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1) Statement of purpose of focus group(s):

We thank all of you for joining us tonight.  Before we begin, we would like to explain to you the purpose of tonight’s gathering:

We have been asked by the Michigan Department of Education Office of Special Education and Early Intervention Services to help them understand the needs and concerns of families of high school students receiving special education services.

One way of approaching this is to have a series of guided discussions with parents and students.  These discussions, called focus groups, give students and parents a chance to help schools improve the ways they support students with special needs.

In addition to tonight’s student and parent focus groups, we are conducting focus groups with school professionals -  child find /child study team members, special education providers, principals, and general education teachers.

There are no right or wrong answers to the questions we will ask.  We want to hear from everyone that has something to say.  Consider this a chance to make your voice heard.  Everyone’s opinion will be valued and respected.

What you say in this room stays in this room.  Federal law and our own research standards require this.  We may use what you say, but no statements will be linked to your name.  We will produce a report, but we will not link any names to comments contained in the report.  We also ask each of you not to share what others have said. It’s OK to tell people the general comments that were made, but please do not use anyone’s name.

We are videotaping the discussion just to be sure that we don’t miss any important comments.  The video is for our records only.  It will not be available to groups or individuals outside of the evaluation team, and the tape will be destroyed at the end of the project.

2) Introductions

Next, we’d like to take a few minutes for people to introduce themselves.
 
My name is Paula Kohler.  I am a professor from Western Michigan University, and I will be leading tonight’s focus group.

Colleen Carlin and Mebby Pearson are also part of the research team from Wayne State University.  She will be taking notes of our conversation to help make sure we remember all of the important points that you will make.

Now, let’s go around the table and have each of you briefly introduce yourself.  Please tell us your name and your child’s name who is attending tonight’s focus group.  This will help all of us understand who is taking part in tonight’s discussion.

DISCUSSION







          1 hour

Identification / Referral

Our first questions have to do with how students’ learning problems were identified and how they were referred for services.

· How old was your child when somebody recognized that she or he had challenges? BF.4 H
· When your child began having problems in school, what happened? GS.2 G
· Who helped to sort out the problems and develop a plan? GS.2 G
· Did teachers help your child with these challenges? GS.2 G
· Did people outside the schools help? GS.2 G
Participation in General Curriculum

Our next questions focus on your child’s course of study and classes. We want to get an understanding of the classes your child takes and the content of those classes.

· Does your child participate in general education? BF.4 G
· In which classes? 

· Who teaches the classes? General education teachers, special education teachers or both? 

· Does your child get special education help for general education classes? BF.4 G
· Is your child learning the same information as the other students in his/her grade at a school? BF.4 G  
[Probe for examples of variations and how those actually work.] BF.4 G
· Do they use some of the same books and materials? BF.4 G
· How would you describe your child’s progress in school?

MEAP and Michigan Alternate Assessment

Our next questions ask about the assessments and tests your child takes.
· How many of your children have taken the MEAP tests? BF.7 B
· What kind of help did they have to get ready for and to take the MEAP tests?  BF.7 B
· When they took the MEAP tests did they get the accommodations they needed? BF.7 B
· For those of you who said your child did NOT take the MEAP test or certain parts of it, did he/she take the Michigan Alternate Assessment (MI ACCESS)? BF.7 D
· Were the results shared with you? How? BF.7 D
IEP and Secondary Transition

Our next questions focus on how the school is helping your child plan and prepare for the future.
· How many of your children have an IEP? BT.1 E and State E 

· In what ways have the schools gathered information about your child’s interests, preferences, and goals? BT.1 E and State E
Ask the following to those w/ IEPs:

· How many of you have attended your child’s IEP meeting? BT.1 E and State E
· At IEP and other planning meetings, was your child asked about her/his interests and what she/he wanted to do in the future? BT.1 E and State E
· Did you actively participate in this discussion? BT.1 E and State E
· Did your son/daughter attend his/her IEP meeting? BT.1 E and State E
· Did she/he actively participate in the meeting? BT.1 E and State E
· Do you think your child is receiving the services identified on his/her IEP? GS.1 A
Post-School Goals (and IEP):

· What are your child’s post-school goals (education, career training, employment, military, etc.)? GS.1 A
· Are these goals identified on the IEP? GS.1 A
· Have classes been identified in the IEP to help your child reach these goals? GS.1 A
· Has your child been enrolled in classes to help him/her attain these goals? GS.1 A
· Do your child’s classes fit with and support the goals? GS.1 A
· Did her/his IEP identify and discuss how to assess her/his progress in school? GS.1 A
· Were the assessment results used to help prepare your child’s IEP? GS.1 A
Ask the following to all:

There are various ways that young people explore possible careers. These include classes, talking with people who do different kinds of work, visiting work places and following somebody while they do their work. 

· Has your child had opportunities like these to explore careers? GS.1 A 
· Could you tell me about that? 

· Has your child been enrolled in any vocational classes? GS.1 A
· Does your son or daughter have a job? GS.1 A
· Do she/he need assistance in finding a job? 

· Does she/he participate in extracurricular activities? GS.1 A
· Does the school district link you and your child with community agencies who might provide services? GS.1 A 
· Have these agencies been identified in the IEP (for those that apply)? 

Availability of Services

Our next questions relate to the special education services your child receives.

· Is your child getting the services he/she needs? GS.5 A
· Do you know why/why not? 
· Do you believe the services your child receives are well-coordinated? GS.2 G
· Do they meet your child’s needs? 
· If not, how could they be improved or better coordinated? GS.2 G
· Are there skills that would help current staff members meet the needs of your child more effectively? GS.5 A
· Could you give me some examples?

BF.10 B Research Team and Monitoring recommends Eliminating, but Fran says: 

· Do you know what kinds/the range of special education services are available here? (and reference the ah-ha’s as they appear to learn from one another about existing options)

BF.1 A  
· Have you moved into this district since your child began receiving special education services? 

· If yes, did you find differences in rules for how students qualified for special education services between the two districts?

FRAN: [please listen for these and reference volunteered related comments]
Suspension / Expulsion

Next we’re going to talk about drop-out issues and students’ experiences with disciplinary policies
· Has anyone here felt your child is at risk for dropping out? BF.4 C, BF.4 A, BT.1 A, and BT.1 B
· If yes, why? BF.4 C, BF.4 A, BT.1 A, and BT.1 B
· Is the school district aware of this concern? 

· [If yes] What is being done about it?

· [If no]  Have you told them about your concerns? 

· Does your child’s IEP address these concerns?
· Do you know of any students who receive special education services who have been suspended or expelled? BF.5 A 

· Do you know the reason for the suspension or expulsion? BF.5 A
· If that student(s) was suspended, do you know if it helped the problem? BF.5 A
· If that student was expelled, do you know what happened? BF.5 A
· Are there any special processes that are followed when students with disabilities are suspended or expelled? BF.5 A
· Do these processes help? BF.5 A
Parent Involvement

Now we’d like to talk about parent input regarding special education.

· Have you ever been asked to help assess the performance of special education services in your local schools? BP.1 G
· Do you know anybody that serves on this districts’ Parent Advisory Committee (PAC)? BP.1 G
· Have you ever talked with this person? BP.1 G
· Do you know any parent who serves on any State level special education committee? BP.1 G
· Do you know of any parents of students with disabilities who serve on local building or district School Improvement Team? BP.1 G
· Have you ever talked with these people about that role/their involvement? BP.1 G 

· Do you feel that your child’s district or school actively seeks and uses parent/family input? BP.1 G BP.1 G
· Can you provide examples?

Monitoring Information / Complaints and Hearings

Finally, we’d like to talk about special education monitoring and complaint procedures.

· At times, the state sends personnel to monitor the local schools regarding special education.   Do you ever hear about the results? GS.1 G
· Do you believe this information is used to improve special education services? GS.1 G
· Any examples? GS.1 G
· Are you aware of your rights to file a complaint regarding your child’s special education services? GS.1 C GS.1 I
· Have you ever made a formal complaint or requested mediation? GS.1 C GS.1 I
· Can you tell me about that? 

· Were you satisfied with how your complaint was handled? 

· With the time in which it was handled?

· Did they fix the problem mentioned in your complaint quickly? GS.1 J
Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.

As token of our appreciation, we have some gift certificates for each family.  Please see Charo and she will provide you with your Target gift certificate.
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