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Parents want better education for their
autistic children in Chapel Hill schools

BY LAUREN RATCLIFFE
chh@®heraldsun.com; 918-1035

CHAPEL HILL — Eric Mihalyi, 16,
and w Harris, 17, spent
the /e wee trmmon-
ing to high school. For them, the
shift has been especially chal-
lenging. They are autistic, and
some of the services needed for
a smooth transition were not in
place prior to the first day.

At the beginning of the
school year, their parents tried
in vain to make an appointment
to speak with ‘administrators
about their concerns. They
wanted to work as a team to re-
solvaﬂ;g issues quickly.

“The superintendent’s office
would not speak to me and Su- |
sanne Harris,” said Lyda Mih- [*
alyi, Eric’s mother. A

Mihalyi said she called to set
up an appointment and was re-
directed to the assistant super-
intendent, whom she e-mailed.
Susanne Harris, Matthew’s
mother, said she e-mailed the
superintendent’s office. After
no response, the women went
before the school board on
Sept. 17.

There they addressed con-
cerns regarding teacher train-
ing, reviewing of individualized
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education programs and
lines of communication

between administration

and parents.

Mihalyi said she no-

ticed teachers lacked ad-

equate training to handle-

her son’s classroom. She
was.. careful, however,
to praise the teacher for
desiring the best for the
students, adding that she
merely lacked the neces-

sary tools.
“They need to be
trained in structured

teaching,” Mihalyi said.
Currently teachers are
spending more time ad-
dressing behavioral is-
sues because they aren’t
trained to structure the
class in a way that suits
the children.

“It’s basically contain-
ment,” Mihalyi said.
“That’s what we want to
see changed. We want to
see them get a learning
environment.”

Lines of communica-
tion and perceived priori-
tization of children with
special needs were other
points of concern for Mi-
halyi and Harris.

Harris said she had to
take extensive measures
to ensure that the terms
of her son’s individual-
ized education program
were met. He needed a
one-on-one assistant in
the classroom.

“I ‘had to send a cer-
tified letter,” she said.
“Which is ridiculous.”

Harris said she believes
she saw action because
her concerns were le-
gitimized under the 2004
Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act.

She believes parents of
special needs are often
pushed aside when try-
ing to raise issues with
administrators.

“They assume that be-
cause you are an EC par-
ent that you are this emo-
tional, irrational parent
who can’t think or do any-
thing for your child other
than rant and rave,” Har-
ris said.

After the school board
meeting, Denise Bowling,
instructional services
department superinten-
dent, and Lorraine De-
Trude, executive director
for exceptional children
and student services, met
with Harris and Mihalyi
to discuss their concerns.
At that meeting they out-
lined plans to address
teacher training issues.

DeTrude said she en-
courages face-to-face
meetings when possible
and communicates with
parents via e-mail and
telephone.
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Matthew Harris, 16, walks with his mother, Susanne,
on Monday. Matthew, 16, is autistic.

She said autism pro-
gram specialists within
the district are work-
ing in conjunction with
teachers enhancing the
classroom  experience.
This process is ongoing.

DeTrude said the spe-
cialists already have gone
into the classroom to train
teachers and model ap-
proaches for instruction
that may be more effec-
tive. The system is also
considering bringing in

_substitute teachers for a -

day to allow the teachers
to receive outside train-

mg. R,

“We find that it is much
more effective to have a
hands-on approach here
and have it modeled in

the classroom,” DeTrude

said. :
Rather than seminars
and workshops, the sys-

tem prefers to work inter-
nally to train its teachers.
Still with ongoing plans to
improve the learning en-
vironment, Harris is con-
cerned that children with
special needs are low on
the priority list. She said
she also worries admin-
istrators will not commu-
nicate effectively what
they are working on.

Ultimately, Harris
wants children with spe-
cial needs to receive the
same consideration as
other children in the dis-
trict.

“Don’t treat our kids
like they are third, fourth,
or fifth priority,” Harris
said. “They deserve just
as much attention as the
kid who is going to go off
to Harvard or Yale.”



