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Good afternoon, Chair Dromm and Chair Deutsch and members of the Education Committee.
My name is Corinne Rello-Anselmi, and I am the Deputy Chancellor for the Division of
Specialized Instruction and Student Support at the New York City Department of Education
(DOE), which includes the Special Education Office (SEO). I am joined by Jan McDonald, the
SEQ’s Executive Director of Data and Accountability. Thank you for the opportunity to testify
today on Special Education in NYC schools, and Intro 435, which requires the DOE to report
information regarding students receiving special education services.

Until a few years ago, most students with disabilities in New York City were taught in separate
classrooms from their non-disabled peers—and in many cases, in completely separate schools.
Expectations for students with disabilities were too often set low, with Iittle focus on
graduation—Ilet alone adequate preparedness for college, careers, and independent living. Too
many of our students were deprived of access to the same opportunities as their peers, negatively
impacting their futures.

Three years ago, the DOE launched the citywide expansion of a special education reform
initiative—A Shared Path to Success— to end the segregation of students with disabilities in
New York City. Special education must be viewed as a set of services to help students with
disabilities on their paths to academic success, not as a separate place to send students.
Chancellor Farifia has had a longstanding commitment to inclusive school communities that
service the needs of all students and has made it essential to her sweeping vision of access and
opportunity for all children. We are proud of our progress, but also recognize that we still have a
long way to go. As we look ahead, we continue to focus on four major areas: access; quality
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs); supporting student behavior; and transition to
college, careers and independent living.

The primary focus of 4 Shared Path is access. Students with disabilities now have increased
access to neighborhood schools and classrooms. This means learning in the “least restrictive
environment,” with appropriate supports to meet their individual needs. We know that
instructional access for students with disabilities benefits all students and, under Chancellor
Farifia’s leadership, we have begun several new initiatives to leverage special education
expertise to boost achievement across the board.
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The first of these grew out of this administration’s commitment to promoting literacy. Early
intervention and support is critical to fostering success in reading and writing in young children.
Next month, we will launch an early childhood literacy intervention program utilizing the
expertise of speech teachers. These teachers will be able to use additional periods each week to
collaborate with early childhood classroom teachers and work directly with students in small
groups to build foundational phonemic awareness skills and prevent future reading deficits. We
are consulting with national experts in language processing and development at the City
University of New York’s Lehman College to ensure that our strategies are based on the most
current research.

Next, as of this month, all initial speech evaluations are being conducted by DOE speech
teachers, rather than outside contractors. This change has already resulted in decreased wait
times for families. It also enables DOE experts to work with classroom teachers to understand
diverse speech patterns and support students in the general education environment.

Our Division is also leading an initiative to reimagine our approach to working with students
with dyslexia. We are partnering with a local university to create a comprehensive program for
training our educators to teach students with dyslexia. Many students with dyslexia may not need
special education services if they can develop literacy skills with properly trained professionals.

In literacy, we support Orton-Gillingham (OG) based sequential multisensory reading
intervention for students with disabilities. Reading intervention is supported across the city—
through the work of the Office of Teaching and Learning and the SEO. The SEO is working on
two pilots with OG-based programs (Wilson Foundations and Really Great Reading). Staff in our
office have been trained in Wilson, and we are finalizing a proposal to continue this work in our
schools.

In order to increase access to the Common Core curriculum for students with disabilities, we are
strengthening and expanding our work in the area of Assistive Technology (AT). Assistive
Technology consists of devices, hardware, and software that aid students in accomplishing
educational tasks. In addition to providing professional development to integrate Assistive
Technology and Instructional Technology (IT) into the classroom, we are also expanding the
work of our Center for Assistive Technology, which will further improve the timeliness and
quality of our AT evaluations and the implementation of AT devices and services.

In addition to these new initiatives, we have continued to strengthen our support structures and
systems for related services (including counseling, speech therapy, occupational therapy,
physical therapy, and hearing and vision education services) and have achieved historically high
levels of service to students. By the close of the 2013-2014 school year, we were providing
approximately 90 percent of services in full. We made particular progress in serving students
recommended for bilingual counseling and bilingual speech therapy, providing both at a rate of
over 90 percent.

We have also made significant progress in closing the gap in services to students in the parts of
the city where it has been most difficult to hire providers. For Districts 7, 8, 9 and 12 in the
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‘Bronx and District 16 in Brooklyn, service levels rose nearly 10 percent from school year 2012-
2013 to 2013-2014, and in District 13 in Brooklyn, service levels jumped 19 percent over the
same period. In District 23 in Brooklyn, we are serving students at a rate over 30 percent higher
than in 2008.

Although there is more work to do to ensure that every student in every neighborhood is fully
served, we are confident that our progress will continue. One of the key elements of our success
to date has been our commitment to recruiting and hiring providers in Jong-term shortage areas.
Notably, as of May, we had a 28 percent increase in bilingual speech teachers on staff from the
year before.

Another important development in our work is in the area of specialized instructional programs.
While most of our students can be served in their neighborhood schools, there are some students
who are best served in specialized programs. While serving as a Deputy Chancellor, Chancellor
Farifia spearheaded efforts to study ways to meet the needs of high-functioning students with
autism. At the time, she was one of the original members of the New York University ASD Nest
Support Project. We have continued to work with ASD Nest to advance opportunities for
children with autism-spectrum disorders, through a model of reduced class size with specialized
supports, in a setting integrated with general education students.

In collaboration with the New England Center for Children, we have developed another
specialized program for students with autism, ASD Horizon, which uses a special class model
and curriculum. We currently have 270 individual classes across the City, in grades K through 12
that serve students with autism-spectrum disorders using this model.

Our Academics, Careers, and Essential Skills program, also known as ACES, is a specialized
program intended to provide students with intellectual disabilities greater access to their local
schools. ACES programs provide specialized supports for students who are alternately assessed
within Districts 1 to 32 schools, using a special class model. We are committed to expanding
highly effective specialized programs in order to meet the needs of our students.

Under Chancellor Farifia, we continue to focus on the professional development work that we
know is necessary for teachers and other school leaders. The IEP functions as an educational
roadmap, setting out an individualized program of supports and sexrvices tailored to the student’s
strengths and needs. High-quality IEPs are essential, and our teachers need ongoing support to
deliver them for each and every student with a disability. We are offering comprehensive
Jearning opportunities through our professional learning partnerships, professional development,
curriculum planning, and other central initiatives. This year’s professional development catalog
has over 70 different topics available throughout the school year and in every borough. In the
past two years, our office held over 5,000 workshops reaching over 112,000 professionals.

We also focus on training our teachers to provide positive behavior supports to students who
need them. We are excited to continue and deepen our collaboration with the United Federation
of Teachers on the Institute for Understanding Behavior. We are building on that collaboration to
provide supports to paraprofessionals by offering trainings in positive behavior interventions and
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supports. We also continue to support schools to conduct Functional Behavior Assessments
(FBASs) and create effective Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs).

In the past, many students with disabilities were not challenged to succeed beyond high school.
It is critical to develop a transition plan that sets out a series of interim goals and moves toward
the highest diploma option. Through summer youth employment, work-based learning, and the
Chancellor’s focus on increased career and technical education options (CTE), we are creating
multiple paths to successful futures. We have been working to ensure that students, families and
schools understand the opportunities for students with disabilities in CTE, as well as how to use
the new Career Development and Occupational Studies graduation credential, CDOS, as a
supplement to a diploma, to ensure that students graduate with skills necessary to succeed in the
workforce.

In keeping with Chancellor Farifia’s strategic vision, we remain committed to engaging with
those who know our students best: our parents and families. In order for our students to have
access to a quality education, it is essential that we actively partner with their families and
communities. Families must have the ability to engage fully in the special education process; to
understand available resources and services; and to support their children through transitions.
This past spring, the SEO hosted a Citywide Conference for Families of Students with
Disabilities. This was a day-long event where families could attend workshops about the special
education process, ask questions about individual student needs, and discuss with our staff how
we can work together to best serve students. We have continued our commitment to work with
parents and advocates by offering workshops across the five boroughs, including Kindergarten
Orientation meetings, High School Admissions meetings, a Parent Academy, and the
Chancellor’s Parent Conferences. In addition, we have deepened our partnership with the
Citywide Council on Special Education, and attend monthly public meetings and present
information on relevant special education topics.

We have also revamped the special education sections of the DOE website, making it a rich
source of detailed information on all aspects of the special education process. It can be viewed in
nine languages other than English, and includes videos of the workshops from our Parent
Conference, links to community resources, and detailed information, both for seasoned advocates
and for parents just learning about special education.

This fall, we updated the Family Guide to Special Education, which was developed in
partnership with families and advocates. It can be found on our website, in nine languages other
than English, and we have also distributed hard copies to families throughout the city.

We know that families often need additional support in understanding the special education
process. We have an ombudsperson in our office to address family concerns that have not been
resolved at the school level. Families can reach us through a public email address at
SpecialEducationReformi@schools.nyc.gov, and the 311 special education hotline. We follow up
within 48 hours of each inquiry. These interventions not only allow us to provide the individual
supports necessary, but also give us a window into the range of needs of our families across the
city, enabling us to identify and address systemic issues.
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I would also like to provide you with an update on the leadership of the Special Education
Office. Next week Christina Foti, Principal of PS 231K, will take on the role of leading the
Special Education Office as Chief Executive Director. Christina has worked as a Special
Education Teacher, School-Based Literacy and Positive Behavior Supports Coach, Middle
- 8chool Coordinator, Assistant Principal, and most recently, District 75 Principal. In these roles
she has developed skills in instruction, positive behavioral supports, writing quality IEPs,
collaborative team teaching, and self-contained classrooms, as well as a deep understanding of
the Shared Path Framework and the Common Core Learning Standards.

I would now like to introduce Jan McDonald, who will review additional data with you. The
SEQ’s data team represents another new structure that we put in place two years ago to inform
our decisions and better monitor and manage our work. The data allow us to track the results of
the Reform across multiple indicators, to intervene if the data reflect that any of our policies or
practices are having unintended consequences, and to identify where we are having the greatest
successes and challenges.

SLIDE PRESENTATION by Jan McDonald

As you have seen, the data show that we are making progress with respect to multiple
indicators. While we still clearly have a long way to go, it is important to understand that we are
working to reverse the policies, practices and school cultures reflecting decades of exclusion and
low expectations for students with disabilities, and these will not be reversed overnight.

With Chancellor Farifia’s longstanding commitment to effective policy, practice and professional
development regarding students with disabilities, we are confident that the trends we are seeing
will continue and accelerate.

Finally, with respect to Intro 435, we support the Council's goal to provide parents, advocates,
elected officials and other stakeholders with useful information regarding students receiving
special education services. Consistent with this Administration's commitment to transparency,
we are already working to create school-level reports that will be available on each school's web
page that will have much of the information required by the proposed legislation. We would like
to work with the Council to revise the proposed legislation so it reflects the reporting already in
progress and fo ensure that the requirements align with existing State and federal legal and
regulatory standards.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I would be happy to answer and questions you
may have.



