by Ela Schwartz

At age 16, Shannon had been reading at a fifth-grade,
four-month (5.4) grade level. Her public school proposed
giving her three hours of individual instruction per week
with the goal of raising her reading level to 5.8 in a year's
time. The Carter family regarded the plan as inadequate
and asked that Shannon instead be transferred to a private
high school that specialized in teaching children with
learning disabilities.

When the school district refused, the Carters removed
Shannon from public school and placed her in the private
school anyway. By Shannon’s high-school graduation, her
reading had improved so significantly that she was now
reading at grade level. The Carters then sued the district,
seeking reimbursement for their daughter’s private school
tuition.

Enter Peter W.D. Wright, Esquire, an attorney taking
the mystery out of Special Ed law and psychological test-
ing and teaching parents about their rights and how to
advocate for their children.

Wright argued the case before the Supreme Court and,
on November 11, 1993, won a decisive landmark victory
for the Carters and set a precedent for parents of students
with special needs.

Wright is walking evidence how a proper education
can make a world of difference. As a child, teachers found
him unruly and disruptive and said he'd never attend col-
lege or amount to much. Fortunately, when he wag in third
grade, a friend of the family who was a graduate student in
psychology asked to test him, and Wright was finally diag-
nosed with dyslexia and attention deficit hyperactivity dis-
order (ADHD). He received extensive tutoring in the
Orton-Gillingham reading method as well as medication to
help control his ADHD. Not only did he complete college,
he earned a law degree as well.

In addition to his caseload of suits similar to Shannon
Carler's, Wright began teaching parents how to advocate
for their children so that they don’t have to hire a Pete
Wright to go to court for them. He and his wife, psy-

chotherapist Pamela Darr Wright, M.A., M.S.W., run the
Wrightslaw websiie, www.wrightslaw.com, which is loaded
with information. They travel the country running the
Wrightslaw boot camps and have written three books:
Wrightslaw: Special Education Law, Wrightslaw: From
Emotions to Advocacy and Wrightslaw: No Child Left
Behind.

Parents, educators, psychologists and lawyers in the
Long Island, New York area got their chance to attend a
boot camp on March 4 and 5, 2005 at the State University
of New York at Stony Brook.

Boot camp is a good word. Over the course of Friday
evening and all day Saturday, parents received a crash
course in education law, psychology and business negoti-
ating. Wright takes attendees through the Individuals with
Disabilities Act (IDEA) and No Child Left Behind
(NCLB). He teaches them how to interpret their child’s
test scores, draw a bell curve and look for measurable
academic and behavioral progress. He gives advice on
how to write letters and negotiate at Committee on Special
Education (CSE) meetings and write an individualized
Education Plan (IEP).

Try to squelch any latent attention-deficit tendencies
you may have and listen up—there will be a test at the end.
But Wright assures parents that anyone can get a

basic, effective mastery of the legal, psychological and
buginess mumbo jumbo. “It's about marketing, negotiat-
ing, and salesmanship,” he explains. “Those are the skills
you need to get services, not being a walking textbook.

“It's too easy to jump in and feel like you have to
read everything,” he continues. He advises parents to
think like an eagle soaring over a terrain. “If you look at
the tree bark and the cell structure of each leaf, you're
going to waste a lot of time. You need to look at the whole
forest.” Wright gives the audience key points to write
down: tricks to sound incredibly knowledgeable about this
esoleric data when you're not.

The Stony Brook boot camp was presented by LIAC-



SN, Inc., a fee-for-service advocacy agency, and North
Shore SEPTA, a multi-district parent teacher organization
dedicaled to the needs of special education students. The
two groups brought the Wrights to Long Island because,

according to Patrician Guerin of LIACSN, “educating par-
ents about the rights of their children was sorely needed.”

Why is obtaining appropriate services for your child
often fraught with parent/school conflict? Pam Wright
states that many organizations sport their respective corpo-
rate cultures, and schools are no exception. The law has
made parents equal partners in having a say regarding
their child’s education, and this goes against the grain of
school culture.

In addition, implementing IEPs and creating new pro-
grams takes time and money. But Peter Wright emphasizes
that parents should not listen to anyone who tells them
that the services they're requesting are taking funds away
from the school district or Regular Ed programs. Federal
funding is available for programs under IDEA and No
Child Left Behind.

According to U.S. Department of Education data
released by the House Commiitee on Education and the
Workforce Committee, “states collectively returned more
than $66 million in unused federal education funds to the
U.S. Treasury in 2004 instead of spending it on students
and schools. Much of the returned money could have been
used to implement federal laws such as the No Child Left

Behind Act (NCLB) and the Individuals with Disabilities

Education Act (IDEA).” In addition, the total amount of
federal education money unused by states is increasing,
not decreasing. As of January 7, 2005, states collectively
had access to more than $6, billion in unused federal edu-
cation funds dating as far back as fiscal year 2000.

“It’s not an issue of the funding not being there,” says
Wright, “but that the schools have to apply, do paperwork,
agree to conditions and be accountable—it's not like being
given a blank check with no strings attached. But we know
of a small town in Virginia in which someone really tapped
into the grant process and is getting a lot of federal money.
And many of these grants have matching funds.”

What do schools and educators think of the Wrights?
“It's fascinating,” he says. “Some school districts have
welcomed us with open arms. They feel our program will
help parents and point things in the right direction. For
others, empowering parents is against their mentality; they
feel they know hest and that parents cannot he expected to
understand the significance of test scores or the bell
curve.”

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS

Wright clears up many misperceptions parents have
about Special Ed, some of which are still propagated by
school districts, and gives parents the basics on what they
need to know. Here are some excerpts:

Special Ed is a service, not a piace

Special Ed once meant a self-contained classroom that
was essentially a dumping ground for kids with a range of
needs. Children failed to learn when presented with a one-
size-fits-all approach. Today, schools are required to place
children in what is termed “the least restrictive environ-
ment,” often a Regular Ed classroom with push-in or pull-
out services. Special education should include a range of
services hat are designed to meet the unique needs of
individual children, including one-to-one tutoring, remedi-
ation and 40+ hour programs of Applied Behavioral
Analysis (ABA) therapy, says Wright.

“In some instances, a self-contained class is the best
thing,” he says. “Look at Shannon Carter; she certainly
was not placed in the ‘least restrictive environment’ but in
a special school. However, the goal is to get the child into
a mainstream setting, because that's the real world. And
Regular Ed kids need to learn to relate to and be comfort-

able with different kinds of people as well.”

You don’t need a label to
receive services

Parents are often worried that getting services comes
at a cost: their child being forever labeled with a disability.
While children do need to be evaluated, they do not have
to receive an official diagnosis. Nor do they have to show a






