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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2003, as part of its reform of New York City’pexial education system, the New
York City Department of Education (DOE) consolighttie number of administrative
bodies responsible for processing and maintainperial education cases from thirty-
seven district- and high-school-level committeeseto’ The consolidated Committees
on Special Education (CSE) were redesigned to spored with the city’'s ten
instructional regions.

Immediately following the reforms, a number of gevbs with the special education
system were discovered and documented by the PAithliocate’s Office. Most notably,
there was a dramatic decrease in the number ofi@ahs and re-evaluations processed
by the newly consolidated Committees on Special cBtion® In other words,
regionally-based Committees could not handle thenasel for special education
evaluations and re-evaluations. Some CSE staff spetial education administrators
reported to the Public Advocate that they were unpeessure from the DOE
administration to keep evaluations down.

In response to intense public pressure, the DOEedot® correct the problems with
delayed evaluations and services. Since that tthee,number of evaluations and re-
evaluations throughout the city has returned thisally “normal” levels, but the Public

Advocate’s Office has identified other problemsttparsist nearly three years after the
consolidation.

As the ombudswoman for the city, Public AdvocatetsBeGotbaum has received
numerous complaints from parents of children witbadilities and special education
advocates indicating that the regionally-based Citaas are consistently inaccessible
and unresponsive to their needs. Parents and atbsoceport that calls placed to
Committees often go unreturned and that reachingpgmopriate CSE staff member is
next to impossible. Compounding the problem, parand advocates report that they are
often unable to leave messages for CSE staff becanisemail systems are full, contact
information which is made available to them is wgoor out-of-date, and CSE
receptionists rarely answer the phone.

In October 2006, the Public Advocate’s Office coctéd a survey to measure the
responsiveness and accessibility of the regioradlged Committees. Public Advocate
staff called CSE offices and their satellite oficposing as parents of children in the
special education system or inquiring about spextiaktation services.

! The 37 committees were associated with the 32adafistricts and 5 borough-wide high school digsric
2 Mayor Bloomberg announced that the Regional Offitis administration created in 2002 will be
dissolved and the 32 districts will be resurrectédithe time of this report it is uncertain whaitlappen
to the ten regional Committees on Special Education

3 Public Advocate for the City of New YorKrisis in Special Education: Gotbaum Charges DOE4ted
Backlog of Evaluationg-ebruary 9, 2004, www.pubadvocate.nyc.gov/newsdsgle 2 9 04.html.
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In preparation for the survey, staff of the Puldldvocate’s Office made several calls to
3117 posing as parents seeking information about sbedacation services. Staff
discovered that parents are systematically referted their school's Parent
Coordinators—personnel whom the Public Advocatefic® has determined in two
separate investigations to have been largely uorespe and inaccessible to parents in
the past Based on the referrals by 311, the Public AdwsaDffice decided to
implement a survey to measure the accessibility aesponsiveness of Parent
Coordinators to parents inquiring specifically abgpecial education services.

Over the course of three weeks, the Public Advéga@ffice conducted another
investigation of parent coordinators. Public Adaecstaff posed as parents interested in
having their child evaluated for special educasenvices. They surveyed 30 randomly
selected Parent Coordinators in each of the teéomega total of 300 calls.

FINDINGS

Committees on Special Education are largely difficult to reach and unresponsive to
parents of studentswith disabilities.
Ninety-eight (98) calls were placed to CommitteesSpecial Education (CSE).
* In only 46 of the calls (47 percent) did investmyatreach an appropriate person
or receive a return call from an appropriate person
= In only 37 of the calls (38 percent) were invedtiga able to
reach an appropriate person on the original call;
= In 9 additional calls, investigators received aimetcall from the
CSE within one week of leaving a message;
e Zero (0) calls were returned by the Committeesr dfte one-week deadline set
by the Public Advocate’s Office.

Callers to Committees on Special Education are often unable to leave messages for
CSE staff.

* In 32 of the calls (33 percent), investigators wareble to leave messages
because there was no voicemail option (19), the’€&kicemail system was full
(4), CSE staff hung up on investigators (4), orestigators were told to call back
later (5);

« Of all of the offices called, it was most difficuti leave messages for staff at the
Region 5 CSE. In five of the seven calls, invedtigs found that the CSE’s
voicemail was full. In one call, the investigatwas hung up on. Investigators
were able to reach an appropriate staff membenlyane of seven calls.

Messages left for the Committees on Special Education are often not returned.
* Of the 29 calls in which investigators were abldel@mve messages, 20 (nearly 70
percent) were not returned.

* New York City’s telephone hotline for informati@m city services.

® Public Advocate for the City of New Yorkyaiting for Your Call: A Survey of the Departmeht o
Education Parent CoordinatordNovember 2003; Public Advocate for the City ofuN€ork, Still Waiting
for Your Call: A Follow-up Survey of NYC DepartmehEducation Parentguly 12, 2004.
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The Committees on Special Education are largely inaccessible to non-English
speakers.

* Inonly 7 (50 percent) of the 14 calls made in Sganvere investigators able to
reach an appropriate person or called back by proppate person;

» Ofthe 7 calls in which investigators were abléei@mve messages in Spanish, 5 (71
percent) were not returned,;

* In only 4 (29 percent) of the 14 calls made in Mamd Chinese were
investigators able to reach an appropriate persaalted back by an appropriate
person;

* In 8 (57 percent) of the calls made in Mandarinn€ke, investigators were told
to call back at a later time (5) or hung up on ISEGstaff (3).

Parent Coordinators are difficult to reach and unresponsive to inquiries about special
education services.

* Investigators were unable to make contact with (bInore than 50 percent) of
the Parent Coordinators selected for the survey;

* Only 98 (or approximately 33 percent) of the calisced to Parent Coordinators
selected for the survey were answered. Parent @mabods who answered
provided inconsistent information about specialcadion;

29 (or approximately 10 percent) of the Parent @mators selected for the
survey had no contact information listed on the D@dbsite and therefore could
not be contacted,;

* Seven Parent Coordinators selected for the suradypimones with full or non-
working voicemail systems.

Parent Coordinators do not return phone calls from those seeking information about
special education services.
» Of the 166 calls resulting in messages left foreRaCoordinators, 115 (or nearly
70 percent) were not returned.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Department of Education must:

Improve the Responsiveness of New York City’s Cibeamion Special Education:
» Ensure that the committees return parents’ phole wdhin five business days;
* Ensure that live operators or receptionists anghenes during regular business
hours;

Improve the Accessibility of New York City’s Conteets on Special Education:
» Ensure that all CSE phone numbers are working phppend that all CSE
employees have working voicemail boxes that arelau frequently.



Improve the Accessibility of the Committees on i@pdeducation to Non-English-
Speakers:
» Contract with a telephone-based translation semgagensure that all Committees
can effectively communicate with non-English-spegkparents.
* Post on DOE’s website an organizational chart @he@ommittee on Special
Education indicating chain of command and includiay personnel, phone
numbers, and email addresses.

Improve the Responsiveness and Accessibility drR&oordinators:
* Ensure that each Parent Coordinator has a workinggand voicemail system;
* Ensure that every Parent Coordinator returns psirphbne calls;
 Ensure that the DOE website features contact irdbon for every Parent
Coordinator, including cellular phone number, sdHmased phone number, and
email address;
» Update Parent Coordinator contact information raxl

Ensure Parent Coordinators are Familiar with theeSial Education System:
* Increase training of Parent Coordinators to ensiney know the correct
procedures and contacts for processing speciabidnacases and requests.



INTRODUCTION

Since taking office in January 2002, Public Advec&etsy Gotbaum has received
numerous complaints from parents trying to accessantain legally mandated special
education services for their children. Typicatlyese parents call the Public Advocate’s
Office because their attempts to navigate New Yooddmplex special education system
have been frustrated.

In 2003, Department of Education Chancellor JoddifKimoved to reform New York
City’s special education system. In an effortwb @dministrative costs, Chancellor Klein
reduced the number of Committees on Special EdutaiCSE), the administrative
bodies responsible for processing special educaiises, from 37 to 10; reassigned all
969 special education evaluators to classrooms; @nfled the responsibility for
conducting evaluations to overburdened school psggists. As a result, the number of
special education cases processed by the DOE pltedmé&he number of evaluations
processed by the DOE fell by more than a third,leviihe number of reevaluations
dropped by nearly haff.

In March 2004, Public Advocate Gotbaum released¢alts of a survey of nearly 300
school psychologists and administrators that rexktiey were under pressure from the
administration to keep down referral rates for seeducation placements.The DOE
denied the charge, but ultimately acknowledgedotieklog of students awaiting special
education services and pledged to address thegondbl

Since that time, referrals and evaluations for speeducation have returned to
historically “normal” levels, but parents contintereport that the DOE is inaccessible
and unresponsive to their needs. Parents who taviacted the Office of the Public

Advocate indicate that information on where to gl avho to talk to regarding their

child’s special education needs is hard to comarny often inaccurate. Furthermore,
they indicate that DOE personnel dealing with spleailucation are difficult to reach and
often do not return phone calls. For many paraitshildren with special needs,

accessing and maintaining special education senfroen the DOE becomes a de facto
full-time job.

In May 2006, in response to these concerns, Pudicocate Gotbaum reintroduced
legislation in the New York City Council that, ifapsed, would require the DOE to
publicly report more comprehensive and timely stets on the special education
system’ If passed, this bill would give both the publitdeelected officials the ability to
more closely monitor the DOE’s administration oésjal education.

® Public Advocate for the City of New Yorrisis in Special Education: Gotbaum Charges DOEated
Backlog of Evaluationg-ebruary 9, 2004, www.pubadvocate.nyc.gov/nevesses 2 9 04.html.

" Public Advocate for the City of New Yorigotbaum to Klein: Stop Stonewalling and Fix SpeEid]
87% of those Surveyed Confirm Scandiérch 3, 2004,
www.pubadvocate.nyc.gov/news/releases_3_ 18 04.html.

& The New York TimesCity Retools Special Education but Pupils Slip Thylo CracksJuly 4, 2004.

° New York City Council Int. No. 344-2006.

-7 -



In October 2006, the Office of the Public Advocd¢arned that special education
classrooms throughout the city were overbooked. allnnearly 2,500 students with
disabilities were packed into 241 classrooms iation of New York State law and their
Individual Educational Programs (IEP), which maed&tacher-to-student ratios. The
DOE pledged to fix the problem.

In October 2006, the Public Advocate’s Office undek a project to measure the special
education system’s accessibility and responsivetessmrents. Guided by complaints
from parents and special education advocates aoingetheir dealings with New York
City's Committees on Special Education, the Publdvocate’s Office designed and
implemented a survey to determine what happens wiigviduals call Committees with
guestions about special education.

In order to determine where and to whom the Adnhiai®n directs parents seeking help
navigating the special education system, the Offifethe Public Advocate placed
preliminary calls to 311, which the administratipromotes as a point of entry for New
Yorkers seeking access to government serviceslicRidivocate staff posing as parents
discovered that callers are systematically refetoettheir school’s Parent Coordinators—
personnel whom the Public Advocate’'s Office hasedeined in two separate
investigations to have been unresponsive and isaitie to parents in the pa&t.As a
result of the 311 calls, the Public Advocate’s CHfialso designed and conducted a
survey to measure the accessibility and responssgeaf Parent Coordinators to parents
inquiring about special education services.

This report is based on the findings of the sunagscribed above.

BACKGROUND

Committees on Special Education

Pursuant to New York State law, each local schasitidt is responsible for identifying,
locating, evaluating, and placing all students wdikabilities within their district in a
timely manner! To carry out these mandates, school districtseaqaired to establish a
Committee on Special Educatiéh.New York City currently has ten such Committees,
one CSE for each of the city’s ten instructionagioes. Each CSE in the city is
responsible for processing all special educati@esaf students ages 5-21 located within
the geographical boundaries of its region, inclgdaii students attending public, private,
charter, and parochial schools and any other ndigostate-approved schobl. Each
regional CSE is headed by a chairperson appoinjethé&r regional superintendent.
Committees are also responsible for the oversidghtimely compliance of special
education cases, as well as conducting confliobluéen and impartial hearings for
disagreements between parents and the Departmé&dusftion:* In fiscal year 2006,

19 See5 ands.
' NY CLS Educ §4402.
12 bid.
13 Department of Education Memorandum from Linda Vileff, Deputy Superintendent of Special
Education InitiativesChanges in the Evaluation ProceBsgcember 12, 2003.
14 i
Ibid.
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New York City’s ten Committees were responsible tfog oversight of 180,890 special
education casésand 132,22'f special education assessmeéts.

The ability of parents to communicate effectivelythwCommittees is critical to the
delivery of appropriate special education servitegheir children, as well as to the
overall effectiveness of the special educationesyst Parents of children with disabilities
must have frequent contact with CSEs to discusgsssicluding but not limited to:
» Referring their child for special education sergice
* Inquiring about the process for getting their clelhluated or re-evaluated for
special education services;
* Scheduling an Individualized Education Program meet
* Ensuring that their child’s placement includes dkevices mandated by his or her
IEP;
« Changing special education services for their ¢hild
» Locating Related Services Providers;
* Troubleshooting problems with their child’s spe@dlcation services;
e Initiating conflict resolution or impartial heariag

Parent Coordinators

In 2003, Chancellor Joel Klein created a new, stbased “Parent Coordinator”
position as part of the DOEGhildren FirstInitiative. Parent Coordinators were given
the role of creating a welcoming environment forgoés in the schools and assisting
parents and children in navigating the school systdhe position was designed to be
the school system’s initial point of access forgmaés with questions or concerfis.The
DOE trained Parent Coordinators and placed on&enyeone of the city’s 1,200 schools
at a cost of $43 million annually. The DOE alsaipged each Parent Coordinator with
a cellular phone to facilitate communication witrgnts.

Almost immediately after the start of the 2003-2@@4 00l year, the Office of the Public

Advocate began receiving complaints that many efrtewly placed Parent Coordinators
were inaccessible or unresponsive to the needarenps. In November 2003 and again
in July 2004, the Office of the Public Advocate damly surveyed 100 Parent

Coordinators to measure their responsiveness atebsibility. On both occasions, the
Public Advocate’s Office found that most Parent @amators could not be reached after
school hours or on weekends and that they didetatm phone calls.

METHODOLOGY

Between October 16 and November 17, 2006, the ©f6€ the Public Advocate
conducted two separate telephone surveys. Botregsiwere designed to measure the
responsiveness of the DOE to parents’ questionscanderns on issues pertaining to

15 Mayor’s Office of Operations[he Mayor's Management Report: Fiscal 200&partment of Education.
16 Mayor’s Office of Operations[he Mayor's Management Report: Fiscal 200&partment of Education,
Supplementary Indicator Tables.

" The 132,221 assessments for FY2006 included 3467l referrals, 48,356 reevaluations, 36,171
mandated three-year reviews, and 13,017 casesiegs.

8 The New York Timesin Gamble, New York Parents to Get Involvédigust 30, 2006.
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special education services. In one survey, stading as New York City public school
parents placed calls to each CSE; in the otheff gtsing as New York City public
school parents called Parent Coordinators. Wheassary, staff left messages for DOE
employees. If DOE staff did not return the invgator’s phone call within one week, the
DOE was marked as unresponsive to that call. ithmortant to note that this survey did
not evaluate the quality of the answers providedtiy Committees or the Parent
Coordinators, only whether they were accessibleraggonsive to parents.

Between October 16 and November 1, 2006, the PAlkocate’s Office called all CSE
regional and satellite offices (14 offices totagjng the contact information available on
the DOE’s website (See Appendix &). Seven calls were placed to each of the CSE
offices, for a total of 98 calls. Each office wasked seven different questions related to
special education, with one question asked per dallorder to measure the language
accessibility of each CSE office, two of the sewgrestions were asked in languages
other than English (Spanish and Mandarin Chine$ég office collaborated with special
education advocates and parents of special neddsechto design the survey questions.
The seven questions were:

1. My child goes toandomly selected school within the regiorHe/she has been
evaluated for special education services and rgcesteived an IEP. He/she is
supposed to receive occupational therapy. Howsi Up these services now?

2. My child goes tofandomly selected school within the regiorHe/she is having
problems with his/her bus route. My child arrivate to school almost every day
and often gets home nearly two hours after schodé.e How do | change the bus
route?

3. My child has an IEP and is transitioning from eletaey school to middle school
next year. What is the process to continue sesvioemiddle school? What
information do | need to know?

4. My child is in a school in the empowerment zéhd.suspect my child may need
special education services. Who do | talk to ideorto get an evaluation for my
child?

5. My child is in 3% grade at randomly selected school within the regicand
his/her pediatrician recently suggested that | f[yet/her evaluated for special
education. What is the process and how do | getest?

6. (In Spanish)My child is in 3¢ grade at randomly selected school within the
region) and his/her pediatrician recently suggestedltiat him/her evaluated for
special education. What is the process and holgeo started?

9 DOE, Regional Contact InformatiQiCSE Regional Chairpersons
http://schools.nyc.gov/Parents/Essentials/SpeciieRtion/contacts.htm.

2 1n June 2006, 330 public schools were invitefbio the Department of Education’s Empowerment
Zone. The principals of empowerment schools arergmore discretion over their schools budgets in
exchange for greater accountability for studenfguerance. Information available at
http://schools.nyc.gov/Offices/ChildrenFirst/Empaoment/default.htm.
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7. (In Mandarin ChineseMy child is in 3% grade at fandomly selected school
within the regiof and his/her pediatrician recently suggested kiggt him/her
evaluated for special education. What is the meesmd how do | get started?

The Parent Coordinator Survey included a random pkanof three hundred, or
approximately one-quarter, of all Parent Coordimato The Office of the Public
Advocate used a random number genefattr select 30 unique Parent Coordinators
from each of the city’s ten regions. The Officetloé Public Advocate used the Parent
Coordinator contact information available on the P®website. Calls were placed to
Parent Coordinators between November 1 and Noveinhet006during business hours
(9 am — 5 pm, Monday-Friday). The investigatorsedsor, if necessary, left a message
asking:

« My child is in the &' grade atthe school of the randomly selected Parent
Coordinator) His/her pediatrician recently suggested that my
son/daughter be evaluated for special educatiomat\Wé the process and
how do | get started?

FINDINGS

Committees on Special Education are largely difficult to reach and unresponsive to
parents of studentswith disabilities.
Ninety-eight (98) calls were placed to CommitteesSpecial Education (CSE).
* In only 46 of the calls (47 percent) did invest@yatreach an appropriate person
or receive a return call from an appropriate person
= In only 37 of the calls (38 percent) were invedtiga able to
reach an appropriate person on the original call;
= In 9 additional calls, investigators received aimetcall from the
CSE within one week of leaving a message;
e Zero (0) calls were returned by the Committeesr dfte one-week deadline set
by the Public Advocate’s Office.

Callers to Committees on Special Education are often unable to leave messages for
CSE staff.

* In 32 of the calls (33 percent), investigators wareble to leave messages
because there was no voicemail option (19), the’€&kcemail system was full
(4), CSE staff hung up on investigators (4), orestigators were told to call back
later (5);

« Of all of the offices called, it was most difficuti leave messages for staff at the
Region 5 CSE. In five of the seven calls, invedtigs found that the CSE’s
voicemail was full. In one call, the investigatwas hung up on. Investigators
were able to reach an appropriate staff membenlyane of seven calls.

Messages left for the Committees on Special Education are often not returned.
* Of the 29 calls in which investigators were abldel@mve messages, 20 (nearly 70
percent) were not returned.

2L Random Number Generator available online at wwwidom.org.
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The Committees on Special Education are largely inaccessible to non-English speakers

* Inonly 7 (50 percent) of the 14 calls made in Sglanvere investigators able to
reach an appropriate person or called back by proppate person;

» Ofthe 7 calls in which investigators were abléei@ve messages in Spanish, 5 (71
percent) were not returned,;

e In only 4 (29 percent) of the 14 calls made in Mad Chinese were
investigators able to reach an appropriate persaalted back by an appropriate
person;

* In 8 (57 percent) of the calls made in Mandarinn€éke, investigators were told
to call back at a later time (5) or hung up on ISEGstaff (3).

Parent Coordinators are difficult to reach and unresponsive to inquiries about special
education services.

» Investigators were unable to make contact with (08Inore than 50 percent) of
the Parent Coordinators selected for the survey;

* Only 98 (or approximately 33 percent) of the caliaced to Parent Coordinators
selected for the survey were answered. Parent @adods who answered
provided inconsistent information about specialcadion;

e 29 (or approximately 10 percent) of the Parent Gmators selected for the
survey had no contact information listed on the D@dbsite and therefore could
not be contacted;

* Seven Parent Coordinators selected for the suradypimones with full or non-
working voicemail systems.

Parent Coordinators do not return phone calls from those seeking information about
special education services.
» Of the 166 calls resulting in messages left foreRaCoordinators, 115 (or nearly
70 percent) were not returned.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Department of Education must:

Improve the Responsiveness of New York City’s Cibeamion Special Education:
» Ensure that the committees return parents’ phole wdhin five business days;
» Ensure that live operators or receptionists anghenes during regular business
hours;

Improve the Accessibility of New York City’s Conteets on Special Education:
* Ensure that all CSE phone numbers are working phppend that all CSE
employees have working voicemail boxes that arelat frequently.

Improve the Accessibility of the Committees on i@pdeducation to Non-English-
Speakers:
» Contract with a telephone-based translation semdaensure that all Committees
can effectively communicate with non-English-speglparents.
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* Post on DOE’s website an organizational chart @he@ommittee on Special
Education indicating chain of command and includiay personnel, phone
numbers, and email addresses.

Improve the Responsiveness and Accessibility driR&oordinators:

» Ensure that each Parent Coordinator has a workinggand voicemail system;

* Ensure that every Parent Coordinator returns psirphone calls;

* Ensure that the DOE website features contact irddon for every Parent
Coordinator, including cellular phone number, sdHmsed phone number, and
email address;

» Update Parent Coordinator contact information raxl

Ensure Parent Coordinators are Familiar with theeSg@al Education System:

* Increase training of Parent Coordinators to ensimey know the correct
procedures and contacts for processing speciabtidnacases and requests.
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Appendix A — CSE Contact List

REGIOM DISTRICTS

10

NEW YORK CITY DEFARTMENT OF EDUCATION

CONTACT INFORMATION FOR

REGIONAL COMMITTEES OM SPECIAL EDUCATIOMN CHAIRPERSOMS
http://schools,

. gov/Parents/Essentials/

cigl+ Educotiondcontacts ht

9,10

B, 11,12

258, 26

28, 29

24,30, 32

19, 23, 27

17,18, 22

20, 21

A

13, 14,15,
16

1,2,4,7

3,56

ADDRESS

One Fordham Plaza
Bronx, Mew York 10458

3450 East Tremont Ave., 2™ Floor
Bronx, Mew York 10465

30-48 Linden Place

Flushing, Mew Yerk 11354

90-27 Sutphin Baulevard

Jamaica, Mew York 11435

2B8-11 Queens Plaza North, 5™ Flaor
Long Island City, Mew York 11101
B82-01 Rockaway Boulevard

Ozone Park, New York 11416

5619 Flatlands Avenue

Brooklyn, Mew York 11234

1780 Ocean Avenue
Brooklyn, New Yark 11230

415 89"™ Street
Brooklyn, Mew York 11209

715 Ocean Terrace, Building A
Staten Island, Mew York 10301
131 Livingsten Street

Broaklyn, Mew Yark 11201

333 Tth Ave, 4th Floor

Mew Yaork, New York 10001
388 West 125™ Street

Mew York, New York 10027

-14 -

PHOME
MUMBER

(718) 329-8074

(718) 794-7428
or
(718) 794-7429

(718) 281-3520
(718) 557-2500
(718) 391-8405
(718) 642-5836

(718) 968-6200

(718) 758-7600

D20

(718) 759-4965
b2l

(718) 759-4966

(718) 420-5752
(718) 935-4900
(917) 339-1600

(212) 342-8300

REGIOMNAL CSE
CHAIRPERSOM

Sileni Mazario

Michele Beatty

Claudia Block

Esther Morell

Iwvy Linder, T.A.

Arlene Rosenstock. T.A.

Claire Donnellan

Debarah
Cuffey-Jacksan

Gerry Donegan

Marilyn Sprecher



