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Editorial Notebook -

- The End of Spe_éial Education?

California cringe at the mention of
Shannon Carter, the learning-im-

- = ms = oa

. ' making the public sector pay. But
Private Schools Mr. W

right says the parems he
. knows turn tg la ers only as a iast
paired ninth grader who won amo- At Public Expense " the. seha
mentous

Court victo;
three years ago. Dissanstieq with?hanmn’s education in

saying the county had faileg tg Dravide an “appropriate

7 te sehoo) and sued Tor reimburserment Shannon jumped
ublic education ™ ae required by the Federal Indivi
uals With Disabilities Education

Wﬂght's and Ms. Redmand's. What's clear is thar many
Special education programs have beco i
that might be appropriate to the child's  ground for ditficult students. The program’s stated pur-

uge. Pose i3 to prepare students for the mainstream, But in
The Carter case and jis progeny have transformed New York State, only 20 percen: of chiidren who eater
Spe_ci_aleducaumlnwtmmaminnrspej:laltymma

have mushroomed dramatically,

ﬂsal'nrsht litigation, .

. esuu.sareahazud, articularly to poor systems.
But they aisg Provide a nguuve for speciat education
Programs to reform themseives anu 12 begin meeting
their fegai responsibilities. . .

Phoebe Redmond, a deputy director of the schoot
board's legal department, admits that reimbursement
Suits sometirnes have merit, but sees the Carter enter.
prise as ‘a voucher prograsm for the rich.”” Ms. Redmond
paints a portrait of parents who buy seats in”pricey
Private schools, then seek lawyers whoe specialize in

/]

spedaleducannnrem“nuregmarclasm.Mostotthe
tiriving and profitable indusery, cases are too new resttaﬂtugraduamouhosewhograduatedmlsss,onw’
togetanaccuraxenaunualcmmt. But Shanmnon’s lawyer, 4 percent got Regents diplomas_

—> Peterwnght.haslﬁmseumns\medinthousandsot

The fatlings are both loca) and Federal in qrigin. The

assessments, too little
‘on memsmcuonaJMEMthechuiTeachex-s

themn as useiess and

In 1979, delays in placing Special education students
led to a historie lawsuit named for Jose P, a disabled
child whose plight typified the problem. New Yous ity

entered into a consent decree, which eftectively created
the special education bureag

eracy of today, That bu-
reaucracy now absorbs neariy $1.6 billion year, about 20
percent of the education budger. Restructuring the sys-
tem will be difficuit. But the

Carter suits and the
scenario they portend could weil be the spur that gets it
done,
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Wright

(Cont'd. from page 4)

discovered when he was in the third grade.
At that time, a friend of his parents’ was
doing graduate work in psychology and,
as part of his studies, was testing children.

Wright was found to have three learning
disabilities. These disabilities caused him
to “mirror write,” and to reverse both his
reading and speech. He often confused
pairs of words such as “up” and “down,”
and “over” and “under,” he said.

Wright's disabilities were controlled by
a medicine that stimulated certain parts
of his brain, and by tutoring.

For a two-year period, Wright took
personal lessons every day. In the third
grade, he was illiterate, he said. But by
the sixth grade, he was reading on an
eleventh grade level.

After the extensive remediation, “things
just took off,” he said.

But Wright was not entirely rid of the
disabilities’ effects.

“In the high school years, [the
disabilities} still did present some
difficuities to me,” he said. As a student in
tie Washington, D.C. public schools, he
was steered away from college preparatory
classes and put instead on a business
track, he said. As part of that curriculum,
he took two years’ worth of typing class.

But the typing lessons were
advantageous in the end. Now, he types
all his briefs, he said.

After spending time at a New England
school with a small teacher-student ratio,
Wright went on to college. He majored in
psychology, and later pursued a graduate
degree in the same subject. He used his
psychology background during nine years
of work in the juvenile justice system,
serving in such roles as house parent and
probation officer.

Now he uses the psychology background
as an attorney. Wright estimates that 50
percent of his cases deal with children
who have special education needs.

Once he earned the law degree, that
practice concentration was a natural
development, he said.

Chance meeting

Meeting the Carters and becoming
involved in Shannon's case was a “function
of luck,” Wright said.

As part of his work, Wright often gives
speeches for parents of children with
special education needs. “Being the
learning-disabled grown-up, alotof people
like me totalk” because seeinghis progress
gives them hope, he said.

One of his speeches was scheduled in
Charleston, S.C., several days after the
district court opinion in the Carter case
was released. When he arrived in
Charleston, he learned that the Carters

would becoming to hear the speech. Wright
then met with them and asked if he could
refer to their case in his talk. They agreed,
and later asked him to help with the 4th
Circuit appeal.

- Wright took over the case completely
when the attorney who wrote the 4th
Circuit brief accepted a job with the
government.

Preparing the case

Wright's theme for arguing the Carter
case might well have been the Boy Scout
motto: “Be prepared.”

Ten days before the oral argument,
Wright said he went into seclusion and
studied the case intensively. He outlined
all amicus curiae briefs filed in the case—
over 30—and read each case cited in each
of the briefs. Then he went back to the
initial hearing and read every part of the
case and reviewed all the exhibits—twice.

Wright said he also talked to every
attorney who had argued special education
cases before the Supreme Court in recent
years, and learned which justices he would
need to convince on which issucs.

In the two days before his Supreme
Court appearance, Wright participated in
mock oral arguments with a public citizen

litigation group, an experience he describes.

as “absolutely brutal” But that brutal
experience prepared him for any question
the justices could ask, he said. :

“Fear is what motivated me,” Wright
said. He was afraid he would go down in
special education history as the attorney
who had lost the Carter case, he said.

“Once I learned when [the oral
argument] was scheduled, I started having
nightmares,” he said. In one nocturnal
fright, Wright dreamed he had forgotten
to put on his shoes and socks before going
to court, and was presenting his oral
argument to the Supreme Court barefoot,
he said.

But the embarassing situations that
haunted Wright's dreams did not
materialize in court.

Arguing before the Supreme Court was
“one of the greatest highs I've ever had in
my life,” Wright said. The argument itself
is like football, Wright said. “Once the
ball's in the air, you forget the fans,” he
said, noting that the courtroom was
packed. Wright spent his time trying to
sense where a justice was going with a
question and focusing “on where I needed
to knock down some of [the opposing
attorney’s] points,” he said.

Wright seems equally pieased with the
case's outcome and the effect the Carter
opinion will have on children with special
education needs.

“Because of one case and one child, the
[special education] child has had so many
doors opened wider now,” he said.

Wright said he believes the case has
had a major impact, even though school
systems claim the decision will cost them

more money. :

The Supreme Court said, “Do what
you're supposed to do,” Wright said.

One brief filed in favor of the school
system said that schools were serving
twice as many special education children
now and spending twice as much money
as they did in the past, he said. But
serving more children was the intent
behind the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, he said.

Wright said he also feels the decision is
*going to cause parents to be more aware
of what rights they have.” Now, parents
can purchase tutoring for their child or
enroll the child in an appropriate private
school if needed, he said.

Response

The ruling certainly has had an impact
on Wright's law office. He estimates he
has received a few hundred phone calls
gince the decision came down.

On Oct. 6, the day of the oral argument,
Wright put a message on his voice mail
describing the case and asking callers to
leave their names and numbers if they
wanted to talk to him personally.

The TV news that day showed Shannon
Carter walking up—and down—the steps
outside the U.S. Supreme Court. “That's
_vvhen the flood [of calls] started. It just
intensified after the decision,” he said.

When the decision was released, the
Supreme Court called at 10:02 a.m.,
Wright said. One half-hour later, CBS
News was on the phone. After that media
represontative called, “there was a whole
slew of them,” he said.

Wright also has been contacted by the
New York Times and drawings of him
havcappeared during Dan Rather'sreport.

“Since the...Carter case, we don’t get
many calls live in the office,” Wright said.
The firm has “a master list [of callers]
t.ht_:: keeps getting bigger and bigger,” he
said.

But Wright would argue before the

Supreme Court again.
- “Having done it now, I'm going to keep
my eye open ior any special education
cases” that might appeal to the Supreme
Court, especially those cases like the
Cager case with a split in the circuits, he
said.
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Wednesday, September 28, 1983

Richmond Cimes-Wispatey

Education lawyer

has special knowledge

By Nancy Finch
Special Correspoadent

Asked his age, Peter W.D. Wright
picked up a calculator, punched in
some dates, leaned back in his chair
and answered, with a smile, “37.”

He was unconcerned that he'd had
to make use of a calculator to figure
his age. “Yeah, I had problems with
math.” he said matter-of-factly.

Wright is a lawyer. His educational
credentials and his intelligence are
obvious. But Wright also is learning

disabled. He is successful because he

was blessed with educated parents
(his father is a Harvard University
graduate, his mother has a degree

with learning disabilities. That was

be(oremoupeoplehadeverl_lnrdol'

learning disabilities,

In his Richmond law office. Wright
keeps on file his report cards from his
first years in school.

They are consistent. “Peter is im-

mature, very often in mischief, capa-

ble of better work, does not listen to

the teacher, is too free with his fists,
reverses figures and letters, needs to
improve his concentration, has to be
spoken to frequently, wastes time,”
were some of the comments. °

“1 was extremely hyperactive,”
Wright said. When he was in about the
third grade, a friend of his parents’
who was doing graduate work in a
psychology program asked to test Pe-
ter. He was testing friends’ children
as part of a class requirement.

“It was just by chance but he

picked up some bizarre problems. I

Obviously, since Public Law 94-142
was passed only eight years ago,
there has not been a lot of time for
lawyers to have experience with it or
for a great wealth of precedents to
have been set.'But that is changing
too.

Wright is a subscriber to “Educa-
tion for the Handicapped Law Re-
port,” a national review of cases and
their results involving the law which

;

rapidity that Wright's
volumes are thick and beavy. They
are, however, invaluable in the grow.
ing number of “education problem”
cases that Wright is handling.

havior failings and his difculty i
learning are still vivid to him.

“I became an emotional dropout. |
felt stupid and I had trouble getting
along with my peers. | remember
having my written work made fun of
by teachers in front of the class.”

The dyslexia isn’t gone. “It's a com-
pensatory type of thing. I have to
constantly organize and reorgpnize
myself to stay on task.

“1 lip read all the time. If people
talk with their hands over their
mouths, 1 ask them to move them. |
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don’t rely on my memory. I dictate or
‘take copious notes.”

Wright believes his learning dis-
ability is genetic. His grandfather
“made a million but he couldn't read
or write.” His' 11-year-old son has a
visual perception problem. But after
help. Wright says, the boy is “doing
exceptionally.”

As a board member of the Virginia
Association for Children with Learn-
ing Disabilities, Wright has been ac-
tive in this association that seeks to
aid parents and children in obtaining
special education services. He is fre-
quently called on to speak at meet-
ings or conventions as an example of
one who has overcome learning diffi-
culties and gone on to be a success.

Wright handled 77 education prob-
lem cases last year and he won about
80 percent of them. He laughed. “It's
not really a win or lose situation. It's
often just a modification of some-
thing. ... One out of every four con-
sultations leads to a case,” Wright
said.

When a parent calls him to object
to the school’s classification of a child
as retarded, when the parents feel
sure the child is either learning dis-
abled or. emotionally disturbed,
Wright first asks for testing.

If there is a discrepancy between
the resuits that the outside examiners
obtained and those of the school,
Wright then asks for an outside evalu-
ation of the test resuits. If all testing
shows that the child is mentally re-
tarded, tuen Wright informs the par-
ents that the placement in a special
education program is, apparently, ap-
propriate, Otherwise, he proceeds
with requesting a due process hearing
for re-evaluation of the case, an offi-
cial process provided for by Public
Law 94-142.

TOMORROW: Awareness of the
learning disabled has come a long
way, but much still needs to be done.



