July 27, 2005
MaryEllen Elia

901 E. Kennedy Blvd

P.O. Box 3408

Tampa, FL  33601

Re:  FDOE Bureau Resolution Determination
Dear Superintendent Elia
I am forwarding you a copy of the Bureau Resolution Determination, by the Florida Department of Education, which found that Hillsborough County schools failed to provide the related services of physical and occupational therapy services to a large majority of the school district’s students.  
I have decided to occasionally provide both yourself and the school board with such information so that you and the board can understand the frustration and anger so often experienced by parents, who have tried in vain to correct issues with the Hillsborough County ESE Department.  In this particular case, not only had the parents tried repeatedly to correct the issue within the county, but STAND tried as well.  On a volunteer basis I contacted the ESE Department several times to solicit their assistance in correcting, what should have been a very simple problem.  I have repeatedly explained that STAND understands the difficulty HCSD has had in employing an adequate number of OT/PT personnel.  What remains inexplicable is the fact, now validated as a result of this State Complaint, that ESE personnel refused to hire private therapists to provide the services already designated on students’ IEPs.  
The FDOE also determined that HCSD failed to provide appropriate legal written notification to parents.  District personnel chose to not notify the parents that the agreed upon services were not going to be provided by the District.  This practice of deceiving the public can only serve to continually erode the trust of parents and also demoralize the consciences of district personnel that must engage in such deceit.  It is not surprising that as parents of ESE children become more aware of their rights, the more school Districts are facing issues of trust. Teacher recruitment and retention surely must be tied to the ability of the District to maintain trust with parents and service providers.  The FDOE concluded that these multiple violations have resulted in “a systemic violation regarding the provision of OT and PT services to students with disabilities during the 2004-05 school year.”  STAND has also determined that ESE personnel have submitted matrices of services for the services never received by students, and subsequently received federal IDEA funds for services never provided.
After several assurances that this would be corrected; the parents insisted that a State Complaint be filed.  They were angry and they had a right to be angry.  No longer can these critical issues viewed as “isolated incidents” or simply a small group of “malcontents.”  Indeed, after you review this Bureau Resolution, you will learn that 82% of students had not received the amount of OT services required by their 2004-05 IEPs, and 64% of the students had not received the amount of PT services required by their 2004-05 IEPs.  I ask you, if 82% of non-disabled students did not receive instruction in a subject such as math, despite a curriculum requirement of math, for an entire school year, would you be angry?
STAND is now agreeing to work collaboratively with the district to address the violations and implement the corrective actions identified in the FDOE’s Bureau Resolution Determination dated July 18, 2005.  Initially we declined the invitation to participate in the Task Force only because our families felt it was imperative that the FDOE complete a full investigation so that an objective determination of the violations be concluded.  We have two volunteers who have agreed to serve as STAND representatives on the Task Force.  While we do not claim to have a solution to the personnel shortage, we do offer suggestions consistent with IDEA regarding the following:

· the hiring of private therapists if necessary

· notification to all parents whose children have PT and/or OT designated on their IEPs of all their procedural rights
· notification to all (976) families that their students may not have received the services the district agreed to provide during the 2004-05 school year
· the issue of ensuring that each and every student who has been previously denied related services receive compensatory time
· the appropriate accountability measures be implemented to ensure that all children whose IEP teams determine a particular related service is necessary for their education receive such services in a timely fashion.
This brings me to a suggestion STAND has previously made to the other school boards.  I believe that it would help the implementation of IEPs tremendously if a significant part of a school administrator’s annual evaluation was based upon how well IEPs are drafted and implemented in the school.  If school administrators were clearly and absolutely held accountable for the effective and appropriate implementation of IEPs, I believe there would be a significant change in attitude and administrative practice in Hillsborough County.  The education of our children with disabilities is too important, not to be made part of administrative accountability.

I thank you in advance for considering the above.  As always, we at STAND strive to help school districts attain the highest standards of education and collaboration for our children with disabilities.
With Warm Regards,
Nikole Whitehead
Vice-president
STAND
Cc:  Hillsborough County School Board members via email
Enclosure:  FDOE Bureau Resolution Determination
