Q & A Regarding Special Education Increases

02-24-07

Question:  The recommended list includes an increase to Special Education.  Why would we increase Special Education when we are making cuts?

Answer:
In the past when the district has made major budget cuts, the anticipated special education budget has been cut.  For the 2002-2003, 2004-2005, 2006-2007 school years, approximately $355,500 was cut from the Special Education budget.  For 2002-2003, there was a planned $135,500 cut with the elimination of 7 paraprofessional positions and an SDC teacher; for 2004-2005, there was a planned $120,000 cut with the elimination of 2 Resource Specialist (teaching) positions; and for 2006-2007, there was a planned cut of $100,000 with the elimination of one Program Specialist position.  During this same time period, the number of students placed in Non-public Schools (because the district could not offer an appropriate program) rose from 25 students to 51 students at a cost of approximately $910,000.   Additionally, litigation cost rose from $28,000 to over $200,000 per year. The district is mandated to serve students with disabilities regardless of availability of district programs.  If the district does not have a program, the district must place in a Non-public School.  Generally, cutting programs and administrative support services back fires by weakening the district offerings to students and by not providing the timely administrative response needed when parents request more intensive services or file for due process.
Question:  What do we gain by restructuring the Program Coordinator positions?
Answer:  Currently, the district has an allocation of 2 FTE (Full Time Equivalent) for Program Specialist.  The recommendation is to eliminate the Program Specialist positions and add two Special Education Coordinator positions at an additional cost of approximately $10,000.   This recommendation is in response to FCMAT recommendations # 26, 27, 28, 30, 43, and 101.  All of these recommendations focus on administrative support to special education services and using Program Specialists as outlined in the Education Code (FCMAT Recommendation #43).  In the past six years, program specialist have been used to do many administrative duties (e.g., handling litigation, recruitment of staff, managing the hiring of new staff, etc.), but the Education Code (30EC 56368) defines program specialists’ job as consulting with special education staff, planning and evaluating program, providing staff development, providing coordination of program development, and ensuring pupils have full educational opportunity regardless of district of residence.  The use of Program Specialist to handle litigation, deal with staffing issues, and other administrative duties diverts them from providing the program support and development for which the position was designed.  

The FCMAT report recommends returning Program Specialist to those duties as outlined in the Education Code.  Additionally, the FCMAT report made several other recommendations regarding the need for site principals to “own” special education, for direct administrative supervision of the Preschool Program, and the assurance of timely evaluation of special education staff.  Because Alameda also has 1.6 FTE of Special Education Teacher on Special Assignment to support teachers and program, some of the supportive functions of Program Specialists are being covered.  Additionally, because there is a significant need to support site principals in “owning” the special education programs on their sites, to assist in the timely evaluation of special education staff, and the need for direct administrative supervision of the ever growing special education preschool unit, the change to Special Education Coordinators will bring the administrative support to sites and programs as outlined in the FCMAT report.  To keep the Program Specialists and add Special Education Coordinators would be cost prohibitive.  Special Education Coordinators, by definition, are administrators first and can work with site administrators as co-administrators to ensure that staff feel supported and are evaluated in a supportive and timely fashion.  Additionally, Special Education Coordinators can work with the Special Education TSA’s to provide program support and development where needed.
The expected outcomes for this change include increased site administrator knowledge and expertise about special education, on-time and thorough evaluation of all special education staff, reduction of the number of students in restrictive environments, the reduction of litigation, and an increase in parent and staff satisfaction regarding response time to issues of concern.

Question:  Why is an Education Specialist necessary?

Answer:
In the past, special education teaching positions have been identified as Special Day Class, Resource Specialist, or Full Inclusion Specialist.  These teaching position titles indicate placement options while the new Special Education law speaks to “specialized instruction” without regard to placement.  A student can receive any percentage of specialized instruction without being labeled by one of the placement options.  The term “Education Specialist” refers to a special education teacher who provides specialized instruction to students on a school site.

Currently, we have students placed in Full Inclusion, Resource and Special Day Class settings.  Many of our Full Inclusion students require more than the para support and itinerant special education teacher consultation.  Additionally, we have a significant population of students who have disabilities in the area of social/emotional skills that interfere with their academics even though their “tested” academic skills are very high.  Currently, we have very limited site structures to support these students.  Frequently, when student have difficulty in Full Inclusion or in a Resource Special Program, they go to a Special Day Class.  This means that sometimes students move from having 90% of their day in the general education class to 90% of their day in a Special Day Class.  In other cases, parents are placing their students in private and non-public schools unilaterally and then filing against the district saying that their child did not receive a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE).  Finally, many of our Special Day Classes are quite full, approaching 15 students.  
The goal of this proposed Education Specialist FTE is to provide increased flexibility at sites through increased special education teaching staffing.  This recommendation is in response to FCMAT recommendations # 24, 25, and 95.  The recommendations are to create more options for students, strengthen programs, and reconfigure SDCs.  At this point, the location of this FTE is unknown since we are just collecting data on student need for 07-08.  Because only 1 FTE is being requested, the data will direct us to the use of this FTE.  The bulge in elementary Full Inclusion students and SDC students with moderate needs may be moving to the Middle School.  If that is the case this FTE would be used to provide a bridge between the instruction provided in SDC and RSP at one middle school.  If the bulge remains at the elementary level, then this FTE would remain at the elementary level.  At this time, it does not appear that there is a significant bulge of students needing a bridge program (between SDC and RSP) at the High School level.  At some point in the future, as this group of students grows up, this will likely become necessary.  
The outcomes expected from the strategic use of this FTE, will be the increase in inclusion per IDEA 2004, the maintenance of reasonable SDC class sizes, the maintenance of the number of SDC’s for students with mild/moderate disabilities, the reduction of NPS requests by parents, and possibly the reduction of the number of referrals for assessment.
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