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Chicago Board of Education Candidates
Disability Questionnaire 2026

District: 9B Candidates:
Therese Boyle
Katherine S. Dunneback

Candidate: Therese Boyle

Question 1: In no more than a paragraph, introduce yourself and why you are running to serve on the
Board of Education.

Therese Boyle: For over 35 years, as a teacher and school psychologist, | spent my career in service
to the students and families of our Chicago Public School communities - working in schools all across
the South Side. Now retired, | remain committed to Chicago’s students and families and I'd like to give
back. | have a deep understanding of the complex issues faced by Chicago’s students. | am running
for reelection because | believe my experience and skill set represents a unique resource for the
Chicago Board of Education.

Question 2: Many families of students with disabilities talk about the challenges they face trying to
navigate the special education system in CPS. Why do you think families are so frustrated?

Therese Boyle: Families often face deep and heartfelt frustration as they attempt to navigate the
complexities of special education in CPS. There are frustrations with evaluation and placement
delays. Parents sometimes express that they were not allowed meaningful participation in IEP
development. Parents can be frustrated by placement options. Staffing shortages can mean IEPs for
students with disabilities are not implemented. Parents of medically complex students worry when a
full-time nurse is not assigned to a school. There are delays getting transportation assigned for
students with disabilities. Referrals for specialized evaluations can take a long time. Bilingual parents
can experience difficulty when a translator is not available at meetings. Many of our buildings are not
ADA accessible for parents and students.

Background: Currently, over 60% of CPS schools are not fully ADA accessible. In practice, this
means that “neighborhood schools” are not an option for many students with physical disabilities, let
alone disabled teachers, disabled parents, disabled voters, or other disabled community members
visiting our schools. The 2023 CPS Facilities Master Plan identifies building accessibility as an
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important priority, but the district has not adopted a roadmap or plan to achieve better building
accessibility.

Question 3: What steps should the district take to address a lack of accessibility in its buildings?

Therese Boyle: | am familiar with the 2023 CPS Facilities Master Plan; both the current facility
deficiencies/ critical needs data and the ADA usability designations. Only 166 schools were
designated as "usable" which means approximately 450 schools do not have an elevator. | met with a
principal of a school in 9B and he has been pressing for an elevator - but it has not yet happened.
There are 163 schools with planned capital projects this school year; only 8 are designated as ADA
projects. During 2026-2027, the Board plans to begin to implement the recommended committee
structure for governance. There is an "Operations" committee which would be a good place to start in
terms of advocating for the CPS subject matter experts to develop a long-term building accessibility
plan. The committees will be electing chairs/co-chairs at the September 10th Agenda Review
Committee meeting.

Background: A core tenet of The Federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act is “the right to a
free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment.”

Despite this, CPS has a history of separating students with disabilities from their peers instead of
including them in general education classrooms. A 1998 court settlement (Corey H.) required CPS
to move toward inclusion, meaning students with disabilities should be taught alongside their
non-disabled peers whenever they can make meaningful progress that way, rather than being placed
in separate, more restrictive settings.

Since 2023, the number of "cluster classrooms" (separate, self-contained classrooms specifically for
students with disabilities, apart from general education) has increased by over 250%.

Question 4: As a board member, what questions would you ask to understand why the district is
placing so many more students in these separate classrooms instead of general education settings?

Therese Boyle: The Special Education Advisory co-chairs met to talk about possible SEAC priorities
for 2026-2027 and LRE was number one on our list. The addition of 60 additional cluster classrooms
for 2026-2027 certainly raises concerns around how the district is thinking about inclusive vs.
restrictive settings. | had an opportunity to speak with Joyce Pae, principal of The Chicago Academy.
Principal Pae told me how her school has partnered with the Gust Foundation (gustfoundation.org) to
successfully increase inclusive practices at The Chicago Academy. | wonder if the district needs to
invest in some professional development for teachers and other service providers around inclusive
practices?

Question 5: In your opinion, what are the pros and cons of expanding cluster programming for
students?


https://www.cps.edu/services-and-supports/special-education/process/least-restrictive-environment/
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/court-faults-illinois-in-chicago-spec-ed-case/1998/03
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Therese Boyle: The pros and cons of cluster programming present an "efficiency vs. equity" conflict
worthy of King Solomon's wisdom. On the plus side, cluster programs can allow clinicians and other
specialized service providers to work in one location making it more efficient to provide and coordinate
services. Clusters also provide an opportunity to optimize resources in classrooms where students
may require specialized equipment/technology. Our Students with low-incidence disabilities in cluster
programs are able to interact with peers who have similar challenges, which may reduce stress.

Personally, | believe there are more cons than pros to increasing cluster programming. Cluster
program placements may mean students spend a lot of time on the bus getting to and from school
each day. If a school does not offer a continuum of cluster programs, the students may be required to
transfer several times to new schools to find an age-appropriate cluster program. Attending a cluster
program often means students will attend a different school than their siblings and their friends from
the neighborhood. Clusters may fall into a pattern of limiting students opportunities to integrate into
general education classes and keep students segregated. I've seen cluster programs that were
isolated into their own ‘wing’ of the school where there were limited opportunities for students with
disabilities and general education students to interact. LRE is the law and the district is obligated to
consider LRE with fidelity when developing IEPs.

Background: Federal law allows certain students with intellectual disabilities to stay in school until
they are 22. Ages 18-22 are known as the transition years where students focus on employment and
independent living skills. Many students and families fear the “disability cliff,” or lack of resources and
career support that comes when students age out of the school system at the age of 22.

Question 6: What can be done to ensure students with disabilities are well equipped for success in
their career and lives after graduation?

Therese Boyle: CPS has a Transition Services Team that supports schools in planning for
post-secondary education, job development activities, independent living skills training,
community-based instruction, and travel training for our students with disabilities. CPS Transition
Services also can provide staff development and family workshops to help connect our students with
disabilities to adult services. CPS has Southside Occupational and Ray Graham which provide
extensive transition supports. Vaughn and Northside Learning also work to prepare students for when
they leave CPS and enter the community.

I am not aware of how CPS supports families in terms of getting our students with disabilities on the
PUNS list while they are still enrolled at CPS. Perhaps this is an area where CPS can provide better
supports to families?

Chicago Community Colleges have several programs (After 22, Project Wright Access, TRiO Student
Support Services) to support students who are aging out of CPS at age 22.

The disability cliff comes when families try to navigate the complex web of government and nonprofit
agencies to find and become eligible for resources after age 22. Perhaps CPS can partner with IDHS,


https://chicago.suntimes.com/education/2025/01/24/young-adults-developmental-disabilities-face-cliff-after-graduate-high-school-tips-support

tiving  LEUAL COUNCL

Chicago Board of Education Candidates | Disability Questionnaire 2026

the Mayor's Office for People with Disabilities, and non-profits to develop better scaffolding to support
families whose children are aging out of CPS?

Background: According to the 2024-25 |llinois State Report Card, 42% of CPS students overall
were proficient in English language arts and 27% in math on the state test. Among students with IEPs
(formal plans for students with disabilities), only 10.5% were proficient in ELA and 7.1% in math.

Question 7: What is your top priority for improving educational outcomes for students with disabilities
in CPS?

Therese Boyle: Students with disabilities need access to the core curriculum. Outcomes for students
with disabilities will improve with the right supports. | believe co-teaching and inclusive classrooms are
the preferred model for improving outcomes.

Candidate: Katherine Dunneback

Question 1: In no more than a paragraph, introduce yourself and why you are running to serve on the
Board of Education.

Katherine Dunneback: My name is Katherine Dunneback. | live in the Morgan Park neighborhood with
my husband and twin sons, both of whom have ADHD and Anxiety diagnoses, and had their
educational needs met via IEPs throughout their time in CPS (they graduated from Clissold
Elementary School in 2022). | am in the 22nd year of my career as a speech-language pathologist. A
majority of my career has been spent serving students and families in Title 1 schools. | also have
experience working with families transitioning from the state Early Intervention program to the CPS
early childhood program, working with CPS teams to develop and implement service plans for
students in private schools following completion of district diagnostic evaluations, and working with
families and IEP teams as a private clinician to assist in developing the most appropriate plan for
shared students. While working with my children's IEP team at Clissold, | decided to complete training
in special education law via Wrightslaw to improve advocacy skills and knowledge of special
education law. As a CPS parent, | used this training and my knowledge as an SLP to assist other
parents of diverse learners in advocating for their children in the CPS system. | am running for school
board because it is a logical next step in my career as a service provider and advocate for children
and their families.


https://www.illinoisreportcard.com/district.aspx?source=profile&Districtid=15016299025
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Question 2: Many families of students with disabilities talk about the challenges they face trying to
navigate the special education system in CPS. Why do you think families are so frustrated?

Katherine Dunneback: In my experience working with CPS families, much of their frustration stems
from inconsistent communication from the district and lack of resources to aid in their understanding of
the special education process. As an SLP working with CPS families, | often found | was able to
reduce the frustration those families were feeling by explaining the steps of the diagnostic process to
them and by helping them develop questions to ask their IEP teams in order to clarify
miscommunications. In the end, many times these families simply felt unheard and undervalued in the
special education process. As a board member, | would work to make communication more consistent
and transparent between the district and the families it serves, including providing opportunities for
parent education related to their children’s rights as well as the special education process.

Background: Currently, over 60% of CPS schools are not fully ADA accessible. In practice, this
means that “neighborhood schools” are not an option for many students with physical disabilities, let
alone disabled teachers, disabled parents, disabled voters, or other disabled community members
visiting our schools. The 2023 CPS Facilities Master Plan identifies building accessibility as an
important priority, but the district has not adopted a roadmap or plan to achieve better building
accessibility.

Question 3: What steps should the district take to address a lack of accessibility in its buildings?

Katherine Dunneback: Federal and state standards and guidelines for building regulations related to
ADA accessibility must be followed. This is non-negotiable. As a board member, | would ensure that
budget discussions related to infrastructure include funds for ADA compliance, understanding that this
goes beyond simple building access such as ramps. | would also work to amplify the voices of
disability rights groups to local and state officials working on issues related to ADA policies and
procedures. A phrase | have often heard from disability rights groups is, “nothing about us without us,”
and this is a concept | have taken to heart and intentionally recall when places at tables of power at
which | am seated are being set.

As the representative of subdistrict 9B, | would take a survey of the LSCs and administrators of the
schools in my subdistrict to determine what accessibility issues currently exist within them that are
preventing students from attending their neighborhood schools. Increasing transparency and
communication between district schools and their representative board members is a primary goal of
mine. Understanding current issues in neighborhood schools related to accessibility and sharing with
families the processes that need to be completed in order to resolve them is an example of a way to
meet that goal.

Background:
A core tenet of The Federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act is “the right to a free and
appropriate public education in the |least restrictive environment.”



https://www.cps.edu/services-and-supports/special-education/process/least-restrictive-environment/
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Despite this, CPS has a history of separating students with disabilities from their peers instead of
including them in general education classrooms. A 1998 court settlement (Corey H.) required CPS
to move toward inclusion, meaning students with disabilities should be taught alongside their
non-disabled peers whenever they can make meaningful progress that way, rather than being placed
in separate, more restrictive settings.

Since 2023, the number of "cluster classrooms" (separate, self-contained classrooms specifically for
students with disabilities, apart from general education) has increased by over 250%.

Question 4:
As a board member, what questions would you ask to understand why the district is placing so many
more students in these separate classrooms instead of general education settings?

Katherine Dunneback: As an SLP, anytime | see an issue, my first question is, “what is the underlying
cause of the issue?” Are the number of individuals in Cluster programs the result of ADA compliant
building availability? Are the supports and resources necessary (i.e. staff and differentiated materials)
to integrate higher needs students in the general education classroom available and accessible to all
schools? Is the issue related to school capacity?

When there is an increased number of students requiring Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions, Tier 1
instruction and curriculum both need to be reassessed for efficacy. | would want feedback from staff
and administrators in the schools in my subdistrict on the curriculums being implemented and if they
need more training, more staff, or other support in order to implement them with higher fidelity.

| would also ask how staff and administrators in schools in my subdistrict are including students in the
Cluster program with their general education peers and what additional resources they need in order
to do so. In my experience, implementing programs such as Young Athletes and Best Buddies into
schools with Cluster programs results in an improved sense of community amongst students and staff
across support levels and increases opportunities for inclusion of Cluster students with general
education peers. | have seen first hand the use of these programs change school culture to be more
respectful and inclusive.

Question 5:
In your opinion, what are the pros and cons of expanding cluster programming for students?

Katherine Dunneback:
Pros:
e Keeping students in their home schools gives them access to the academic and social
opportunities with non-disabled peers that help build community.
e Normalizing diversity of learning and disability within schools normalizes diversity and disability
within communities.


https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/court-faults-illinois-in-chicago-spec-ed-case/1998/03
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Cons:
e May resultin an increase in IEP teams recommending this more restrictive learning
environment if it is more easily accessible.

Background

Federal law allows certain students with intellectual disabilities to stay in school until they are 22. Ages
18-22 are known as the transition years where students focus on employment and independent living
skills. Many students and families fear the “disability cliff,” or lack of resources and career support
that comes when students age out of the school system at the age of 22.

Question 6:
What can be done to ensure students with disabilities are well equipped for success in their career
and lives after graduation?

Katherine Dunneback: Transition programs should be in place and working with organizations such as
Access Living and businesses within a student’s own neighborhood/community in order to help them
develop job skills that can be used to acquire employment post-graduation. My work at Saint Xavier
University with adults with disabilities who recently graduated from transition programs has shown me
the harm that results from a lack of communication and support regarding support services available
to individuals once they turn 22 and age out of the public school system. The district should provide
family education on topics such as registering for PUNS or obtaining legal guardianship before their
student turns 18 in order to help students thrive as adults in their communities. Providing consistent
and accessible parent education on these and similar topics is part of my goal to support special
education families once | am elected.

Background

According to the 2024-25 |llinois State Report Card, 42% of CPS students overall were proficient in
English language arts and 27% in math on the state test. Among students with IEPs (formal plans for
students with disabilities), only 10.5% were proficient in ELA and 7.1% in math.

Question 7:
What is your top priority for improving educational outcomes for students with disabilities in CPS?

Katherine Dunneback: My top priority is establishing sustainable, equitable funding for all
neighborhood schools in order to reduce student-to-teacher ratios, ensure highly qualified staff are in
place and adequately trained to differentiate instruction, and to guarantee that all students truly have
access to the free and appropriate public education to which they are legally entitled.


https://chicago.suntimes.com/education/2025/01/24/young-adults-developmental-disabilities-face-cliff-after-graduate-high-school-tips-support
https://www.illinoisreportcard.com/district.aspx?source=profile&Districtid=15016299025

