EDUCATIONAL SERVICES AND SUPPORTS
My seven year old son, Evan is on the autism spectrum.  He is enrolled in our neighborhood public school in the Autism Support Class.  He participates in regular education for math. He has been attending this school for the past two years.  Since his diagnosis, I’ve been told to keep things structured and as routine as possible for him.  So, making the transition from part time school to every day was challenging last year.  There were “behavioral” issues that were addressed and a TSS was put in place.  He was becoming familiar with the expectations.  Despite all this, Evan continued to exhibit difficulty transitioning.  He did well for several weeks then total chaos.  I didn’t understand what was happening. Then, I remembered the key words----routine and structure.  While at school, Evan flows with routine.  I started to notice that whenever he had breaks/time off from school, he would return upset and it would take him time to readjust to the “other” routine.  Even though I would create visuals to help him understand the holiday and summer breaks, he just had a hard time getting back to his routine.  When returning to school, he would pace, not follow directions and make those sounds as though he didn’t want to be bothered.  He would withdrawal from the learning process. It would take another two weeks for him to re-settle into the routine. Clearly, this is a relapse.  When the extended school (ESY) year was offered, I thought that a routine during the summer would help.  It did until the time in between the end of the program and school starting in September. Another change in routine.  I know life is all about change, but my son, along with others who desperately gasp for routine cannot readily adapt no matter how much advance notice and preparation is offered.
There has to be something better for my son; our children.  I did homework.  I read about the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the federal rules for the Extended School Year and learned how Pennsylvania interpreted the law, I was aghast!  There is nothing in federal regulation that states an ESY can only be for three days per week from 9am to 1pm over 6 weeks during the summer.  IDEA, 300.106 states that federal regulation does not limit a public agency from ESY services to a child with a disability during times other than the summer, such as before and after regular school hours or during school vacations, if the IEP team determines that the child requires ESY services during those time periods in order to receive FAPE”.  The federal government does not define “break” as summer vacation. A break is defined as an interruption in the educational program.  Additionally, the Basic Education Circular (BEC) published by the PA DOE which are guidelines for school districts, states, “ while many ESY programs are held during the summer, children eligible for ESY services can require weekend or even virtually continuous programming….?”
Clearly, Pennsylvania can do more for our children.  How can Pennsylvania say that they are offering an appropriate education to our children when my son struggles to regain his sense of order after these extended breaks?

I am asking you to support the implementation of PA DOE’s own guidelines regarding the Extended School Year.  Pennsylvania is mandated to offer ESY; how they do it is up to the school districts. There needs to be consistency across our state.  
1. Offer ESY during the holiday and spring breaks

2. Offer ESY during the summer the week after school ends until the week prior of the new school year for a full day.

Budgets are always an issue, but not at the expense of our children. Supporting implementation that expands the ESY and holding the DOE accountable for enforcement is the right thing to do for our children---all our children who are entitled to a free and appropriate public education.  Thank you on behalf of all children attending Pennsylvania public schools who receive special education services.  Let’s do it right!

