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Background

Prior Activity
1. “We’re working on two things: Adequate funding for the program and attempting to change the law. To make so it makes sense at the building [individual school] level. OK, tell me about those. The program was attached, really grafted onto an existing program, a program with a different set of rules. [IDEA operated] by a different set of rules from the rest. It’s been a rocky 25 years. The context is that this institution [schools] is supported by local taxes. And the taxpayers, while they want good schools, also want them to be run cheaply. The climate is this: all activities in a school are internally competitive with each other. Most of the money [in a school budget] goes for people, and for heating, cooling and maintaining the building. After that, there’s only 5 percent left over [and every program, activity, has to compete for that]. If you place big new personnel expenses with a labor intensive program, then everything else is stretched thin. Everything else is discretionary. Everything is discretionary: enriched classes voke ed. But special ed is not discretionary. The second you don’t offer these services, there’s recourses in the Court. And since the ________ decision in ’84, you now have to pay attorney’s fees [to plaintiffs] if you lose. Eleven, twelve percent of the student body is disabled. Disabled kids get the first dollar [of the budget]. They get 25 percent of the budget. That’s stressed the rest of the budget.”

“In the 1980s we there was a huge run-up in federal funding for schools. But 40 cents of every new dollar went to special ed. But schools were under pressure [because of that funding] to raise achievements for students. But they were only able to use 60 cents of their new education dollars to accomplish that.”

Are you making any progress? “Yes. In the last 4 years under the Republicans, the Republicans in Congress, they’ve been very good to us. If it was left to the Democrats, we’d back where we were 5 years ago. That’s interesting, I wouldn’t have expected such a strong partisan division on something like this. It’s an odd confluence of concerns. Bill Goodling [R-PA, head of ed com.] is the only bona fide educator in Congress. He’s been a teacher, an administrator . . . His brother-in-law is [an administrator] and his wife is a teacher. They keep reminding him how badly we’re getting pinched. In the other house, Trent Lott’s aide has a disabled child [so Lott wanted to help him]. Goodling and Lott started upping the ante when they took over. And Judd Gregg from New Hampshire, an influential senator in the Republican caucus. He comes from a property-tax poor state. There are towns where they have to spend all the money on special ed.”

Advocacy Undertaken:
Direct Congressional lobbying

Grassroots lobbying

Future Advocacy

None mentioned but will certainly continue to lobby on this issue as it is of great concern to constituents and resolution is not close.

Key Congressional Contacts:
Lott

Goodling

Gregg

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Congressional Republicans. (Not clear with just committee or all GOP).

Targets of Grassroots lobbying:

Congressional Republicans. (Not clear with just committee or all GOP).

Coalition Partners:
Council of the Great City Schools

2. “There aren’t any interest group coalitions. On funding there’s only AASA, the Council of Great City Schools, and the __________. All the other education groups are namby-pamby on this. The special ed crowd is not effective lobbying on this. They don’t care if other things get funded. Asking for more IDEA money is not important to them because of the local taxpayer [supporting the program].”

Other Participants:

Disability groups and disability rights groups.

Ubiquitous:
3. “We say simply that schools aren’t going to improve unless we get help with special ed. The most expensive kids are the ones who start out with deficits. Those that need extra help, longer school days, longer school years, are expensive. We can’t do what people want us to in the current climate. And the Democrats don’t want to hear it. But thankfully, school boards, school administrators keep getting this message across.”

Secondary:
None.

Targeted:

None

Nature of Opposition

Groups representing the disabled. Congressional democrats.

Ubiquitous/opp

Schools aren’t fully implementing the law.

Secondary/opp

None described

Targeted/opp

None described

Partisan?

Yes.

Venue

Congress

Action Pending

Nothing immediate

Policy objectives

Status quo: although they’re critical of it, the disability groups are protective of the law. They don’t want it reopened because the strong rights disabled students now have could get weakened.

Opposition to status quo: This group and others representing administrators, want the federal government to do more to cover these costs and to revise the law so as to limit what schools have to do/have to pay for for disabled students. 

Advocate’s experience

8. “I was a teacher and I was frustrated at not being able to influence policy. So I went back to graduate school. Then I taught for a few years at a small school, Eastern New Mexico University. Because of my love of statistics and research design, I was able to work on a project with one of my former teachers. Then I got into the Educational Administration program at the University of Colorado. There I got interested in school-based. . .  Then I ran a migrant education program, a federally funded Title I program. I worked with some Congressmen on it. They would come out to look at it. One time, Congressman Bill Ford [D-MI, head of ed com or very high up then] came and said if you’re ever interested in working in Washington, give me a call. I was going through a nasty divorce where I got custody of the children and I was interested in taking them as far away as possible. So I put them in the car and we drove to Washington. So I called Ford and he called AASA and told them to hire me. I’ve been here 18 years. I came for two!”

Research:
4. “Special ed falls into a difference place than other issues. There’s precious little research on special education. And I think that’s by design. There’s nothing I can use [to take with me up to the Hill]. The most recent research on spending on special ed is from 1988. The Department of Education in 1988 asked Congress to stop local school districts from reporting their special ed funding. And Congress went along with it. As a result there are no reliable figures on special ed spending.”

“On other issues, I like to go with some research. When I go to the Hill, I like to humanize the issue. I like to take a school administrator with me to put a human face on it, to combine that with research. [I do this] to drive [our point] home. People got so wound up about implementing [IDEA], they didn’t understand that they were creating an enormous problem for the schools. It would hurt their [special ed groups] cause to admit that. But we aren’t going to walk away from disabled children. It’s time to say this law needs change.”

# involved in advocacy:
5

“I’m director of the office and I report to the executive director. I’m part of the senior management team. There are 5 other people in the office. One is doing a rural initiative. One does our communications, field work, and is web master. We have a sophisticated, real time, vote counter. We have a person who lobbies on appropriations issues. Another is vacant but that  position is lobbying on authorizations. And I work with everybody. I also do a lot of travel, going out to meet with our state affiliates. 

#Units
1

Advocate’s outstanding skill

Experience in the job

Type of Membership:
Individual school administrators.

“About 14,500. Superintendents and other top administrators. About 1,000 are principals.”

Size

14,500

Age

135 years

When were you founded? 1865

(additional):
7. “They’d say we’re a moderate to conservative organization compared to other organizations [in the education field]. That we rely heavily on our members, more than other organizations. That we’re very persistent once we take a stand. We have to be careful because we’re small and we’re not going to get a lot of our members’ time. So it’s really tied to whether or not you can mobilize the troops? Exactly. We can’t go the well very often. We take up 4 or 5 five issues a year. We’ll take stands are other things, but they’re cursory.”

Anything else I should be asking? 

“Regarding special ed, it’s so complex because it’s so emotional. It cuts across party lines. These [special ed lobbies] are really civil rights groups [and that makes them difficult to contend with]. At my age [57] I remember when we didn’t do anything for special ed kids. They [disability groups] have such an antipathy toward the education community. They don’t believe we can do anything right. And that makes it difficult to get a good fix on what’s going on. In their eyes, it will always be our fault.” [and later:] “They’ll always remind you [of when we didn’t do anything for special needs kids. I remember when I was teaching in Wyoming  [Montana?] and we had someone from the University of Utah Medical School come for a half day each month. That’s what we had for all our kids we were concerned about [kids with some kind of disability].”

“Every spring, all over America in every school, there’s lobbying [over the budget]. The only ones who don’t have to lobby are those in the special ed community. They don’t have to because they have the law on their side. But the law needs fixing. When school administrators put together a budget, they [basically] decide how badly they’re going to break the law. All these things compete. High quality voke ed programs for those who aren’t going on to college. AP Calculus and AP Physics for those who are going on. [All these things compete against special ed spending.] People in Washington don’t want to hear that. People in Washington don’t understand that reality.”

“But the situation is slowly getting better. Maybe in 10 years we’ll be past this.”

