Acton-Boxborough Special Education
Parent Advisory Council
(AB SpEd PAC)

Business Meeting
Wednesday, February 25th, 2015, at 7:30 pm in the RJ Grey Junior High library
Agenda
I.

Call to Order

II.

Approval of Minutes
Review and approval of September 24, 2014, and October 22, 2014, meeting minutes

III.

Organization/Business Issues
A. 2016 Budget
- Letter to district officials outlining concerns about priorities, questions regarding
budget-related issues, and growing resentment about special education funding
- Meeting with Superintendent, ABRSC Chair, and Pupil Services to discuss
concerns
- Final budget items and cuts as voted by ABRSC
B. The Role of the PAC and State Guidelines
C. Director of Pupil Services Search Committee
D. Parent Concerns Regarding Proposed Alignment of Integrated Preschool Sites
- Proposed reduction in hours at both sites in 2016 and potential special education
service implications
- Lack of communication with and feedback from families about proposed changes
E. Chapter 70 Funding/Circuit Breaker Formula State Action (Paul Murphy)
F. Parent/Guardian Support Group Subcommittee Update
G. Revised Acton-Boxborough Regional School Committee Policy RE: the AB SpEd PAC
H. Dr. Jeff Bostic Presentation on Mental Health April 7th in RJ Grey auditorium at 7 p.m.
I. Updates on Other Goals & Priorities for 2014-15
- New practice requiring all teachers to sign off on student IEPs and 504s within 5
days of receiving a signed IEP/504 and prior to the start of each year
- Parent/Guardian Survey
New Business – Other topics on people’s minds

IV.
V.

Open Issues
A. MCAS – 4th and 7th grade ELA performance for students with disabilities is weak
B. Futures Education findings re: student to assistant ratios high by peer standards
C. Concerns about the process for combining outside specialists’ recommendations with
district evaluations/recommendations and appropriately incorporating those
recommendations into the IEP
D. Mandatory special education training/professional development for regular and special
education staff – hiring dual-certified staff
E. Enhanced summer school and after school/extracurricular programming
F. Increased use of technology in IEP development/revision process
G. Changes to School Committee procedures regarding the PAC

VI.

Adjournment
All AB SpEd PAC meetings are open to the public. We encourage parents of children with
special needs and others interested in special education to attend. Please check our
website (www.abspedpac.org) for information regarding upcoming events.
This meeting will be followed immediately by a brief Friends of AB SpEd PAC meeting.

File: BDFB

SPECIAL EDUCATION PARENT ADVISORY COUNCIL

The Acton-Boxborough Regional School District’s Mission is to prepare all students to attain
their full potential as life-long learners, critical thinkers and productive citizens of our diverse
community and global society.
It is the general goal of the District to foster relationships with parents/guardians, which
encourage cooperation between the home and school in establishing and achieving common
educational goals for students.
The School Committee shall establish a parent advisory council on special education.
Membership shall be offered to all parents/guardians of children with disabilities and other
interested parties. The parent advisory council duties shall include but not be limited to: advising
the school committee on matters that pertain to the education and safety of students with
disabilities; meeting regularly with school officials to participate in the planning, development,
and evaluation of the school committee's special education programs. The parent advisory
council shall establish by-laws regarding officers and operational procedures. In the course of its
duties under this policy, the parent advisory council shall receive assistance from the school
committee without charge, upon reasonable notice, and subject to the availability of staff and
resources.

LEGAL REFERENCE: M.G.L: 71B:3
CROSS REFERENCE: School/Parent Relations Goals, File: KBA
Mission, Values and Goals, File: AD

Approved by APS/AB School Committees: May 1, 2008
Approved by ABRSC: January 8, 2015

Acton-Boxborough Regional School District

January 19, 2015
Dear Interim Pupil Services Director, Administration, and Members of the Acton-Boxborough Regional
School Committee,
We are writing to you today for two reasons. First, we are concerned that the preliminary 2016 budget
priorities presented at the January 8, 2015, School Committee meeting suggest that the voices and needs
of special education families are not being heard. Second, we are concerned that there is growing
resentment about the increasing resources necessary to educate the rising number of special education
students in Acton and Boxborough.
Specific 2016 Budget Concerns

While we are pleased that the district is proposing to put resources toward special education needs in 2016,
we think reprioritizing some budget items would better serve the immediate needs of our community.
FY ’16 Preliminary District Personnel Priorities (from January 8, 2015, SC Budget Presentation)
 0.6 FTE ELL Teacher (Elementary)
 1.0 SpEd ETL, Transition & Academic Support (JHS)
 0.6 Special Education Teacher (Elementary)
 19 hour ODP Assistant (SHS)
 0.4 School Psychologist (Elementary)
 19 hour Office Support (Pupil Services)
From the SpEd PAC’s perspective, allocating resources to target the entrenched 4th and 7th grade ELA
weaknesses of special education students (as identified in our Fall 2014 MCAS analysis presentation to
the School Committee on November 20th) is a higher priority than additional office support staff, for
example. As part of the district’s pre-K-12 regionalization last summer, an administrative assistant was
transferred from Blanchard to join Acton staff at Pupil Services, increasing Pupil Services’ administrative
support across the district. Additionally, we don’t fully understand the rationale for the high priority given
a 1.0 SpEd ETL, Transition & Academic Support individual at the junior high or the addition of a 19-hour
ODP assistant at the high school.
The lack of meaningful dialogue with parents around budget priorities this year has left us with many
unanswered questions. Perhaps there have been staff discussions around these topics of which we’re
unaware. However, we would like to understand why resources to address 4th and 7th grade ELA
weaknesses have not found their way onto the 2016 budget priority list or even onto the deferred priority
list for subsequent years. In addition, we’d like to understand the district’s thinking regarding the
following important budget-related items:
 Addressing the impact on delivery of services to meet students’ social and emotional needs
identified by the September 2, 2014, BSEA decision #1405736, in which Acton Public Schools
and Acton-Boxborough Regional Schools were found not to have provided social and emotional
FAPE (Free Appropriate Public Education) for a student. This ruling is likely to be a landmark
case in MA. It resulted in the district having to pay retroactive and ongoing out-of-district tuition
expenses for a student. There are likely other children in the district who may be similarly
impacted.
 Addressing the completion of 4th-6th grade specialized services to provide a K-6 continuum of
special education programming at Gates, Douglas, and Blanchard—a district commitment we’ve
been working toward over the last nine years so vulnerable students aren’t required to change
schools midway through their elementary education.
 Addressing the MA statutory requirement (Ch. 71B, Section 3A) for a district of our size to have
a full-time dedicated special education director: “A school committee with four thousand or more
children enrolled in its school system shall appoint a person to be its administrator of special



education. Such administrator shall devote full time to the duties involved in supervising the
provision of all special education in the school system.”
The need for a second Elementary Special Education Coordinator position as identified by
Boxborough Superintendent Curtis Bates and Acton Pupil Services Coordinator Liza Huber
during the regionalization planning process. Please see the attached letter to town boards dated
March 28, 2014, for more information.

Concerns Regarding Special Education Misinformation

As previously mentioned, we are concerned that there is growing resentment around the increasing
resources necessary to educate the rising number of special education students in Acton and Boxborough.
We’d like to address some of the public misconceptions regarding special education expenses and recent
school district budgets.
There’s no question that demographic trends impact budgets. An increase in special education students
coupled with a decrease in the overall student population will result in a larger percentage of our budget
going toward special education expenses (please see the AB SpEd PAC’s Special Education Population
Trends 2004-2014 report). The growing numbers of High Needs students in the English Language
Learner and Low Income categories, not just Students with Disabilities, are further driving the need for
additional resources.
The perception that Acton-Boxborough special education spending has been disproportionately large is a
misconception. In-district special education instructional spending in school year 2013-2014 grew by less
than 1% over the prior year. Instructional spending for all students increased by almost 2%, double the
rate of special education students alone. A-B also increased spending on athletics by 6.3% and other
student activities by 18.3% that year. To address this misconception once and for all, in 2013 Dr. Mills
hired outside consulting firm Futures Education to evaluate the efficiency of our district’s special
education programs and services. They found our operations to be very lean—leaner in some areas than
even they would recommend as a cost-cutting organization. The lingering notion that special education is
overfunded in this district is simply not supported by fact.
In the approved 2015 budget, 4.1 of the 4.9 FTEs were general education related, including 3.0 assistant
principals, a .6 psychologist at Merriam/McCarthy Towne, a .5 psychologist at ABRHS, and a $75,000
increase in health insurance. There were two special education-related line items ultimately approved in
the 2015 budget—a .4 speech/language chair and a .4 special education teacher at Merriam. The statement
at the January 8, 2015, School Committee meeting that most of our recent budgets have gone to special
education funding is not even close to the mark. When push came to shove at the end of last year’s budget
cycle, the additional 1.0 FTE special education coordinator identified by the regionalization committee as
necessary to meet the expanded district’s needs was the only position removed from the budget.
We recognize that fashioning our district’s budget is a challenging task and that it is difficult to balance
the needs of a diverse student population. We respectfully request that the Administration and the School
Committee reconsider the preliminary budget recommendations to include resources specifically designed
to ameliorate the long-standing underperformance of 4th and 7th grade special education students in ELA.
Looking ahead to next year, we hope that the district will include parents in a budget-related dialogue
much earlier in the process to meet our common objective of delivering the highest quality education
possible to all students.
Sincerely,

Amanda Bailey & Bill Guthlein
Acton-Boxborough SpEd PAC Co-Chairs

Acton-Boxborough Special Education
Parent Advisory Council
Business Meeting
October 22, 2014

I.

Call to Order
Amanda Bailey called the meeting to order at 7:30 pm. The following AB
SpEd PAC Board members attended the meeting: Amanda Bailey, Bill
Guthlein, Nancy Sherburne, Paul Murphy, and Carolyn Sprague. Six other
members, School Committee Chair Kristina Rychlik, and Early Childhood
Coordinator Joe Gibowicz also attended the meeting.

II.

Approval of Minutes
Approval of the meeting minutes from Sept. 24, 2014 was postponed until
our next meeting.

III.

Organizational/Business Issues
A. Population Trends Report & School Committee Presentation Follow-up
The AB SpEd PAC’s Special Education Population Trends 2004-2014
Report was distributed to all of the Town Boards (Board of Selectmen and
Finance Committee) in addition to the AB School Committee. Amanda
shared that the AB SpEd PAC’s presentation to the School Committee on
the organization’s 2014-15 Goals & the Special Education Population
Trends 2004-2014 Report went well and seemed to be well received.
B. Meeting with Superintendent and School Committee Chair
Amanda shared that she, Bill Guthlein and Nancy Sherburne had met with
our new superintendent Glenn Brand, Paul Murphy and the new School
Committee Chair, Kristina Rychlik in regards to our request to update the
SC policy and procedure related to the SpEd PAC. It was a pleasure to
meet both Glenn Brand and Kristina Rychlik. We shared the history and
development of our positive working relationship with Pupil Services over
the last 8-9 years and our desire to have the SC policy and procedure
reflect the evolution and current functioning of that relationship as well as
fully implement our state mandate. Specifically, we’d like to see the
procedure updated to reflect our monthly meeting schedule with Pupil
Services not quarterly schedule as currently documented. And we’d like to
have the procedure clarify that the subject of our presentations may be
broader than just annual goals. Finally, we’d like the procedure to reflect
that the timing of our presentations to the School Committee will be as
needed not limited to just once in the fall and spring. In its current form
the AB SpEd PAC doesn’t believe the procedure fully implements the
PAC’s state mandate to advise the School Committee on issues pertaining
to the education and safety of students with special needs – whenever they
arise. In addition to the SC policy and procedure, we discussed the
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perception issue the PAC has with some Administrators and School
Committee members and ways to improve that perception.
C. Parent/Guardian Support Group Subcommittee Update
Blossom Davies shared that she, Jeanne Hobbie and Carolyn Sprague had
met several times to discuss starting a new parent support group. She
mentioned that they hoped to have it up and running in the new year – post
holidays. They’ve decided the target population for this support group is
parents of children with special needs and parents of children with other
challenging issues. They wanted to broaden the support to include other
families in our community also facing challenges. They’ve been
discussing what to name the support group.
The subcommittee contacted the Sudbury SpEd PAC and Francesca
Ricciardi to talk with each about how they had organized their support
groups and to solicit any recommendations about what worked well for
them and what didn’t. Francesca said when they brought in speakers from
MGH on topics like anxiety and bullying they drew large crowds. When
asked about why Francesca’s group stopped meeting, she shared that most
of the people that attended the group were often in crisis. Once the crisis
resolved attendance fell off. Blossom mentioned that they were also
interested in talking with MA Family Ties to gain more information. It
was suggested that she contact Bonnie Thompson as she used to work for
Family Ties.
D. 2014 Parent & Guardian Survey
Amanda said she hoped to call a subcommittee meeting soon to kick off
work on the AB SpEd PAC’s 2014 parent/guardian survey. She said
Nancy Settle-Murphy, Carolyn Sprague, Bonnie Thompson and Nancy
Sherburne had expressed interest in participating on the survey
subcommittee. She hoped to get a kick-off meeting scheduled to discuss
what questions to include and establish a timeline for the survey.
E. Seeking Additional Officers & PTO Liaisons
Amanda said the SpEd PAC is looking for volunteers to fill additional
officer and PTO liaison positions. She’d like to find one more person to
share the AB SpEd PAC Secretarial role. She’d also like to find volunteers
to act as liaisons to the various school PTOs to help build bridges to the
schools and inform parents about the SpEd PAC. In addition, she’d like to
find someone interested in being a Standing Chair for an Outreach
Committee.
F. Updates on Other Goals & Priorities for 2014-2015
• The SpEd PAC has talked with Mary Emmons and Glenn Brand
regarding our interest in instituting a new practice requiring all
teachers to sign off on student IEPs and 504s within 5 days of
receiving a signed IEP/504.
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•
•

Nancy Sherburne shared that she is working on updating the Special
Education Parent Handbook to reflect regionalization changes and
updates since its original release.
Amanda shared some good news regarding recent changes in teacher
certification requirements. As of 2016 all MA teaching staff will be
required to complete 15 hours of mandatory special education
training in order to be recertified.

G. Basic Rights Workshop – November 3, 2014
Amanda reminded everyone that we will be co-hosting a Basic Rights
Workshop with Sudbury and Maynard on November 3, 2014 at 7 pm at
Sudbury’s Curtis Middle School.
IV.

New Business
Friends of AB SpEd PAC news – Nancy shared that Lisa Jensen-Fellows
had responded to our request for volunteers to fill the Treasurer position,
but was unable to attend the meeting tonight. She also said that she was
looking for bake sale volunteers – folks who could provide baked goods as
well as those who could man a sale table for an hour or so. She passed out
sign up sheets for interested volunteers.
Update on Plans to Move the Preschool to Blanchard – Joe Gibowicz,
Coordinator of Early Childhood Services, said that this topic is still under
discussion. He said he has asked for a decision by the end of November
regarding whether or not the Integrated Preschool will move for the start
of the 2015-16 school year.
Book Group Update – Carolyn Sprague said she hopes to select a book by
mid-November in hopes of starting the book group in January of 2015.

V.

Adjournment – the meeting was adjourned at 9:10 pm.

VI.

Next Meeting – November 19, 2014 at 7:30 pm in the R. J. Grey Library.
Respectfully submitted by Nancy Sherburne
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This petition has collected
63 signatures
using the online tools at iPetitions.com
Printed on 2015-03-09
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Do Not Cut Acton Integrated Preschool Hours
About this petition

We have raised this petition to request the following of Acton-Boxborough Pupil Services:
1) make no cut to the hours at the Carol Huebner Early Childhood Program Acton site for the
2015-2016 school year and beyond.
2) communicate future proposed preschool program changes to families in a clear and timely fashion.

***
Families with a stake in the Carol Huebner Early Childhood Program preschool have become aware
of significant change being proposed to the structure at both the Acton and Boxborough sites starting
next fall. While we appreciate the Early Childhood Coordinator’s efforts to hold forums last winter to
solicit parent and guardian input regarding regionalization, most seem unaware that these changes
are occurring.
The changes for the Acton site include:
a 20-minute daily reduction in the full-day program hours (This totals 80 fewer minutes per
week for full-day students and 100 fewer minutes per week for those who also attend the ABAbased classroom all day on Fridays.)
a 10-minute daily reduction in the half-day program hours (This totals 40 fewer minutes per
week for the a.m. and p.m. programs.)
None of the students at the Acton site benefit from the proposed reduction in instruction time.
The most vulnerable population, those with needs meriting full-day, full-week services, will be hurt the
most by this shift. Students who are pulled out of the integrated classrooms for speech, physical,
occupational, behavioral therapy or a combination thereof will have even less time among typically
developing peer models in the least restrictive environment available. There are already too few
minutes in the instructional day for all half- and full-time students to get through all the skills they
need to learn, practice, and generalize. Early, intensive intervention is the most effective for
students' long-term outcomes and the most cost effective for the school district. This change
takes neither into consideration.
Furthermore, it has been brought to our attention that some special education students have
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) indicating they will receive services in excess of the proposed
hours beyond the first day of school next year. This raises additional questions:
How will the district meet IEP obligations for students given these proposed reductions?
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How will the individual IEP teams determine if the reduced hours as proposed are sufficient to
meet student needs?
The Acton-Boxborough Regional School Committee exhaustively researches and discusses altering
the start times for all other schools in the district, but the preschool start time and hours are
summarily slated to be changed. There is concern that these and other proposed changes relevant to
regionalization were not made transparent to families. Open, direct, and timely communication about
proposed changes to the preschool program should be extended to families as a courtesy to aid with
planning around childcare and financial considerations.

We have subsequently raised this petition to request Acton-Boxborough Pupil Services
1) make no cut to the hours at the Carol Huebner Early Childhood Program Acton site for the
2015-2016 school year and beyond.
2) communicate future proposed preschool program changes to families in a clear and timely fashion.
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This PAC guidance discusses a full range of topics relating to PACs – from
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that readers receive from this guidance is that in order for PACs to be most
effective in improving special education in the district, there must be true
collaboration between the PAC and the school district leadership.
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INTRODUCTION
This guidance document is designed to help Special Education Parent Advisory Councils
(PACs) in Massachusetts to carry out their mission and duties– as defined in state laws
and regulations. In particular, the aim of this guidance document is to ensure that every
PAC operating in the state fully understands the capacity and potential that PACs have to
collaborate with the school community to influence special education programs and
policies in their school districts in real and valuable ways.
For over two decades, parents of children with disabilities in Massachusetts have made
significant contributions to improving the education of their children through PACs. Since
1986, Massachusetts state law has required all public school districts to maintain a Parent
Advisory Council open to all parents of students identified as eligible for special education,
as well as other interested parties. We provide this guidance to PACs so that each and
every PAC will have access to and knowledge of what the law allows them to do.

What Does This New Guidance
Document Provide?
! a clear, concise description of the basic requirements that apply
to PACs;
! the key components to address in meeting those requirements;
and
! some options for practices, activities and resources that might
assist a PAC in making positive contributions to special
education in their community.
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I. REQUIREMENTS FOR PACS IN
MASSACHUSETTS LAW
A. Requirements in State
Statute and Regulation
Special education parent advisory councils (PACs) have tremendous potential to
have a positive impact on special education programs in a school district. PACs
can provide invaluable activities for
parents, and add an important voice to a
school district's dialogue and decisionmaking.
First, for background, it is helpful to
understand the recent history of laws
relating to special education. There have
been many changes since the early days
of Chapter 766 1 , the state's 1972 special
education legislation, and it is worthwhile
to review changes in state and federal
law to gain context and perspective.
Second, it is important to understand the
context in which laws and regulations
work together. In Massachusetts, for
instance, the State Legislature enacts
state laws or statutes, and then state
agencies are charged with developing
regulations that assist everyone in
implementing the law. In this case, the
Legislature passed the law, and then the
Massachusetts Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education promulgated accompanying regulations.
UThe State Statute
The Massachusetts special education law,
Chapter 71B 2 of the Massachusetts

General Laws, requires a school district to
establish a PAC, and assigns both an advisory and a participatory function to the
PAC.
The following is the excerpt from Section
3 of Chapter 71B that pertains to PACs:
"…. The school committee of any
city, town, or school district shall
establish a parent advisory council
on special education. Membership
shall be offered to all parents of
children with disabilities and other
interested parties. The parent advisory council duties shall include
but not be limited to: advising the
school committee on matters that
pertain to the education and safety
of students with disabilities; meeting regularly with school officials to
participate
in
the
planning,
development, and evaluation of the
school committee's special education programs. The parent advisory
council shall establish by-laws
regarding officers and operational
procedures. In the course of its
duties under this section, the parent advisory council shall receive
assistance from the school committee
without
charge,
upon
reasonable notice, and subject to
the availability of staff
and
resources. …"
The State Regulation

1

There is an accompanying state regulation that reiterates the language of the
statute. (See 603 CMR 28.07(4).)

2
Chapter 71B – Massachusetts special education law,
also known as Chapter 766,
http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-71b-toc.htm

Additionally, 603 CMR 28.03(1)(a)(4)
provides further guidance to PACs on
their role with districts in providing

Chapter 766 – 1972 Massachusetts law (also known as
71B) guaranteeing all children a free, appropriate public
education in the least restrictive environment.
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parent/guardian
and
training, as follows:

student

rights

The district shall conduct, in cooperation with the parent advisory
council, at least one workshop
annually within the school district
on the rights of students and their
parents and guardians under state
and federal special education laws.
This guidance document is designed to
help place these requirements in the
context of many and varied school districts.
Taken together, the statute and regulation essentially require the following:
!

The district must take whatever
steps are necessary to ensure there
is a district-wide special education
parent advisory council (PAC) in
operation.

!

The PAC shall offer membership to
all parents of students found eligible
for special education in the district,
as well as other interested parties.

!

The PAC is authorized to provide
advice to the district regarding its
special education programs and policies. The advice may include recommendations - verbally and/or in
writing - to those parties in the district responsible for overseeing
special education, including the special
education
director,
the
superintendent, and the school
committee.

!

The PAC is additionally authorized to
meet at regular intervals with designated school officials and to engage
in other activities which enable the
PAC to participate in the planning,
development, and evaluation of the
district's special education programs.

!

The PAC has authority to
laws, or rules, to help
duties, including rules for
officers. By-laws may

operational procedures or specific
policies and steps to follow in organizing activities for the PAC.
!

School districts are charged with
assisting the PAC in maintaining its
operation and activities. School district assistance must be provided
without charge, but is subject to the
availability of staff and resources.
The law envisions that there will be a
good faith effort by the school district to provide assistance to the
PAC. A PAC may engage in fundraising activities, but is not required
to do so. If a PAC does engage in
fundraising activities, it may include
two categories of funds:
o
o

Public Funds (see next page)
Private Funds (see below)

PRIVATE FUNDS: Some or all
members of a PAC may form a
separate, private organization (for
example, "Friends of the PAC") or
work within the framework of an
existing private organization to raise
funds to support the PAC's role as
an advisory body to the school
committee. However, funds raised
by this entity must be raised in the
name of the private organization
and not in the PAC's name. In addition, the responsibility for the
privately-raised funds rests with the
private organization's officers, who
are subject to state and federal laws
governing fundraising by private
individuals and groups.
A school
committee has no oversight role
with regard to privately-raised funds
to support education-related activties, and there are no other restrictions on their use besides the state
and federal fundraising laws.

create bygovern its
election of
designate
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PUBLIC FUNDS: Because a PAC is
a public body established by a
school committee, any funds raised
or contributions received by a PAC
are subject to the laws governing
grants or gifts to the school committee. (M.G.L. chapter 44, section
53A and chapter 71, section 37A).
This means funds raised by the PAC
must be deposited with the municipal treasurer, held as a separate
account, and become part of the
district’s End-of-Year Pupil and
Financial Report.
In cooperation with the PAC, a district is
required to hold at least one workshop
annually within the district on the rights
of parents/guardians and students in special education. Every district has received
training information that must be
included. However, some districts engage
speakers or have created their own
training incorporating the required information on the rights of parents/guardians
in the special education process. Districts
may include other topics for training, but
must provide at least this training each
year.

B. Additional Requirements
There are other Massachusetts laws and
regulations, which, though they do not
refer directly to PACs, directly impact
PACs– just as they impact many governmental entities.
The requirements of the state's Open
Meeting Law 1 , for example, apply to PAC
meetings since the PAC is considered an
advisory council to the school committee,
a governmental body. The Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education (ESE) and the Massachusetts
Attorney General's Office have both concluded that PACs are subject to the Open
Meeting Law.

4

Because PACs must comply with the Open
Meeting Law, they are required to post a
notice about an upcoming meeting and
allow interested members of the public to
attend, as well as maintain minutes of
their meetings to comply with the Public
Records Law. Additionally, the PAC may
establish guidelines for attendance of
non-PAC members, e.g., designating specific time for their participation or
involvement in the meeting.
Other legal requirements or ramifications
of laws, regulations, or rules that pertain
to PACs include:
The State Ethics Commission has determined that PAC members—as voluntary
advisors to the school district—are not
deemed employees of municipalities, as
defined in the state's conflict of interest
law.
A school district is required to demonstrate that it has established a PAC upon
request of ESE. In addition, a referral to
ESE's Problem Resolution System2 may
be in order if a district has not established a PAC. Further, when ESE's
Program Quality Assurance (PQA)3 unit
conducts a Coordinated Program Review
(CPR)4 to monitor and review a school
district's compliance with special education regulations, it checks to confirm that
a PAC is, in fact, operating. If no PAC is
established, ESE will require the district
to establish a PAC and may require additional corrective action, if necessary.
Since the PAC is a responsibility of the
district, the district has authority to
designate the PAC it supports and is not
required to support other parent groups.
A district may not disband the established
PAC.
As for approved public or private day and
residential special education programs,
which include separately sited programs
run by educational collaboratives, 603
CMR 18.05(4) addresses parent involve-

ment, under "Required Policies and
Procedures". In these settings, schools
have a written plan for involving parents,
and have a Parents' Advisory Group. The
Parents' Advisory Group is not exactly the
same as a PAC and is authorized to advise the school on matters that pertain to
the education, health, and safety of the
students in the program.
Parents of students in out-of-district
placements or collaboratives may join the
PAC of the district of residence and a
Parents' Advisory Group at their child's
out-of-district placement, if desired.

1
Open Meeting Law – Massachusetts law which requires
that meetings of all governmental bodies be announced
48 hours in advance, recorded by means of minutes, and
open to the public,
http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=cagoterminal&L=2&L0=H
ome&L1=Government&sid=Cago&b=terminalcontent&f=
government_open_meeting_law&csid=Cago
2
Problem Resolution System – The Massachusetts
Problem Resolution System monitors local compliance
with education requirements,
http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa/prs
3
Program Quality Assurance Services (PQA) – PQA
manages the Problem Resolution System on behalf of the
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education, http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa/
4

Coordinated Program Review (CPR) – The Department
oversees local compliance with education requirements
through the Coordinated Program Review (CPR). Each
school district and charter school in Massachusetts is
scheduled to received a CPR every six years and a midcycle special education follow-up visit three years after
the CPR, http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa/review/cpr/
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II. KEY COMPONENTS FOR OPERATING AN
EFFECTIVE PAC
A. Effective Collaboration
with the School Community
Identifying Parties with Common Interests
PACs are an integral part of the broader
school community. Informing members of
the school community about the purpose,
value, and function of PACs is critical to
gaining support for PAC activities and for
initiating and sustaining collaborative
efforts.
Working collaboratively, PACs and school
districts can create a more responsive
school environment. If the PAC decides to
engage in collaborative efforts, it is helpful
to
remember
that
successful
collaborative efforts grow out of shared
goals and are maintained by strong
communication and positive outcomes.

B. Collaboration with Key
Parties in the School District
A PAC is charged with "advising" the
school committee on special education.
From a practical standpoint, the special
education administrator is pivotal in
developing effective communication with
the PAC. However, other leaders in the
district may also be good collaboration
partners.
Interacting with the Special
Education Administrator
A good relationship between a PAC and a
special education administrator will benefit both parties. By staying in touch about
each others' concerns and questions, a
special education administrator and a PAC
can benefit mutually by finding out what's
happening earlier rather than later, allowing each other to take action proactively,

6

when possible. A PAC may want to consider sponsoring a "Meet the Special
Education Administrator" event in the fall,
with one or more follow-up opportunities
through-out the school year.
Interacting with the Superintendent
and the School Committee
It is in the PAC's interest to understand
how the district is organized and the relationship of the special education program
with the overall educational program of
the district. Communicating periodically
with the superintendent as well as the
special education administrator, therefore, can be helpful. These individuals can
also help in determining how to communicate concerns or actions to the school
committee. ESE recommends that PACs
develop procedures that result in at least
annual written status reports to the
Superintendent to share with the school
committee.
Interacting with school councils,
PTOs, and the community at large
A PAC will become better known and
develop more influence if it is "plugged
into" the organizations and "infrastructure" of the school district. That
means not only communicating with
school officials, but also with other organizations– including the various school
councils in a district and other parentteacher organizations. If a PAC wishes to
play a role within another school council
or
any
parent-teacher
organization
affiliated with a particular school, often
the PAC chairperson or members must
take the initiative and express interest in
participation. Once that happens, the
chances for the PAC's representation on
school-wide
matters
are
likely
to
increase.

The same principle applies to a PAC's
interactions with parent-teacher organizations, other school groups, and the
community at large. The more ties that a
PAC can establish with the community,
the more it will be able to make connections on behalf of improving the district's
special education options.
A PAC often can benefit from assuming
the role of "liaison" between special education students and other segments of
the school community. Often, a PAC can
help educate other parents and the community at large about what special education is—and is not—in addition to
helping educate people about disabilities.

C. Recommended Steps
Toward Organizing an
Effective PAC
1) Draft a Mission Statement, preferably with as much participation of PAC
members as possible. With the general
framework of the PAC's work defined by
regulation, the content of the Mission
Statement should encompass what members believe is most important to them—
in their advisory and participatory
functions—for special education in their
district.
2) Establish by-laws that define important policies and procedures of the PAC,
such as:
!
!
!

!
!
!
!

the methods of selection of officers;
the duties and terms of the officers;
how meetings will be conducted (by
Robert's Rules of Order, for example);
budgetary and financial rules and
responsibilities;
rules for raising PAC funds to use for
PAC activities;
how often the PAC will meet; and,
where the PAC will meet.

3) Set and post agenda of PAC
meetings regularly. Establish a calendar of PAC meetings and activities for the
upcoming year that includes dates, times,
and locations. The PAC can then share
the calendar with any potential PAC
members, the special education administrator, and all interested parties in the
district. If possible, the PAC meetings can
be held on a regular day, such as "the
first Tuesday of the month," to make it
easier to attract attendees. Also, the PAC
should get its scheduled events included
on the school district's main calendar so
others in the school system can see
them.
4) Develop an annual budget for the
PAC. First, before the start of a new
school year, PAC leaders should determine what funding, if any, the school
district can and will provide for the year.
Second, the PAC should decide what, if
any, funds it may want to raise on its
own for any purposes. Third, the PAC
should set and plan its budget for the
year based on funds that will be available
to it during the year.
5) Develop a system of practices for
communicating about the PAC to
parents of students with disabilities
and for interacting with other
important constituencies. The PAC's
means of communication are an important aspect to a PAC's success. Hence,
the PAC's leaders should consider at the
start of a year how communications to
various audiences will be handled, including, for example, finding out if it is
possible to have postings about the PAC
on the school district's website. Also, the
PAC should consider how it will interact
with other school groups and community
groups, and how such communications
and interactions may assist in furthering
the mission of the PAC.
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III. PAC ACTIVITIES: TAPPING THE
STRENGTH OF THE PARENT-SCHOOL
COLLABORATION
A. Encouraging Parent
Turnout
In many districts, it is an ongoing challenge to attract a sizeable group of
parents to participate in the PAC. Often, a
handful of parents comprise the core of
the PAC, and PAC leaders spend a good
share of their time trying to inform parents and get them involved in the council
in any way. The reality is that not only do
PACs offer information, support, activities, and resources to new parent
members who join, but also, the more
parents who become members, the more
potential the PAC has to have greater impact in the district. However, even if a
PAC serves a very small number of members, its mere existence—and the
opportunities it offers to those parents
who choose to participate—is important.
Because students' IEPs are confidential
and a PAC chairperson cannot simply
obtain a list of these students' names due
to confidentiality, sometimes it helps to
work out arrangements with the special
education administrator to reach families.
For example, in some districts, PACs are
able to request that the special education
administrator mail out materials produced
by the PAC—such as newsletters, or
training announcements—to all families of
students with disabilities. In other districts, PAC information is distributed to
families at IEP meetings. By taking this
approach, the PAC can ensure that it has
informed every family of a child with a
disability, while also protecting the confidentiality of all students.
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Possible Practices to Encourage
Turnout of Parents
!

Provide new parents, whenever
appropriate, with a "Welcome
Packet" that includes introductory
information, including a list of
good resources.

!

Partner with the district preschool coordinator to organize a
"coffee" for all parents of preschool children in the district, to
provide them with information
about the PAC and with introductory information about special
education in general.

!

Establish subcommittees of the
PAC, when appropriate, to encourage parents to address
specific concerns they've identified as priorities. This not only
could increase efficiency, but
could also help individual parents
to focus on areas of greatest interest to them.

!

Produce a "Parent Information
Brochure" in collaboration with
the district that includes contact
information and resources relating to special education that are
useful to parents. Consider including information on recreation, advocacy, and camps for
students with disabilities.

B. Making the PAC Visible:
Outreach
A PAC can engage in outreach by using
various methods. Taking advantage of
internal communications or publications
within a district is one avenue. Using
publicity outside the district is another
avenue. A PAC can use the local newspaper or cable channel to run announcements of its meetings or to report on its
activities. It can request that its meetings
be mentioned in school emails and newsletters, on a school district's website, or
via a district's telephone announcement
system. It can collaborate with PTOs and
other community and school organizations to sponsor high-interest events that
guarantee a large turnout. It can request
to distribute information on Back-toSchool Night, and can participate in
community events such as Town Day.
Many PACs have established websites.
Frequent, positive, and well-presented
information about the PAC and its accomplishments is helpful in keeping the PAC
visible, thus reaching new parents.
Some PACs have found that a brochure
can be an effective means of explaining
the PAC's purpose, spreading the word
about the group, and recruiting new
members. Brochures typically include a
definition of the PAC, a list of its goals
and mission statement, membership information, accomplishments, and contact
names and numbers.

C. Participating in the
Planning, Development, and
Evaluation of Special
Education Programs by
Addressing the Substantive
Priorities of Parents
Needs Assessments
A PAC chairperson must encourage the
PAC to learn what the primary concerns

are among parents of students with disabilities in their community. Many PACs
conduct some kind of "needs assessment"
to identify the greatest areas of need.
Conducting formal and informal needs assessments, such as online or paper surveys or parent focus groups, serves several purposes. First, the PAC may ask
questions regarding knowledge of the
PAC's existence and reasons for joining
the PAC. The answers to such questions
will help PACs to refine recruiting
strategies. For example, if parents are
not involved because meetings are held
during the day, A PAC may consider
having occasional evening meetings to
reach more parents.
Second, by looking at the results of a
needs assessment, the PAC can then
better determine which priorities its
members believe are the best to focus on
during a particular school year.
Third, information gathered from the
needs assessment can be used to fulfill
the PAC's regulatory responsibility to
"participate in the planning, development,
and evaluation of the school district's
special education programs." Needs
assessment data from the PAC can help
the district provide valuable, detailed
information to the state as part of both
the Coordinated Program Review (CPR)
process and the State Performance Plan
(SPP) 3 . Information on the issues,
concerns, and needs of the parents, staff,
and administrators involved with special
education can help the PAC and district
work together for the benefit of students
and families. For example, the PAC could

3
SPP – Massachusetts State Performance Plan. Using 20
Indicators to measure progress, the federal Office of
Special Education Programs requires that each state
produce annual performance plans and program
performance reports on special education. The
Massachusetts SPP includes baseline data, targets, and
improvement activities for each indicator,
www.doe.mass.edu/sped/spp.
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partner with the district to engage
professional development speakers in key
areas of need.
In any circumstance, it can be helpful to
attempt to integrate the PAC's concerns
with the school councils' and the priorities
and concerns of the school district as a
whole. The PAC will benefit from having
established itself as a familiar player with
a knowledgeable perspective, more than
presenting itself as a tiny, unknown entity
from an isolated corner of the school
system.
Creating Spin-off Groups, such as a
Parent Support Group
Often times, some of the parents who are
interested in attending a PAC meeting
have a desire to share concerns and
feelings with other parents about their
experiences and hard work in trying to
get the best possible special education
program in place for their son or daughter. Sometimes, one or more parents
might want to find time to discuss their
personal situations. While parents will
undoubtedly refer to their own experiences at the PAC meeting, one option for
giving them an avenue to voice and share
concerns is to establish a group that
meets separately from the PAC– a "Parent Support Group". That way, parents
interested in this can have their needs
met, while at the same time, the PAC
meeting can remain sufficiently focused
on its main advisory function.
Most PACs attempt, in some way, to provide information, resources, and support
to parents of children with disabilities, as
well as to the community at large.
Helping Parents Make the
Contributions They Can
Often, parents- particularly parents of
children with disabilities- find it difficult to
make time in their busy schedules to attend all the PAC meetings, or to take on
all PAC tasks or assignments. However,
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with a bit of extra communication between
PAC
leaders
and
parents,
sometimes it is more possible than it
might appear at first to find a way for an
individual parent to make a contribution.
PAC leaders have to try hard to meet
parents where they are, rather than assuming that they are free to handle larger
roles.
For example, try to match a parent's interests and talents with a job that needs
to be done. People are more likely to volunteer if they feel competent from the
start. Break down responsibilities as
much as possible into time-limited tasks
that may seem more manageable. One
person can help send PAC announcements by email; another can bring
refreshments to the meeting. A full year's
calendar of PAC presentations can be put
together if each speaker is contacted by a
different volunteer. Other parents might
contribute important feedback by participating in a PAC email group.
To help volunteers become comfortable
with larger leadership roles, offer the opportunity to shadow the PAC chair-person
or invite an interested parent to attend
the PAC chairperson's meeting with the
administrator of special edu-cation. Remember to publicly recognize everyone
who donates time to help the PAC.
PACs across the state use their meetings
for a wide variety of purposes and activities. Naturally, members use meetings to
discuss concerns at the local level. In addition, PACs plan an array of activities–
ranging from inviting guest speakers on
special education topics, to asking a
school psychologist to give a talk on the
WISC test, to workshops on laws and
regulations.
The PAC can often take on an expanded
role of helping educate parents and the
school community about disabilities and
special education. In addition to the annual training done in cooperation with the
district on the rights and responsibilities

of parents or guardians or students and
school districts in the special education
process, the PAC can invite speakers and
sponsor events and trainings aimed at
other key topics in the area of special
education.

Possible Practices to
Communicate with Non-EnglishSpeaking Parents
!

PACs may identify parents who
need an interpreter/translator
and try to have one present at
meetings, if possible, to allow a
non-English-speaking parent to
participate. PACs may discuss
with the school district the resources that are available for
interpreting/translating at PAC
meetings or associated activities.

!

PACs may identify PAC members
who speak other languages and
are willing to invite or reach out
to non-English-speaking parents.
Try to get PAC materials translated into multiple languages.

!

Seasoned PACs recommend that
a first step is to establish ongoing communication and discussion with the groups they are
trying to reach, perhaps enlisting
the help of school personnel or
residents of the community.
Such people can facilitate dialogue and provide the PAC with
outreach strategies.

D. Communicating with NonEnglish-Speaking Parents
As the diversity of the school population
in many districts increases, PACs have
had to grow more proactive about attempting to reach out to and involve
parents who do not speak English.
Outreach will be more successful if the
PACs understand the value systems, especially regarding involvement in schools
and special education, of the diverse
groups they are trying to reach. Efforts to
reach out and involve parents who do not
speak English and who are from diverse
cultures, will benefit not only the PAC
members but will also impact the work of
the PAC and the advice it is able to give
the district.
For a list of websites offering detailed
strategies on partnering with diverse
families, see Appendix C.

E. Assisting the District in
Conducting the Required
Annual Training
Every school district in Massachusetts
"shall conduct, in cooperation with the
parent advisory council, at least one
workshop annually within the school district on the rights of students and their
parents and guardians under state and
federal special education laws," according
to state special education regulation 603
CMR 28.03(1)(a)(4). In many districts,
this training has become an important
event that people associate with the PAC,
and that reinforces the image of the PAC
as a source of valuable, helpful infor-

-mation for parents. Often, this training is
held at the same PAC meeting at the
same time each year– which can help
ensure that people are aware of it and
can plan accordingly.
Clearly, the intent of the regulation is for
the district to work with the PAC to
organize this training and for the two
parties to collaborate on its planning and
implementation. If the district is planning
ahead, this training with the PAC should
fit into its overall professional development plan for the school year.
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One potential way to hold this event may
be to arrange a training at the start of
the school year that covers the required
content on parents' rights, but also
serves as a "kick-off" to the PAC's year.
The
training
could
include
copresentations by parents and the special
education department, and could be followed by opportunities for the PAC to
provide introductory information.
The PAC should include the date and time
of the scheduled training on a PAC calendar that is made available to its
membership, the public at large, and the
school's special education administrator.
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IV. APPENDICES
Appendix A: Glossary of Terms
Chapter 766 1972 Massachusetts law (also known as Chapter 71B) guaranteeing all
children a free, appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment.
Chapter 71B Massachusetts special education law, also known as Chapter 766,
http://www.mass.gov/legis/laws/mgl/gl-71b-toc.htm.
Coordinated Program Review (CPR) The Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education (ESE) oversees local compliance with education requirements through the
Coordinated Program Review (CPR). Each school district and charter school in
Massachusetts is scheduled to receive a CPR every six years and a mid-cycle special
education follow-up visit three years after the CPR, http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa/review/cpr
ESE Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education, http://www.doe.mass.edu
Open Meeting Law Massachusetts law which requires that meetings of all governmental
bodies be announced 48 hours in advance, recorded by means of minutes, and open to the
public,..http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=cagoterminal&L=2&L0=Home&L1=Government&sid
=Cago&b=terminalcontent&f=government_open_meeting_law&csid=Cago
PAC Special Education Parent Advisory Council
Statute The law. In Massachusetts, statute is enacted by the Massachusetts state
legislature.
SPP Massachusetts State Performance Plan. Using 20 indicators to measure progress, the
federal Office of Special Education Programs requires that each state produce annual
performance plans and program performance reports on special education. The
Massachusetts SPP includes baseline data, targets, and improvement activities for each
indicator, http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/spp
Problem Resolution System The Massachusetts Problem Resolution System monitors
local compliance with education requirements, http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa/prs
Program Quality Assurance Services (PQA) manages the Problem Resolution System
on behalf of the Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education,
http://www.doe.mass.edu/pqa
Regulation Massachusetts state agencies, such as the Department of Elementary &
Secondary Education (ESE) develop, adopt, and amend regulations to assist everyone in
implementing the statute.
603 CMR 28.00 Massachusetts special education regulations, www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr28.html
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Appendix B: Frequently Asked Questions
1.

Which school district personnel may be PAC members?
School district personnel, including teachers and other service providers and school
committee members, may be PAC members as "interested parties," subject to local
policies; or if they are parents of children with special needs in that school district,
they may be parent members of the PAC.
School district administrators who are not parents of children with special needs in
the school district should not be PAC members, because that would put them in the
position of advising themselves.

2.

May school administrators attend PAC meetings?
Because PAC meetings are subject to Open Meeting Law, school administrators may
attend PAC meetings. In the spirit of effective collaboration, it is good practice to
invite the administrator of special education to meetings of the PAC.

3.

May a school committee or school administrator disband a PAC?
No. A school committee or school administrator may not disband an established
PAC. The school district and the PAC are encouraged to cooperate in order to
resolve issues. The ESE and the Massachusetts Association of Special Education
Parent Advisory Councils (MassPAC) can provide helpful materials.

4.

Who can vote at a PAC Meeting?
PACs may address the issue of voting in their own By-Laws. Some PACs have found
it effective to allow all members to vote, while taking a vote only if there is a
"voting quorum" in which at least two thirds of the PAC members present are
parents of children with special needs. Other PACs have defined "General
Membership" and "Voting Membership" (see sample By-Laws in Appendix A).

5.

Is the PAC membership list a public document?
Since a PAC is an advisory group to a public body (the School Committee), the
official PAC membership list of persons who have taken action to join is a public
document.

6.

May a PAC operate a private email list (for example, "LISTSERV") that is
not open to the participation of school employees?
No, all email communications of the PAC, including electronic mailing or distribution
lists, are subject to Public Records Law.

7.

May a school district adopt policies further defining the operations of a
PAC?
School districts may set reasonable operational policies such as notice for use of
school buildings or access to school programs. However, the role of a PAC may not
be limited in a manner inconsistent with state regulations regarding PACs, or with
ESE PAC guidelines.
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8.

May a school district direct PAC activities?
No. A PAC directs its own activities in cooperation and collaboration with the school
district.

9.

May a school district prohibit proposed PAC activities?
The goals of the school district and the PAC should be in agreement; the instances
should be few in which the school district would want to prohibit PAC activities. The
school district may prohibit activities which do not comply with school district
operating procedures or with regulations and laws.

10. What authority may a school district maintain regarding PAC newsletters,
public statements, correspondence, or reports?
In general, PACs control their own publications and correspondence. However, a
school district may establish reasonable guidelines for PAC publications and
correspondence – i.e. establishing a time or manner of distribution and prohibiting
defamatory statements. PACs are encouraged to use their own letterhead, and
PACs may receive responses to mailings as long as confidentiality is assured where
applicable. As the PAC's role is to 'advise' the school committee, the PAC
determines the contents of its own reports to the school committee."
11. Is there a process for a PAC to express concern about or appeal a school
district decision?
A PAC and a school district are strongly encouraged to resolve differences together.
Open communication on all issues of concern to all parties is the best approach to
problem-solving. However, if a PAC believes a school district is in non-compliance
with special education regulations, a PAC should consult the Department of
Education, and may access the Problem Resolution System.
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Appendix C: List of Websites Pertaining to PACs & Parent
Involvement
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education / Special Education

http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/

Massachusetts Association of Parent Advisory
Councils

http://www.masspac.org/

Federation for Children with Special Needs

http://www.fcsn.org/

Massachusetts Association of Special Education
Administrators

http://www.asepage.org/

Massachusetts Association of School
Superintendents

http://www.massupt.org/

Massachusetts Association of School Committees http://www.masc.org/

Massachusetts Open Meeting Law Guidelines

http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=cagoterminal
&L=2&L0=Home&L1=Government&sid=Cago
&b=terminalcontent&f=government_open_m
eeting_law&csid=Cago

Massachusetts Public Records Division

http://www.sec.state.ma.us/pre/preidx.htm

Massachusetts Secondary School Administrators'
http://www.mssaa.org/
Association, Inc.
Massachusetts SPED PACs online (c/o Concord
SPED PAC website)

http://www.concordspedpac.org/Pacs-inMass.html

National Center for Culturally Responsive
Educational Systems (NCCRESt)

http://www.nccrest.org/about.html

National Center for Family and Community
Connections with Schools

http://www.sedl.org/connections/

National Coalition for Parent Involvement in
Education

http://www.ncpie.org/

National Network of Partnership Schools

http://www.csos.jhu.edu/P2000/index.htm

PALMS Project (Postsecondary Access for Latino
Middle-Grades Students)

http://www.palmsproject.net/
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