Special Ed Advocacy Center 

A.  Background 
The Special Ed Advocacy Center (“SEAC”), established April 2004, is a non-profit, §501 (c)(3) tax-exempt organization whose mission is to ensure that children with disabilities in the Chicago metropolitan area receive all appropriate educational services provided under current law. The SEAC service area includes: Cook, DuPage, Grundy, Kane, Kendall, Lake, McHenry and Will Counties.  

The SEAC accomplishes its mission by providing free legal representation to low-income parents and caregivers of children with disabilities seeking to obtain appropriate educational and early intervention services for their children; educating parents and caregivers, school personnel and others through conducting programs concerning their rights and responsibilities under current special education law; and increasing public awareness and understanding of special education law.

 Since April 2004, the SEAC has assisted over 600 families by answering intake calls and representing parents and caregivers; conducted more than two dozen educational seminars at parent support group meetings, Centers for Independent Living and other groups; and attended numerous resource fairs for law students, educators and the special needs community. 

 B.  Purpose 

 In Illinois, students between the age of three and 21 who meet the statutory definition of a child with disability are entitled to among other rights a free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment, and a specialized educational program to meet their unique needs and prepare them for employment and independent living. The Illinois State Board of Education reports that there are over 300,000 such students being served in Illinois schools during the most recent school year.  

 According to the U.S. Department of Education, 20 percent of children with disabilities live in households with annual incomes of less than $15,000. Parents in poorer communities often have difficulty securing adequate educational services and have few resources to ensure that the rights of their disabled children are protected. Low-income parents and caregivers are faced with many obstacles. Parents and caregivers are often not adequately informed of their rights, and may not be able to read or understand the numerous documents they are asked to review and provide informed consent to. 

 

When disputes arise concerning an educational issue, parents and caregivers often feel helpless. On the side of the school district are attorneys and a long list of experts and professionals, while the low-income parent or caregiver stands alone. The parent must interpret complex statutes and regulations and be able to articulate their concerns by means of oral and written _expression. Without the assistance of a legal representative, the parent is virtually powerless against the school system. This powerlessness is demonstrated by a study of all Illinois special education due process hearings from July 1997 to June 2002 that shows parents won just over 30 percent of the 353 decisions. School districts were represented by attorneys 94 percent of the time, compared to 44 percent for parents. When parents had an attorney, they won just under 50 percent of cases. Without an attorney, parents won less than 18 percent of the time. 

 Special education laws can be powerful tools for parents and caregivers of children with disabilities. However, in many instances the parents and caregivers must have legal representation in order to access the system in a meaningful way.

 C.  Services 

 The SEAC provides free, competent legal representation to parents and caregivers who might not otherwise receive legal representation. The SEAC focuses on the substantive and procedural aspects of special education law, and on a broad range of lawyering skills. The SEAC’s work encompasses factual investigation; extensive document review (including but not limited to Individualized Educational Plans (“IEPs”), school and medical records, and team assessments); drafting correspondence, complaints and pleadings; attending meetings; contacting and interviewing expert witnesses; conducting research; preparing memoranda of law; and handling the general disposition of cases. 

 In addition to providing legal services, the SEAC seeks to educate parents, caregivers and school personnel concerning their mutual rights and responsibilities under special education law. 

 The SEAC’s staff designs and distributes free educational brochures and manuals. The brochures and manuals simplify complex laws and regulations and serve as a quick guide and primer.
 The SEAC’s staff conducts educational conferences, lectures and seminars free of charge with the intended purpose of transforming the complex area of special education law into simple, understandable language that parents and other non-attorneys can utilize. Additionally, the forum allows parents and caregivers to ask questions concerning special education law and teaches parents and school personnel how to work together both cooperatively and effectively. 

 

The SEAC’s website operates as a free public resource and information center for issues concerning special education law.  The website includes, a web log, educational brochures, manuals, informational articles, copies of press releases and links to other special education resources. 

 The SEAC’s staff give speeches, provide public comment, author articles, author letters to the editor, and engage in dialogue with the general public so as to enhance general awareness and understanding of issues concerning the special education students being served in Illinois schools.
 
D.  Funding
 The SEAC financial support comes from individuals interested in promoting the organization's purposes. In addition, support comes from grantmaking foundations and corporate contribution programs. On occasion, fundraising special events may be conducted.
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