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Good morning, Chairman Grosso and Council members.  My name is Joyanna Smith and I am the Ombudsman for Public Education.  
The Office of the Ombudsman for Public Education is responsible for helping students and parents who have questions, concerns, or complaints regarding the District of Columbia Public Schools and public charter schools. The Office offers conflict resolution services and is committed to resolving complaints quickly and efficiently in all areas that affect student learning. 
We always like to highlight our work, as we are often asked about the role of the Ombudsman.  It is important to us that parents, students, families, and stakeholders understand our work and the services we offer.  The goals for the Office include 1) responding to concerns in a timely, caring, and productive manner, 2) contributing creative policy solutions by identifying and sharing trends, and 3) reducing the need for litigation by facilitating appropriate and timely resolution of education-related conflicts.  
High-level data for SY 15-16
Since our office’s establishment two years ago, we have received 903 cases overall. This school year, we have received 285 cases to date, which represents more than a 10% increase in our caseload as compared with last year’s total of 255 cases by the end of February.  
We would have had even more cases at this point in the school year, in fact, but for our limited staff capacity in December and January. After our Fall fellows transitioned from the office in mid-December, we did not have Spring fellows available until early February. As a result, we had to limit the amount of cases that we could accept and unfortunately had to turn some families away. We provided coaching when possible to these families and referred appropriate cases to other DC Government entities such as to OHR-Citywide Bullying Prevention program and to community based organizations. 
While we receive cases from all wards of the city, the majority of our cases so far this school year have come from Ward 8 (25%), Ward 7 (19%), and Ward 5 (10%). In total, 54% of our cases come from those three wards. This trend has been consistent over the past two years.  
We continue to receive most (64%) of our cases from DCPS schools. 27% of our cases come from public charter schools. The remaining percentages come from nonpublic schools (2%) and other schools such as daycare programs and private schools (3%).  The most common complaint areas are special education (13%), school discipline (10%), enrollment (12%), and bullying (7%). 
Representative Cases
I would also like to highlight some of our recent work for you, which further demonstrates the ongoing need for our office and our services.  
· Daniela [endnoteRef:1]is a high school student who only speaks Spanish. Her school only provides an ELL teacher once a week. Currently, Daniela refuses to attend school because she is afraid to be in an English-speaking environment after traumatic experiences at her prior school. Her parents suspect she may have a disability, as she is having a much harder time learning English than her older sibling. Her parents feel that the school dismisses their concerns and threatens them when they ask for help. Our office was able to help her family request visiting instruction from an ELL teacher. Daniela should receive that instruction until her special education evaluations are completed and she can be placed in an appropriate classroom to meet all of her many needs.  [1:  Names and some identifying details have been changed to protect students’ confidentiality.] 

· Jaliyah is an elementary school student who is generally doing well. However, another student in her classroom often hit her, and it escalated to the point where she was scared to go to school. Her mother called us asking for the other student to be moved to a different classroom. After consulting with the school, we found it was not possible to move the other student because of that student’s particular needs. We instead worked with the parent and school to brainstorm the best ways to support Jaliyah in moving to a different classroom herself. At our suggestion, the school had an in-person meeting with Jaliyah’s mother to give her the chance to share all of her concerns. Ultimately, the parent and school developed a plan to make Jaliyah feel welcome in her new classroom.  
· Damon is a high school student nearing graduation. His family received a phone call from his school saying he was being expelled, but they did not receive any paperwork about the proposed expulsion. The principal suggested he transfer to an alternative program. When our office inquired further, we determined that the school was involuntarily transferring Damon without following the appropriate process. We asked the school to reconsider their decision. When they refused to, we advised Damon and his family that they had the right to request a hearing to challenge the involuntary transfer and offered them attorney referrals. 
Outreach
As mentioned in our 2015 Annual Report, we more than doubled our outreach events in SY14-15, meeting with organizations such as the DC Fiscal Policy Institute, the Quality Trust for Individuals with Disabilities, the Every Student, Every Day Coalition, and the Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless. This school year, we have met with and presented before organizations such as the Latin American Youth Center and the Healthy Families/Thriving Communities Collaboratives.
I have participated on education panels such as the bullying panel hosted by the Washington Bar Association and the special education panel hosted by the Ward 8 State Board member Tierra Jolly and the Office of the Student Advocate. I also moderated a panel on parent engagement for the DC STEM Network (Carnegie Institute for Science). We continue to broaden our reach so that we can engage in a multi-pronged approach to helping our DC students and families.  
As we have engaged in outreach, we have also had to take a critical look at how parents can access our services. We identified a need for outreach materials that were more parent-friendly and translated into multiple languages. As a result, we developed more parent-friendly brochures and had a limited number of them translated into Spanish. We revised our website to provide our core message and information in Spanish and included a Spanish voicemail message on our intake line. We also recently met with the Mayor’s Office of Asian and Pacific Islander Affairs to discuss our services and ways that we can better engage constituents that we have not reached out to in the past. However, we need the resources to fully meet the mandates of the Language Access Act and provide our materials and services in multiple languages. There is a clear demand: a number of schools and community organizations have asked our office for outreach materials in languages other than English.
Moreover, this school year, we also shared our materials with DC public libraries and 10 of the most highly visited DC recreation centers in our effort to ensure that every family with children attending DC public schools is aware of and can access our services. 
This school year, I have also spent some time meeting new DCPS principals to discuss the role of the Ombudsman and to create an opportunity to listen to issues that are important to them. It is my hope to continue to develop relationships at the school level so we can serve as a resource to schools as well as to families and students. Furthermore, in order to fulfill our statutory mandate to identify and raise systemic issues within the education sectors, we believe it is important to share issues not just from the parent perspective, but also informed by other stakeholders such as principals and school staff members.
Intergovernmental Relationships
We realize that our families often come to various DC Government agencies with a diverse set of needs and thus, they would benefit from cross-agency collaboration in the effort to meet their needs. As a result, we are in the process of further deepening our relationships with DC Government partners. This year, we have started to develop relationships with the CFSA Ombudsman and DBH Ombudsman. We have also been invited to serve as a member of the DBH Ombudsman advisory council designed to advise the Ombudsman on program design and quality.
Policy Engagement
We believe that it is our role to engage in policy work from the perspective of 1) advocating for change on existing LEA policies that pose barriers to student achievement and 2) ensuring that there is fairness of process on the application of existing policies that are reasonable but may not be uniformly applied across a system.
We continue to have quarterly meetings with DCPS leadership to discuss systemic concerns that arise from our casework. Two particular concerns we have raised with DCPS recently are 1) our ongoing concern regarding parent waivers for long-term suspensions and 2) our concern regarding a DCPS high school stating they were not authorized to amend a student’s IEP to include more than 20 hours of specialized instruction regardless of the student’s needs. In the second case, we were able to obtain confirmation from the DCPS Central Office that IEPs should be developed by the IEP team based on the student’s needs and that the school level staff was mistaken in their earlier assertion to the family.  
Finally, I continue to serve as a member of the citywide Truancy Taskforce as well as part of a policy workgroup with GW University Law School and other education partners to address revisions to Chapter 25 of the DC Municipal Regulations (DCPS disciplinary policy).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion	
I appreciate the opportunity to testify today, and look forward to working collaboratively with the Council, city agencies, local organizations, and families to improve attendance for all students.
If parents, families, and students have concerns or complaints about any education related issue, they can reach our office by calling us at (202) 741- 0886, emailing us at ombudsman@dc.gov, or visiting the State Board of Education website located at www.sboe.dc.gov/Ombudsman. 
Thank you for your time and I welcome any questions.
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