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Multi-district special 
ed program meeting 
student needs, saving 
districts money
By:  Don Harris

Five school districts in Maricopa County’s West Valley 
area are finding that a five-year-old collaborative 
special education program for students with emotional 

disabilities is paying off in two key ways.
 More students are getting the specialized services they 
need and the districts are saving more than $1 million 
annually. In addition, more students – three out of four - are 
being reintegrated back into their home schools, a primary 
goal of the program.
 Special education services are being provided by The 
Menta Group, an Illinois-based nonprofit that holds firmly 
to the belief that every child has a right to be in school.
 What makes the West Valley consortium unusual is that 
it is, in effect, a public/private partnership. A once-vacant 
Union Elementary School District building now houses 
Menta’s Southwest Academy, eliminating the need to rent 
space in a private facility. Having Menta classes close to 
home districts makes it convenient for students who only 
spend part of a day there and reduces transportation costs.
 Dr. Beth Conran, Menta’s chief academic officer, 
explains: “With a ‘no refusal, no suspension, no expulsion’ 
policy, students are provided the services they need, when 
they need them, regardless of their behavior. The goal is 
to ensure that each of our students become college-ready, 
career-ready and citizenship-ready.”

 “We emphasize personalization, preparation      
     for life and support for success,” Conran says.

 Menta’s educational model is linked to Arizona’s College 
and Career Ready Standards, thus providing educators 
with valuable information about curricular strengths and 
weaknesses to support continued improvement and ease 
reintegration.
 The West Valley consortium, formed with the approval 

of individual governing boards and superintendents, consists 
of Pendergast Elementary School District, Tolleson Union 
High School District, Union Elementary School District, 
Fowler Elementary School District and Littleton Elementary 
School District. Brian Mee, assistant superintendent of 
business services at Pendergast, came up with the idea for a 
consortium in order to save money through the economy of 
scale. An RFP was prepared and Menta won the bid. Classes 
for students with emotional disabilities are held at Menta’s 
Southwest Academy in Tolleson. 
 At Tolleson Union High School District, Wendy Barrie, 
director of special services, says the goal was to create a more 
seamless experience in K-12 for students in need of special 
services at a level beyond what their home school campuses 
could provide.
 The curriculum at Southwest Academy is identical to that 
offered at Tolleson, which avoids what could be a difficult 
transition when students are reintegrated into their home 
school. “So, when they come back to me they have access to 
the same curriculum,” Barrie says. “We’re very pleased with 
the results.”
 Barrie says the percentage of her students who reintegrate 
to Tolleson is exceptional. Menta provides support staff 
to assist with a smooth and successful transition. “Their 
employee comes in and communicates and collaborates with 
my teachers,” Barrie says. “They are on our campus to make 
sure the students get the support they need.”
 But not all students sent to Southwest Academy return 
to Tolleson. Some of the more-troubled students pose 
a safety risk and graduate from Southwest. Conran says 
some students are extremely violent. “Some don’t have the 
capacity to stop themselves,” she says “It’s neurological. An 
individual without an emotional disability responds as we 
would expect.”
  Conran emphasizes that school districts want to bring 
their students back to their home community as soon as 
possible. “It’s really important,” she says. “The district is the 
best place for the children.”
 But often kids remain in their home district when they 
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should be receiving special attention because no one realizes 
that what may present as a behavioral problem is actually an 
emotional disability. “It’s an unseen disability,” Conran says 
Tolleson has approximately 1,100 special education students, 
but only 40 are in the Menta program. “It’s a very small 
percentage,” Barrie says. “Depending on their disability, they 
are the students who need a smaller educational setting and a 
smaller student-teacher ratio. Southwest provides behavioral 
counseling, management and clinical support. A lot of them 
need a quiet environment. They can’t function in classes 
with 36-to-38 students in them. Classes there have 12 or 
fewer students.”
 The length of time a student remains at Southwest varies, 
depending on the student’s needs. “Some could be short-
term, some for a semester or maybe 18 months,” Barrie says. 
“Maybe, if their anxieties are so significant, they might 
finish their high school career there. Southwest has a solid 
plan. They hook students up with adult services and some 
are placed in job-training programs. They’re not just sitting 
at home. There is a transition plan in place. It’s all very 
individualized for the student. And that’s the critical thing 
with special ed. It’s got to be individualized.” Indeed, some 
students only attend classes at Southwest for part of each day.
 Dr. Melissa McCusker, director of special education at 
Pendergast, says the program has improved academically 
over the past two years. What’s more, the rate of students 
who return to Southwest is very low.
 Proof that the program is working is indicated by the 
fewer number of Pendergast students attending classes at 
Southwest. In the 2011-12 school year, Pendergast had 29 
students in the program. That number dropped to 18 in 
2012-13, and to 11 in 2013-14. Pendergast currently has one 
student at Southwest Academy.  

 “The program is very communicative with the  
school district and provides monthly updates,” 
McCusker says. 

 
 “The benefit is that it is geared for students to return to 
their home school district/campus when they are ready.” 
 McCusker gives Menta high marks. “The program is 
working well for the students. It is wonderful to see our 
students benefit from individualized instruction and then 
return to our district.”
 Conran says the financial saving stems from districts in 
the consortium being able to send special education students 
to a nearby school. In the past, they were being transported 
to special facilities as far away as Tempe and Chandler. “It 
was very expensive,” Conran says.
 It was costing districts $50,000 to $70,000 per special 
education student, including related services, counseling and 

therapy. “The costs were astronomical,” Conran says. 
Under the consortium arrangement with Menta, that cost 
has been reduced substantially. Tolleson saved more than 
$500,000 in six months.
 In addition to helping students get through an emotional 
crisis, Menta staff members work with teachers in the home 
district for the reintegration process. “We provide support 
for teachers, telling them here’s what we did and suggest that 
they try it,” Conran says. 
 Approximately 75 percent to 80 percent of students 
placed in the Menta program return to their home schools 
each year. Some are playing on a football team instead of 
being in an alternative program somewhere else in the 
Valley, Conran says. Because the curriculum at home schools 
is identical to Menta classes, reintegration is much easier.
 “Our reintegration staff goes back to the students’ schools 
and walks with them from class to class,” Conran says. “We 
make sure they can take care of their locker. Imagine the 
embarrassment of a junior high school student who doesn’t 
know how to use his locker combination. We help them get 
acclimated to the environment they’re returning to. It also 
has drawn parents into walking their children from class to 
class and through the process of reintegration.”
 Menta also provides training for school bus drivers, 
enabling them to set up a behavior system to better cope 
with disruptive students.
 “I’ve been working with students for 33 years, and I have 
not seen successes like we have here,” Conran says. 
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A once-vacant Union Elementary School District building now houses 
Menta's Southwest Academy. 


