Hartford Public Schools Again Fail Special Education Students

State Department of Education report finds special education services required by state and federal law not provided for Hartford students

2550 Main Street Academy is not “disciplined, safe or conducive to learning.” 
The Center for Children’s Advocacy and Greater Hartford Legal Aid have won a significant victory in a class administrative complaint filed with the State Department of Education (SDE) on behalf of students at Hartford Public Schools’ (HPS) 2550 Main Street Academy (2550 Main).  
2550 Main is HPS’s school for middle school and high school students with special education needs, including behavioral health issues and learning disabilities.  In responding to the complaint, filed in January 2010, SDE ordered that Hartford relocate and redesign this program to comply with state and federal law.  SDE further ordered that Hartford hire an independent consultant, chosen through agreement with the Center for Children’s Advocacy and Greater Hartford Legal Aid, to provide ongoing and continuous technical assistance to the District regarding program design and location.     
Center for Children’s Advocacy Attorney Hannah Benton, who filed the Complaint, hailed the findings as a positive step toward securing relief for these Hartford special education students. “We’re hopeful that these findings and the corrective action mean that these students – our most vulnerable special education students – will finally receive the education and support services they’re entitled to under law,” said Benton.  “Special Ed students need an appropriate education to prepare them to be productive members of our communities and Hartford has consistently not provided these supports. The independent consultant will be critical in ensuring they receive an appropriate education.”

After investigation in response to the complaint, SDE concluded that the program at 2550 Main:

· “is not a structured, therapeutic setting… not disciplined, safe or conducive to learning;”
· was located in a setting that was “totally inappropriate for a therapeutic school” since it lacked a gymnasium, a cafeteria where meals are prepared, science laboratories or classrooms for elective courses and shared a building with adult-service agencies and a parking lot with a busy church;

· had a “noisy, volatile and dangerous” environment where “students and staff wandered in and out of classrooms;”

· had staff who had received “limited to no training in working with students with emotional disturbance;”

· did not provide high school students with an appropriate secondary school education due to the program’s overreliance on exclusionary discipline, and Hartford’s failure to provide these students with access to high-interest elective courses and extra-curricular activities as those available to their non-disabled peers;

· did not provide students with appropriate transition goals and services to prepare them for post-secondary education or employment;

· provided its high school students with fewer hours of instruction than their non-disabled peers and that there was “no therapeutic reason for this lack of parity.” 

Greater Hartford Legal Aid Attorney Maria Morelli-Wolfe stated, “It is very significant that the State confirmed what parents and students have known all year: 2550 is not a structured, therapeutic setting and not appropriate for these students.”
Hartford informed SDE in response to the complaint that it was closing the middle school at 2550 Main and that it would relocate the high school.  In addition to ordering Hartford to pay for an independent consultant for program redesign and implementation, SDE further ordered Hartford to locate any new self-contained program for high school students in a facility with the same structural and safety features as those provided in other District high schools.  SDE held that the new program must include:

· training for all staff, prior to the program’s opening, regarding: instruction, transition planning, behavioral interventions and crisis management for students with emotional disturbance;
· a school-wide behavior management system;

· a curriculum designed to meet the individual educational and therapeutic needs of all students in the program;

· appropriate implementation of each student’s IEP; and 

· a school day comparable to other District high schools.

Sadly, 2550 Main is only the most recent of Hartford’s programs to fail to serve these students.  At the beginning of the 2009-2010 school year, 2550 Main replaced the Hartford Transitional Learning Academy (HTLA) Programs, which had a long history of failure to meet its students’ academic and therapeutic needs. An earlier report had found that the HTLA program provided an environment that was “more chaotic than therapeutic.”  
In June 2009, the Center for Children’s Advocacy had filed a class administrative complaint on behalf of the students at the HTLA which resulted in SDE finding violations of state and federal special education law in addition to state disciplinary and school hour requirements.  
By law, special education students in Hartford Public Schools are entitled to a free, appropriate, public education (FAPE), provided without discrimination based on their disability. Additionally, special education students have the same educational guarantees as students attending regular classes, such as protections against bullying and sexual harassment, limitations on types of discipline and annual school hour requirements. 

The Center for Children's Advocacy is a private, non-profit organization that promotes and protects the legal rights of Connecticut's most vulnerable children and youth.

Greater Hartford Legal Aid is a non-profit law firm whose attorneys advocate for equal justice for poor people, work with clients to promote social justice, and use the law to address the effects and root causes of poverty.
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