
To: Cambridge C-PAC members 
From: Emily Dexter, Candidate for School Committee 
Date: October 28, 2015 
Re: Answers to C-PAC candidate questions 
 

 

1. What are your expectations for a new Superintendent of Schools with respect to 
thinking, approach, and role in special education policies and practices in CPS? 
 
I would expect the Superintendent to be as involved with special education policies and practices as 
he is with general education policies and practices; i.e. hands on.  This would include continuing to 
have Dr. Greer as a member of his leadership team, regularly visiting inclusion and self-contained 
classrooms at every grade level, and getting regular updates on data for students with IEPs and 504 
plans.  I would expect him to keep the School Committee continually informed about successes and 
challenges in meeting the needs of students on IEPs and 504s, and to meet periodically with C-PAC.  
I would also expect him to be proactive in seeking out information about special education services in 
other districts; i.e. not be always the recipient of information provided by Dr. Greer, but to actively 
seek out information and research related to special education to share with OSS, C-PAC, and the 
School Committee.  Most important, I expect the Superintendent to take leadership in making 
students with disabilities “visible” members of the community, and in bringing special education and 
general education together in an integrated educational model, both in practice and in the minds of the 
CPS community. 
 

2. Not all families have the resources and time to understand and advocate for 
research-based instructional methods for their child. What would you do to ensure 
that all students with disabilities have equitable access to specialized instruction that 
reflects current best practices? 
 
It would start with ensuring that we have good assessments and that all teachers, particularly 
classroom teachers, have enough knowledge and skill that they can identify students who 
potentially have a disability. Good teacher-parent communication is also important so 
teachers can understand what is happening in the home setting. Having multiple methods of 
detecting and assessing disabilities ensures that it will not only be students with college-
educated parents who get the proper assessments and services.  I don’t know what advocacy 
services are currently available, but it would be helpful if the district had a contract with an 
outside advocacy agency that could help any parent negotiate the IEP process, which is 
where services are decided every year, and who could step in if there is a problem or 
complaint. 
 
One important issue for Cambridge schools is separating out the effects of poverty on a 
child’s learning ability and the effects of an identifiable disability. Or should the delirious 
effects associated with poverty (such as how stress affects brain development) be considered 
a disability? Does a child from a family living in chronic poverty who is reading below grade 
level in second grade have a disability, or just hasn’t had the home experiences that support 
reading development?  Teachers may not refer some students for assessment because they 
associate the student’s poor skills with poverty rather than an identifiable disability.  In fact, 
though, it shouldn’t matter, because under an RTI model, student should be given additional 
services even if they are not on an IEP. 
 
 



3. Sometimes phrases like “disciplinary issues,” “dealing with behaviors,” and “Social 
Emotional Learning” are used interchangeably in CPS. Can you clarify how you 
understand the relationship and/or distinctions between behavior, discipline, and 
social-emotional learning? What policies and practices are needed in CPS to 
address these areas? 

To me, “disciplinary issues” and “dealing with behaviors” are terms referring to student 
behaviors that are perceived as disruptive, out of control, or aggressive; behaviors that 
require adult intervention. (E.g. preventing a child from doing something dangerous or 
hurting other people; needing to remove a child so others can learn, etc.) “Socioemotional 
learning” is a much broader term that refers to the social skills and emotional skills required 
to learn in a classroom.  These include being able to interact positively with the teacher and 
other students (e.g. in young children, to share and not grab something), including making 
friends; and to be able to regulate one’s own emotions so as not to be overwhelmed with 
frustration, anger, fear, love, or excitement.  The three terms are obviously linked, however, 
because when some students are unable to identify and control their emotions, they tend to 
exhibit dramatic behaviors that disrupt other students and the teacher, such as lashing out 
verbally or physically, or getting physically agitated or excited.  The teacher then has to “deal 
with behaviors” and may use different types of “discipline” as a way to deal with those 
behaviors.  Typical disciplinary measures include sending a student out of the classroom and 
in-school or out-of-school suspensions. 

4. Over 20% of students in Cambridge have a disability. The majority of these students 
are included in mainstream classrooms, but parents report that accommodations are 
not consistently implemented. What is your understanding of "inclusion" and 
“reasonable accommodations" and what specific measures would you support to 
ensure that all students’ learning needs will be met in CPS? 

As a (former) parent and current member of the public who follows CPS and School 
Committee issues very closely, special education is a “black box” to me.  I have little idea 
about how many students are in special education in each grade level, what their ethnicity, 
SES, and gender are, how many spend all, most, some, or no time in self-contained 
classrooms, and what types of accommodations are provided at different grade levels.  I don’t 
know how many of the 20% have a discrete, moderate disability that requires a very specific 
intervention that doesn’t have a large impact on learning, such as speech therapy, as 
compared with those who have learning or behavioral difficulties. As someone who 
examines our staffing as represented in the budget, I cannot tell how special education 
teachers and paraprofessionals are used in a school and what they do. When my children 
were young, I received little information about what “inclusion” might mean for my 
children’s classroom, or what special education staff might be spending time in the 
classroom.  I’m not sure if there were self-contained classrooms in my child’s building, and 
if so, whether my child was aware of it. 
 
My understanding of “inclusion” is that it refers to students with disabilities being included 
in the general education classroom as opposed to learning for most of the day in a self-
contained classroom with other students with disabilities. For some students, the general 
education classroom is the “least restrictive environment.” For others, a separate classroom is 
the least restrictive.  I worked for five years at a school for Deaf students in Framingham, and 
we continually had to argue with districts that a school where all the students and teachers 
knew sign language was less restrictive than attending a regular school with an interpreter. 
 
“Reasonable accommodations” is a term that can mean almost anything.  “Reasonable” 
probably refers to affordable in terms of number of staff hours required, and logistically 



possible within the routine of the school.  “Accommodations” refers to the extra supports the 
student needs either from the classroom teacher or special education staff to be able to 
participate meaningfully and learn in the general education classroom.  This could be a 
paraprofessional who helps a student manage behaviors, or a teacher or specialist who 
provides intensive academic tutoring or remediation either within or outside of the 
classroom.  For physical disabilities, it might include having an elevator or ramp for a 
wheelchair.  Again, as a member of the public, I have little understanding of what 
accommodations are being provided to CPS students. 
 
The nature and extent of accommodation that a student needs are negotiated during the IEP 
process, when parents and educational professionals must come to agreement about what the 
school can and should provide.  Once the IEP is completed, the school is obligated and 
should want to provide those services consistently.  If parents feel that services are not being 
provided consistently, that should first be an issue that OSS responds to, such as by 
communicating with principals, mainstream teachers, and special educators in the child’s 
school to find out what the problem is and how to solve it.  There should be a follow up with 
the parents and all CPS staff involved to ensure that the problem has been solved to 
everyone’s satisfaction. 
 
If elected to the School Committee, I can imagine suggesting the following policies and 
practices.  Some of them may already be happening: 

• That OSS provide the School Committee with a written fall report that summarizes 
the number of students with disabilities in each school, the nature of their disabilities, 
the types of services to be provided that year, the number of staff required, and how 
staff will be deployed.  (In inclusion settings, self-contained, etc.) 
 

• That OSS conduct a mid-year survey of all parents with students on IEPs or 504s, and 
the results shared with the School Committee. 

 
• That when parents have a substantial complaint about the frequency or quality of 

services, that data be kept on parent complaints—the reason, severity, and resolution.  
 

• That at the end of every year, the School Committee would receive a complete 
written report on services, complaints, mid-year transfers to out of district settings or 
vice versa, and other important issues related to special education. 

 
The most important thing for the School Committee to be able to pass effective special 
education policies is for the members to be well informed in an ongoing way about special 
education students and services.  There should also be direct, ongoing communication 
between members of the School Committee and Dr. Greer, but without taking up too much of 
Dr. Greer’s time. 

 

 

 

 

 



 


