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The Children’s Defense Fund’s (CDF) Leave No Child Behind® mission is to ensure every child a healthy 
start, a head start, a fair start, a safe start and a moral start in life, and successful passage to adulthood 
with the help of caring families and communities. CDF-New York’s unique approach to improving 
conditions for children combines research, public education, policy development, community organizing 
and statewide advocacy activities, making us an innovating leader for New York’s children, particularly in 
the areas of health, education, early childhood and juvenile justice. Through CDF’s Cradle to Prison 
Pipeline® Campaign – a national initiative to stop the funneling of thousands of children, especially poor 
children and children of color down life paths that often lead to arrest, conviction and incarceration – CDF-
NY works to replace punitive school discipline and safety policies in New York City schools with social 
and emotional supports that encourage a positive school climate. 
 
Thank you to Chair Dromm, Chair Cohen, and the members and staff of the City Council Committees on 
Education and Mental Health, Developmental Disability, Alcoholism, Substance Abuse and Disability 
Services for this opportunity to testify before the joint oversight hearing on “Addressing the Needs of 
Students with Dyslexia and Related Language-Based Learning Disabilities.” 
 
Overview 
 
For the past year, CDF-NY has participated in the School Safety Working Group of the Mayor’s Taskforce 
on School Climate and Discipline alongside other advocates, students, teachers, school staff and 
administrators, and representatives of City government. Recommendations released from Phase 1 of 
deliberations in July of 2015 included an initiative to improve training of staff in high-priority schools on 
how to identify and meet the needs of students with special needs. This effort was in part motivated by 
data revealing that from SY2012 to SY2014, suspension disparities between students with Individualized 
Education Programs (IEPs) and general education students increased, where students with disabilities 
were suspended 2.6 times as frequently. Further, although the city’s average suspension rate is 4.8 per 
100 students, the top 10 schools with the highest suspension rates of students with disabilities issued 98 
suspensions per 100 students with IEPs.1 Our testimony today will speak to restorative responses to the 
behavior and academic performance of students with specific learning disabilities that allow for 
divestment from exclusionary discipline.  
 
Research demonstrates that the majority of students with dyslexia encounter harmful experiences at 
school and, more specifically, are disproportionately susceptible to school pushout, incidents of bullying2, 
and anxiety and depression3. Students who experience frustration with reading frequently report 
embarrassment and discouragement that may manifest in negative feelings about school, low self-
esteem, and strategic classroom disruption or school avoidance.4 As the committee report recognizes, 
teachers' lack of dyslexia awareness can have a significant impact on students' classroom experience 
and sense of belonging in school. Because over 75,000 students in New York City public schools are 
classified as having a learning disability - around 40 percent of all students with IEPs5 - it is crucial that 
New York City schools come up with comprehensive structures, procedures, and policies to meet 
students’ specialized learning needs in a way that both respects them and keeps them engaged in the 
classroom. This includes doing more to prepare and encourage teachers to better understand and 
support the unique needs of students with dyslexia and related language-based learning disabilities. 
 

                                                           
1 Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline. (2015). Safety with Dignity: Policy Recommendations from the 
Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline. Retrieved from 
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/sclt/downloads/pdf/Safety%20with%20Dignity%20-%20FINAL%20Complete%20Report%207.23_2.pdf.   
2 Dahle, A., Knivsberg, A., and Andreassen, A. (2011). Coexisting problem behavior in severe dyslexia. Journal of Research in Special 
Educational Needs, 11(30): 162-170. 
3 Alexander-Passe, N. (2006). How dyslexic teenager cope: An investigation of self-esteem, coping and depression. Dyslexia, 12(4): 
256-275. 
4 Advocates for Children of New York. (2016). A is for All: Meeting the Literacy Needs of Students with and without Disabilities in the 
New York City Public Schools. New York, NY: Author. Available at 
http://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/a_is_for_all.pdf?pt=1.  
5 New York City Department of Education. (2016). Local Law 27 of 2015 Annual Report on Special Education: School Year 2014-
2015. Retrieved from http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/6035782C-F95D-4224-8372-
F2B1F7E9A226/0/LocalLaw27of20152292016FINAL.pdf.  

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/sclt/downloads/pdf/Safety%20with%20Dignity%20-%20FINAL%20Complete%20Report%207.23_2.pdf
http://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/a_is_for_all.pdf?pt=1
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/6035782C-F95D-4224-8372-F2B1F7E9A226/0/LocalLaw27of20152292016FINAL.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/6035782C-F95D-4224-8372-F2B1F7E9A226/0/LocalLaw27of20152292016FINAL.pdf
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Discriminatory Reliance on Exclusionary Discipline 
 
During the 2014-2015 school year, 44,636 total suspensions were issued in New York City Public 
Schools. Black students received 53.1% of all suspensions, and students with an IEP received 36.1%, 
while representing 26% and 13% of the total student population respectively.6 Literature on suspension 
continues to find that students with disabilities are suspended more often7 and more harshly8 than their 
peers who are not identified as students with disabilities. Moreover, racial disparities persist within 
suspension rates of the total population of students with disabilities. A study examining national data from 
the Office of Civil Rights found that Black students with disabilities were disproportionately targeted for 
out-of-school suspension as compared to other students with disabilities.9 Another study discovered that 
among the tens of thousands of schools, those schools that identified more Black students as having 
emotional disturbance or specific learning disabilities were also found to suspend Black students with 
disabilities at higher rates.10 This becomes increasingly inequitable as students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders or learning disabilities are arrested, incarcerated, and criminalized at a higher rate 
than their peers not identified as students with disabilities.11 
 
Several school-related factors make exclusionary discipline more likely for behaviors that are often 
manifestations of a student’s disability: inadequate training for educators, zero-tolerance discipline 
policies, and a lack of school-wide positive behavior interventions, counseling, and harm prevention 
services.12 Qualitative researchers have documented how the same student can behave differently in 
different classrooms,13 and how instances of harm and suspensions tend to go down when engagement 
in school goes up.14 The ability of teachers to organize classrooms and manage the behavior of their 
students is critical to positive educational outcomes, as many disciplinary actions begin with teachers 
trying to address routine classroom behavior.15 Schools may rely on exclusionary discipline like classroom 
removals and suspensions when they do not have the tools or capacity to remediate disruptive behaviors 
quickly.16 Helping teachers improve their classroom management skills in combination with their 
knowledge of specific learning disabilities would mean that many cases of distracting or harmful behavior 
could be stopped or prevented before they escalate to where the teacher writes a disciplinary referral. 
 
Need for Restorative Practices 
 
Recent research from the Research Alliance for New York City Schools found that schools with 
supportive environments maximize teachers’ and students’ learning opportunities, and that students’ 
beliefs about their potential for academic success are shaped by the academic expectations schools set 
for them.17 Expanding the scope of educational possibilities available to students requires a fundamental 

                                                           
6 New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU). (2015). Suspension Data Fact Sheets: Student Safety Act Reporting on Suspensions. 
Retrieved from http://www.nyclu.org/files/SSA_Suspension_FactSheet_2014-2015.pdf. 
7 Losen, D. (2012). Opportunities Suspended: The disparate impact of disciplinary exclusion from school. Los Angeles, CA: The Civil 
Rights Project, Center for Civil Rights Remedies. 
8 Losen, D.J., Ee, J., Hodson, C., and Martinez, T.E. (2015). Disturbing Inequities: Exploring the Relationship Between Racial 
Disparities in Special Education Identification and Discipline. In D.J. Losen (Ed.), Closing the School Discipline Gap: Equitable 
Remedies for Excessive Exclusion (pp. 89-106). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
9 Karega Rausch, M., and Skiba, R. (2006). Discipline, Disability, and Race: Disproportionately in Indiana Schools. Bloomington, IN: 
Center for Evaluation & Education Policy, Indiana University. Retrieved from 
http://www.indiana.edu/~equity/docs/discipline_disability_race_indiana.pdf.  
10 Losen, Hodson, & Martinez (2015) 
11 Linares-Orama, N. (2005). Language-learning disorders and youth incarceration. Journal of Communication Disorders 38: 311-9. 
12 Goldberg, P., and Garfinkel, L. (2013). Students with Disabilities & the Juvenile Justice System: What Parents Need to Know. 
Minneapolis, MN: Pacer Center. Retrieved from http://www.pacer.org/jj/pdf/JJ-8.pdf.  
13 Harry, B., and Klingner, J. (2006). Why are so many minority students in special education? Understanding race and disability in 
schools. New York: Teachers College Press. 
14 Osher, D.,Bear, G.G., Sprague, J.R., and Doyle, W. (2010). How can we improve school discipline? Educational Researcher, 
39(1), 48-58. 
15 Baker, P.H. (2005). Managing student behavior: How ready are teachers to meet the challenge? American Secondary Education, 
33(3), 51-64. 
16 Gregory, A., and Thompson, A. (2010). African American high school students and variability in behavior across classrooms. 
Journal of Community Psychology, 38: 386-402. 
17 Kraft, M., Marinell, W.H., and Yee, D. (2016). Schools as Organizations: Examining School Climate, Teacher Turnover, and 
Student Achievement in NYC. New York, NY: The Research Alliance for New York City Schools. Retrieved from 
http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/publications/schools_as_organizations.  

http://www.nyclu.org/files/SSA_Suspension_FactSheet_2014-2015.pdf
http://www.indiana.edu/~equity/docs/discipline_disability_race_indiana.pdf
http://www.pacer.org/jj/pdf/JJ-8.pdf
http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/publications/schools_as_organizations
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shift in how success in school is perceived, where opportunities are offered to all students and a shift in 
mindset about ability helps foster interactions that are supportive rather than punitive.18 Restorative 
practices have the capacity to transform the culture of discipline in NYC schools from one of exclusion to 
one focused on valuing learning diversity and meeting the needs of youth. 
 
Restorative practices are especially important in situations, as research lays out, where teachers 
misinterpret student distractions or avoidance behaviors as defiance or disrespect.19 Although school staff 
across the city regularly utilize suspension to maintain a safe learning environment and to deter future 
misbehavior, there is no systematic evidence that suspension accomplishes these goals. In such 
situations, lost instruction time brought on by classroom removals and suspensions can accumulate, 
making it harder for students to keep up with their peers in coursework and contributing to students’ 
disengagement from schooling. Factors noted as helpful for students with dyslexia include having strong 
connections with community, effective teachers, support from other individuals, and early remediation and 
intervention20 - all factors supporting and supported by restorative justice practices. Encouraging schools 
to view the ideas associated with restorative justice as integral parts of the development and enactment 
of student IEPs has the potential to help support the behavior of students identified with disabilities.21 Any 
legislation to make schools a more just and respectful place, including legislation regarding the training of 
teachers to better care for student populations disproportionately impacted by exclusionary school 
policies, should take into account the need for restorative justice education and other positive school 
climate supports. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Schools may be able to reduce the exclusion of students with specific learning disabilities by collaborating 
with school stakeholders to build a whole-school restorative support system, ensure teachers have the 
needed resources and knowledge to support students who receive special education services, and 
support teachers’ enactment of responsive and engaging curricula that shows respect for all students.22 
Meeting the academic and behavioral resource needs of teachers through consistent, high-quality, 
ongoing professional development that is responsive to needs can lower exclusion rates for all students, 
as exclusion rates are lower in schools where teachers employ varied instruction to create engaging 
curricula and high academic expectations.23 
 
It is our hope that the Council continue dialogue with the DOE on the value of sustainable investment in 
restorative justice in schools and ending disparities in school pushout. At this time, we look forward to an 
Executive Budget that makes the investments needed that focus on the moral, social, and academic 
development of youth rather than punishment and exclusion. Thank you again for this opportunity to 
testify. 
 

                                                           
18 Baines, A.D. (2014). (Un)Learning Disability: Recognizing and Changing Restrictive Views of Student Ability. New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
19 Alexander-Passe (2006) see 4 
20 Spafford, C., and Grosser, G. (2005). Dyslexia research and resource guide. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon. 
21 Wilson, M.G. (2013). Disrupting the Pipeline: The Role of School Leadership in Mitigating Exclusion and Criminalization of 
Students. Journal of Special Education Leadership, 26(2): 61-70. 
22 Wilson (2013) see 24 
23 Skiba, R.J., and Sprague, J. (2008). Safety without suspensions. Educational Leadership, 66(1), 38-43. 
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The	NYC	Special	Education	Collaborative	&	New	York	City	Charter	School	Center	
Dixon	Deutsch,	Vice	President,	Special	Populations	

Testimony	Presented	to	the	New	York	City	Council	Education	Committee	and	the	Committee	
on	Mental	Health,	Developmental	Disability,	Alcoholism,	Substance	Abuse	and	Disability	

Services		

	
Oversight	Hearing	on	Ensuring	Teachers	are	Properly	Trained	in	Working	with	Students	

with	Dyslexia	and	Other	Related	Disorders		
Tuesday,	April	19,	2016	

Good	afternoon,	Chairperson	Dromm	and	members	of	the	New	York	City	Council	Committee	on	
Education	and	the	Committee	on	Mental	Health,	Developmental	Disability,	Alcoholism,	Substance	
Abuse	and	Disability	Services.		My	name	is	Dixon	Deutsch	and	I	am	the	Vice	President	for	Special	
Populations	at	the	New	York	City	Charter	School	Center	(Charter	Center).1

	
I	support	both	our	NYC	

Special	Education	Collaborative2	and	ELL	Supports	teams.		Thank	you	for	the	opportunity	to	
present	testimony	today.		

Dyslexia	is	a	disability	that	can	be	supported;	with	proper	teaching	and	high-quality	instruction	
students	with	dyslexia	can	and	should	be	expected	to	read	and	learn.			

Here	are	a	few	facts	from	the	National	Center	for	Learning	Disabilities	for	context:3:	

• 2.4	million	children	across	the	country	are	diagnosed	as	having	learning	disabilities	(“LD”)	
• 42%	of	students	with	disabilities	are	diagnosed	as	having	a	learning	disability		
• 2/3	of	students	identified	as	having	a	learning	disability	are	male	
• Students	who	are	black	or	Hispanic	are	overrepresented	in	many	categories	of	learning	

disabilities,	while	students	who	are	white	or	Asian	are	underrepresented			
• While	dyslexia	comprises	a	large	percentage	of	students	with	learning	disabilities,	other	

areas	include:	dyscalculia,	auditory	processing	deficit,	visual	processing	deficit,	and	
dysgraphia			

• Since	2002,	there	has	been	an	18%	decline	of	students	in	the	LD	category;	the	National	
Center	for	Learning	Disabilities	cites	early	childhood	education,	changes	in	LD	classification,	
and	teacher	preparation	as	possible	reasons	for	the	decline		

Having	been	a	classroom	teacher	in	both	district	and	charter	schools	in	New	York	City,	I	have	
experienced	firsthand	the	challenges	and	successes	of	working	with	students	with	learning	
disabilities,	and	dyslexia	specifically,	I	received	no	professional	development	my	first	two	years	as	a	
teacher	in	how	to	reach	the	largest	groups	of	students	that	have	special	needs.	I	found	many	of	the	
methods	used	in	integrated	classrooms	to	be	flawed.	My	experience	has	shown	that	proven	
methodology	such	as	direct	instruction	is	not	used	across	the	board	with	students	who	need	it.	I	can	
even	speak	to	receiving	what	I	knew	to	be	flawed	coaching	once	I	was	offered	courses	on	reading	
instruction.	There	was	no	sustained	way	to	ensure	that	teachers	who	work	with	students	with	

																																								 																					
1	The	New	York	City	Charter	School	Center	is	an	independent	not-for-profit	organization	established	in	2004	to	help	new	charter	schools	
get	started,	support	existing	schools,	build	community	support,	and	train	new	leaders	so	that	highly	effective	public	charter	schools	can	
flourish.		
2	The	NYC	Special	Education	Collaborative	is	a	program	initiative	of	the	Charter	Center	that	empowers	NYC	schools	with	developing	
world-class,	inclusive	educational	environments.		
3	See:	https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/2014-State-of-LD.pdf		
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special	needs	had	the	tools	necessary	to	address	those	needs	

My	third	and	fourth	year	as	a	teacher	I	moved	the	City’s	charter	school	sector	and	experienced	a	
huge	difference	in	the	way	my	school	approached	reading	instruction.	These	tools,	not	crafted	
specifically	for	dyslexia	but	with	a	more	comprehensive	aim	in	mind,	helped	close	the	reading	gap	
in	my	students	with	dyslexia,	and	they	are	easily	replicable	in	any	school:	

• For	over	a	week	prior	to	the	start	of	the	school	year,	I	was	given	professional	development	
on	how	the	alphabetic	principle	impacts	learning,	

• I	was	taught	how	to	write	lesson	plans	that	taught	reading,		
• I	was	shown	how	to	utilize	student	data	in	ensuring	individualized	student	supports,		
• I	honed	my	skills	within	the	direct	instruction	approach--all	practices	that	can	have	a	

major	impact	on	the	learning	of	students	with	dyslexia.			

Charter	schools,	by	design,	have	the	flexibility	to	implement	a	range	of	proven	methods	of	
instruction	to	address	various	levels	of	student	need.	As	the	VP	of	the	New	York	City	Charter	School	
Center,	and	as	a	former	teacher	in	both	district	and	charter	schools,	I	believe	strongly	that	teachers	
should	be	given	the	tools	to	address	the	range	of	needs	that	they	are	likely	to	encounter	in	a	
classroom.		

Thank	you	again.	

	


































