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Good afternoon, Chairman Jackson and members of the Education Committee here today.

My name is Laura Rodriguez and I am the Deputy Chancellor for the Division of Students with
Disabilities and English Language Learners at the New York City Department of Education.

I am joined by Shael Suransky, DOE’s Senior Deputy Chancellor and Chief Academic Officer, and
Corinne Rello-Anselmi, Deputy Chancellor Designee for the Division of Students with Disabilities
and English Language Learners.

As you may know, I will be retiring in July after 34 years of service to New York City public
schools. Effective July 1%, Corinne Rello-Anselmi will succeed me as Deputy Chancellor. Ms.
Rello-Anselmi has served in New York City public schools with distinction for 33 years and
currently oversees 324 schools as leader of 12 school support networks. When I was regional
superintendent in the East Bronx, Ms. Rello-Anselmi was my deputy superintendent for special
education, and I am pleased to work with her closely again as she transitions into this role. Prior to
serving as my deputy, Ms. Rello-Anselmi was principal of PS 108 in the Bronx for 10 years, a
school where she was a recipient of the Teacher’s College Cahn Fellowship for Distinguished
Principals. Ms. Rello-Anselmi began her career at PS 108 as a teacher of students with disabilities.

We are pleased to be here today to discuss the Department’s efforts to reform special education in
New York City. Since 2005, we have elevated the four-year graduation for students with disabilities
from 17.1% to 31.0%, increasing the number of students with disabilities graduating with Regents
diplomas during this time by 10.3 percentage points. This represents tremendous gains for many of
our students, and we want to celebrate their accomplishments. However, far too many of our
students with disabilities have not realized similar success. Currently, our students with disabilities
are graduating at only half the rate of their non-disabled peers, which is unacceptable.

For too long, educating students with disabilities in New York City has meant separating them from
their non-disabled peers. Special education has been treated as a place, not a service in support of
student instruction. Given everything we know about special education and the results, it is clear
that this approach is not working for the vast majority of our students. Pursuant to the federal
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), students are entitled to a free, appropriate
public education in the least restrictive environment and, to the maximum extent appropriate,
students with disabilities should be educated with children who are not disabled.
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What constitutes a least restrictive environment will differ for individual children; some may
continue to require settings outside of the general education classroom for all or part of the school
day. We are not advocating for those settings to change. However, we are requiring schools to
comply with IDEA and ensure that students with dlsablhtles have access to the same classrooms and
curricula as their non-disabled peers.

The overall instructional goal of this reform effort is clear: improve long-term academic outcomes
for students with disabilities. We propose to do this in three key ways: (1) ensure access to the
Common Core standards through Universal Design for Learning; (2) develop high quality
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) that are aligned to meet students’ individualized needs; and
(3) create flexible programs for students in support of their individualized needs.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a set of principles that provides teachers with a structure to
develop instruction to meet the diverse needs of all learners. A research-based framework, UDL
suggests that each student learns in a unique manner, so a one-size-fits-all approach is not effective.
By creating options for how instruction is presented, how students express their ideas, and how
teachers can engage students in their learning, instruction can be customized and adjusted to meet
individual student needs.

The recently updated New York State IEP, which was implemented in July 2011, prompts IEP
teams to consider what instructional services students need in each subject area. This requires
thoughtful consideration of student needs and how those needs can be met in the least restrictive
environment appropriate for each child. Using the full range of programs and services available
through our continuum of services gives schools the ability to meet students’ needs in part-time or
full-time settings as appropriate, based on students’ individual educational goals.

The operational changes that will go into effect in September 2012 are designed to support these
instructional goals while also maintaining stability for our students. The changes in enrollment for
students with dlsablhtles will focus prunanly on articulating grades — for most of our schools this
means kindergarten, 6™ grade, and gt grade — as well as students who are registered “over the
counter.”

Schools will have the ability to meet the needs of their students, as determined by students’ IEPs,
and to create programs that meet students’ needs. The programs and services offered may look
different at different schools, based on the needs of the students in each school community. The
process by which a school team works with a student’s family to identify the student’s needs and
determine the best way to meet these needs will not change. All regulations and procedural
safeguards remain fully in place. Families are valued and integral members of the IEP team and
schools will work closely with families in order to ensure that the programs and services
recommended on the IEP match the needs of the student.

Phase 1 Highlighis
When we began this work with the 260 schools that were involved in phase 1 of this reform in Fall
2010, we focused on how to implement this reform in a way that was meaningful and maintained
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stability for schools. We know that educating students in more inclusive settings produces positive
academic results. There is a great deal of national research supporting the academic goals of the
reform, and a few of these studies are highlighted in our presentation today. By phasing in policy
changes to one subset of schools before implementing citywide we were able to identify best
practices for implementation that we can now roll out citywide.

As you are aware, we delayed the roll out of the reform to the rest of the City for one year because
we recognized the need to build more capacity to support schools with implementation. This
preparation included: hiring 60 instructional coaches dedicated solely to supporting schools with our
special education reforms; developing a partnership with Teacher’s College Inclusive Classroom
Project; and developing and supporting school-level implementation teams charged with creating
plans to meet the needs of all students’ IEPs. We also provided training opportunities for general
education and special education teachers in a range of subjects, including Universal Design for
Learning, developing high quality IEPs, flexible programming for students, supporting student
behavior, and effectively engaging families.

We are encouraged by many qualitative measures of this reform’s success and best practices from
our phase 1 schools. One thing we have observed, particularly in our phase 1 schools, were the
social benefits to students with disabilities attending school in their neighborhoods. If a child is
educated at a school away from his neighborhood, it’s harder for him to build friendships among his
classmates, who he is not likely to see outside of school, and also among the local children in his
neighborhood, who he doesn’t see in school. For our students with disabilities, breaking down these
social barriers and integrating them into the mainstream of both the instructional and relational life
of the school is of tremendous value.

From an instructional perspective, we’ve also seen many schools implement improved practices. For
example, one particular network helped to improve literacy programs not only for students with
disabilities, but also for struggling students without IEPs. Both general education and special
education staff received training in literacy interventions and then implemented a school-wide
reading block that targeted the needs of students with and without disabilities. By changing the
school schedule so that all of the teachers in a grade implemented the literacy block at the same
time, the fluidity between general and special education settings was more seamless. No student
missed another content area by being in a different setting for the literacy block.

Other schools changed the structures of their grade level and content area meetings so that special
general education teachers had additional planning time and were able to collaborate and consult in
order to best meet the needs of all of their students. Time and again, we saw schools succeed by
building the capacity of general educators and promoting ownership of all students by all teachers.

Building on the successes of phase 1, I am confident that the team assembled under Ms. Rello-
Anselmi will successfully manage this leadership transition and continue to support the needs of all
of our students.
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Good afternoon Chairman Jackson and City Council Members. It is with great pleasure and
optimism that I take over this role in July. As we plan for the challenges ahead, I am confident that
this transition will be a seamless one.

With my time today, I would like to discuss school preparation. As a leader of a cluster of 324
schools for the past several years, I have overseen this work intimately and can speak to its depth
from multiple perspectives.

Our focus in preparing schools and families for this work is in four key areas: (1) leadership
development; (2) building the capacity of all teachers to serve all students; (3) supporting positive
student behavior; and (4) supporting families in navigating these changes to the system.

Leadership Development

As a former principal, I know firsthand that unless a school leader truly believes all of her students
can succeed, creating an inclusive school culture will be an uphill battle. For this reason, we have
engaged every principal in the City through feedback sessions conducted this winter and spring.
This past Saturday, Chancellor Walcott held a principals’ conference at Brooklyn Technical High
School, at which a majority of our principals were in attendance and participated in professional
development geared towards our instructional priorities, including how to create more inclusive
classroom environments and develop effective programs to meet the needs of students with
disabilities. Our school support networks have conducted training for principals and teacher leaders
in support of this work, which is customized to meet individual school needs. Principals will need
to designate a school implementation team tasked with evaluating the needs of incoming students,
identify resources available within the school to meet student needs, and when necessary determine
the need for any additional resources.

Building the Capacity of All Teachers

Through the leadership of our network-level special education achievement coaches, we are
building the capacity of both general and special educators to leverage the continuum of special
education services to meet the unique needs of every student in their classrooms. We are working to
expand teachers’ toolkits of research-based instructional strategies aligned to student IEPs, and
effectively applying these strategies in the delivery of services to students with disabilities and non-
disabled students who may require different instructional strategies. We have created a professional
development institute for our network-level coaches, and will target schools for additional assistance
from Columbia Teacher’s College Inclusive Classroom Project.

Supporting Positive Student Behavior

We know that there are students with and without IEPs who exhibit behavioral challenges, and that
appropriate and engaging instruction in a classroom environment that is conducive to learning is the
best first step in managing behavior. We also recognize that this is an area in which teachers want
and need additional support. To address this, we have trained many network and school staff on

4



Bepartment of
Education

Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS), and built teachers’ capacity to conduct Functional
Behavior Assessments (FBAs) and to create high quality Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs). We
recognize that it is critical to create an environment where all students can learn.

Supporting Families _

Parents and families are the primary stakeholders in the process of developing student IEPs and
ensuring that a student’s needs are being met through appropriate program and service
recommendations. We believe that the change in enrollment processes for students with disabilities
entering the school system next year or transitioning from one school to another will benefit families
greatly. For the past several decades, students with disabilities were placed in classes based on the
availability of seats for a particular program type. What was lost in this mode] was two-fold: first, a
thoughtful consideration of the full range of programs and services that could meet student needs
beyond the seat-in-a-class model; and second, equal access to local schools for students with
disabilities. 4

Unless a school was designated to open a special class or co-teaching class, schools did not need to
create programs to meet the individual needs of their students with disabilities. As a result,
approximately 40% of our students with IEPs attended a school other than the one to which they
were zoned. Next year, in the articulating grades and for students new to a community, students
will be offered a seat at their local schools, and their schools will be expected to create programs to
meet students’ needs. If families wish to transfer to another school, the previous reasons for transfer
will continue to apply, such as safety, travel and medical hardships.

For families that need help navigating these changes, we have created a dynamic parent Web site:
http://schools.nyc.gov/Academics/SpecialEducation/default.htm. We believe that the best
information for a school’s particular program can be found at the school-level, so we recommend
that families with questions first reach out to their local schools. If families need additional
information or wish to address an issue that could not be solved at the school level, we recommend
that they email our team directly at specialeducationreform @schools.nyc.gov or visit their local
District Family Advocate. If a family is new to New York City, we recommend they visit their local
Committee on Special Education.

In closing, by phasing this reform in gradually, primarily through entering grades, and by providing
the necessary supports to our teachers and principals, we firmly believe that our schools will be well
prepared to serve students in more inclusive classroom environments. Furthermore, given the low
rates of achievement for our students with disabilities, we believe there is no time to waste.

I look forward to working with members of the Committee and the Council at large on this
important issue. And with that, we are happy to answer your questions.
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