Comments on the U.S. Department of Education on Parent Center Funding Extension

Submitted via regulations.gov  

The National Center for Parent Leadership, Advocacy, and Community Empowerment (National PLACE) thanks you for the opportunity to comment on the US Department of Education’s (ED) proposal to extend funding for (a) Parent Training and Information Centers funded under IDEA, and (b) Parent Information and Training Centers and the National TA Center funded by the Rehabilitative Services Administration (RSA), as well as the National TA Center on Improving Transition to Postsecondary Education and Employment for Students with Disabilities.  National PLACE is a national organization that works to strengthen the voice of families and family-led organizations at decision-making tables that affect our nation’s children, youth, and families.  Our 60 local, state and national members represent Parent Training and Information and Community Parent Resource Centers, Family to Family Health Information Centers, Parent to Parent USA affiliates, National Federation of Families for Children’s Mental Health chapters, Family Empowerment Centers, Early Start Family Resource Centers, and other family-led, family-run organizations committed to ensuring the highest quality and most effective services and supports for children and families, including those with disabilities. Our comments are based on our knowledge and expertise regarding effective strategies to engage diverse families of children of all ages to help improve services to, and outcomes for, their children., as well as our experience as family-led organizations many of whom are funded by the US Department of Education and other federal agencies.  

IDEA Parent Centers

National PLACE supports the proposal to extend funding for the Parent Centers funded under IDEA for two reasons.  

The first is that the funding for this set of Parent Centers expires at the end of September, 2019.  Issuing an RFP at this late date would not provide this set of Parent Centers with sufficient time to review and analyze the RFP’s requirements, plan an appropriate response, and develop and submit their proposal. This could result in lower quality applications, applications that are not as responsive to the RFP and ED’s priorities as would be possible with a longer response time, and/or applications that are not as responsive to the identified needs of the families, youth/young adults, and professionals in their state/catchment area.  

The second reason is the one stated in the Federal Register notice, “to align and coordinate all OSERS-funded training and technical assistance services focused on transition-aged children and youth with disabilities and their families.”  The Federal Register notice continues, “The waivers and extensions would allow OSERS to align and coordinate, and improve the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of, direct training and technical assistance services focused on transition-age children and youth with disabilities and their families.”  The Department further indicates that it will “consider approaches for improving coordination among programs that provide these services to more efficiently and effectively meet the needs of States.”

While transition-aged children and youth with disabilities and their families are only one audience for the IDEA Parent Training and Information Centers (PTIs), it is an increasingly important audience, particularly given the recent Parent Center focus on directly serving youth and young adults.  Providing ED with the time to solicit input from a variety of diverse stakeholders about how to strengthen the role of IDEA PTIs, and to incorporate appropriate recommendations into the PTI RFP next year, will be of great value.  

These comments should also prove helpful as ED considers how to modify the deliverables for the National TA Center on Improving Transition to Postsecondary Education and Employment for Students with Disabilities cooperative agreement.  National PLACE strongly recommends that, “to align and coordinate all OSERS-funded training and technical assistance services focused on transition-aged children and youth with disabilities and their families,” the RFP for this National TA Center must require the Center to engage with the parent center(s) in the state or territory with which they are working as a matter of course, and must require a representative from the parent center(s) to be invited to any site/TA visits or as members of any teams receiving TA from the National TA Center with needed financial support for travel, etc.  This important decision should not be left to state lead agencies who may have inappropriate reasons to exclude representatives of their parent center(s).  Parent Centers are the OSEP investment in family engagement, including in the area of transition to adult life, in the states and territories and thus should routinely be included as participants in transition TA.

Taking this action would help to meet the intent of this funding extension, to “allow OSERS to align and coordinate, and improve the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of, direct training and technical assistance services focused on transition-age children and youth with disabilities and their families.”  It will also help to meet ED’s interest in “approaches for improving coordination among programs that provide these services to more efficiently and effectively meet the needs of States.”  (Note that National PLACE would add “and of the children, youth and families who are the intended beneficiaries of IDEA.”)

RSA Parent Centers and National TA Center

National PLACE would first like to indicate appreciation for the intent clearly identified in the Federal Register notice for RSA to continue to provide additional funding, in some format, for parent centers to assist youth, young adults, their families, and professionals, to support effective transition to meaningful adult lives, and self-determination in the transition process, and for a national TA center to provide TA to parent centers around transition.  As the Federal Register notice indicates, “it would not be in the public interest to have a lapse in the critically needed resources currently provided by these programs.  Allowing funding to lapse before the Department establishes a new, coordinated strategy for training and TA services would leave youth and families without access to critical services and assistance that ensure that students with disabilities, including those with significant disabilities, transition from K-12 prepared for postsecondary success.”


Also, as noted above for the IDEA parent centers, the funding for the RSA Parent Centers and the National Parent TA Center expires at the end of September, 2019.  Issuing an RFP at this late date would not provide these centers with sufficient time to review and analyze the RFP’s requirements, plan an appropriate response, and develop and submit their proposal. This could result in lower quality applications, applications that are not as responsive to the RFP and ED’s priorities as would be possible with a longer response time, and/or applications that are not as responsive to the identified needs of the families, youth/young adults, and professionals in their state/catchment area.  

In terms of how to ensure appropriate coordination among and between the IDEA-funded parent centers and the RSA parent centers, National PLACE recommends that ED (a) facilitate a “focus group” of the current RSA regional or state grantees and the National RSA Transition Parent TA Center, and a “focus group” of representative IDEA Parent centers, and (b) convene the IDEA-funded National and Regional Parent TA Centers, to discuss the most effective and efficient way to accomplish ED’s goals.  We recommend including representatives of the National Transition TA Center in the focus group with the current RSA regional or state grantees and the National RSA Transition Parent TA Center.  Options include continuing to fund individual competitive state or regional grants, funding individual competitive regional grants (or adding regional RSA funding to the IDEA Regional Parent TA Centers), or dividing the RSA individual state/regional parent center funding among all of the parent centers.  National PLACE is not taking a position on any of these options but strongly believes that both IDEA and RSA parent centers must be part of the discussion as ED makes this critical decision.

National PLACE agrees with the Secretary that “the proposed waiver and extension of the project period would not have a significant economic impact on a substantial number of small entities. The only entities that would be affected by the proposed waiver and extension of the project period are the current grantees and any other potential applicants”, and that “the proposed waiver and extension would not have a significant economic impact on these entities because the extension of an existing project period imposes minimal compliance costs, and the activities required to support the additional year of funding would not impose additional regulatory burdens or require unnecessary Federal supervision.”

Conclusion

In conclusion, National PLACE believes that it is in the best interests of youth and young adults with disabilities, their families, and the professionals who serve them; the IDEA and RSA parent centers and National Transition Parent TA Center; and ED (OSERS, including both OSEP and RSA), to extend this funding and the funding of the National TA Center on Improving Transition to Postsecondary Education and Employment for Students with Disabilities for one year.  We look forward to working with ED and the parent centers “to align and coordinate, and improve the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of, direct training and technical assistance services focused on transition-age children and youth with disabilities and their families.”
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