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Bishop Luers serves  
special needs students 
with new program

FORT WAYNE — Pathways 
to Success, an innovative new 
program implemented at Bishop 
Luers High School last year, is 
blazing trails for special needs 
students in search of a Catholic 
education in the Diocese of Fort 
Wayne-South Bend. In its third 
semester, the program, developed 
and facilitated by Meg Ryan, 
ensures that this Catholic high 
school lives up to its vision state-
ment to “expand our challeng-
ing curriculum to include more 
course offerings, which address 
the needs of students at every 

level.”
The program, housed in the 

old home economics room, is 
designed to assist any student 
who has a working individual 
educational plan (IEP) for a diag-
nosed disability. Those disabili-
ties may include attention deficit 
disorder (ADD), Asperger’s 
Syndrome — a high functioning 
form of autism, autism, cognitive, 
learning, and/or physical disabili-
ties, and other health impairments 
such as epilepsy.

Pathways to Success came to 
life after Bishop Luers Principal 
Mary Keefer reported to Ryan 
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Meg Ryan works with freshman Thomas Dooley, right, and junior Dylan 
Call, center, during a Pathways to Success class at Bishop Luers High 
School. The Pathways to Success program is a new initiative developed by 
Ryan to serve those students with special needs.
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that state funds earmarked for 
special education were budgeted 
through Fort Wayne Community 
Schools for Luers. 

“She said they had money and 
wanted to hire a new teacher,” 
says Ryan. The young and enthu-
siastic teacher took the challenge, 
and as a third party contract 
employee, set about designing 
a program that would meet the 
needs of the diverse group of 
students with whom she would 
work.

Ryan, a native of Fort Wayne 
and parishioner of St. John the 
Baptist Parish, is a 2005 gradu-
ate of Bishop Luers. She holds a 
bachelor’s degree in education, 
with a minor in communicative 
disorders, from Saint Mary’s 
College at Notre Dame. 

After a year teaching abroad 
in Ghana, her initial intent was 
to work with elementary-aged 
students. But when Keefer invited 
her to take on this project, she 
admits she was intrigued. And 
after the initial adjustment and 
“establishing her turf” at the high 
school, Ryan says, “I love this 
age of student. I am comfortable 
and really like that I can have an 
adult conversation with them.”

After completing a mission 
statement and philosophy for 

Pathways to Success, which is an 
elective course that earns a grade, 
Ryan realized that without teach-
er support her program would 
not fly. So, in August of 2010, 
with hopeful determination and a 
Power Point presentation she set 
out to win over Luers’ 41 faculty 
members. 

“I approached it in the light 
that we can serve these students 
the best way possible. They are 
still children of God and deserve 
to be educated,” she says pas-
sionately, adding, “The teachers 
are really flexible here with my 
program. It’s a learning process 
for all of us.”

This semester 17 of 40 stu-
dents who have IEPs are sched-
uled for the 50-minute classes 
throughout the day, while many 
come to Ryan intermittently for 
special assistance with assign-
ments or exams. Many of the 
classes are one-to-one interven-
tion, while others are small group 
study.

In what Ryan calls a guided 
study hall, her students are 
required to bring assignments or 
study materials to work on, along 
with their planner, which helps 
the students develop organiza-
tional skills. Twice each quarter, 
Ryan prints out each student’s 
grades, with a detailed report on 
any missing assignments for any 
grades below a C-, information 
important for future studies.

Though academic success is 
the focus, the heart of the pro-
gram is Ryan’s ability to adjust 

each session to the individual stu-
dent’s need. She assists students 
with social skills, interaction, 
anger management and life skills, 
as well. One student is learning 
teeth brushing and basic hygiene. 
“Every day is different,” says 
Ryan, adding, “There’s lots of 
flexibility.”

Developing a relationship with 
each student is high on Ryan’s 
priority list and she works dili-
gently to create opportunities to 
do just that. 

“I have a conference once 

every quarter to talk with them,” 
she says. “I feel like at the high 
school level having a conversa-
tion can build a relationship.”

Ryan creates a classroom that 
is “safe, comfortable and open.” 

“Kids know the boundar-
ies, but the room is relaxed,” 
she reports, adding, “They trust 
me and that means a lot to me. 
Through these experiences they 
can learn to be upstanding peo-
ple.”

Freshman Thomas Dooley 
seems to be reaping the benefit 

of Pathways and says, “Actually 
I can do my homework because I 
get helped by Ms. Ryan. She’s a 
nice teacher.”

Junior Dylan Call couldn’t 
agree more that Pathways to 
Success impacts his education. 
“I’m doing a lot better. We work 
on history, which is my hardest 
class. I can take tests here and she 
can read them to me. She’s my 
best friend and hero!”

Ryan was encouraged by 
the meeting held at St. Charles 
School in Fort Wayne on Jan. 18 
for parents, teachers and admin-
istrators who were interested in 
a providing a Catholic education 
for their special needs students. 

“Acknowledging the fact that 
there is a need and knowing they 
must address it is the first step,” 
Ryan says.

When asked about her hope 
for the future of Pathways to 
Success, Ryan enthusiasti-
cally replies, “I’m very hopeful. 
Eventually I’d like the program 
to become Luers’ own special 
education program run by them. 
I’d love for Luers to train more 
teachers, to serve more students.”

As for her very diverse and 
special students she says, “My 
goal for them is to grow as stu-
dents and individuals by the time 
they leave Luers. I want them to 
be successful in life.” 

No one can argue with that.
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Meg Ryan works on an assignment with freshman Thomas Dooley during 
a Pathways to Success class at Bishop Luers High School. 
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