

April 20, 2020

Submitted via regulations.gov

I am writing on behalf of the National Center for Parent Leadership, Advocacy, and Community Empowerment (National PLACE) with regard to the Department of Education’s Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) Information Collection Docket No. ED-2020-SCC-0028 on Proposed Revisions Part C SPP/APR State Performance Plan (SPP) and Annual Performance Report (APR).  National PLACE’s mission is to strengthen the voice of families and family-led organizations at decision-making tables.  As a national, family-led organization with 65 national, state, and local family-led organization members including Parent Centers, Family to Family Health Information Centers, Federation of Families for Children’s Mental Health chapters, and Parent to Parent USA affiliates, we provide information and support to our members to assist them to support families of children and youth with disabilities and special healthcare needs, and are aware of the critical importance of the State Performance Plans/Annual Performance Reports in implementation of the early intervention provisions of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

GENERAL COMMENTS REGARDING THE PROPOSED REVISIONS

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rethinking IDEA/RDA. As noted in the comments of one of our members, The Advocacy Institute, “The ‘Explanation and Rationale’ document references OSEP’s process of ‘rethinking all its systems, policies, and requirements … In doing so, OSEP operationalized its framework on its current system for providing IDEA-related supports to States, and for monitoring IDEA implementation in States: Results Driven Accountability (RDA). RDA, introduced in 2012, consists of three components, the SPP/APR, IDEA section 616(d) determinations, and differentiated monitoring and support.’”

National PLACE submitted comments regarding OSERS’ “Rethinking Initiative” to RethinkRDA@ed.gov that addressed each of the three components of RDA (see our comments at www.parentsatthetable.org/storage/app/media/resources/Comments%20of%20National%20PLACE%20on%20Policy%20Issues%E2%80%8B%E2%80%8B/.)  Our comments included support for the comments of our member, The Advocacy Institute, which stated, “the components of RDA are intended to work together– each supporting and enhancing the others in an overall effort to improve student achievement.”  We agree with The Advocacy Institute in its Part B comments that “the piecemeal approach being taken by OSEP is unhelpful, confusing, and is unlikely to produce a system that will result in ‘improvement of early childhood and educational outcomes and raise expectations for children and youth with disabilities, and their families.  Rather than this piecemeal approach, OSEP should be providing a comprehensive plan to reconfigure its responsibilities under 20 U.S.C. 1416. The relationship between the SPP/APR and the annual determinations is particularly important. Thus, not knowing what OSEP might propose regarding annual determinations makes formulating these comments difficult.’

We also wish to draw attention to our numerous comments regarding the role of families and family-led organizations in all aspects of IDEA implementation, monitoring, and improvement, including in our introductory and concluding comments, which we are pleased to see reflected in the proposal: 

“The position of National PLACE is that informed, knowledgeable, and empowered families must be at the heart of every initiative from every federal, state and local agency that serves children, youth and families, such as early intervention, special education, and vocational rehabilitation.  National PLACE believes that the most effective and efficient way to educate, engage, and empower families is through supporting family-led organizations whose primary commitment is to family empowerment and who bring the knowledge, skills, experiences, and expertise that only peers can bring to the work…We reiterate our underlying principle: any priorities or decisions made about our children’s education must be conducted with the active and meaningful participation of representatives of parents of infants, toddlers, children, youth and young adults served by US ED-funded programs as well as the family/ parent organizations that provide them with information and support and represent their interests.”  

Further, we indicated:

“National PLACE members have noted significant frustration with the weak provisions for family engagement, and the non-existent provisions for family-led organization engagement, in the SPP/APR/ SSIP process.  And even the weak language that exists for family engagement is often ignored or deemed to be met by involving the State Interagency Coordinating Council or Special Education Advisory Panel even if just cursorily.  There is no requirement for states to involve their OSEP-funded parent center, and there is no requirement for states to pay attention to their stakeholders’ recommendations in any aspect of the SPP/APR/SSIP.  National PLACE strongly recommends mandating the meaningful involvement of parent centers in all aspects of the SPP/APR/SSIP process, and requiring states to report on what parents/families, parent centers, and other stakeholders recommended and what the state decided to do, including the extent to which the state agreed to implement those recommendations.”  

This would be consistent with the US Department of Health and Human Services Health Resources and Services Administration Maternal and Child Health Bureau Block Grant requirements regarding engagement of Family to Family Health Information Centers in all aspects of the Block Grant process (from application to implementation to reporting to continuous quality improvement) as well as inclusion of information on stakeholder recommendations and why they were or were not included in the application and the annual report.  For example, states are required to provide a rationale for how priority needs were determined including discussion “on other priority needs that were strongly considered by the state and its stakeholders and why these needs were not included.”  States are also required to report on the impact of family/consumer partnerships on programs and policies, and discuss how family/family organization partnerships impacted the selection of improvement activities (evidence-based or evidence-informed measures).  Again, we are pleased to see those proposed changes which are consistent with our previous recommendations.

SPECIFIC ANSWERS TO US ED QUESTIONS

(1) Is this collection necessary to the proper functions of US Department of Education?
Yes.  The continued collection of data required under Part C of IDEA is of critical importance to families, advocates, parent centers, and other stakeholders, as it helps state provide equitable opportunities, services, and adequate resources to improve outcomes for young children with disabilities and provides national trend information that is used by stakeholders to help improvement in EI systems.

(2) How might the Department enhance the quality, utility, and clarity of the information?
As noted by the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), “The collection of accurate data is important to inform states and lead agencies in their decision-making in order to improve outcomes for all children, beginning with early intervention services.”  National PLACE supports ASHA’s recommendations that ED:

· “Include information that captures important demographics of infants and young children, including race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, parents/guardians whose primary language is not English, maternal education, and geographic location approved through a stakeholder input process; and
· Provide additional training to states, lead agencies, and early intervention staff on cultural awareness, culturally sensitive assessment strategies, and typical second language acquisition, as well as strategies for successful service provision for all early intervention personnel.”

As an organization whose members serve and represent the interests of the full range of diverse families, including families from all races, ethnicities, and languages; socio-economic statuses; and geographic locations, National PLACE fully endorses the rationale provided for these recommendations:

“Practitioners require data to inform practice as census numbers and projections indicate an increase in the number of students enrolled, including those who speak a language other than English in the home. These children are at higher risk for later inappropriate referrals to special education or a “wait and see approach” that may delay needed services. Accurate data will help support the case for professional development in this area for qualified service providers, assist in successful early identification of young children with disabilities, and increase success of young children who are English Language Learners.  Some indicators and features for disorders across IDEA disability categories—including specific learning disability, emotional disturbance, autism spectrum disorder, and speech or language impairment—may be due to variances in cultural norms. Standardized assessments may not be useful in determining the absence or presence of a disorder. Service providers should familiarize themselves with cultural variances and how they may influence the perception of a disorder. In addition, they should become familiar with alternative and informal assessment measures, such as ethnographic interviewing and/or dynamic assessment, which can assist in evaluating students for differences versus disorders.”

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

Stakeholder Involvement:  National PLACE strongly supports the language requiring reporting on:

“The mechanisms for soliciting broad stakeholder input on the State’s targets in the SPP/APR and any subsequent revisions that the State has made to those targets, and the development and implementation of Indicator 11, the State’s Systemic Improvement Plan (SSIP). This must include: i. The number of parent members and a description of how the parent members of the Interagency Coordinating Council, parent center staff, parents from local and statewide advocacy and advisory committees, and individual parents were engaged in target setting, analyzing data, developing improvement strategies, and evaluating progress; ii. Description of the activities conducted to increase the capacity of diverse groups of parents to support the development of implementation of activities designed to improve outcomes for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families; iii. The mechanisms and timelines for soliciting public input for target setting, analyzing data, developing improvement strategies, and evaluating progress.”  (Emphasis added).

In previous comments, National PLACE indicated our strong concern regarding the current weak requirements for stakeholder input and state consideration and adoption of stakeholder recommendations, particularly the engagement and impact of families and the organizations that support them.  We have consistently noted our belief that stakeholders – especially families and family-led organizations – must have more than cursory impact on the final provisions of SPP/APRs.  These proposed requirements reflect a significant improvement in the information states must provide regarding “how the parent members of the Interagency Coordinating Council, parent center staff, parents from local and statewide advocacy and advisory committees, and individual parents were engaged in target setting, analyzing data, developing improvement strategies, and evaluating progress.”  National PLACE strongly supports these proposed requirements and thanks the Department for including these proposed changes to the SPP/APR process.

Reporting:  National PLACE also supports the requirements for states to report:

“iv. The mechanisms and timelines for making the results of the target setting, data analysis, development of the improvement strategies, and evaluation available to the public; v. Detailed information about where OSEP can obtain documentation for completed activities.  e. Reporting to the Public: How and where the State reported to the public on the FFY 2019 performance of each EIS program located in the State on the targets in the SPP/APR as soon as practicable, but no later than 120 days following the State’s submission of its FFY 2019 APR…; and a description of where, on its website, a complete copy of the State’s SPP/APR, including any revisions, if the State has revised the targets that it submitted with its FFY 2019 APR in 2021, is available.”

Family Outcomes – Indicator 4: As an organization whose primary purpose is to strengthen and support the active, informed engagement of families and family-led organizations in decision-making at all levels, including in particular families whose children face the greatest challenges and who have the poorest outcomes, National PLACE in particular supports, and provides additional comments, on the proposed changes related to Indicator 4, see below.

The indicator instructions will be revised to require States to compare the response rate for the reporting year to the response rate for the previous year (e.g., in the FFY 2020 SPP/APR, compare the FFY 2020 response rate to the FFY 2019 response rate), and describe strategies that will be implemented which are expected to increase the response rate, particularly for those groups that are underrepresented. States must analyze the response rate to identify potential nonresponse bias and take steps to reduce any identified bias and promote response from a broad cross section of families that received Part C services.  States must also describe the metric used to determine representativeness (e.g., +/- 3% discrepancy in the proportion of responders compared to target group).  Beginning with the FFY 2021 SPP/APR, due February 1, 2023, when reporting the extent to which the demographics of the parents responding are representative of the demographics of children receiving special education services, States must include race and ethnicity in their analysis. In addition, the State’s analysis must also include at least one of the following demographics: age of the student, disability category, gender, geographic location, socioeconomic status, parents or guardians whose language is other than English and who have limited English proficiency, maternal education, and/or another demographic category approved through the stakeholder input process.

National PLACE reiterates our support for the proposed changes regarding engagement and impact of involvement of parents including from diverse backgrounds and are cautiously optimistic that these changes will result in great impact of stakeholders – especially families and family-led organizations – on SPP/APRs including which demographic categories on which states must report.
National PLACE also strongly supports the proposed language encouraging States to “work in collaboration with their OSEP-funded parent centers in collecting data.”  We would also recommend a requirement – or at least encouragement – for States to work in collaboration with their OSEP-funded parent centers in disseminating data analysis and information to the public, particularly families.

National PLACE strongly believes that the proposed revisions would provide a more comprehensive view of family outcomes.  However, we also recommend the requirement that states review, analyze, and respond to any differences in the substantive content of responses to family outcomes surveys to determine whether there is disproportionality in the extent to which families of color in particular report that EI helped them know their rights; effectively communicate their children’s needs, and help their children develop and learn.  This is critical given the disparate outcomes for children of color, low-income children, and children whose parents speak languages other than English, in both EI and special education.  It is not sufficient to merely ensure that families of color are proportionately represented in family outcome survey responses, but also that they are being helped as much by EI as other parents.

Indicator 11 – State Systemic Improvement Plan

National PLACE supports the State Systemic Improvement Plan components that include the requirement that “Stakeholders, including parents of infants and toddlers with disabilities, early intervention service (EIS) programs and providers, the State Interagency Coordinating Council, and others, are critical participants in improving results for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families and must be included in developing, implementing, evaluating, and revising the SSIP and included in establishing the State’s targets under Indicator 11.  The SSIP should include information about stakeholder involvement in all three phases.”  We also support the requirement to describe the specific strategies implemented to engage stakeholders in key improvement efforts and how the State addressed concerns, if any, raised by stakeholders through its engagement activities.  We note that this indicator’s requirement for stakeholder participation, including of parents of infant and toddlers with disabilities, should also include engagement of the OSEP-funded parent center(s) in the state, and should be read in the context of the overall SPP/APR requirement noted in Stakeholder Requirements, above.

All Indicators

Finally, because of our commitment to ensuring equitable services to and outcomes for our nation’s most at-risk infants and toddlers, National PLACE strongly recommends the requirement that analysis and reporting of indicator data by at least race, ethnicity, and parent language be required so that systems and their stakeholders can identify and address disparities.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments, and for considering and responding to our earlier comments regarding the need to strengthen family and family-led organization engagement in and impact on the SPP/APR/SSIP process.   Please feel free to contact me with any questions or for further discussion regarding the perspectives and recommendations of National PLACE and its members.

Sincerely,
[image: Diana Signature Black]
dautin@parentsatthetable.org
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