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Executive Summary

Focus on Learning:
A Report on Reorganizing General &
Special Education in New York City

As recently as twenty years ago, many students with disabilities were excluded from
public education and, when included, were often taught in separate, inadequate, and
sometimes inhumane settings. Federal action through laws such as PL 94-142; court
intervention through cases such as jose P; and the development of state and local
programs have improved the education of students with special needs. For many, the
days of exclusion and mistreatment are over. Almost 13 percent of students in New
York City public schools are now classified as disabled and almost 25 percent of the
City's public school budget is spent on their education.

But despite this radical change in educational policy and practice, stakeholders,
providers and constituents are convinced that the City’s special education programs

are notserving the majority of their students effectively, efficiently, and equitably, Special
education produces limited outcomes because:

1. Accountability is very limited. There are no useful instructional standards and
very little useful data on educational and behavioral outcomes.

9. Far too many students are placed in separate settings rather than in more appro-
priate, less restrictive instructional settings defined by state and federal law.

3. Students of color are over-represented in special education, and particularly over-
represented in separate special classes.

4, Many students are placed in special education not because of a disability but
because general education is not meeting their learning needs.

5. The cost of evaluating, transporting, tracking, re-evaluating, mainstreaming, and
decertifying students who may not be disabled is siphoning off resources from a
resource-starved public education system.

We believe that many students assigned to special education do not have the dis-
abilities that special education was created to address, but are placed in special educa-
tion because general education teachers and their schools don’t have the resources,
capacity or training to respond effectively to their learning needs. But special educa-
tion was nof designed to address the needs that general education fails to meet. Special
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education is, ultimately, alternative or enriched instruction and support for studenls
with disabilities,

Our report recommends major structural changes to respond more effectively to
students experiencing academic or behavioral problems, both those in general educa-
tion and those in special education, and particularly those classified as mildly or moder-
ately disabled whose insiruction is the responsibility of the 32 community school dis-
tricts and the Division of High Schools. We also recommend some smaller changes in
the citywide programs (District 75) serving students with severe disabilities. Improving
general education’s capacity to meet the needs of a much broader range of students
requires a major shift in how our entire school system operates. We need structural
changes to create new school practices that kelp school staffs respond very differently
to the rich diversity of children’s learning styles and learning needs. Such new prac-
tices have been developed in a small number of New York City’s schools; our recom-
mendations encourage the development of new practices in all the City's public schools.

We propose a school-based model that restructures schools and classrooms, de-
ploys personnel in new ways, reconceptualizes instruction and assessment, and changes
how funds are allocated. The overall goal is to improve teaching and learning. The
critical unit is the school, and the personnel critical to making our model work are
school staff. Implementing our model would transform our dual system, with instruc-
tion separated from evaluation and special education students separated from gen-

eral education students, into a far more integrated system that better serves the learn-
ing needs of all students.

The school-based model invites each school to assess the needs of its more precari-
ous students and to create, with an enrichment allocation consisting of merged special
and general education funds, the classroom structure and school organization that best
meets allits students’ needs. The primary purpose of the envichment allocation is to ensure that
classroom teachers kave adequate instructional and non-academic sufrports to meet the needs of
students with disabilities or students at visk of academic failure. The special education funds to
be merged are only those allocated to community school districts and high schools for
programs for students with mild and moderate disabilities, The general education funds
to be merged include compensatory education resources and other supports. We be-
lieve that if teaching and leamning in general educalion were significantly restructured,
using the enrichment allocation, most students’ leaming needs could be met without
referral to special education and placement in separate settings,

Forus on Leaming - Executive Summary frage 1i




3. Require community school districts and high school superintendencies to
merge special education resources for mildly and moderately disabled stu-
dents with supplementary general education resources to create a single
enrichment allocation for each school. This allocation would include all
federal and state compensatory and preventive funding, as well as the re-
sources generated by special education programs for students with mild
and moderate disabilities, Such funding should be used, within the context
of broad guidelines, to serve the needs of all students with mild and moder-
ate disabilities, as well as the needs of all students at risk of school failure.

Focus an Leaming - Exccutive Summary feige vl




10. Empower District 75 to help community school districts develop effective
programs for students with severe disabilities, thereby creating choices of
District 75 or local district programs for parents. Give the Division of
High Schools administrative responsibility for all SIE IV, V, VI, VII and
VIII programs for high school-age students. Create a new superinten-
dency within the Division of High Schools to oversee these programs and
to he!p insure thatall students with disabilities entering high school choose,

or are placed in, the most appropriate programs and receive appropriate
post-school transition services.
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APPENDIX A
Public Reaction to Focus on Learning

Focus on Learning was issued as a Draft Report on May 18, 1893, The New
York University team developed the report as a framework for reorganizig both
general and special education in New York City public schools, butrecognized that
many of its recommendations were confroversial and needed further exploration.
Therefore, the Draft Report ended with an invitation “to all the city's constituencies to
begin a dialogue that will result in clear directions for system-wide improvement.”

Formats for public response were organized by the Board of Education, which
held two sets of hearings on the report in each of the boroughs in June, 1995; more
than 300 individuals gave oral or written testimony. In addition to these public hear-
ings, the Chancellor, the Board of Education, and members of the NYU team received

more than 50 written responses from individuals and advocacy groups during the 1995
summer months.

Appendix-1 Appendix A: Public Reaction to Focus on Learning
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A number of witnesses, including parents and educators, also were fearful that a
unified system would not serve disabled children well, particularly in a period when
regular schools suffer from severe funding cuts. A resource room teacher explained
how she worked with five students at a time, but, because of budget cuts, was being
threatened with ten students every 42 minutes. A psychologist predicted that with
budget cuts, class size would increase, and since "research shows crowding leads to
aggression...we will pay a high price in maladjustment and crime.” Another psycholo-
gist noted that in his school many of the regular students weren't doing well. “What
good would it serve to infuse special ed students into already overwhelmed regular ed
classrooms?” Awitness summed up this line of concem: given the chronic underfunding
of education for New York City's school children, "it isn't difficult to figure out that
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principals and community school districts will try to use the special education monies
turned over to them to make up funding shortfalls for general education.”

A stu-
dent who had been transfemred from the Hungerford School, which serves children
with severe physical disabilities, to a general education school, made the point about
the two divided worlds more sharply: "When | got there they always talked about me
in front of me as if | were dead. But!| am not.”
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A parent was uneasy about how well the top-down lecturing format generally
offered by the Board of Education’s professicnal development units would serve this
extensive retraining. Another worried,

“| don't know where you get the training for these teachers, these thousands
and thousands of teachers out there who don't have the qualifications or the experi-
ence . .. to deal with your children. | don’t knowhow my daughter’s educational and

transition plan would be implemented with people who don't have the experience,
who don't know her, who are . . . walking in cold.”

And a Hungerford
School student with cerebral palsy, who communicates through a pointer on his

head that activates a computer lapboard, feared the impression he would make:
“We are defenseless because our bodies are not able to defend us, but our brains

work. So many times able-bodied people think when our bodies do not work our
brain does not work.”

Appendix-9 Appendix A: Public Reaction to Focus on Leaming
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6. RESTRUCTURING DISTRICT 75 TO ENHANCE ITS ROLE AS A RESOURCE
TO THE DISTRICTS AND HIGH SCHOOLS.

The Draft Report recommended supporting District 75 to help com-
munity school districts develop effective programs for students with
severe disabilities, thereby creating choices for parents of student
placement in District 75 or local schools.

. Of all the Draft Report's recommendations, this one generated the most angry
and frightened responses, because many witnesses were committed to preserving
District 75 and assumed that the real agenda of Focus on Learning was not choice,
as the recommendation stated, but rather elimination of District 75 schools and pro-
grams. A great deal of anguished testimony advocated maintaining the security
and protection that children with disabilities were perceived as receiving in District
75 schools and programs. Acknowledging the legal mandate to place all children
with disabilities in the “least resfrictive environment,” these witnesses argued that
District 75 programs provided such environments, and that students with severe
disabilities should not have to attend regular schools.
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Parents, educators and students from other District 75 schools described their
settings as filled with staff who work tirelessly, far beyond the regular school day.
Many argued that children do get "a good education,” or at least the education they
need, in District 75 schools. A common plea among professional staff in District 75
was that the NYU team visit schools and see how well they were functioning. Many
special education parents expressed satisfaction with the instructional services at
both District 75 schools and in the community school districts. As one witness put it,
“The low scores in District 75 are not the fault of the schools, but a reflection of the
severely troubled students that these schools serve.”

Perceiving the Draft Report, along with impending budget cuts, as threatening all
District 75 schools, several witnesses suggested comparisons with the closing of psy-
chiatric hospitals, which turned mentally ill people into New York's hoineless, because
the promised community supports were rarely provided. Advocacy groups, social work-
ers, teachers and psychologists also testified that, just as the regular schools have
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Witnesses used words like isolation, misunderstanding, ridicule, humiliation, and
prejudice to describe the world that awaited special education students in large and over-
crowded general education schools, where many far stronger students are disengaged
and dlienated. As the Parents' Coalition to Save District 75 put it, *Our innocent childrer,
thrust into the noxious world of the regular education high school, will lose pieces of their
dignity, self-respect and safety, as well as part of their funding and services.”

Afew criicisms by professional staff and advocacy groups targeted the quality of
education provided in District 75 schools and programs. Some educators saw District

75 as a place of rundown schools and discouraged teachers. A District 75 high school
counselor reported:

"Many of my high school students complain that their school is not a ‘real high
school' and that they will never have the chance of obtaining a ‘real’ high school
diploma. They say that with a special ed diploma they will never find a decent and
agood job and will always be treated differently. . . . |myself have observed the decay-
ing state in which District 75 high schools work; it is pitiful indeed. The programs
offered to these kids are limited, the staff don't give a damn many times, so the

children lose interest in school. . . . | support you 100% on your plan of integrating
District 75 programs.”

Appendix-17 Appendix A: Public Reaction te Focus on Leaming
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Queens School for Career Development begged the NYU Team: "Do not return these
students to the high schools where they have met failure in the past”
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Several parents, as well as the Parents' Coalition to Save District 75, argued
that District 75 parents would lose the power of their voice in the community school
districts, where they would be a small minority, and their wishes might conflict with
those of most parents. Similarly, a mother of a student in a disrict program argued:

Parents must be allowed to be awhole unit. Local PTA's will not welcome or
embrace us into their organization. In my experience, local PTAs, work-
shops, presentations and meetings never include the special education en-
ity within the schoo! We are as invisible to them as are our MIS children.

Finally, several parents argued that, if the NYU team really wanted to give
parents more of a voice, they should have begun by consulting them about this
Draft Report
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