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To the Hearing on Preschool Special Education,                                                   7/31/07
I am writing both as a parent with a child receiving services from the Committee on Special Education (CSE) (who also went through Early Intervention (EI) and the Committee on Preschool Education (CPSE), as a Clinical Psychologist, and as Chair of the Brooklyn Children’s Committee of the Federation.

I have become quite concerned that the Special Education system (CPSE and CSE) in New York City is broken and in need of serious change. In my experience, children are just not getting the services they need through the CPSE and CSE. 
Transition from EI to CPSE
I was shocked by my first encounter with the CPSE system. I had attended a presentation on “transition” by Resources for children with special needs and believed I knew what to expect. What I found was an overburdened system, with overwhelmed staff and few resources. I was told that the services recommended by my daughter’s EI providers would be placed on her IEP, but that it was unlikely that I would find providers to actually provide these services. The onus was on me, the parent, to find providers for my child if she was to receive her approved services. In contrast, when my daughter was in EI, there were many providers and there was no question that my daughter would receive all her approved services. 
Transition from CPSE to CSE, “Turning 5”
When it came time to transition to CSE, I expected that my daughter would be re-evaluated in the same specialty areas which evaluated her prior to her entering CPSE. To my surprise, I was told by the CSE social worker that since they lack the resources to do their own evaluations, all I needed to do was to have my daughter’s current providers write an updated report of her progress with goals and recommendations and they would be accepted. At the initial IEP meeting I provided all the requested reports. I was told by the same social worker and the school psychologist that in fact my daughter would not receive any services as “the CSE does not provide these services”. I insisted on speaking to his supervisor who then approved services but with a severely limited time frame and frequency. I asked for and received a second meeting where I brought two of the providers working with my daughter. The CSE sent their supervisors to attend that meeting. Although the supervisors were more qualified perhaps to interpret the reports I provided and understand the need for the recommendations for services, they did not even look at the reports. Nor did they listen to the presentations by my daughter’s providers. In the end, only another half hour of PT was approved.
I have since had the opportunity to speak to the school psychologist at my daughter’s school as well as other school social workers and school psychologists. They have confirmed that their job is to prevent services from being approved or to only approve a limited amount of services. Parents are not told about advocacy agencies that could help to guide them through this process.
Entering the CSE System
I cannot speak to parent’s efforts to have their child enter the CPSE system, but I have had a lot of experience through my clinical work, that of my colleagues at Interfaith Medical Center and at the Brooklyn Children’s Committee to be able to address  parent’s efforts to refer their children to the CSE system. To begin with, many parents’ efforts to refer their children to the Committee on Special Education (CSE) for an evaluation fail. Parents without resources and knowledge of the system often give up at this point. How could they know, without attending presentations by advocacy groups such as Resources for Children with Special Needs, that in order to even refer your child for an evaluation you must put the request in writing to the school psychologist and/or school principal (making sure to get a written receipt from them) and at the same time send a certified letter to the Regional Chairperson at CSE for their District? How could they know that you must keep a notebook, documenting every conversation you have with the CSE, and then follow it up with a letter putting that conversation in writing?  The proof one has to obtain and maintain as a parent in order to be prepared for an Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting/hearing is overwhelming! In addition, the parent advocates at the school (the parent coordinators) generally have no knowledge of or training in the CSE referral process and thus cannot help parents through this process.
IEP Meeting
At the Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting, it makes sense for the attendees to learn about the child, read reports from that child’s specialists/current providers, look at recent evaluations and then to make determinations about services/class placement needed for that child. However, in my experience, Committee on Special Education (CSE) personnel at the meeting (school psychologist, school social worker and their supervisors) disregard or do not even read reports written by specialists and providers the child has previously seen. Some of the problems seem to stem from CSE personnel who are misinformed, lack training in and are poorly educated about CSE services. Another issue is CSE personnel who are not skilled in understanding the complex disorders many children present with and thus are unable to recommend/approve the necessary services/placements. Decisions seem to be primarily based on funding issues- with the CSE trying to give each child as few services as possible. Parents are summarily told that their child cannot/will not receive the services recommended by specialists in their child’s disability area. They seem to hope that parents are not educated and informed enough to know what their child is entitled to.  In fact, parents have to fight tooth and nail for every service placed on their child’s IEP.

Barriers to receiving CPSE/CSE services on IEP
Once the child has an Individualized Education Program (IEP), the next barrier to services is lack of providers. There are not enough providers willing to work for the CSE to provide services to all the children who are mandated to receive services on their IEP. I have been told by many providers that EI pays them significantly more than CPSE or CSE and that is the reason for the dearth of providers.  Thus, despite having the IEP, the services on it are frequently not provided at all or not provided with the frequency mandated by the IEP. It is left up to the parent to figure out that their child is not receiving the mandated services, find out how to get an RSA (Related Services Authorization) letter for an outside provider and then to actually find a provider! Many parents to do not have the time, energy or the knowledge to sustain the massive effort it takes to get their child an IEP and/or service providers so that their child can succeed in school. 
Amazingly, the Department of Education has a well kept secret called the “Office of School Improvement” whose function as best I can tell is to make sure the child is getting the services that are on their IEP. I learned about this office while attending Testimony on the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The Office of School Improvement has helped me tremendously over time. I am frustrated by the fact that people are not told of the availability of this extremely helpful office as a matter of course, when their children become involved with the CSE system. 
As a parent of a child with an IEP and a Psychologist working with children, adolescents and their families, I have both first hand experience with the problematic CPSE/CSE system and hear over and over again from clients, fellow colleagues, program directors and administrators about their frustration with the CSE system. There has been much written and talked about concerning failing schools and school reform. However, I have not heard any discussion of reforming the Committee on Preschool Special Education (CPSE) or the Special Education (CSE) system. This concerns me greatly as the most vulnerable children, those who need CPSE/CSE services the most, are often the same ones who are attending the failing schools. Their parents are often disenfranchised and less likely to know of their rights/entitlements under the CPSE/CSE system and/or have knowledge about advocacy groups. The failing and broken CPSE/CSE system needs to be taken apart and built back up into a system that can treat each child as an individual, assess their needs, determine how they can best be served by available providers/resources/class placements and allow them to succeed in school.
Possible Solutions

In order to save money later on, each child should get the intervention they need as early as possible. The CPSE and CSE meetings should be structured as a case conference with input in person and in writing by all the child’s providers and/or evaluators, teachers and parents. Once the child’s needs are identified, a decision should be made about which classroom setting is appropriate and an IEP should be written that reflects and addresses the child’s unique needs, strengths and weakness.  Parents should be informed right away about the need to inquire if providers are available to serve their children and if not how to obtain an RSA letter and find their own providers. In addition, parents should be given information about contacting advocacy agencies for help and support in this process and to guide them if they find themselves in a conflict with the CPSE/CSE. Parents should also be told about the DOE’s extremely helpful office of School Improvement and given their contact information.
Please contact me with any questions at 718 613 6618.

Sincerely,

Lynn S. Kaplan, Psy.D.

MCT Unit Chief

Chairperson Brooklyn Children’s Committee
1545 Atlantic Avenue 


Brooklyn, NY 11213


718-613-6618


























