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Dear Colleagues,

I wrote to you in November about our plans to change our policies to support students with disabilities better in order to raise the bar for all of our students. The special education reform, rolling out citywide in September 2012, is aimed at ensuring that all students with disabilities are educated to high academic standards, in the least restrictive setting that is academically appropriate, and at the same schools they would have access to if they did not have IEPs. 

To implement these changes in our instructional practice effectively, we will need to make challenging but critical adjustments to current practices in special education operations. And to ensure we are prepared for a successful citywide implementation of this initiative in the fall, we must begin to make changes to some of our systems this spring. As described below, beginning later this month we will offer support to you and your school teams in considering how best to implement the special education reform in your school community. 

Beginning this fall, to provide students with disabilities the opportunity to attend the same schools they would have access to if they did not have IEPs, we are making several modifications to our enrollment policy: 
1. Schools will be asked to serve students in articulating grades from their local communities, regardless of IEP program recommendation.  
1. Choice, non-zoned, and screened schools will be asked to admit and serve a percentage of students with disabilities equivalent to the percentage of students with disabilities in their district or borough.
1. School teams will be expected to meet the needs of students identified for special education services within the context of their school. Students with significant needs (i.e., students in need of specialized programs or barrier-free sites) will continue to be served at schools that have those provisions.

These changes to the DOE’s enrollment policy are applicable to students entering your schools this fall through the articulation process as well as to those students entering the system “over-the-counter.”  As you are considering how best to serve students who are new to your schools, in line with federal mandates that students be served in the least restrictive environment, we encourage you to recommend more flexible programs and inclusive classroom environments for students whenever possible. 

To align with the changes outlined above, we have modified the Special Education Student Projection (SESP) application, which opens next week for elementary and middle schools. Schools will now be projected for individual students, and no longer will have to project classes as in past years. To help schools transition to this new model, we will support your school team to ensure that you are able to provide services in accordance with students’ IEPs. These necessary changes will help your teams provide more individualized scheduling options for students and maximize the time during which students with disabilities are educated alongside their peers without disabilities.

We recognize that this transition is a substantial one, and we will support your school community as you begin to change your practices related to special education. I encourage you to take advantage of the opportunities available to you over the coming weeks to learn more about what these changes mean for your school and to understand better how you and your staff can prepare for this transition before September:
1. Principal Feedback Sessions (late January-February): DOE senior leadership will join your network principal meetings to discuss specific policy changes, listen to your feedback, and identify additional supports that you will need. Each network’s instructional coach for special education and other key members of the network team will be present at these sessions to support your school further.
1. Student Projections Webinar (Wed., January 18): This webinar will be followed by an opportunity for elementary school principals to learn more about changes to the “Turning 5” process. Registration details are available here. 
1. Professional Development Workshops for School Psychologists (January 23-February 10): To support the “Turning 5” process, we will hold five borough-based workshops for school psychologists on writing effective IEPs for incoming kindergarteners with disabilities. More details will follow in an upcoming issue of Principals’ Weekly.
1. Information Sessions for Families (late March-early April): These information sessions, about parent and family participation in the IEP process, will include overviews of the special education reform. More details will follow in an upcoming issue of Principals’ Weekly.

I encourage you to share this letter with your School Leadership Team as well as with your school community at large. Please direct any questions to specialeducationreform@schools.nyc.gov. Thank you for your ongoing commitment to excellent education for all our students.

Sincerely,
Dennis M. Walcott
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