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If you have ever tapped your foot to a 
catchy tune, sung the National Anthem 
in a crowd at a sporting event, or felt 
sentimental listening to a love song from 
your youth, you know the effect music 
can have. It can alter your mood, height-
en your attention, and get your body 
moving.

In an educational setting, the effects 
music can have on brain and body can 
be applied therapeutically. The music 
therapists at NTDSE — Marly Hobson, 
Becca Canastra, Jeanne Beseztny, and 
Mara Collard — have nearly 70 years of 
combined experience using music to help 
children with a wide range of physical and 
cognitive disabilities. 

“Music therapists are therapists who 
use music as their medium,” Hobson said. 
“We want to provide our own unique 
contribution to our students’ educational 
and personal experience. Our specialty 
is music — making connections and 
contributing to what makes a person a 
person — a truly human experience of 
which every person is capable.”

All NTDSE students receive some 
music therapy as part of their educational 
programs. Programs include students 
ages 3-21. Some eligible students also may 
receive music therapy as a related service 

on their individual educational plans 
(IEP). 

The four full-time music therapists 
serve approximately 250-300 students. 

Hobson explained that music is a 
whole-brain experience, well-suited to ad-
dressing goals within a variety of domain 
areas: physical, cognitive, communica-
tion, and social/emotional. For example, 
a person with an intellectual disability 
may have a hard time recalling the steps 
required to complete job tasks. A music 
therapist might write a sequencing song 
that the client could use to remember his 
job steps. A child with autism who has 
difficulty communicating and relating 
to others might be able to engage with a 
therapist via music. 

Music therapy sessions can be con-
ducted with whole groups, small groups, 
pairs of students, or individuals. “We 
try to group students as therapeutically 
as possible in order to best meet our 
students’ needs,” Hobson said. Music 
therapy can also be delivered in co-treat-
ment sessions with other related service 
professionals, such as speech patholo-
gists, occupational therapists, physical 
therapists, social workers, or vision and 
hearing specialists. 

“The key to music therapy is that it is 
different from music in therapy — it is 
music as therapy,” Hobson said. “Music 
is the therapy and how it’s applied comes 
from the expertise of the music thera-
pist, who has conducted an assessment, 
formulated goals, developed and imple-
mented a treatment plan, taken data, and 
observed outcomes to meet the needs of 
students.”  

Hobson observed, “I’m not sure that 

there is a ‘typical’ music therapy session, 
and that is the beauty of the work. Music 
therapy sessions will look different de-
pending on the therapist, the student, the 
goals, the setting, and the relationship. We 
like to create a structure for our students 
that can provide a sense of comfort and 
familiarity for those who need it.” 

Sessions can include moving, listening, 
singing, and playing. The music could be 
chosen by the therapist or the student, or 
improvised on the spot based on student 
responses. Activities might involve active 
music making, drumming, songwriting, 
lyric analysis, improvisation, music-based 

Important dates
Aug. 25 First day of school
Sept. 6 Labor Day holiday
Sept. 27 Early Release (students dis-

missed at noon)
Oct. 25 Early Release (students dis-

missed at noon)

Making music helps students in many 
ways, NTDSE therapists say.

Continued on back page

Classes are alive with the sound of music
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Molloy expansion 
moving ahead

Expansion and renovation plans are 
on track at Molloy Education Center in 
Morton Grove.  

This spring, the district received 
approvals from village officials to proceed 
with the estimated $15 million project 
which includes building an addition and 
making significant renovations to the 
building at 8701 Menard Ave.

“Our emphasis is on enhancing and 
maximizing space for students and staff,” 
said Tarin Kendrick, NTDSE’s Executive 
Director. The proposal includes a new 
full-size gym on the first floor at the 
north end of the building with a sec-
ond story to be used for administrative 
offices and professional development. 
We also intend to renovate all classrooms 
and common areas within the existing 
building.

This will be the second expansion in 
the history of the building, which was 
built in 1969. An earlier addition of the 

south end of the school was built in 1999.
The District’s architectural firm, 

TRIA Architecture and the construc-
tion management firm Nicholas & 
Associates are preparing for competitive 
bidding on both the new construction 
and renovations. District officials hope 
winning bidders can be chosen next 
month and that work on first phase 
of the new construction can begin in 
September.

Plans call for the addition to be 
completed  at the start of the 2022-23 
school year. The entire project, including 
renovations, is expected to be finished by 
the beginning of the 2023-24 school year.

Kathy Gavin, NTDSE’s Director of 
Finance and Facilities, said the project 
will be funded with NTDSE’s operating 
funds, contributions from the nine Niles 
Township member school districts, and 
state grants.

Joining school district colleagues 
throughout the township, the Niles 
Township District for Special Education is 
engaged in an equity initiative.

NTDSE has always viewed its mission 
through a lens of equity, with particular 
focus on individuals with unique needs. 
The Inclusive Practices Committee came 
together several years ago as a way to share 
information about people with special 
needs across the township, specifically in 
satellite locations where NTDSE students 
build friendships. As part of that work, 
NTDSE staff would partner with a social 
worker or school psychologist to conduct 
disability awareness activities with the 
general education students and staff in the 
satellite locations. 

“With the continued equity disparities 
constantly presenting themselves locally 
and across the nation, we decided the 
committee needed to address more,” ex-
plained NTDSE social worker Cory Bedt-
ke. “In the past two years, we’ve shifted a 

bit to include a broader equity lens.” 
In summer 2020, the Committee ex-

panded its mission to become the Equity 
and Inclusive Practices Committee. The 
group is made up of teachers, a psycholo-
gist, a social worker, a speech pathologist, 
an occupational therapist, several program 
coordinators, and has been opened to all 
interested staff members.

Most members of the team have 
gone through training with the Seeking 
Educational Equity and Diversity (SEED) 
Project (https://nationalseedproject.
org), which partners with communities, 
organizations, and schools to bring about 
personal, organizational, and societal 
change with a goal of social justice.

The committee set a goal last summer 
to publish three newsletters during the 
2020-21 school year. Two newsletters have 
been published to date, with Issue 1 fo-
cusing on ability awareness and Issue 2 on 
race, culture, and ethnicity. The upcoming 
third issue will look at issues of gender 

and identity. Each newsletter provides 
recent news, some definitions and terms 
related to the topic, lessons and children’s 
books that could be used in the classroom, 
online resources, and more. 

“We focus on basic education about 
these topics as well as how they may relate 
to our student population and how we can 
incorporate equity lessons and practices 
within the classroom. We realize there are 
many more issues to discuss. As our work 
continues, we will continue to expand our 
efforts.” Bedtke said. “One important thing 
that we have focused on in our newsletters 
is providing actual ideas for books and 
lessons that staff can take back to their 
work with students.”

This spring, the team added a weekly 
Equity Edition that is printed and emailed 
to staff. “We felt that highlighting snip-
pets of information each week may help 
keep it at the forefront of our brains,” said 
NTDSE Coordinator of Social-Emotional 

NTDSE committee sheds light on equity issues

This architectural rendering shows the proposed two-story addition at Molloy School.

Continued on next page
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For NTDSE students and teachers, the 
lesson from the 2020-21 school year was 
that, as important as the “ABCs” are, the 
letters “S-E-L” were just as critical.

“SEL” stands for social and emotional 
learning, encompassing the so-called 
“soft skills” that educators say help 
students learn. Much like literacy, SEL 
skills form a foundation upon which 
learners can build. In a year disrupted 
by COVID-19, promoting coping skills 
and giving students and staff time and 
space to process their emotions became 
paramount.

“In addition to the daily work we do, 
our Executive Director Tarin Kendrick 
sent a consistent message to our staff 
and families that our first priority is the 
safety and wellness of our students,” said 
Kristin Smith, NTDSE’s Coordinator of 
Social-Emotional Learning. “As part of 
this message, we have been intentional to 
start each day with a relationship-build-
ing, social-emotionally focused time with 
our students. We have looked for ways 
to stay connected while also adhering to 
social-distance expectations. Our teams 
have developed strategies to provide 
students with authentic, meaningful ways 
to build and strengthen relationships 
despite the pandemic.”

“Our focus this year has been to keep 
students safe, make them feel loved, and 
stick to the essential information,” said 
Candice Hartranft, Director of Special 
Education. “We did not introduce new 
curriculum or initiatives. We recognized 
that our educators’ plates were full, given 
the situation. I believe this effort to focus 
on the essentials gave our educators 
the flexibility they needed to provide 
high-quality instruction throughout this 
year.”

Families had the choice to send their 
students to school or keep them home. 
Both options posed challenges. For 
remote students, “we worked on Zoom 
social skills, which were a whole new 
set of skills for most students,” said Sofi 
Gomez, a social worker who works with 
middle-school-age students. In person, 
she noted, students and staff alike had 
to get accustomed to mask-wearing and 
social distancing.

Teachers focused on “keeping students 
safe, making them laugh, making them 
feel loved, and teaching them something,” 
Gomez said. “Kids have learned a lot.”

NTDSE’s concerns for the well-being 
of students and their families did not stop 
with educational concerns. “Our biggest 
area of focus has been the wrap-around 

supports that families may have needed 
throughout this year,” Hartranft said. “We 
partnered with community agencies to 
combat food insecurity and help with 
rent, utilities, access to wi-fi, or other 
technology needs.”

The struggles of coping with the 
pandemic affected staff members as well. 
“Students and staff intertwine so much,” 
Gomez said. “It’s hard to relieve anxieties 
for our students when we don’t have the 
answers ourselves.”

“We were addressing our own ques-
tions and concerns, making our students 
a priority, and maybe not always attend-
ing to our own wellness,” Gomez added. 
“Many of my colleagues were dealing 
with students while having to deal with 
our own families. Seeing the parents that 
I work with, I don’t know how they did 
it.”

Staff members pulled together to help 
each other out. “Everyone has worked to 
help lower stress and anxiety during an 
especially challenging year,” Smith said. 
“We are so fortunate to work in a district 
that supports one another. Our teams 
have found ways to collaborate remote-
ly, have celebrated when they get to be 
back in person, and continue to find the 

NTDSE community pulls together to weather tough year

Learning Kristin Smith. “For example, we 
highlighted events in the area connected 
to Asian American and Pacific Islander 
Heritage Month one week and shared 
information related to neurodiversity an-
other week. We also have plans for the fall 
that will provide a variety of topics that all 
of our staff can dive into and will hopeful-
ly meet people where they are.”

“In addition to providing information 
that could be helpful in our classrooms, 
this committee has provided opportunities 
for staff to come together to learn and 
discuss throughout the year,” Smith con-
tinued. “We have a group of staff members 
who are participating in the United Way 
Equity Challenge and who meet monthly 

to discuss those resources. We have had 
three staff-led book clubs this school year 
that have been focused on topics related to 
equity. This group’s goals are really focused 
on providing information that will help us 
educate our students and connect with our 
families in a way that conveys respect.”

The equity team brought in Corrie 
Wallace, a respected consultant who was 
the first director at the Niles Township 
ELL Parent Center and served as Director 
of Equity for High School District 219, to 
provide professional learning on sever-
al occasions. The professional learning 
calendar for 2021-22 will offer a variety 
of sessions dedicated to the topic. “And 
this summer, we have four staff members 
participating in the training to become 
SEED trainers so we can bring SEED to 
even more of our staff,” Smith said.

Coping with the coronavirus pandemic 
has added to the equity team’s challenges, 
“but it has not stopped us,” Bedtke said. 
“We’ve had to alter our methods. But 
we still felt it was important to get the 
information out about our students’ ability 
levels and best ways to support them. We 
have had to figure out alternate ways for 
our students to make connections with 
their general education peers, and the 
creativity at some of our schools has been 
so wonderful to see.”

Smith added, “We have had to pivot a 
bit, but we haven’t backed off this initia-
tive. We recognize that this is an ongoing 
topic that we need to think about over 
time, not just for one or two school years. 
With that in mind, we are working slowly 
but hopefully thoughtfully in an effort to 
do this work well.”

Equity issues
Continued from previous page

Continued on next page
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relaxation, movement, games and play, or singing, among others. 
“Regardless of the intervention or clinical technique em-

ployed, we would hope that the session would look like joy,” 
Hobson said. “If you peek your head in the door and see smiling, 
laughing, and hear music created by children, we’re doing our 
job. It should look like fun, because that is part of the philosophy. 
Music therapy is not a class or a series of tasks. It is an experience 
created by us and our students through the music, the relation-
ship, the affect, and through circles of communication, providing 
as many opportunities as we can for our students to engage, 
express, and relate.”

Music therapy within a school setting can focus on students’ 
IEP goals as well as on their social-emotional development and 
ability to relate to others. Benefits can be seen in a variety of 
areas: social skills, group skills, communication, self-regulation, 
independence, executive functioning, self-expression and related-
ness, motor skills, and academic concepts, to name a few.  

“We believe if a child can do it in music, a child can do it,” 
Hobson said. “If a child demonstrates purposeful two-way 
communication, or shared attention, or crosses his midline, or 
vocalizes a two-word phrase within the musical environment, 
that child has the capacity to do the same thing in other settings. 
Music is a terrific mnemonic device and can assist students in 
learning and recalling important academic content — if you 

remember how you learned your ABCs, you did it through song. 
And music can provide another form of communication and 
expression for students who struggle with verbal language.”

The NTDSE music therapists have been working with 
students remotely during the coronavirus pandemic. When 
working with students who are in classrooms, they use Smart-
boards and special cameras/speakers, “and with the incredible 
support of our teachers and paraprofessionals who can support 
students in-person, we are able to make it work,” Hobson said. 
“Zoom creates a bit of a time delay which can be challenging for 
music making. It’s certainly not the same thing as responding to 
and interacting with students in person, but we have embraced 
some of the silver linings as well. We have witnessed some of 
our students’ independence growing as they learned to navigate 
remote learning.” 

When working with students who are at home, Hobson said 
they were fortunate to be able to purchase some instruments for 
students to use during Zoom sessions. “We learned quickly last 
spring that you can only shake a macaroni-and-cheese box for so 
long!” 

“Additionally, we have had the absolute pleasure of building 
our relationships with families as a result of teletherapy. Parents 
and caregivers have been able to participate in music therapy 
sessions consistently and have been able to witness firsthand 
the amazing things their children are capable of, in addition to 
learning more about what music therapy is and how it functions 
as part of their child’s education.”

Music therapy
Continued from first page

positives each day.”
“We focused on community and morale building,” Gomez 

said, with informal virtual gatherings such as a book club. The 
District’s focus on equity (see story, page 2) gave staff members a 
forum to discuss difficult topics and, in Gomez’s words, “talk to 
people who get it.”

NTDSE hopes to carry forward some lessons learned from 
the pandemic. “I think we will continue to find ways to be con-
nected despite being spread out across the township,” Smith said. 
“Parents have shared that Zoom IEP meetings and parent events 
have helped them be more active participants, so there will likely 
be parts of that we will continue as well.” Hartranft added, “We 
did see a nice increase in parent participation in some activities 
via Zoom. In addition, parents have shared that offering meet-
ings via Zoom during the day has been helpful. We will explore 
these options in the future.”

Online connection with parents showed benefits beyond 
mere convenience. “For the parents, they’re getting to sit in on 
a session of speech or social work. They’re seeing and hearing 
what we’re doing, the language we use. The connection with our 
families has grown by leaps and bounds,” Gomez said. “Some-
times parents don’t understand their kids are doing great work. 
It’s nice for parents to see that instead of just hearing it.”

Tough year
Continued from previous page
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