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December 12, 2019 
 
AN IMPORTANT MESSAGE FROM THE SEDOL SUPERINTENDENT 
 
Today, a story about Gages Lake School ran in the Tribune/Pro Publica as part of their ongoing 
investigation of how special education students are served in public school districts and special 
education cooperatives throughout Illinois.  
 
Since spring, SEDOL has been communicating with our parents, faculty/staff and member school 
districts about our proactive, ongoing and dedicated efforts to address the concerns and challenges 
referenced in the article through positive therapeutic student interventions, additional training and 
supports for our faculty and staff, and greater accountability and compliance in reporting and 
documentation.  
 
As we shared with you previously, last May, following a parent complaint, SEDOL promptly initiated 
a broad internal review. Our review revealed that two paraprofessional staff members at Gages Lake 
did not always comply with the Crisis Prevention Institute (CPI) de-escalation and physical restraint 
protocols. This was very difficult and disturbing to learn as SEDOL takes the safety of its students 
and staff very seriously. We immediately removed the two staff members from the school and these 
employees did not return to campus.  We also notified both the Illinois Department of Children and 
Family Services (DCFS) and local law enforcement. These agencies conducted their own months-
long, external investigation, which resulted in criminal charges filed against one of the 
paraprofessionals. 
 
In the course of our own ongoing investigation, when we observed additional incidents in which 
these same staff members did not follow protocols with children who were not the subject of the 
initial parent complaint, we did not look away. We proactively contacted their parents—and other 
authorities, if warranted.  
 
At the same time, a very difficult statewide shortage of special education teachers was exacerbated 
by our huge need for paraprofessional support and changes in state licensing requirements that 
have since been revised. We also experienced a number of retirements and resignations due to 
medical leave, family caregiving responsibilities, spousal relocations, career changes and other 
circumstances. Special education work is very challenging and the reforms we have been 
implementing may also have resulted in some resignations. We know that change can be difficult for 
some, and we knew there would be some fall-out because of it, but that is something we 
acknowledge and accept given our focus on ensuring student safety. 
 
Your children, our students, and our dedicated staff deserve better and I want to express my deep 
regret and apologies for the circumstances that cause me to send this letter.  I promise you that, 
since I began 18 months ago, we have been relentless in our efforts to make positive changes. 
While we have more work to do, we know that our collaborative efforts are making Gages Lake a 
safer, more stable and supportive teaching and learning environment due to the focus and 
commitment of our faculty and staff, whose dedication, determination and teamwork have helped us 
serve the needs of our students—many of whom have a multitude of sometimes quite severe, 
physical, emotional and behavioral disabilities.  
 



 
 
 
 
We truly believe that all students can succeed, and that all students and faculty/staff should be 
treated with respect and dignity. We are committed to working with our parents, faculty/staff and 
members school districts to support our students’ learning needs, to improve safety, and to address 
any questions or concerns about their experiences at SEDOL.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
Special Education District of Lake County 
Valerie M. Donnan, Superintendent 

 
 


