Tulsa World – Sunday, August 26, 2007

Parish school starts special ed
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Aaron Soderfelt, 6, hugs Marquette Catholic School Principal Pete 

Theban in the kindergarten class Thursday. Aaron is participating in

 the school’s new program for special needs students.
Marquette's new inclusive-education program wins praise from staff members and parents. 

Special education has long been a responsibility of the public school system, but one Tulsa Catholic school has launched a program to educate children with special needs. 

Marquette Catholic School, 1519 S. Quincy Ave., which serves students in kindergarten through eighth grade, is operated by Christ the King Catholic Parish. The school is offering Religious Inclusive Student Education, a program modeled after one founded in 1997 in the Diocese of Kansas City-St. Joseph, Mo. 

Marquette Principal Pete Theban said one of the best days in his career was the first day of school last week when the two children in RISE, both kindergartners with Down syndrome, arrived for school. 

"The next day . . . we had an all-school Mass, and they carried the gifts," he said. 

Providing a place for children with special needs goes straight to Jesus' message, he said. 

"Jesus reached out to everyone, rejected no one," Theban said. "You have people who are brought up in this parish; they have their own children now. Why not allow  them to attend the parish school?" 

Having a classmate who has special needs is a valuable learning experience for all the other students, he said. 

"They learn compassion and how to care for each other," he said. 

Families with students in RISE pay the standard tuition, $3,680 per year, and a fund drive has raised $50,000 for the program's costs, which include the salary for an aide in the kindergarten class who will monitor the activities and progress of the two children in RISE. 

Kathy Ward said her daughter, Haley, who has Down syndrome, is thrilled with her school uniform -- a plaid jumper with white blouse -- and loves school. 

"She just feels right at home, which is what we dreamed about," Ward said. "She comes home so happy. . . . She's learning to like learning." 

Pat Hinson, who teaches fifth grade at Marquette, said the school is devoted to the whole student. 

"We don't say mind, body and spirit only if you can learn a certain way," she said. 

Hinson, who is certified in special education, spends time each day with the two kindergarten RISE students. 

The kindergarten teacher, Susan West, said she did not have experience in special education before this year. 

Aaron Soderfelt, the other student in RISE, is a lively, talkative addition to her class. He and West discussed last week what to call her. Aaron settled on "Mr. South," then laughed uproariously at his joke. 

"They're very loving, pretty much always happy," West said. 

Todd Goldsmith, the superintendent of diocesan schools for the Catholic Diocese of Tulsa, called RISE an exciting first step toward educating students with special needs. 

The diocese is open to providing more extensive support to students with significant developmental and physical challenges, he said. 

"We're a little bit limited in terms of funding, but ultimately we have to be creative. . . . These are our Catholic people, and we have to do our very best to serve their needs."
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Pat Hinson, a fifth-grade teacher at Marquette Catholic School who is also certified in special education, works with Haley Ward, 6, in the kindergarten class. �Photo by SHERRY BROWN / Tulsa World











