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 Commission Hears about Impact of NCLB on 

Students with Disabilities 
NCLB has increased attention and focus on 

achievement of students with disabilities
Washington, DC- On Wednesday the Commission on No Child Left Behind held its fifth roundtable on the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) on students with disabilities.  Participants invited by the Commission to speak gave their personal and professional opinions on how NCLB has impacted the achievement of students with disabilities and efforts to close the achievement gap between them and their non disabled peers.  The discussion centered on state assessments for students with disabilities and the impact of flexibility issued by the U.S. Department of Education on how schools are being held accountable for the achievement of these children. 
The roundtable was co-chaired by Commissioners Judy Heumann and Ed Sontag.  They opened the meeting by discussing the importance of closing the achievement gap for students with disabilities.  “We need to make sure that NCLB is helping students with disabilities and helping to close the achievement gap,” said Heumann.   Commissioner Sontag added, “Some have questioned whether children with disabilities can learn.  NCLB has focused educators on increasing the performance of students with disabilities.”
The Commission heard from a diverse group of individuals representing parents, local administrators, and organizations who work directly on issues related to students with disabilities.  The comments of the participants touched upon all aspects of NCLB, including its accountability and assessment provisions.  “The cost of alternate assessments for states is phenomenal,” said Susan Durant, Director, Office of Exceptional Children, South Carolina Department of Education.  “We want to ensure that we have accountability for all, but also that we are using appropriate assessments for where our students are heading.”  
The panel also included David H. Rose, the Co-Founding Director of CAST from Wakefield, Massachusetts, who discussed the importance of greater flexibility in the type of assessments offered to students with disabilities.  He stressed that more research needs to be done to find what curriculums work for students with disabilities.  

Martha Thurlow, the Director of the National Center on Educational Outcomes in Minneapolis, Minnesota, pointed out several areas within NCLB that have helped students with disabilities.  She emphasized that assessments provide vital information that can be used to make changes in instruction for children with disabilities.  In addition, Dr. Thurlow pointed out that NCLB has done more to bring attention to students with disabilities than any previous law and that data is beginning to show an increase in their achievement. 

Gwendolyn Mason, the Director of the Department of Special Education Services in Montgomery County, Maryland, gave an overview of the issues she faces in her work and offered several recommendations on how the federal government should alter NCLB to help students with disabilities.  She urged that there be greater funding of NCLB and IDEA to achieve the goals of these laws.  Ms. Mason also discussed the need for more highly qualified special education teachers to support children with disabilities. 


Katy Beh Neas, Consortium for Citizens with Disabilities, Washington, DC credited NCLB with making schools focus on the academic achievement of students with disabilities.  Along with her colleagues she strongly advocated to maintain students with disabilities as a subgroup within NCLB.
Ricki Sabia, the Associate Director of the National Down Syndrome Society National Policy Center in Washington, DC stressed the need to debunk the myths about students with disabilities in order for NCLB to work at its fullest.  She called for all students to be treated the same, to use a variety of assessments and sought to dispel the myth that students with disabilities cause schools to not make AYP.
Isabel García, the Executive Director of Parent to Parent of Miami in Miami, Florida shared the experiences of families of disabled students. She discussed the desire among many families to have real access to supplemental services and public school choice under NCLB.  She also stressed the need for general education teachers to have more training on how to work with students with disabilities.  
Patti Ralabate, a Professional Associate for Special Needs with the National Education Association in Washington, DC praised NCLB for its inclusion of students with disabilities in accountability systems.  She also recommended that there be additional research, technical assistance, and professional development designed to benefit teachers of students with disabilities.  
The Commission will conclude its summer roundtable series today with a discussion on the role which NCLB should play in reforming high schools and ensuring students graduate high school ready for college. Of particular note will be a discussion on efforts to upgrade curriculum in our nation's high schools, how dropout and graduation rates should be calculated and better integrated in NCLB's accountability requirements, and what students need to be ready for college.
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