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Columbia, MD 21046-1259

Tel: [410]-381-2959

e-mail: ben.dorman@comcast.net
Members of the Council:

My name is Ben Dorman, and I am speaking on behalf of the Special Education Citizens’ Advisory Committee and children with special needs. In the last few years our committee and other parents of children with disabilities have come before you supportive of the School Administration’s budget request. This year, however, the cut of  $6.2m proposed by the County Executive could affect our children deeply and disproportionately. The line item cuts recommended by the Superintendent to the Board of Education in response to the Executive’s proposal would have Special Education apparently bearing more about $770k. The cuts that are proposed are, for the first time, in actual teaching positions. Further, of all the cuts in staff to be made, only special education is receiving actual cuts in its request for teaching positions. If they were to take place, the Office of Special Education will have far less room to maneuver around supporting children in most appropriate settings: parents will be offered more segregated education, and are likely to accept it. We cannot be supportive of this. Our discussions with the Superintendent indicate his concern and long background with special needs students. If we were to take the proposed cuts at face value, we would be forced to conclude otherwise.

We all know that this is a tough budgetary year, and hard decisions have to therefore to be made. It’s hard to second guess the intention: perhaps the administration thinks it’s Special Education’s turn after a number of “good” years. Then again, imputing the best of intentions to our administrators, perhaps the conclusion we may draw is that these cuts to the special education request are so large, deep, (and disproportionate in their impact) because special education may in the next year be supported by higher levels of federal (and in following years, from State) funding.

Let me quote from what I said to you exactly one year ago.

“Amidst the general good feelings that have been expressed about the process in this budget cycle I would like to take this opportunity to look forward to coming years. We are well aware that the County is bearing a larger percentage of the costs of federal- and state- mandated special education programs than it should. At the time of writing it appears likely that more funding from other levels of government may materialize in the near future. However, despite the improvements in both the tone of the local school administration and the level of services we have seen over the last few years … there is still much more that needs to be done. In particular, we have so far concentrated on the critical early intervention years for some of our children, but soon the children whose lives will be changed by those efforts will have grown up into middle and high school, where levels of specialized training and support are currently far worse. We know that there are many needs out there you are called upon to satisfy, but providing the best chance for children with disabilities to grow into adults with some measure of independence, and granting them the opportunity to reach their potential, is a sound investment by any measure. … we request that you bear in mind that even this, perhaps the best special education system in the State, will continue to require your support above the current level, no matter what is received from our State and Federal Governments.”

In summary: wide-ranging cuts to the services provided to children with special needs are short-sighted. We are speaking about a population who may be independent, semi-independent, or totally dependent on public services as a result of the education they receive. Supplanting local funds by federal funds, taking the other rationale, is bad public policy, and defeats the purpose of those increased funds if available.

We hope you will take these points into serious consideration as you deliberate.

Thanking you again for your support of our children.

Ben Dorman, Ph.D.

Howard County Special Education Advisory Committee

Autism Society of America Board of Directors

