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Introduction

Good morning Chairman Grosso and members of the Committee on Education. My
name is Renee Murphy. I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center! and a
resident of the District. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, which
tights so every DC child can grow up with a loving family, good health and a quality
education. With 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center
reaches 1 out of every 8 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than 5,000
children and families each year. The majority of the children we serve attend District of
Columbia Public Schools (DCPS).

The Mayor’s proposed FY17 budget for the District of Columbia continues to
make education a budget priority. The per-student funding level was increased for
inflation costs, and adjustments were made for a small enrollment increase, resulting in
a 2.3 percent budget increase for DCPS.? While the myriad of problems our schools face
cannot be solved through increased funding alone, increased funding will certainly
enhance the schools” ability to meet students’ needs. In my testimony today regarding
DCPS’s budget, I will focus specifically on the proposed budgets for special education,
as well as touch briefly on the funding for at-risk students.

I do want to note that while I have a few concerns, I am not requesting increased
funds for DCPS. Children’s Law Center strongly believes that if there are additional

funds to help students with disabilities, expansion of the Strong Start/DC Early



Intervention Program is the top priority. Expanding the Strong Start/DC Early
Intervention Program now, as opposed to waiting, will reduce the need for special
education services for hundreds of children, preventing some from needing any special
education services, and certainly give hundreds more a better start in school.® I will go
into more detail on this issue when I testify at the Budget Hearing for the Office of the
State Superintendent of Education.

Special Education

Overall, the funding proposed for FY17 should allow DCPS to hold steady on
improvements in its special education programs. The academic performance of the
approximately 7,000 DCPS students in special education is currently unacceptable.* The
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) scores of
students with disabilities show that fewer than four percent of students with IEPs are
meeting or exceeding expectations.> Fewer than one-half of one percent of DCPS high
school special education students are college or career-ready in math.® There has been
some, small improvement: DCPS has shared that students are making literacy progress
in DCPS’s intensive full-time special education classrooms, and when in inclusion at
least 80% of the school day.” DCPS has also made targeted investment in literacy
interventions for students in full-time special education classrooms and some resource

classrooms, over the last three years. Unfortunately, we still see DCPS schools



struggling to provide quality special education in many settings for students on the
ground.

Thus, it is essential that DC maintain the proposed funding for DCPS’s special
education services and supports to allow more schools to improve quality of services
and instruction. Re-organization at DCPS has moved functions of the former Office of
Specialized Instruction (OSI), which directed and provided many supports for our
clients, into four different Offices: the Office of the Chief Operating Officer, the Office of
Teaching and Learning, the Office of Instructional Practice, and the new Division of
Wellness in the Office of the Chief of Schools.® The bulk of special education work is
now in the Office of Teaching and Learning, although school psychologists and social
workers, who provide significant supports, have moved into the Division of Wellness.
This reorganization means that funding has shifted to different offices” budgets,
combining special education funding with other funding streams, which makes the
specifics of special education funding in the proposed FY17 budget very difficult to
compare to FY16. DCPS has informed Children’s Law Center that the budgets for
special education services and supports are intact or perhaps slightly increased.’
Although DCPS has tried to assist us in understanding the specifics, the budget books
do not explain the funding stream changes, and we have not yet gained a complete
understanding.'® For example, the DSI Inclusive Academic Programs budget line,

which the Agency Budget Chapter describes as including related services, specialized



instruction, home and hospital instruction, 504, paraprofessional support, and extended
school year services, shows a proposed budget decrease of $9,792,000 and loss of 25 Full
Time Equivalents (FTEs).!! The loss of 25 FTEs is comparable to the increase last year in
that budget line, which DCPS explained last year was from a consolidation of special
education activities, including related services, specialized instruction, extended school
year services, and transition services. > It appears that some of those activities have
shifted, but from the proposed budget, it is not clear which services or amounts of
funding, nor into which budget lines each activity has moved."® These services are
crucial to the success of many of our clients, and, as we said last year, I encourage the
Council to track the individual funding levels for each of these important programs. I
also urge the Council to push for more transparency in where the special education
funding is now reflected in the proposed budget.

I understand from Thomas Flanagan, DCPS’s Deputy Chief of the Inclusive
Programming Division, that DCPS is taking targeted steps toward improving special
education services. DCPS is maintaining the number of special education teachers and
aides in schools overall, shifting some teachers into smaller elementary schools to
enable scheduling of more inclusive hours of specialized instruction.’* DCPS is also
adding 4.6 school psychologists and 9.5 social workers within the individual school
budgets.’> These are important investments in meeting the needs of special education

students, as are the following investments:



DCPS is beginning a two- to three- year process of improving school-level
leadership regarding inclusive special education. DCPS is entering a
consultative training relationship with the Council for Exceptional
Children for a cohort of about 20 to 25 school-level leaders in FY17.1¢
DCPS is consciously including special education teachers alongside
general education teachers in the school-based LEAP initiative designed
to provide job-embedded professional development. One goal of this
initiative includes developing skills and knowledge in general education
teachers on best practices for instructing children with disabilities."”
DCPS is planning for all middle school students to have transition plans
in their IEPs, to implement the Enhanced Special Education Services Act of
2014 requirement that transition planning begin at age 14 starting in July
2016.8

DCPS has 10 Workforce Development Coordinators to assist schools
regarding transition to adulthood, with support from Rehabilitation
Services Agency for three FTEs."”

DCPS is continuing the partnership with the Ivymount School, including
an additional $200,000 to expand the partnership to a middle school

classroom at School Without Walls at Francis-Stevens. Ivymount School



provides educational programs and therapeutic services to students with
special education needs from 4 to 21 years of age.?
Concerns
Earlier Evaluations for Services
As part of the package of reforms passed by this Council to improve special
education services and outcomes, the Enhanced Special Education Services Act of 2014
requires DCPS to evaluate students within 60 days, rather than 120 days, starting in July
2017.2 This will allow students to receive interventions to improve their educational
progress sooner. Although the Fiscal Impact Statement for this law indicated that an
additional $3,000,000 would be necessary to implement the law in FY17, DCPS has
indicated that the proposed budget for FY17 is sufficient to evaluate children within 60
days rather than 120 days from July 1, 2017 until the end of the fiscal year.?> DCPS
appears confident that, until FY18, the pressures on the schools and related service
providers who conduct evaluations will not be budgetary but rather about how existing
staff is utilized at different peak times during the school year. DCPS is planning to re-
analyze the evaluation staffing need during the next school year to plan for needed
FY18 funding during next year’s budget process. Because DCPS has included funding
to implement this law in FY17, we urge this Committee to make clear that this provision
of the Enhanced Special Education Services Act of 2014 is funded and in effect in the

approved budget and financial plan.



Early Stages

The proposed FY17 funding for Early Stages, the central provider for special
education evaluation and school assignment for children ages 3-5, contains only a small
increase, yielding an additional .5 FTE.? Early Stages must not only be sustained, but it
should also continue to expand if we are to succeed in timely identifying and evaluating
all students who need special education supports. Early Stages may need additional
staffing and budget in FY17 to implement the requirement to evaluate children within
60 days in the Enhanced Special Education Services Act of 2014.%* Data reported regarding
Early Stages shows fewer than five percent of evaluations were completed within 60
days in school year 2014-15, with essentially the same staffing level as in the currently
proposed FY17 budget.?® In addition, supporting expanded reach of Early Stages
should be a priority in order to find and serve all eligible children. The science is clear
that intervention is most effective early in a child’s life.?* Experts estimate that Early
Stages should serve approximately 10-12% of preschool children because of the
characteristics of the population, but this year’s data shows Early Stages is only serving
over 8.5%.” We are concerned that, in addition to the pressure to complete evaluations
on the shorter timeline, the program should be reaching more children. These two

factors combined may result in spending pressures in FY17.



At-Risk Funding

A large percentage of DC children live in poverty and face other stressors that
impact their ability to grow and thrive.? Living in urban poverty greatly increases
children’s chances of being traumatized. Children living in poor urban neighborhoods
are more likely to experience potentially overwhelming stressors, such as family chaos,
conflict, violence and dissolution, victimization/incarceration and/or death of a family
member, and neglect and/or maltreatment, than children raised in more affluent
communities.?? In particular, living in urban areas greatly increases children’s exposure
to community violence. Recent research on the incidence of community violence
indicates that one out of ten children under the age of six living in a major American
city reports witnessing a shooting or stabbing.

All of these factors impact a child’s ability to learn in school. In FY15 the District
began to include funding for a new weight in the formula for students considered “at-
risk.” The “at-risk” weight applies to students who are homeless, in the District’s foster
care system, qualify for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) or the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or high school students that are
one year older, or more, than the expected age for the grade in which the students are
enrolled.® According to the FY17 formula, an additional $2,120.36 will go toward each
student in this new category, which includes those who are academically behind and

living in poverty.®? About 24,858 DCPS students will be identified as “at-risk” in FY17.3



Recent analysis by Mary Levy raises concerns that about half of the “at-risk” resources
are being used to fund positions in DCPS’s comprehensive staffing model, rather than
supplementing the school budgets.* We appreciate Chairman Grosso’s and the
members of the Committee on Education’s dedication to ensuring that the “at-risk”
funds follow student needs and suggest that the Council continue to monitor “at-risk”
funding utilization.

Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I am happy to answer any questions.

1 Children’s Law Center fights so every child in DC can grow up with a loving family, good health and a
quality education. Judges, pediatricians and families turn to us to be the voice for children who are
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