for the special education staff.

· My child is special.  Every child is, and they all deserve a fair chance to succeed.

· Imagine what it is like for that child every minute of their life and then try to make it so that child can be successful.  Only then you’ll really understand.  If you’re not special needs, you have no clue.  These kids are misunderstood all the time.

· Learn to know which ones need more one-on-one than others.  They all need it, but sometimes you have to get to know the parents better and the child well.

· Listen and learn from them – they have a lot to teach you.

· Be patient.

· Look at the child as an individual, all the things that make up the child.  It’s all combined to make the child.  You can’t just deal with one issue and help the child.

· On my wish list is a core program that is consistent from one school to the next, that doesn’t dissipate from middle school to high school, with consistent benchmarks of these children’s education – along with education for educators.
Appendix A
Invitation Script
Procedure
1. Contact parent by phone and explain focus groups and details

2. Call family with a reminder two days prior to meeting
3. Parents of eight children to participate in each group, with two back-ups.

4. Call back-ups two days prior to inform them of their involvement
Message, if no answer
Hello.  This is (your name) from the Student Services Department of the Appleton Area School District.  I’m calling to ask for your involvement in a parent focus group on (date and time) that will help us improve our student evaluation procedures and our communications with parents.  Please call (me) at (number) so we can provide you with more information.  Thank you.
General Greeting and Information
Hello.  This is (your name) from the Student Services Department of the Appleton Area School District.  I’m calling to ask if you would be willing to participate in an activity taking place the evening of (day and date).  (no answer needed yet – proceed with explanation). Your involvement will help us improve some important services to children and families in the community. May I have a few minutes of your time to explain? (If yes, say thanks and proceed.  If no, thank them for their time and say goodbye).
The Student Services Department is conducting focus groups with a small number of parents this month.  We are looking for parents to participate who have had a child evaluated for special education services within the last (18) months.  According to our records, your son/daughter (child’s name) was evaluated in (month).  Do you recall that?

The focus groups will each be attended by individual parents or couples representing only eight children.  This small number will give each parent involved the opportunity to share their views and to respond to a few questions that will be asked.  There will be only one meeting to attend, which will last approximately 90 minutes.  I’d like to tell you a little more about the focus groups before you decide whether you will participate or not.  Is that ok? (If yes, say thanks and proceed.  If no, thank them for their time and say goodbye).

We are trying to provide high quality evaluation procedures for children and families from all cultures.  We believe that we can learn from your experience with (child’s name)’s evaluation, which is why we would like you to participate in the focus group.  Because we’re particularly interested in identifying how cultural differences influence parent experiences and opinions, each focus group will be attended by parents with similar cultural backgrounds.  We will be conducting separate focus groups for African American parents, Latino American parents, Hmong American parents, Native American parents and European American parents.  Each child represented will have been evaluated within the last 18 months or so.

The focus groups will be conducted by an individual who is not an employee of the Appleton Area School District.  No district employees will attend.  A final written report to the district will not identify the parents who participated.  Comments or quotes taken from the focus groups will not be attributed to individuals by name.  All children’s names will be excluded from the final report as well.

We are offering each individual parent or couple a stipend of $30 for participating.  This is provided to help offset any child care costs or personal inconveniences you may have related to your attendance.  The focus group will be held at the Morgan Administration Building, located two blocks north of College Ave. between Oneida St. and Morrison St. Parking and entrance to the building are available on the (Oneida St.) west side of the building off of North St.  The group will begin at 7:00 pm but we are asking that all parents arrive about 10 minutes before 7:00 so the group can begin promptly at 7:00 and finish by 8:30 pm. The meeting will be held in the basement conference room.  Signs will be posted and assistants will be present to help you find your way.  Light refreshments will be provided.

Do you have any questions about the focus groups?  

Would you be available to participate in the group that will be meeting on (date)?

(If no)

Thank you for your time.  Good bye.

(If yes) 

Thank you!  I’d like to confirm some information if I may.  We’ll contact you again two days before as a reminder and to verify that you are still available.  We’re doing this because it’s very important that we have parents representing eight children involved in each of the focus groups.

Confirm Parent Information
Name(s) of parents who will attend:

Address:

Phone number to use:

Thank you again for your time and for agreeing to help us improve our services to children and parents.  I hope you enjoy the focus group!
Appendix B
Focus Group Questions
Opening
1. Tell us your name and one thing about your child that makes you smile.

Awareness of Special Education 

2. Before your child became involved with special education, how aware were you of special education programs and the process of referral and evaluation? 

Current Process and Outcomes  

3. Sometimes the school district refers a child for a special education evaluation.  Sometimes parents ask for an evaluation.  

· How many of you requested an evaluation for your child?  How did the district respond?

· How many of you learned from the school district that your child should be evaluated?  What was your reaction when you learned this?

4. This is an overview of the process we are discussing:  referral, evaluation, and identification.  Looking back over your experience with this process, what did you particularly like about the entire process?   What, if anything did you dislike?

· Probe:  What about the referral process? 

· Probe:  What about the evaluation process?

5. Looking back at the process and at your child, how many of you agree with the identification and special education placement of your child?  How many of you disagree?  What do you disagree with? 

Improving the Process

6. Suppose a friend of your cultural background called you and said their child was going to go through the same evaluation process that your child did.  What would you tell them?  What advice would you give them? 

· Probe:  How did your child’s cultural background influence the process and the decisions made by the team?

7. What is one thing the special education staff could do to improve the process for the next _____________ student and his or her family?   Or   
What is one last thought you would like to leave with the special education staff as they work with ____________ students?
Closing
Thank you again for coming tonight. The ideas that you shared here tonight along with those of parents in the other four focus groups will be used to improve the process of referral, evaluation, and identification for all students.
Appendix C
Focus Group Composition
Focus groups included individual parents, couples, one grandparent, and one foster parent.  In all but the African American and Native American group, parents were of the same ethnicity as their parents.   In the African American focus group, all participants were the birth parents, in one case the grandparent, of African American or bi-racial children.  Two of the parents attending were Caucasian.  The Native American focus group included a non-Native foster parent and birth mother.

	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	African American
	6
	5
	0

	European American
	8
	8
	0

	Hmong American
	8
	6
	7

	Latino American
	5
	5
	3

	Native American
	6
	6
	0

	                  Total  
	33
	30
	10


Appendix D

African American Parent Focus Group Report

This report summarizes the results of one of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes and dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.
	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	African American
	6
	5
	0


Summary

Most of the parents of African American children had limited awareness of special education until their children became involved unless they themselves had been placed in programs.  Half of the participants had more than one child who had been evaluated by this District or another.  Two of the families requested an evaluation; three were made aware of a need by the District.  Two of the latter group were surprised, one sharing that she was not informed of a series of seizures her son experienced in school.  

Although they had many concerns with the process, the majority of parents agreed with the ultimate identification of their children and the current services.  One parent vehemently disagreed, stating that the IEP was not being followed and that the District was not doing its job.

This focus group included parents of African American and European American heritage.  This became important during the focus group as the parents candidly discussed different treatment of parents based on this heritage and of children depending on the lightness or darkness of their skin.  All but one parent felt their child’s cultural background had influenced the process or outcome unfavorably.  Some felt their son’s behavior was misinterpreted negatively, differently than the behavior of children of other backgrounds.  All agreed that lighter-skinned children had an easier time than darker-skinned children.  Some parents described how they too were treated differently by the District based on their skin color.

There was some skepticism about the usefulness of participating in the focus group from one parent who stated, “They’re not going to do anything about it.”  Others countered with, “Here’s your chance. Express your opinion.”

Responses to the opening

One parent described her son’s good morals and respect for people.  Two others described children with a sense of humor.  Another enjoyed how her son plays with his pets.  One mother liked to hear her sons talk about things that happened back in the day, surprised that they remember so much and like to bring it up.
Participants’ prior awareness of special education 

Two of the African American parents had some familiarity with special education prior to their child’s involvement because they had been in special education programs themselves.  Two parents had become aware several years ago when their child or another of their children were referred.  Before becoming more aware through her child’s involvement, one parent at first thought of special education as a program for physically handicapped children.

Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

Of the five families represented, two requested that their child be evaluated and three were contacted by the District. One of the requesting parents did not have any problems after contacting the District.  A grandparent was upset with the question, wanting to talk about special education services not personal awareness of them.  “Let’s get real about it.  I don’t want to talk about ‘do I know about it’.”

Of the parents who were contacted by the District, reactions varied.  One parent thought the District was “crazy” and feared it would force medication.  Another knew her son was struggling in several academic areas.  The third was upset at first but “went along with it.”  She expressed surprise at the referral, having heard nothing up until that point that would suggest problems serious enough to warrant an evaluation.

Looking back on the process, parents had far more dislikes than likes.  They liked that the District was “that interested in my child – to go to the lengths they did,” the extensive evaluation, reporting, and discussions to let parents know what was going on, and the inclusion of a child’s strengths at meetings and in the report.  “I showed my son who said they only cared about the bad things.”  One parent had high praise for her child’s school.

Two parents disliked a District focus on medication.  One parent felt pressured at the team meeting.  “There were ten people looking at me saying, ‘You don’t want to hinder your son’s progress, do you?’  They wanted to drug my kid up so they could manage him for the 40 hours he was with them.”  The parent also credited the District with working with her even though she rejected medication, providing a structure and reward system that helped her son.  The other parent acknowledged that medication had helped her sons, “slowed them down.”

One parent tearfully described her anger at discovering her son had been having seizures in school without the school notifying her.  “There are certain things you just don’t hide from a parent.”  Another parent felt the process could have been better explained and was upset that she wasn’t told until after the IEP that her son would have to move to another school.  

A grandparent was dissatisfied with District follow-through on the IEP, stating that the IEP is like a court order and the District should follow it.  “When your child first comes in, they’re there.  Then when the child has problems, they back into a corner.  You went to school to learn how to do this. Do your job.”

Participants’ advice to others and thoughts on the influence of cultural background
Parents offered the following advice to other parents with a similar cultural background who were beginning the referral process:

· They are going to try to put your child on medication.  Don’t believe what they say.

· Ask a lot of questions to find out what the steps are, what testing they’re doing, who is doing it.   

· Go to an outside agency to get an IEP while the District does what it needs to do.

· Talk to as many people as you can – the psychiatrist, the case worker, and others.

· Explain to your child, especially if the child is older, what is happening.

When asked if their child’s cultural background had influenced the process or outcome, all but one parent felt it had.  Two of the parents present were of European American heritage, and all the parents had a candid discussion of the issue of skin color.  All felt that lighter-skinned children had an easier time than darker-skinned children.  Comments on the impact of cultural background included:

· “Racism is alive in the schools.  400 years haven’t changed things.”

· “Consequences are a lot harder for my child.  Other children who hit were not labeled as having special needs or being aggressive. “

· “The teacher is scared of my child. “

· “In our culture our children express themselves by getting a little excited, talking with their hands, and [people in the schools] think they’re going to hit them.”

· “My child is in Pampers and comes home on the bus dirty because they don’t want to touch her.”

Parents related their own experiences.  One African American parent said of his high school years in the area, “My experience in school was okay, but if I got in trouble, I got in more trouble.”  Another parent added, “They’re afraid we’ll turn into a rapist or murderer.”   A mother of European American descent who did not feel cultural issues had influenced the process for her son added, “When I go into the school, I don’t get a second look.  When my husband who’s black and 6’ 2’ goes to the school, they’re on him like a hawk.”

Several parents described their sons’ behavior as average or normal, that of “boys growing up.”  They may hit, and you correct them.  “It’s just something that kids do.”

Closing thoughts included:
· Be real.

· Don’t judge a book by its cover.

· Just make sure they inform - keep the parents informed in detail.

· Don’t jump to conclusions.
· Project to our children that “you are worth something.”

· Make sure they get all the facts when they are dealing with the child.

· Be fair.
Appendix E

European American Parent Focus Group Report
This report summarizes the results of one of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes and dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.

	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	European American
	8
	8
	0


Summary

These parents had a lot to say.  Six of the eight parents had referred their children for evaluation, and several wanted to tell their story.  Those stories included the early sense that “something was wrong,” the need to have that feeling validated by experts, either in the District or outside, and the struggle to obtain special education programs and services that were appropriate.  Two parents whose children had speech delays were the most satisfied with the referral and evaluation processes.  

There was a clear distinction between parents “in the know” and those not.  The knowledgeable parents had educated themselves about the system and the other parents were clearly interested in that knowledge.  

Although a sense of frustration was fairly high with the majority of participants, parents also acknowledged that the special education staff was overworked and limited by the specific diagnoses into which children had to fit to be served.  

Two parents suggested that their higher socioeconomic status may have worked against them, suspecting that the district avoided identifying their children, believing the parents had the resources to meet the child’s needs outside of school.

Responses to the opening

Parents shared their child’s attributes, talents, and behaviors.  They seemed to enjoy describing musical talent, a passion for CNN, a kind heart, a love of science, and the energy possessed by their children.  Often other parents nodded in understanding as one of the parents spoke.  Each parent wanted to express that his or her child has great strengths in addition to having some special needs.  
Participants’ prior awareness of special education 

Two parents, one a former special education teacher and the other a K-8 teacher, had the highest levels of awareness along with a parent who had done extensive research on his own.  Another parent had received special education services during her school years.  At the other extreme were parents whose awareness of special education was based on their memories of a special education classroom or special education students in schools they attended.

Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

Six of eight parents identified their child as needing an evaluation and requested one from the District.  The other two parents were told by the District that their child would benefit from an evaluation.  The majority of those who initiated the request described impatience with a District that either disagreed with the need for an evaluation or was slow to respond.  At the extreme, two parents described a four-year struggle to have their child evaluated.  Three went to considerable expense to have outside experts evaluate their child in an effort to validate the need and make a case to the District.  Several parents agreed that “it is hard for an intelligent child with a learning disability to get served.  He just doesn’t look that bad.”  

Satisfaction with the actual evaluation process was higher than with the referral phase.  Parents liked:

· The many people involved, including teachers and a social worker

· Asking about the child’s strengths

· Receiving the test results

· A critical key person in the coordinator, a constructive leader interested in children.

Parents disliked a feeling of being placated, a delay in analyzing the test results, the volume of documentation and the terminology used, and a lack of understanding of all the options available.  One parent said, “They told me my son was eligible for the Options Program, but they didn’t tell me what the options were.”  In one instance, a tug of war between two members of the team left a parent in tears. “If my wife were here now, she would be crying as she described that meeting.”  Satisfaction was high with the speech evaluation, which was viewed as short and straightforward.

The eight participating parents represented ten children receiving special education services.  Parents felt that five of the children were correctly identified and placed, four were not, and one only partially so.  All but one parent seemed to believe their child needed special education programs and services.  Parent disagreement was with the nature of the identification.

Participants’ advice to others and thoughts on the influence of cultural background

Parents agreed on the following advice they would give and some had already given friends.

· Start pushing from the moment you suspect a need in your child and never stop. “Don’t be a mouse.” 

· Educate yourself about the special education system and the opportunities available.

· Document everything you do.

· Don’t rely exclusively on the District’s special education services to meet your child’s needs.  Create a supportive home environment and seek other programs and services outside of school.

· Network.  Seek help from doctors, teachers, advocacy groups, and parents who have been through the process.

Two parents suggested that their higher socioeconomic status may have worked against them, suspecting that the district avoided identifying their children, believing the parents had the resources to meet the child’s needs outside of school.
Appendix F
Hmong American Parent Focus Group Report

This report summarizes the results of one of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes and dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.
	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	Hmong American
	8
	6
	7


Summary

The eight Hmong American parents attending the session expressed some nervousness about what the focus group was about.  Once underway, they seemed at ease.  Only one parent, a teacher, spoke English.  

All but one parent were unaware of special education before being contacted by the District.  Their reactions to the contact ranged from unquestioning acceptance of whatever the District recommended to surprise and disagreement with the need for evaluation.  Following evaluation, all agreed or somewhat agreed with the identification and subsequent services.  

None of the parents felt that the cultural background of their children had influenced the process or result.  Despite that, some parents suggested that the lack of appropriate teaching strategies of “certain” teachers may have contributed to the identification of their children, or that shyness may have been misinterpreted by teachers.  One parent felt that some teachers may be biased.

Advice to other Hmong American parents encouraged asking questions and taking advantage of evaluation, although two parents advised others to “go along, just follow orders.”

Following the session, the translator and the English-speaking parent stated that it was invaluable to use a facilitator not employed by the District.  “If there had been a principal here, you would never have heard what you did.”  The teacher shared that she did not identify herself as a teacher in the introduction, fearing that even that would have suppressed any criticism of special education.  In traditional Hmong culture, one does not criticize people in positions of respect.

Responses to the opening

Parents responded to this question with a general description of their child in relationship to the special education experience.  Two described children who were very shy and non-verbal in a school setting but extremely talkative at home.  According to one parent, “I can’t get her to stop talking in the car.”  Three parents described children whose speech was improving.  Two others described general progress as a result of special education programs and services.
Participants’ prior awareness of special education 

Only one of the eight participants, an elementary school teacher, was aware of special education prior to her child being involved.  None of the other participants had any awareness of special education programs or services before they were contacted by the District about their own child’s needs.

Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

One parent identified her child as in need of evaluation.  All of the other parents were contacted by the District.  The parent who identified her child was satisfied with the District response.  Although the District asked that the child be examined for physical problems and the mother felt this was not the case, she understood and accepted the need to eliminate certain conditions.  

The parents contacted by the District shared their initial reactions.  Two were shocked, saying they never suspected anything was wrong and thought things were progressing “normally.” One parent found the contact from the District to be a big concern which was reinforced as the District pursued and then eliminated the possibility of problems in the home and the possibility of the child’s depression.  Two families stated that upon hearing that their child needed to be evaluated they didn’t know what to do and decided to “just go along” with whatever the District advised.  

One parent expressed a dislike of the “label” given to her child. Another reinforced this referring to a word in the Hmong language that describes children with learning problems and underscoring the stigma this word carries.

Parents shared what they liked about the process including the resulting programs and services citing:

· A plan that involves both teachers and parents helping the child

· The services provided following identification

· The positive impact of a single teacher who differentiated teaching strategies and showed compassion for the child

· The promptness of the evaluation and reevaluation, the resulting choices, and the time to think about those.

Dislikes shared were not limited to the evaluation process.  Several parents repeatedly mentioned some teachers who “don’t care,” a new teacher whom their child was afraid to approach making the child appear shy, and referrals that may “depend on the teacher.”

Half of the parents agreed with the identification of their child; half agreed to some extent.  Those whose agreement was qualified identified factors that could contribute to a child’s limited academic performance, including:

· The language barrier

· Shyness

· The teacher’s approach

· The child’s own decision not to challenge her/himself or a belief that education is just not important

· The family situation, including a child much younger than siblings.

Participants’ advice to others and thoughts on the influence of cultural background
Five of the parents would give advice such as:

· Check with the teacher – contact the school – talk to the specialist.

· Remember that teachers have the best interest of your child at heart.

· Get the report – see for yourself what the reason for the referral is.

· Go through the testing – it won’t hurt and will give you a different perspective on your child.

Two of the parents said they would advise a friend to just go along with whatever the District says, just “follow orders.”

When asked if their children’s cultural background may have influenced the process or result, seven of the eight parents said it had not.  “I never thought this.”  ”My child was not singled out.  This was due to my child.”  One parent said that with some teachers there may be bias.  The parent who referred her child stated, “I wanted him in.  There are set guidelines, and he would not have gotten in if he did not meet them.”

Appendix G
Latino American Parent Focus Group Report

This report summarizes the results of one of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes and dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.
	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	Latino American
	5
	5
	3


Summary

Five Latino American parents attended the focus group, two of whom spoke fluent English and three of whom spoke fluent Spanish.  One parent had worked in education for twelve years and was very familiar with special education before her son needed services.  Another knew of special education through experience with an older child, and a third was aware of special education programs in Mexico in which one of her sons participated.  The remaining two parents had no prior awareness of special education programs and services. The two parents with the highest awareness referred their children for evaluation, two others were contacted by the District, and one referred her son with the help of a Head Start teacher.

Throughout the session, the two parents who referred their children described a difficult process that they had to push.  One stated, “I declared war.”  Both parents had to contact someone “higher up” in Student Services to get a response from the District. Two other parents were happy with the process, and the fifth parent had mixed feelings.  Those who were happy described seeing significant or continuing progress in their children.  Those who were somewhat dissatisfied described things like a large group that a child could get lost in and a mixed group that included children with learning disabilities and children with cognitive disabilities.

When asked directly if culture played a part in the referral, evaluation, and identification process, three of the parents said it had not.  Despite that, several stated that the District first attributed their children’s problems to language, suspecting that performance was delayed as the child dealt with two languages.  The parents strongly disagreed with this assessment.  “I know my child, and I see that he is not developing like my other children.”  Another stated, “We speak English at home.”  When one parent sought outside help, it was suggested to her by an outside professional that her background may have affected her lack of success in getting District help for her child.  Another parent, fluent in English and with a degree in education, was still deeply offended by the treatment of a screener who assumed she was uneducated and spoke only Spanish.

Responses to the opening

Her child’s love of books makes one parent smile, and another likes that her son likes to be read to and smiles when she sees him writing.  One smiled as she described how her son responds in a teasing way when she asks questions about what they are writing together, by saying “I don’t know how to answer.”  One parent likes her six year old son’s love of earth science and art.  One parent said simply, “I enjoy every word that he says.”

Participants’ prior awareness of special education 

One parent had worked in education for twelve years in Texas and then Wisconsin and was familiar with special education before her son needed services.  Another knew of special education through experience with an older child, and a third was aware of special education programs in Mexico in which another son participated.  The remaining two parents had no prior awareness of special education programs and services.

The parent who had experience with special education with her older son said she was “really well aware” of the program and that it was easier to identify problems in her second son because of that.  She also expressed regret about her earlier experience when she assumed Head Start was a special education program.  Later learning otherwise, she wished she had advocated to have her son receive additional or different services. The parent whose son was in special education programs in Mexico commented on the difference between programs there and here, sharing that she had been unaware of the greater extent of programs in the U.S.

Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

The two parents with the highest awareness of special education asked that their children be evaluated, two others were contacted by the District, and one referred her son with the help of a Head Start teacher.  The two who were contacted by the District were happy to receive help and reported no problems.   When asked what she liked about the process, one mother answered, “He is saying more words than he said before.”  

The two parents who referred their child had concerns about the District’s response.  One reported that the District found her child “behind but not behind enough for us to be worried because he never went to preschool” and told her she should have waited to have him evaluated.  “To me, the issue wasn’t if he had specific learning disability or he had behavioral emotional problems, the problem was that he wasn’t learning.”  Frustrated, she “declared war” and looked for help outside of the District.  A non-district social worker advised her that “Parents like [her], Hispanic or African-American or not white, weren’t getting things done.” Armed with information, the parent went “downtown” to seek help and got it.  She also resisted the District’s suggestion that medication be increased, wanting further evaluation first.  

The other referring parent who holds a degree in early childhood development and speaks fluent English was deeply offended when a screener asked if she needed a translator and suggested that she should start reading to her son.  “She didn’t even bother to ask, “How can you tell that he’s missing something?” The parent questioned herself, “Was it the way I was dressed?  I don’t know if they looked at us as an ethnic group and said, ‘Oh, darn, it’s Hispanics – probably didn’t even finish school.’”  She felt she was looked at based on her ethnic group and not beyond which did not help solve her child’s problem.  After contacting someone higher up in the District, the parent reported a good response.

Of the five parents present, one was happy with the process, placement, and progress of her son. A second parent, although very happy with the process, expressed surprise that her son was placed with children with cognitive disabilities when she expected to see other children with learning disabilities. The three other parents had mixed feelings. One agreed with the identification and placement but expressed concerns that her son feels lost in a big group and may not be getting the help he needs.  The other two also liked that their child was receiving services but felt that something was missing, that there were some problems not being addressed.  

Participants’ advice to others and thoughts on the influence of cultural background
When asked directly if culture played a part in the process or outcome, four of the parents said it had not.  Despite that, several stated earlier in the session that this or another District first attributed their child’s problems to language, suspecting that performance was delayed as the child dealt with two languages.  The parents strongly disagreed with this assessment, “I know my child, and I see that he is not developing like my other children.”  Another shared that only English was spoken in her home. One parent, still clearly deeply offended, reiterated her prejudicial treatment she received from a screener.

One parent commented on confusion caused by skin color.  “The child could be white, black, dark-skinned, whatever color they are.  They will never know if they’re Hispanic if they’re white mixed with black.  [There are] too many races combining together for you to say this child is Hispanic or this child is Native American.”

The Latino American parents would advise their peers to:

· Look for help as soon as possible.

· Look at your child – you know your child best.

· Always take advantage of what is available from the District.  There is a lot of help if you can figure out where it’s at.

· Be involved in your children’s education.

· Inform yourself about how the system works.  Ask questions.  Don’t keep quiet.

· Look for second opinions.

As the parents shared the advice they would give other Latino American parents, one of the mothers herself sought advice about her son from others in the group.  In an intense fifteen minute discussion in Spanish, the mothers answered her questions and provided support and guidance.
 Appendix H
Native American Parent Focus Group Report

This report summarizes the results of one of five focus groups held in spring 2008 to determine the awareness levels, likes and dislikes, and perceptions of cultural influence of parents of District students evaluated for special education programs and services within the last eighteen months.  The parents were selected based on the cultural background of the child assessed.  Separate sessions were held for the parents of children of African American, European American, Hmong American, Latino American, and Native American background.
	Group
	Parents attending
	Families represented
	Non- English speaking

	Native American
	6
	6
	0


Summary

Six parents of Native American children represented a wide range of experience with special education programs and services.  Although each had a child evaluated within the last year, the majority had either prior experience with special education in other districts or with their other children.  One foster mother described extensive experience.

Half of the parents requested evaluations; the children of the remaining parents had been identified previously in other districts or settings.  Two of the three referring parents described a struggle to have their child both evaluated and ultimately identified as needing services.    A third, expecting the worst, was surprised and pleased with the response at an Appleton high school.

These parents concentrated on services following identification.  One parent summed it up, “Appropriate, complete evaluation is part of it, but the issue is becoming what happens after that.”  Each aspect of the special education process that parents liked also had a downside.  Parents very much liked the team approach, but at least two of the parents were frightened by the number of people they encountered at the team meeting.  

Parents also like and depend on regular communication from teachers.  “If I lose that, I lose my child.”  Daily communication from teachers at the elementary level was praised, but the parents of children in middle and high school criticized the lack of communication.  These parents painted a picture of special education programs and practices that got “worse and worse” as students moved up through the grades, cautioning the other parents, “You’re in for a rude awakening.”

Although these parents did not believe their children’s heritage had influenced the special education process, they described children who, as part of a small minority group, did not feel they belonged, a feeling exacerbated by placement in special education.
Advice to other parents included getting the Native American Coordinator involved and having the child evaluated outside of the District.  One parent wished that teachers could be better educated in how to work with children with special needs.

Responses to the opening

Some parents noted their child’s sense of humor, cheerfulness, and joke telling.  Others mentioned a positive attitude and compassion.  One parent stated that her children’s special needs make her love them more, as they wouldn’t be who they are without them.
Participants’ prior awareness of special education 

Awareness varied among the six parents.  One worked with special education students in high school.  Another, a foster parent, had extensive experience with special education through her foster children.  Three were involved with their child’s special education program in other districts or states.  One was aware of the breadth of services but not the depth before becoming involved with her child’s evaluation.

Participants’ views on the current processes of referral, evaluation, and identification

Three of the parents requested an evaluation for their child.  The children of the remaining parents had been identified previously in other districts or settings and IEPs followed them to Appleton.  Two of the parents who requested evaluations expressed concerns with the response.  One was unhappy following the evaluation when the District said her daughter did not need services.  By the third grade, the parent “really pushed. ‘Struggle’ is not the word for it.”  Another parent expressed frustration when the District failed to recognize her daughter’s speech problems.  Her daughter had learned to use only words that she could pronounce, leading teachers to believe she had no problems.  The mother stated, “She was not expressing herself to her full capacity, and that was not acceptable to me.”  

A third parent, having heard the difficulties her niece experienced in another district, was “expecting to put on the boxing gloves on at an Appleton high school” and was amazed at the response.  “Everyone wanted to cooperate. Finally, I could relax.”  

The initial referral for one parent came from a daycare center and was straightforward.  Another parent appreciated the District’s persistence as legal issues among the parents prevented an evaluation and services.  A third expressed appreciation for the District’s response and continuing efforts.

Parents liked the team approach seen at IEP team meetings and often beyond.  Some also praised District cooperation with outside agencies, resulting in the “left hand knowing what the right hand is doing.”  Parents of elementary school students depend on the daily communication from teachers.  “If I lose that, I lose my son.”  One parent appreciated that the evaluators made it “a game” for her child.

Parents of older children described increasing dissatisfaction with services as students enter middle school and high school, telling other parents, “You’re in for a rude awakening.”  One parent reported no communication from her child’s eighth grade teachers and her anger at discovering her daughter had failed three core courses.  The Parent Portal at the high school was described as “a joke”, with updates occurring every two weeks during which time a child could miss ten assignments.  “What happens during the day needs to be dealt with that night.”  One parent also told others that all special education students are put in one room at the high school, increasing their feeling of being different and socially alienated.

Many of the parents present expressed the following additional concerns:

· An annual IEP is not enough.  Children change, and more frequent adjustments would be beneficial.

· Seating children receiving special education services together in the lunch room and as a group with children who have misbehaved is “discrimination.”

· Teachers in the system need more training in how to identify and teach children with special needs.  

· The system varies too much from school to school.

· Students often have issues with aides, subs, and student teachers who don’t know how to handle them.
· Teachers will push children through the system because they are tired of dealing with them and overworked because of large class sizes.  “With No Child Left Behind, how far behind do these children have to get before you yell stop?”

· Two parents were terrified to see so many people present at the team meeting.  “It freaked me out.  I didn’t think this many people were getting involved with a speech problem.  I thought something else was wrong.” 

· The IEP process could be more balanced.  “Initially it’s painted as we’re here, we’re going to do a plan, it’ll be rosy.  When you get there, the plan is based on what they feel will be the best.”  
The majority of the parents present described being actively involved in supporting their children at home and interacting with teachers.  This brought its share of frustration.  One parent who tracks and graphs her child’s progress and sets and communicates goals every two months wishes the District would take on this responsibility.  Another who offers suggestions and strategies to teachers said, “I don’t have a problem with helping them, but I can’t be there around the clock.  Can’t they see this?”  The sentiment of other proactive parents was expressed by one who said, “She who barks the loudest gets results, but you shouldn't have to bark that loud.  It should be automatic.”
Parents generally agreed with the identification of their child.  At least half the parents thought their child should be diagnosed with additional conditions.  “There’s more.  I wish someone could help me identify it.” Several also expressed that the evaluation conducted was not comprehensive enough, comparing the special education evaluation to one conducted by Child Protective Services which includes other dimensions and provides a more complete picture of the child. 

Two parents felt that the question wasn’t a key one. “Yes, I agree with the identification, but that’s not even remotely what I’m unsatisfied with. Appropriate, complete evaluation is part of it, but the issue is becoming what happens after that.”
Participants’ advice to others and thoughts on the influence of cultural background
Parents would offer this advice to other parents of Native American children going through the special education process.

· It’s going to identify them for assistance, which could be very helpful.
· Go through a psychiatrist outside of school.  The school's only looking for one or two things.  An outside assessment will be more thorough.
· The schools that my kids are in work real well with them and respond when there are problems.

· Get the Native American Coordinator involved.  
Asked if their child’s Native American heritage had influenced the process, all parents present stated that it had not, but they did describe the strong need Native children have to belong.  Because the number of Native American children in the District is small and because these children are living off reservation, they feel very detached.  One child wanted to be “Black or Hispanic” so he would belong, since “there’s no group that they fit into.”  One child wanted to bleach himself white and stay in the house.  In contrast, one parent described her experience in San Diego where, after discovering her son was Native American, “he was king.”  Several parents shared that the special education identification made children who already feel different feel more so.

All praised the efforts of the District’s Native American Coordinator, sharing appreciation for her outreach, lessons in heritage, and support of their children.   They cited problems their children had encountered.  “What is your child going to say when asked what did you do over spring break?  We had a ceremony in the teepee?”  “My child talked about peyote once, and the teacher freaked out.”  “One of my daughters brought in a loom she was beading and others made fun of her.”    
Each parent offered one last thought for the special education staff.

· My child is special.  Every child is, and they all deserve a fair chance to succeed.

· Imagine what it is like for that child every minute of their life and then try to make it so that child can be successful.  Only then you’ll really understand.  If you’re not special needs, you have no clue.  These kids are misunderstood all the time.

· Learn to know which ones need more one-on-one than others.  They all need it, but sometimes you have to get to know the parents better and the child well.

· Listen and learn from them – they have a lot to teach you.

· Be patient.

· Look at the child as an individual, all the things that make up the child.  It’s all combined to make the child.  You can’t just deal with one issue and help the child.

· On my wish list is a core program that is consistent from one school to the next that doesn’t dissipate from middle school to high school, with consistent benchmarks of these children’s education – along with education for educators.
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