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Good morning.   I am jack fletcher, chairman of the Assessment and identificationf task force of the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education.   I welcome you to our meeting.  The focus of our hearing today is the identification of children with learning disabilities.

Before we get started I want to briefly describe to you the mission and activities of the Commission.

President Bush established this Commission last October to collect information and to study issues related to federal, state and local special education programs.  The Commission’s ultimate goal is to recommend policies to improve the educational performance of students with disabilities so that no child will be left behind.  

The “no child left behind” message has become a familiar and important one.   It is the guiding principle of the newly reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act.   Now, it comes into play with the work of this Commission.   Why?  Because children with disabilities are at the greatest risk of being left behind.

the Commission’s work is not designed to replace the upcoming Congressional reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  Rather, the report we produce and issue this summer will not only provide vital input into the reauthorization process, but also into the national debate on how best to educate all children.

the Commission and its task forces have held hearings in Houston, Denver, Des Moines, Los Angeles, and Coral Gables, FL.  We have looked at issues such as parental involvement, teacher quality, accountability, research, funding, and cost effectiveness.

Our topic today is a very important one. Effective identification of children with potential learning disabilities is one of the most complex issues in special education.  While some children are “overidentified” or “misindentified” for special education services due to racial, culturally or linguistic factors, other students who need services are not identified.  In order for our public schools to truly serve all students and ensure that no child will be left behind, we have to develop better methods of screening and diagnosing children with learning disabilities.

African American students in particular are more likely to be overidentified with learning disabilities.  For example, while African American students represent 16 percent of public school enrollments, they constitute 21 percent of the total enrollment in special education. 

However, some school systems have recently taken important steps to improve identification of students.  For example, here IN NEW York City, the Board of Education and the U.S. Department of Education reached agreement in 1997 allowing the city’s school system to significantly reduce the number of inappropriate and disproportionate referrals of African American, Hispanic and limited English proficient students.  The schools did this through the increased use of remedial and pre-referral intervention programs.  The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights is awaiting further data from the Board to confirm the success of the programs.

Educators and parents need to be aware and understand the range of factors influence identification.  These factors include: teacher training, funding, parents’ educational levels, household income, race, class size, the categories of services as defined by IDEA, crime rates in schools, and urban, suburban and rural environments.

This is an outcome-oriented Commission that is eager to hear from you.    We need your suggestions.   Tell us about what works.   We will have a public comment period this afternoon to ensure that you have a chance to provide us with input.  Thank you for your interest in our work.   We will now begin today’s hearing.

(end)
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