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May 22, 2002

Donald Arnold 

President

  and Members

Baltimore County Board of Education

6901 N. Charles Street

Baltimore, Maryland 21202


Re:  Special Education Staffing Plan 2002 – 2003
Dear Mr. Arnold and Board Members:


This letter is a follow up to my conversation today with Mr. Arnold.  At Tuesday’s board meeting you will be presented with the Baltimore County Public Schools Special Education Staffing Plan for 2002 –2003.  Maryland public schools systems are required by state law to submit this plan to the Maryland State Department of Education as part of their annual request for federal funds.  You are required by law to approve the plan before it is forwarded to MSDE.  

The Staffing Plan was the subject of public hearings on May 20th.  These hearings were very well attended by a diverse cross-section of parents of kids with disabilities.  I suggested, and Don agreed, that the Board might benefit from hearing some of the questions and concerns parents raised about the plan.  We believe these questions might help guide your thinking as you review and analyze the plan.  These questions may also make for fruitful discussion when the plan is presented at the Board meeting on the 28th.  

As background, you should know that Maryland law requires that the plan must include the following:

(a)
evidence of maintenance of effort , consistent with 20 U.S. C. § 1413(a)(2) and COMAR 13A.02.05;

(b)
a description of staffing patterns of teachers and other service providers used by the school system to provide special education services;

(c)
the number and type of teachers, instructional assistants and other service providers needed by the system; and

(d)
a description of how the staffing plan ensures that students are provided a free and appropriate education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE).  

At the public hearings, parents expressed concerns that the plan provided no data to support its claim that the staffing ratios, patterns and numbers of service providers would ensure a FAPE in the LRE.  Simply put, parents questioned how these ratios were arrived at --- and whether they were developed based on the habit of existing programs or whether they were developed based on the needs of kids as expressed in their individual education plans (IEPs).   Parent questions include:

1.
How were the staffing ratios in the plan developed?  What facts and data does the system have to support its claim that these ratios and this distribution of staff will ensure that students receive an appropriate education in the least restrictive environment?  What evidence exists to demonstrate that disabled children in Baltimore County are receiving an appropriate education --- especially in middle school where achievement drops precipitously, and high school where nearly 1 in 10 children who leave special education do it by simply dropping out of school?  

2. 
Parents expressed particular concern about the ratios for inclusion and lack of an appropriate model for inclusion at elementary, middle and high schools.  How was this ratio arrived at?  The ratio provides 14 students to 1 teacher and 0.5 instructional assistants.  These 14 students may be spread across 10 different classrooms in 3 or 4 grades.  What facts and data give the system confidence that these ratios are sufficient?  How is this model impacted when children start changing classes and have multiple instructors in middle and high school?  How is the additional planning time needed for the special education teacher to work with regular education teachers in these contexts accounted for?   How is co-teaching between regular and special education teachers possible? 

3.  
How do the ratios take account of the differing instructional challenges of the middle and high school setting for other disability and program categories?  What is the array of programs available in high school for some of the most complex disabilities like autism, severe emotional disturbance and multiple disabilities?

4. 
How does the staffing plan account for the staff needed to assess and identify students to determine their eligibility for special education services?

5.
How does the over-identification of minority students in certain disability categories and the assignment of these students to more restrictive environments impact staffing decisions?   Is part of the solution to that problem more staff in some schools?  For example, are additional resources needed in schools with large minority special education populations to help include more of these students in regular classrooms and prevent their assignment to more restricted settings?  

6.
Children in a particular disability category --- like autism, for example --- have very differing needs.  Whereas one child may be completely nonverbal with mental retardation, another may be somewhat verbal with a near normal cognitive capacity.  How were the specific needs of children as described in their IEPs taken into account in developing the plan?

7.
How do the ratios described compare with those of our neighbor counties?  What specific data do you have to ensure the comparisons are “apples to apples” and not “apples to oranges?”  

8.
How are nonpublic placement students dealt with in the plan?  What impact does the cost of nonpublic placements have on the maintenance of effort described in the plan?   

9.
How many related service provides like speech language pathologists, occupational therapists, and physical therapists are there in the county and how are they distributed throughout the system?  

10.
What process is in place for determining in which schools specific programs will be placed?  Does this plan describe where programs will be located for 2002 --- or is that decision made at a different time?  What is the public process for changing the location of a program (comparable to the public process for a boundary change of a school)?  

11.
Why are programs clustered in some schools?  What data does the system have to demonstrate that clustering programs in schools outweighs the benefit of spreading them out in several schools in the system so that more children can be educated in their home school?  

12.
What are the implications of this plan for the cost of transporting students away from their home school?   With this staffing plan, how many children will be educated in their home school and how many will be bused to alternative locations?  What is the cost of that transportation?  Could that money be better used to create more staffing and programs so children could attend their home school?  

We hope that these questions help make your analysis of the BCPS Staffing Plan a rigorous and thoughtful one.  We look forward to your discussion and our further opportunities for public input.  

Sincerely,

Teresa K. LaMaster

Teresa K. LaMaster

Chair

Baltimore County Board of Education

Citizens Advisory Committee for Special Education

cc:  Ronald Boone, Executive Director State and Federal Programs

Teresa K. LaMaster, Chair     	(410) 869-9453


Jasmine Shriver, Vice Chair	(410) 825-9570











