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     Parents of Blind Children-NJ

        23 Alexander Avenue ( Madison, NJ 07940 ( (973) 377-0976

      blindchildren@verizon.net  (  www.blindchildren.org
April 3, 2011
Our Concerns with the CBVI Proposal to Cut 20 Teachers

The Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired is planning to eliminate the position of 10-month instructor, thereby cutting the teaching staff by 20 teachers, or over 30% of the staff.  
Please restore this money to the Commission’s budget and 
specify that it be used to retain these teachers.

Following are our concerns about this proposal:

· The Commission is calling this brutal cut a “reform.”  A reform makes things better.  This cut will not create better services; this cut will hurt the blind children.

· The Commission is claiming that the number of students on their caseload is down and that a reduction in force is therefore appropriate.  The reduction proposal is based on a formula we believe to be inaccurate.  There was a spike in the Commission caseload numbers for 2 or so years; the comparison is being made to the highest year, rather than to the average year.
· If Commission numbers are down, someone should be asking WHY?  There is no indication nationally that numbers of blind children are going down.  If schools are not contracting with the Commission, is it because of pressure on their own budgets?  Are blind/visually impaired children going without services in some schools due to budget constraints?

· The Commission is claiming that the system of having teachers on a 10-month schedule is “inherently inefficient.”  In reality, the 10-month schedule coincides with the school year, when the children are in the classroom ready to receive instruction and the classroom teachers and school team are there ready to receive necessary training and information.  
· Is there some hidden agenda in the agency’s desire to eliminate the 10-month positions?  The reasons they have provided thus far do not make sense.  
· Some of these 10-month teachers are the most experienced in the state.  Why would the Commission be willing to let this expertise walk out the door and how will they replace it?

· The Commission is claiming that blind babies receive “duplicate services” from other agencies.  Our understanding is that 2 early intervention teachers happen to be retired teachers of the blind.  They were not hired to provide blindness services.
· The Commission is talking about “extensive summer services.”  Will these replace school-year services?  This would not be practical or efficient for teaching the children, as they need to have their Braille and technology lessons connected to the school curriculum.  
· Summer-only services for children with multiple disabilities who attend special schools would completely deny them their right to an appropriate education during the school year.   Teachers must make multiple visits to these children to assess fluctuating vision and inconsistent performance, recommend/obtain materials, and train school staff. 
· How would the Commission know which families would even be around in the summer?  Would blind children have to forego summer vacation in order to receive their blindness services?  Will schools agree to pay for services without knowing the availability of students?
· If summer services do NOT replace school-year services, how can the Commission claim that it can keep services at the same level while adding new summer programs AND cutting 30% of the teaching staff?

· Parents want their children to receive education services during the school year, when 1,080 hours of instructional time are available (6 hours per day, five days per week, 36 weeks per year), not just during summer school, when so few hours of class time are available.  In addition, very few students attend summer school.

· How will the Commission make up the approximately 8,000 lessons/visits per year that the 20 teachers would normally provide?  

· The Commission is claiming they will be able to provide full services to all children with only two-thirds of their current teaching staff.  Yet it seems that already “side deals” are being made with other service providers to take up the slack for the students the Commission will no longer be able to serve.  We understand that one such provider is a private school that has no experience whatsoever with providing itinerant services to the public schools.
· The Commission is claiming that teachers provide less than 2 hours of direct instruction per day and that this number is based on the teachers’ own input into the computer information system.  We believe this to be an inaccurate b, as the system does not allow the entering of the many other job tasks that a teacher might perform over the course of a day, as in the next bullet point.
· In addition to direct instruction, the school day of a teacher of the blind include many responsibilities, such as to:
· perform functional vision assessments and learning media assessments;
· transcribe classroom materials from print to Braille and Braille to print; 
· prepare and obtain classroom materials in alternate formats;
· recommend and provide appropriate accommodations for district and state testing; 
· train low vision students in the use of adaptive technology and low vision aids; 
· develop the student’s understanding of his/her eye condition and eye care; 
· make referrals for other skill instruction, such as adaptive technology and mobility;
· reinforce student’s ancillary skills such as use of adaptive technology and mobility;
· provide classroom teacher and teacher’s aide training;
· train staff who work with the child, such as physical and occupational therapists; 
· meet with the Child Study Team, parents, and other school staff; 
· contact eye doctors and obtain eye reports and other relevant records;  

· order adaptive textbooks, materials and equipment; 

· write case notes, reports, and recommendations.  
PLEASE RESTORE THE $1.53 MILLION TO THE COMMISSION’S BUDGET AND SPECIFY THAT IT BE USED FOR RETAINING THESE TEACHERS.
