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Good morning.   I am Steve Bartlett of the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education.   I welcome you to the fourth meeting of the Commission.  Our hearing today is led by the Commission’s Accountability Systems Task Force, which I chair.

We are very pleased to be in Des Moines so we can hear the perspective of local educators and parents.  I can assure you as a former member of Congress and mayor of Dallas that all the answers are not found in Washington, DC.  The columnist Art Buchwald once said, “the farther you get away from Washington, DC, the more you think that things are under control.”  I second that.

Before we get started, permit me to briefly describe the Commission’s mission.  The President’s goal in establishing the Commission was a simple one:  “No child left behind.”  The President created the Commission 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.  

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?  President Bush says it best:

(BUSH QUOTE) “One of the most important goals of my Administration is to support states and local communities in creating and maintaining a system of public education where no child is left behind.  Unfortunately, among those at greatest risk of being left behind are children with disabilities.” 

In our work, the Commission will use the four foundation principles of the “The No Child Left Behind Act.”  Those principles are:

1. Accountability for results;

2. Flexibility and local control;

3. Expanded options for parents; and,

4. Use of educational practices based on good science.

At the outset, I must reaffirm that 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 President has charged us with providing findings and recommendations in the following nine areas:

1. Cost-effectiveness.

2.  Improving Results.       

3.  Research.  

4.  Early Intervention.

5.  Funding.

6. Teacher Quality and Student Accountability.

7. Regulations and Red Tape.

8. Models.

9. Federal versus Local Funding. 

Our purpose in Des Moines today is to examine a slice of that charge.  We will look at two of the nine key areas:  accountability and results. What we will examine can be summed up in three sentences.

1. We will look at how our state and local education systems are accountable for results in special education.

2. We will look at how accountability systems can take into account the unique needs of children receiving special education services.  For example, we will examine the use of special modifications and accommodations for children with disabilities when they participate in state testing programs.

3. We will examine how special education students can perform at higher academic levels.

There is a significant achievement gap between children receiving special education services and other children. For example, state-reported data shows us that for the 1998-99 school year 57.4 percent of students with disabilities graduated with a regular diploma. Meanwhile, the National Center for Education Statistics tells us that the 1999 graduation rate for all students was 88.8 percent.

The achievement gap also appears in scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress.  For example, in 1998, only 28 percent of 8th graders with disabilities met or exceeded basic levels on the NAEP reading test compared to 74 percent of all students in the 8th grade.
Those statistics tell us that special education children are being left behind.  We have to do better.  As Secretary Paige said at the Commission’s first hearing:

(PAIGE QUOTE) “The way we educate our children reveals our character.  Let’s show strong character.  No American should be satisfied until every American child is learning.”

This is an outcome-oriented Commission that is truly concerned about ensuring that no child is left behind.  That’s our mission. In order to do that, we need your help.   We need your suggestions.   Tell us about what works.   Show us the models.  We will have a public comment period this afternoon to ensure that everyone has a chance to provide us with input.

Thank you for your interest in our work.   We appreciate everyone who has taken the time to attend our hearing.   We will now open today’s hearing of the Accountability Systems Task Force.

(end)
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