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My understanding of the issue now is that it’s been turned over to a commission that is supposed to report back to the President. Is that correct?

“Yes. The administration is waiting to see what they say. You can find out about the commission by going to the Department of Education web site. You go down 3 clicks to the Office of Special Education Services. Programs. Click on “news.” There’s a story there about this thing.”

“The Commission is composed of people around the Asst. Secretary. The question of how they were picked [is that they’re all connected to him]. These people are all connected [to the person that heads] the Office of Child Development in the Department of Education. The Asst. Secretary of Special Education is on there. The Assistant Secretary for OERI is on there. He names all these people. Rod Paige [Secretary of Education] has no one on there. This is an extremely powerful man on this [the guy who appointed all these people whose name he couldn’t remember]. He’s calling the shots on this.”

“Now the staff director is Todd Jones, who’s a lawyer. He was the staffer on the Hill who drafted the legislation the last time it was up on the Hill. I liked him personally then. But he’s meaner than a snake. He’s pretty right wing. And he’d do anything that the right wing wants. He’s staffing the Commission. And he’ll draft the bill that will come out of the Commission. If I were Bob Pasternak, I’d be worried about this. [I believe that Pasternak is his nominal superior in the Dept. of Education.] He’ll draft the bill by August 1st. And the Special Ed people will hate it. They’ll give the bill to the House and Boehner’s committee will pass it easily on a party-line vote. And they’ll do it because Congressmen need to vote for reform; they’ll vote for so they can say they voted for reform. And they’ll vote for it because they’re getting the snot beaten of them on this back home. By the special ed people? By the superintendents. [I asked about whether they were going to get money out of this, and if that is what’s going to anger superintendents]. The Commission is going to propose changes that we’re going to like. But the disability rights advocates are going to hate them.”

“There was bad stuff in the No Child Left Behind bill. Everyone stood up and cheered. The school people are terrified of it. It’s a Rube Goldberg contraption. At the time no one said it but for us. It was an easy victory for the Administration. It’s deluded them. They’ve never run into the special ed people.”

What’s your relationship with the Commission? Do you have any input into what’s going on?

“We’ve not been formally asked but they’ve criticized us anyway for not commenting. I do have a friend on the Commission, Paula Butterfield. She’s the _____ in Pittsburgh. So you’ve communicated through her? Yes, I’ve talked to Paula. I’ve told her, ‘They’ve already written the final report’ [so don’t be naïve about this]. Is that true? I don’t really know for sure.”

When we spoke last time, I asked what the major argument was that you use when you talk to policymakers about this issue and you said that it’s “Schools aren’t going to improve unless we get [financial] help with special ed.” Is that still the argument you use?

“Yes. We say, ‘We’re denying non-special ed students programs because spending is so distorted by special ed.’ So we’ve changed the language a little but the message about IDEA is the same.”

In my interviews with a number of different organizations last time around, I noticed that the relations between the disability groups and the education groups were not good. Have things improved?

“[Laughter] I’d say it’s a bit more than ‘not good.’ There’s real anger there. This time around we’re going to be singing our own tune. Last time we tried to work with them, cooperating with them to [get legislation passed]. We ended up getting a bill that [our people] in the field hated. We’ve been told this time around to stand up [for our own interests].”

“[Last time] I took shots personally. I was called before our constituent assembly to explain why we backed that bill. ’97, ’98, ’99, those were bad years. People were plain pissed off at us. We had our own priorities and so we cut deals. We swallowed some stuff that the disability groups wanted and they took some of the stuff we wanted. But the wording we got put in, Clinton and now Bush [disregarded] so we might as well not have made the deal [for all the good it did us]. So we’re not making deals this time and I’m fighting for what we want. That’s energized the lobbying.”

Has the shift in control of the Senate to the Democrats made much difference to you?

“No. Sen. Kennedy, whether he’s in the minority or the majority cuts such a wide swath that it doesn’t make much difference for us. And Jeffords was such a weak chair for the Republicans, the right just ran right over him. Now they’re [the Senate] is a carefully balanced group. It’s a little easier time, they have the one vote. But some of the Democrats aren’t sure votes [so the situation hasn’t changed that much.”

Is there anything I should be asking?
“There are two or three issues [additional issues that are going to characterize the debate over IDEA].

One is discipline [of disabled students by teachers]. This is such an emotional issue.

Second, there’s this seething anger on the part of teachers on how they’re treated as professionals. We’re not lobbying on this but we feel it. [The issue is their perception] that the schools don’t stand up to parents who question their authority. Is anyone going to give voice to [this anger]? The teachers unions are so politically correct that they won’t represent their members well on this. But these voices will be heard [in one way or another]. Every time we do a forum on special ed, this arises. There’s a level of anger that is very personal.”

And third?
“Connections of other agencies in the states; bringing other agencies to the table. So that things go beyond departments of education and into the governors’ offices. Everyone believes that there needs to be more cooperation between state agencies.”

