SPECIAL EDUCATION ADVISORY COUNCIL
October 17, 2025, Meeting Draft Minutes

PRESENT: Dominique Anders, Will Carlson, Annette Cooper, Mark Disher, Nancy Gorman, Martha Guinan, Natalie Haggerty, Stacy Haitsuka, Elizabeth Johnson (for Kathie Awaya), Melissa Johnson, Amanda Kaahanui (staff), Helen “Kupu” Kaniho, Dale Matsuura, Cheryl Matthews, Jessica McCullum, Trish Moniz, Wendy Nakasone-Kalani, Cherine Pai, Christopher Pelayo, Kiele Pennington, Susan Rocco (staff), Rosie Rowe, Herbert Taitingfong, Steven Vannatta, Lisa Vegas, Jasmine Williams, Susan Wood
EXCUSED: Mai Hall
ABSENT: Virginia Beringer, Tina King, Kaui Rezentes, Scott Shimabukuro
GUESTS: Grace Akau, Yuuko Arikawa-Cross, Laurie Chang, Kaui Correa, Linda Elento, Amanda Gonzalez, Jackie Jackson, Sandy Jessmon, Joy Kaachika, Kuulei Kaluhikalani, Tricia Lukzen, Elise Matsumoto, Celeste Sanchez, Ephraim Schwab, Adoniss Spencer

Welcome and Introductions
Chair Martha Guinan opened the meeting at 9:05 a.m. and asked members and guests to introduce themselves and the office or stakeholder group they are representing.

Protocol for carryover questions from prior meetings
Susan Wood began by reminding members and guests that should the meeting need to shut down due to a disruptive intruder, remember to go to seac-hawaii.org to get the new link. The new protocol for carryover questions is designed to address unanswered questions during a meeting by having presenters or the Leadership team members answer the questions in the interim before the next meeting. These questions and answers will be tracked to provide accountability.
Early intervention question. The question “who is in the pipeline for future special education preschool needs?” that was posed in the September meeting requires more speciﬁcity before Chris Pelayo, SEAC’s representative from the Early Intervention Section can supply an answer. Input from members to clarify this issue related to three-year olds leaving Part C, early intervention, who are eligible for Part B special education services, resulted in the following:
1) What kinds of needs do the kids have who are exiting Part C, and have they changed over the last few years? Are you seeing young children with more intensive needs?
2) What kinds of settings are the keiki going to when they leave Part C? How many are evaluated and found eligible for Part B (special education and related services)? Of that number, how many choose not to accept Part B services?
Kaui Correa added that the Exceptional Support Branch and DOE Complex Area coordinators met with partners in the Early Intervention Section, Head Start, and the

Executive Office on Early Learning during the summer to discuss transition and are planning a summit this December to coordinate their support of families through better communication and utilization of resources.
U.S. Department of Education (DOE) Funding. Kupu Kaniho offered more comments on a previous question about how the action by the current administration to eliminate funding and positions at the U.S. Department of Education might affect services in Hawaii. She acknowledged the uncertainty and unease among families and educators while reassuring members and guests with the following information:
· Her office is soliciting help from the National Association of State Directors of Special Education and others to stay current on the situation;
· Strong monitoring systems and due process rights are continuing to be in place in Hawaii;
· IDEA funding for this school year has already been received and is expected to continue in the future; and
· Her office will be communicating transparently with SEAC and others on any signiﬁcant updates.
Questions/comments from members and guests
Q. I read that the federal Department of Education is going to visit every state as part of a Returning Education to the States tour. Do you know about that and when they might come to Hawaii? Would we as a community be able to participate? A. Yes, we are aware of the tour and will include the community, but we haven’t heard yet when the visit is scheduled.
C. (Rosie Rowe) The Parent Training and Information (PTI) Center network is not in favor of the states taking over our granting; we prefer that it stay federally guided. The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) and the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) play an essential role in ensuring federal compliance and accountability within special education systems. Their absence will inevitably create uncertainty within state systems, but the network of PTIs nationwide will continue to stand as a critical bridge for families offering informed guidance in ensuring their rights are protected under IDEA. The Hawaii PTI is asking families, community partners, and providers to sign a petition to generate more conversation within Congress.
C. I was wondering if we could propose a committee to look at the opportunities with the shift in power away from OSEP. There may be some areas where we can be proactive in helping to guide future outcomes without all of the red tape. A. Great idea. Thank you.
C. The creation of the U.S. Department of Education is an act of Congress, and Congress must make any change, not the president. The division between federal and state oversight of IDEA is there for a reason. A. (Kupu Kaniho) We collectively value the checks and balances and accountability to ensure that the ones who are providing FAPE are doing so in the right way, and we stand in solidarity with our PTI. We are grateful for the frameworks

that OSEP provides, so that we can on the state level strengthen our monitoring systems and our general supervision of support. IDEA is a fully enforceable federal law, but what it looks like is happening is that the administration is gutting the personnel within actual departments that make it hard for them to administer. And so, we will just keep on going, and if there are any changes, we want to make sure that we're working together on something that works for us.
C. I am also concerned about school lunches, transportation and all the other federal programs that beneﬁt our students and families.

Input from the Public
Increase in Due Process Due to Uncertainty on the Federal Level
Jessica McCullum shared a comment that she is involved in many conversations with different families, and many have expressed their felt need to go straight to due process. Due to actions taken at the federal level they fear that the checks and balances and accountability that have been embedded in IDEA are not going to be there when they need them, so they are moving to take control through exercising their due process rights.
Jessica urged SEAC to take this into consideration when we do provide transparency as a group.

Preschool Services Update
Kaui Correa from the Exceptional Support Branch introduced her fellow presenters--Ephraim Schwab, Adoniss Spencer and Amanda Gonzalez from Head Start and the Hawaii Community Action Program, and Yuuko Arikawa-Cross and Kuulei Kaluhikalani from the Executive Office on Early Learning (EOEL). Together they presented an update that continued the focus on early learning partnerships and how to ensure that every keiki with special needs has access to high quality preschool services and learning opportunities.
Hawaii Early Childhood State Plan
This statewide plan is led by EOEL and WestEd and brings together agencies and organizations across Hawaii to establish a cohesive system supporting early childhood efforts. HIDOE's role within this plan is ensuring equitable access for children with disabilities with individualized supports and services, so they can thrive in the various learning environments that are available.
Universal access to preschool
The Ready Keiki initiative through the Lieutenant Governor's Office shares the promise of universal access to preschool for three- and four-year olds, targeted to be complete by 2032. It involves multiple partners and includes Preschool Open Doors funding for private preschools, public pre-kindergarten classrooms, and building the work force. The

Department of Education’s focus is to ensure that inclusion opportunities grow along with the expanded access to preschool placements.
Workforce innovation
Efforts to address a chronic shortage of early childhood staffing include stipends for higher education, including preschool space within housing projects, providing housing for teachers, and having the Office of Talent Management spearhead some of the recruitment efforts.
Preschool LRE by age groups
The data show that access to inclusive placements improve with age. In School Year 2024-25, the greatest percentage of preschoolers with IEPs in a regular early childhood program were 5-year-olds (30.9%), followed by 4-year-olds (23%) and 3-year-olds (14.1%).
Conversely, the percentage of preschool children with disabilities in separate settings decreases as they get older (46.6% of 3-year-olds vs. 33.8% of 5-year-olds). Of the small percentage of children who are served at home (1.6%), all are 3-year-olds.
Additional updates by HIDOE These include the following:
· Working with health clinics and pediatric groups to raise awareness about preschool options;
· Waikiki Elementary providing after-school care by staggering their staff to accommodate working parents;
· Hawaii Island community health clinics serving multiple schools so that families can have their preschooler’s health needs met on campus without missing school;
· Meeting with the Department of Human Services about supporting their inclusion of children with special needs in their community childcare centers and with day care providers; and
· The Department would like to partner with SPIN and SEAC around creating parent-friendly visuals around preschool options and child ﬁnd for preschool.
Placement Considerations
The IEP team looks at the following in determining placement:
· Where the child is now,
· Developmental age and stage,
· Culture, practices and customs, and
· Available programs and supports to meet the child’s needs. EOEL Classrooms
From 2023-24 to 2024-2025, the number of classrooms grew from 49 to 92 with 117 planned by the end of this school year. The percentage of students served with IEPs grew from 7.5 % to 13%. Yuuko Arikawa-Cross added that EOEL is in 89 different schools across

each of the islands. That have a Hawaiian language public pre-kindergarten class now and are in the process to identify the next 25 classrooms.
Head Start Data
Data from 2023 – 24 show a total enrollment of 2,083 with 247 (12%) students having IEPs. There are 91 Head Start centers statewide.
Head Start Performance Standards for Inclusion
Those children with disabilities, including those who are eligible under IDEA receive all applicable services in the least restrictive environment. Programs provide necessary modiﬁcations, multiple and varied formats for instruction and individualized accommodations and supports. At least 10% of the enrollment must include children with disabilities.
IEP/IFSP Support
Children with disabilities in Early Head Start have an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) and their eligibility for Part B of IDEA is determined with the parent and DOE as they are transitioning out of Early Head Start. Head Start works with the parents and DOE to support transition children with IEPs who are moving into Kindergarten.
Family Engagement
Head Start works closely with parents as they're navigating the system to ensure that their children’s needs are met. They engage parents in decision-making, help them understand their rights, and provide information and skills to understand their child's disability and how best to support development.
IDEA Systems Coordination
Head Start programs coordinate with DOE through Memoranda of Agreement to determine and clarify roles and responsibilities, share information and agree on timelines. They will participate in the IFSP/IEP development and review, as appropriate, and help to implement the program.
Honolulu Community Action Program (HCAP) Early Head Start (EHS)
EHS works with pregnant mothers and children from birth to three. Home visitors meet with the family at home or in a mutually agreed upon location in the community where they feel safe to go through the IFSP to make sure that the family understands what the goals are and can help achieve the desired outcomes. The transition process is roughly six months before the child's third birthday. Family advocates, much like social workers, will go out and meet with the family along with the home visitors to describe the steps to transition and advise them of options in the community including the Head Start Program.
Approximately 2 months out prior to their third birthday, they take the family on a classroom visit
Honolulu Community Action Program (HCAP) Head Start (HS)

This program has health, educational and mental health personnel to provide the individualized supports that preschoolers with IEPs require. There are 46 classrooms on approximately 40 school campuses. Head Start staff help to prepare families for transition into kindergarten by providing workshops. The DOE principals are gracious in providing access to visit the kindergarten classrooms, and children are provided with backpacks to help to acclimate them to the new setting.
Questions/comments from members and guests
Q. Are you talking about all children preschool age or are we talking only general ed children without disabilities? Does the ﬁgure of 19,000 served by existing preschool classrooms include children with disabilities? A. (Yuuko Arikawa-Cross) Yes, it includes all children. The Ready Keiki goal of 295 classrooms was created by dividing the approximate number of keiki with no preschool seats by 20 (the average number of students per classroom).
Q. Do you have something that shows us like where the EOEL preschools are located, so families can get an idea? A. (Yuuko Arikawa-Cross) Yes, there is a list, and I will get it to the leaders who will send out minutes.
Q. Is there also a visual showing the location of the Head Start classrooms? A. (Ephraim Schwab) Yes, we can get that out to the group.
Q. On the public school campus classrooms, you mentioned inclusion classrooms, meaning that you have a special ed teacher and a Head Start teacher. What is the ratio of students with IEPs to students without? A. In most classrooms we have 6 to 8 children with IEPs to 12 to14 general education students. The maximum number of children that we can enroll at any given time would be nine. In that situation there are two Head Start teachers and a minimum of one DOE special education teacher.
Q. Does Head Start have an income requirement of families, even for children with disabilities with an IEP? A. Our income requirement is anywhere from 100 to 130% of the federal poverty guideline. We are able to enroll 10% of children outside of the federal poverty guideline, and they would need to have some type of diagnosed disability.
Q. If a Head Start program is being considered for a child, who initiates that? Is that a parent's responsibility to ﬁnd that program and apply, or is it the school who initiates and coordinates it? A. (Adoniss Spencer) Our program has a lot of recruitment efforts, so most parents learn about our Head Start program by word of mouth. We also work with our community partners to get the word out. We have ﬂyers in doctor’s offices as well.
Q. Does the parent that wants their child to be in a more inclusive setting have to go look for a program and put in an application before the school does anything? Or, if this is a possible placement, shouldn't the school help to initiate or bring in a Head Start teacher or something to an IEP meeting to have this discussion? A. (Adoniss Spencer) So, how it should be working is that in our partnership, we should be aware of other programs and

resources, making recommendations and doing referrals. When Head Start is already on a school campus, the Student Services Coordinator should make the parents aware of that option.
C. Some schools have no idea that there might be an exemption to Head Start’s income requirement, so it would be better if administrators understood this, so that they can call in a Head Start person to sit in on these IEP meetings and have those discussions.
C. (Kupu Kaniho) My understanding regarding the income requirement as it pertains to Head Start is that if a student has an IEP, they do not need to meet the income requirement. It is the IEP that is the exception versus a medical diagnosis. I don’t want our parent community feeling like they need a medical diagnosis. A. (Adoniss Spencer) Yes, you are correct.
Q. For early Head Start, is that when your medical diagnosis criteria would apply to not having to meet the income requirements? A. So depending upon what age the child is applying to our program, if they already have that IFSP diagnosis then they would not have to meet income requirements.
C. LDAH has actually participated in developing the preschool IEP where LRE was determined to be in a general setting, and the Head Start that was on that campus was present. The paperwork was initiated by the school and the parent just signed, and it was really seamless.
Q. Is there an internal guideline or policy where your school IEP team, your administrators, your SSC, understand that the school can and should initiate this process?
C. I have a three-and-a-half-year-old that has an official diagnosis of autism and also qualiﬁed for an IEP after we were temporarily enrolled when she was three. She could go through the assessments, but then unfortunately there was no room available, and we didn't meet the income requirements.
Q. What is the federal poverty level for qualifying for Head Start? A. (Adoniss Spencer) Annually the federal poverty guidelines change. For 2025, for a household of four, 100% of the poverty level is $36,980, and at 130% we're looking at $48,074.
C. I can speak from personal experience that my son initially when going into DOE preschool was in a self-contained classroom, and then the IEP team determined that the general education placement would be better. However, the only option was Head Start, and he was able to go into Head Start even though I did not meet the income requirements, because he had an IEP.
C. I was referred through early intervention to go through the evaluation process when my son was 18 months. And then the school came in and said, "we think he qualiﬁes for an IEP and let's walk you through the process." So, I'm not sure how this is happening where families are on their own, because it was always the school initiating the IEP. A. (Adoniss Spencer) Those individuals that I've personally worked with at the DOE are very

knowledgeable and helpful. Some parents don't know the process, and then we assist them, but the DOE has been doing their part in the referrals.
C. I think it an inconsistency in what administrators or school IEP teams know is available, what the process is, and whether they choose to offer those things or not. In my case we did have to go through due process to get the LRE, and she did get placed in a Head Start program at a different school.
Q. When our children with disabilities in foster care reach three years, they're assigned an educational surrogate parent and it's all good from there on. But the zero to three kids, if they're in foster care, there is not always a surrogate parent available for them. In these cases, who do you deal with? I'm just trying to clarify how our zero to three children get their services. A. (Chris Pelayo) If a family is receiving services from our early intervention programs, and they are involved with Child Welfare Services (CWS), and there is a resource caregiver, we mainly work with the resource caregiver and get their consent. If bio parents are involved, we also work with the bio parents.
C. That's appropriate most of the times. But part C of IDEA, I believe, clearly states these kids should be assigned a surrogate parent. A. (Chris Pelayo) We have partnered with CWS to clarify who can provide consent for services, and at this point in time, it would be the resource caregiver. What I can do is get further clariﬁcation from my supervisor.
Q. Is there an internal type of guideline or policy where when an IEP team determines a preschool student should be in a general setting and there is a Head Start classroom on campus, the school would initiate the paperwork for Head Start rather than the parent?

Small Group Discussions Regarding Inclusive Preschool Placements
Members and guests divided into small groups to discuss how to strengthen awareness of preschool inclusion options and recommend supports needed by families. Feedback reported out from the groups can be found in Attachment A.

Announcements
Steven Vannatta made two announcements:
1. The SEAC Interests vs. Positions video was approved by a majority of members for posting on the SEAC website and distribution to the public. Steven thanked everyone who worked on the video to make it possible.
2. Ivalee Sinclair, a tireless advocate, longtime member of SEAC, and a vital member of the Community Children’s Council Office passed away on September 30th. There will be a memorial service for her on November 24th at Central Union Church. Rosie Rowe added that Ivalee founded the Leadership in Disability and Achievement of Hawaii and was a winner of the prestigious Jefferson award given nationally.
Amanda followed with three announcements:
1. Saturday, October 18th is the date for the North Hawaii Footsteps to Transition Fair in Waimea. It is open to all.
2. The Oahu Footsteps to Transition Fair is scheduled for February 8th and will be virtual. More information for both fairs can be found at: https://footstepstotransition.weebly.com/
3. Amanda, Brikena White, Allison Eby, Jasmine Williams and Steven Vannatta will be co-presenting a workshop at the CADRE Conference in Portland October 23rd on how Hawaii’s Department of Education and community partners have been working to improve dispute resolution.
Jessica McCullum made three announcements: 
1. Last legislative session, she worked with Tiffany Woynaroski from Vanderbilt University to pass a resolution to urge the Departments of Education and Health to participate and collaborate with community partners for a monitoring and surveillance site for autism prevalence in Hawaii. Tiffany is going to be hosting another informational session in the middle of November for which details will be disseminated to SEAC once a ﬂyer is available. During that informational session, we will determine a steering committee to put that proposal together for the next call for proposal for funding.
2. Autism Moms of Kona just held our Hilo Sensory Festival with 125 keiki and their families and over 100 volunteers.
3. On November 7th, there will be an Autism Walk for Awareness during the Kona Coffee Festival and Lantern Parade. Jessica will send out a ﬂyer welcoming anyone who wants to walk to raise awareness in Kona.

Review of the Draft September 19, 2025, Meeting Minutes

No one offered any edits to the draft minutes.
Action: The minutes were approved as submitted.

Agenda Setting for the November 14, 2025, Meeting
Members offered the following items for consideration on the agenda:
· Staffing changes – How are changes in Educational Assistants that impact students determined, and is the impact to the student being considered?
· High Quality IEPs
· Data driven IEP goals
· Deﬁnition of Specially Designed Instruction
· Neuro-affirming goals
· Benchmarks and timelines

· Need for family-friendly explanations—no jargon
· SMART goals
· Additional data on Part B IDEA eligibility
· What proportion of children who did not receive Part C (early intervention) services were later found to be eligible for special education services.
Melissa Johnson shared that she is developing something for the cadets and the senior members in the Civil Air Patrol right now along the lines of smart goals. She volunteered to work with someone who might be interested in modifying her PowerPoint presentation for schools.
Outlining a Pro Se Resource Guide for Parents
Steven Vannatta asked for input from members and guests on a draft outline of a potential SEAC resource guide for parents who represent themselves in a special education due process hearing. Susan Rocco reminded folks that the impetus for the guide grew out of a concern for families who become a party to a due process hearing after the requested an independent education evaluation (IEE), or who cannot ﬁnd legal representation due to a chronic shortage of plaintiff attorneys. Members were asked to discuss the draft outline of a guide in small groups to provide feedback on any missing pieces or areas of concern about going forward with the project. Their responses can be found in Attachment B. Questions/comments from members and guests
Q. Would SEAC ever be able to have hearings officers present and invite them to address any of this? Do you think that's possible?
Action: After small group discussions, members voted in favor of reactivating SEAC’s Dispute Resolution Committee, and postponing developing the Pro Se Guide for Parents while exploring other earlier interventions like quality IEPs, mediation and facilitated IEPs.
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Attachment A – Improving Awareness Around Inclusive Preschool Placements
Suggestions on Steps Participating Agencies Can Take
· Improve communication and collaboration among the agencies involved.
· Create ﬂyers with information vetted by the Department of Health (Part C, early intervention) and Department of Education (Part B, special education) and make it a requirement that this information gets out to the families that are in the programs.
· Head Start could clearly advise interested parents that if their child has a disability, has an IEP or IFSP, then there may be the opportunity to not consider income as part of the criteria to be enrolled in their program.
· Ensure DOE administrators, Student Services Coordinators (SSCs), and other school staff  have access to the informational ﬂyers and give them to the preschool student’s parents at the same time they receive Procedural Safeguards. Include the locations of Head Start and EOEL classrooms so that everybody is on the same page.
· Address placement applications for inclusive placement options within the IEP meeting, when appropriate.
· Meet preschool age children and their families where possible in their natural environment or community setting. Accommodate parents who are not ready to bring their child to school by providing itinerant services and working with the parents to determine when it is appropriate to bring their child into a school setting.
· Have principals and EOEL administrators discuss whether it might be appropriate to reserve an inclusive placement for some children who are in the process of transitioning but will turn three after the beginning of the school year.
Suggestions for Parent Informational Materials
· Explain the basic components of inclusive preschools, as well as variations in delivery models based on the unique needs of the students and community.
· Provide a complete list of preschools that are available in their area, whether public or private.
· Design an infographic showing all the possible options for preschool. New Resources
· Hawaii First Five is working on developing a screener for parents to use to see if an inclusion classroom would work for their child.
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Appendix B - Dispute Resolution/Pro Se Guide for Parents
Suggestions re: Guide for Parents Representing Themselves in Due Process Hearings
· Emphasize right at the beginning of a guide the importance of considering less formal dispute resolution options: discussions with the IEP teams, mediation, written complaints, etc.
· Help families and schools understand that due process is not a true battle. After due process they will still be working together as a team.
· Give families a road map as to the sequence of steps in the hearing along with timelines and some mock examples of what documents could look like without really giving legal advice and lot of deﬁnitions.
· Have an attorney supply the parts of the guide that are most technical.
· Provide a directory of terminology.
· Divide the sections into before, during and after.
· Clarify for the parent up front what the time commitment, the ﬁnancial commitment, and the technology commitment would be in going forward with a pro se action. For example, the equipment needed to upload all their documents and send it to that speciﬁc way that the hearing officer wants, and how to separate their documents, create the exhibits, etc.
Other Priorities for Improving Dispute Resolution
· Advocate for better training of IEP teams, so that they're not turning families  and making them feel hopeless about what to do.
· Focus on what can what you can try to do before you get to that point of due process—components like high quality IEPs, training around the IEP process and data collection, and the prior written notice.
· Require the hearings officer to explain the process prior to the beginning of the hearing, for example, how to respond to the request for documents.
· Training parents to document everything from their very ﬁrst IEP. If they eventually need to go to due process, they have already collected evidence.
· Make parents aware of the Positions vs. Interests video, so that they have a tool to better negotiate during the IEP discussions.
· Encourage schools to have a neutral person come in for discussions with the parent at the ﬁrst signs that there is a conﬂict building with the administrator.
· Invite a hearing officer to SEAC to discuss what can be done to help pro se parents.
· Explore allowing out-of-state attorneys to practice in Hawaii special education due process cases.
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· Reactivate SEAC’s Dispute Resolution Committee. Resources
· Army and Marine Corps families can access a plaintiff attorney through their branch of the military. Wendy Nakasone-Kalani will report back to SEAC whether they are being utilized for due process hearings, and if they are able to intervene earlier in the resolution of the dispute.

.
