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Questions and Answers

As implementation of AIR proceeds, participants will continually revisit the premise and goals of the project.  We are engaging in a dialogue for three years that always considers how best to provide for the individual needs of children while protecting their rights. This will take from all of us a willingness to suspend tradition and ask always, “Is the way we have been determining students’ needs and then instructing them the best way or are there alternate ways that we have not considered because we thought we could not.”  

We are being trusted by many people at the national, state and local levels to always do what is in the best interests of students who are struggling but to bring to the process of improving results for them a fresh perspective that will inform others in our state and nation.

Some questions have been posed and answered in the AIR brochure.  Others will come as we prepare for and implement the AIR.  This document will be posted at http://wvde.state.wv.us/ose/
  and will be updated regularly as guidance.  Some questions will not have answers immediately; but, as we work together, all questions will eventually be resolved.

1.  What happens to a child who is identified at an AIR school and then transitions to a middle school where children are labeled?

This question gets to the heart of our project.  A disability category should not in any way be a determinant of how or where a student receives instruction.  Instruction that is guided by an IEP should be designed wholly with the needs of the student in mind.  In large part, our project is identifying how instruction, placement, teacher supports and school schedules are affected if we do not think first what program a child needs to be in because of a disability category but rather what are the needs of the child and how can those needs be met best.
For federal reporting requirements each student with an IEP is entered into WVEIS in one or another category regardless of whether he or she is in an AIR school.  For our project, after the selection committee agrees that the child warrants specially designed instruction and the protections of IDEA, the county special education director will make that entry.  One other state that has not labeled children for many years uses an historical device that simply reports all students with IEPs based on the distribution at a time in the past.  We are doing this on a smaller than statewide scale, so that procedure would not have worked for WV.  
If the student from an AIR school remains in the same county as he or she transitions to a middle school, data on the student will already be in the system; and planning for instruction will proceed as it did at the elementary school – based solely on his or her needs with services from a special education teacher who has the knowledge and skills to address the areas of identified need.  If the student transfers to another county that does not have an AIR school, the two county special education directors will confer about the student so that the receiving special education director knows how to report the child.  There would be no need to re-visit selection or eligibility, but procedures may need to be developed for this in time if problems arise.

2.  How do we deal with a parent who needs a specific label for SSI or Medicaid reimbursement?  (The answer to this question is pending and will be added when available.)
3. How is the county special education director going to make the decision on his or her own?

This question has come up in several different ways.  Sometimes it is phrased as a trust question.  Sometimes, it encompasses a concern that the county director might not have a special education background and, therefore, have insufficient knowledge to make that decision.  Sometimes it includes the fear that one’s own responsibility is being taken over by another person.  
Regardless of the nuance of the question, the point to keep in mind for our project is that we are working with a small number of schools that are striving to do response to intervention with fidelity and have county special education directors who are very experienced and have an appreciation for the sensitivity of this question. The answer to Question #1 includes a reporting option that was not appropriate for WV.  As this project was discussed at length with the federal Office of Special Education Programs, they were assured that the questions leading to a selection committee’s decision would sufficiently guide a local director to report the student in a manner that reflected the information discussed.  

Some participants have suggested that the selection committee could note on the form what category should be used for reporting. The majority of those involved in developing the procedures for the AIR felt that allowing the school to make that recommendation would, inevitably, color the next steps in the process that we are implementing and exploring.  For our purposes during the next three years, the selection committee will convey the rights of IDEA to a student; and the reporting decision will be make at the central office.  County directors are doing this alone in some cases and in consultation in other cases.  Each is trying to establish a comfort level with this, and we will be closely following how this develops. 

4. How will a school that is not an AIR school and out of the county where AIR is being implemented deal with receiving a student from an AIR school who does not carry a label.
This situation is addressed in the response to Question #1.  

5. What is the driving force for this project other than not labeling a child?  

The research is inconclusive as to the impact on achievement of labeling a child.  There are no broadly applicable data, for instance, that document academic gains of exceptional students as a result of eliminating labels nor is there empirical evidence to show that associating students with disabilities with a correctly assigned categorical label results in lessened academic achievement.  There is broad concern, however, that teacher and parent and student expectations are lowered when a student carries a label and that that is intermingled with personal feelings of value and worth that affect a student’s life choices.  We will be exploring that in the evaluation of the project in addition to student achievement and outcomes data.
We also question how services are different for a student who has been at Tier III, receiving intensive services over a period of months, from one who has an IEP?  Special education teachers are in the role of teacher/interventionist at all three tiers, bringing their expertise to IEP and non-IEP students.  How special education differs from Tier III is a question that no one in the nation can answer definitively.  We have a leadership group for our project that includes directors and psychologists who have managed our RTI pilot schools and seen the gray area between these two services.  West Virginia is fortunate to have this level of expertise to bring to an exploration of this question.

In January 2008, all county special education directors who had one of the RTI pilot or demonstration schools in his or her county was presented with the plan for AIR and invited to participate.  Seven of the nine gained support from their superintendents and principals and agreed to participate.  Their participation is voluntary but driven by a curiosity born of many years of watching the processes of special education and being committed to improving the conditions for students who are most challenged to learn.

6. What do we do with referrals that are currently in process?

The AIR Selection Form is in final form and being formatted for use by the end of August.  In the 15 AIR schools, it should be used to bring closure to current processes.

