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[bookmark: _Hlk158282835]This Testimony is submitted on behalf of Disability Rights DC at University Legal Services (“Disability Rights DC”). Disability Rights DC is the federally designated Protection and Advocacy Program for persons with disabilities in the District of Columbia. Per Disability Rights DC’s federal mandate, Disability Rights DC staff serves the District’s residents with disabilities through individual representation, investigations of abuse and neglect, training, and systemic advocacy. 
Disability Rights DC submits this testimony to advise the Committee on three matters: 
I. [bookmark: _Hlk157682728]Office of the State Superintendent of Education (“OSSE”) Must Report the Use of Seclusion and Restraint in Schools as a Minimal Accountability Measure. 
II. OSSE Must Allocate Resources to Meaningfully Improve its Inclusion Efforts for Children who Receive Special Education Services.  
III. OSSE Must Ensure Equitable and Appropriate Education to Students who are Institutionalized. 
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Thank you Chairman Mendelson, and the Committee of the Whole for the opportunity to speak today. My name is Caitlin Holbrook, and I am a law clerk at Disability Rights DC (“DRDC”) at University Legal Services (“ULS”). DRDC is the protection and advocacy agency for people with disabilities in the District. I am here to testify, first, about the Office of the State Superintendent of Education’s (“OSSE”) failure to report on the use of restraint and seclusion of students with disabilities, second, about the need for the District to allocate resources to ensure that students with disabilities are meaningfully included in general education classrooms and, third, about the need for the District to ensure equitable and appropriate education to students who are institutionalized. 
As stated in last year’s testimony, DRDC remains extremely concerned about the lack of accountability measures taken by OSSE to report on and respond to the use of restraints and seclusions on students with disabilities. In 2025 and 2023, DRDC submitted FOIA requests for information from OSSE on D.C. public school’s use of restraints and seclusions on students with disabilities.[footnoteRef:2] Yet both years, OSSE could not provide statistical information on the numbers, nor could we find any comprehensive public reporting to inform the public of the District’s public school use of restraint and seclusion.  [2:  OSSE reported, “No responsive records were identified” for the number of incidents of seclusion of a student; incidents of restraint of a student; and incidents of abuse of a student in the Local Educational Agencies (“LEAs”) in the District of Columbia. Email to Managing Attorney at Disability Rights DC from FOIA Officer at OFF. THE STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF ED.(Dec. 6, 2023) (FOIA Request No. 2024-FOIA-01758) (on file with author); see also, OSSE Reported “OSSE conducted a search of all records within the agency’s possession that were reasonably calculated to uncover all relevant documents based upon the information provided in your request. After conducting this search, the following records were identified,” in response to the number of seclusion and restraints of a student, and incidents of abuse by an LEA. OSSE did provide DRDC information regarding the number of children by disability and the time they spend in the general education classrooms. Email to Managing Attorney at Disability Rights DC, from FOIA Officer David Pratt, OFF. THE STATE SUPERINTEDENT OF ED. (Aug. 21, 2025)(FOIA Reference # R0123424-080125)(on file with author). ] 

This lack of oversight impacts students with disabilities who are disproportionately restrained and secluded nationally. Students with disabilities represent only 12 percent of the national student population but represent 58 percent of students placed in seclusion and 75 percent of students physically restrained at school.[footnoteRef:3] Moreover, national statistics show that Black students are also disproportionately subjected to restraint and seclusion. About 18 % of American students with disabilities are Black, however Black students with disabilities account for 26% of all students who were subjected to a physical restraint, and 34% of all students subjected to mechanical restraints.[footnoteRef:4] Race and disability intersect dramatically in D.C. The District’s prior analysis has found that one in four Black boys and one in eight Black girls have a diagnosed disability.[footnoteRef:5] Thus, the disproportionate use of restraint and seclusion on students with disabilities, techniques that have the capacity to create long-term emotional and physical harm,[footnoteRef:6] should at the very least be tracked and reported by both race and disability, so we have a clear understanding of what occurs in our schools. This is important both for the school to reform bad practices and for family, advocates, and self-advocates to be informed and enabled to act to support and protect students with disabilities and demand change.  [3:  OFF. Of C.R., Disability Discrimination: Discipline, Restraint, and Seclusion. Disability Discrimination: Key Issues. Disability Discrimination. Civil Rights Laws. Laws and Policy, U.S. DEPT.’ OF ED. (Last Reviewed: Sept. 23, 2025), available at: https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/civil-rights-laws/disability-discrimination/disability-discrimination-key-issues/disability-discrimination-discipline-restraint-and-seclusion#:~:text=Data%20from%20the%20Civil%20Rights,and%20referred%20to%20law%20enforcement.. ]  [4:  Maya Pottinger, Black Students With Disabilities Deserve Better School Experiences. Education. The Washington Informer (Oct. 24, 2022), https://www.washingtoninformer.com/black-students-with-disabilities-deserve-better-school-experiences/.]  [5:  OFF. STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF EDUC., STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES IN THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA: LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS (Oct. 2019), https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/page_content/attachments/SWD%20Landscape%20Analysis%2010.10.19.pdf]  [6:  There has been extensive reporting on the physical and emotional injuries that stem from seclusion and restraint. See generally Ayanna Platt and Rachel M. Perera, Restraint and Seclusion: How Policy Has Failed to Curtail the Use of Dangerous Practices in U.S. Public Schools. Commentary. Govern. Stud. Media Off., The Brookings Inst. (Oct. 8, 2024), available at: https://www.brookings.edu/articles/restraint-and-seclusion-how-policy-has-failed-to-curtail-the-use-of-dangerous-practices-in-us-public-schools/#:~:text=Among%20mental%20health%20professionals%2C%20practitioners,of%20school%2Dbased%20restraint%20practices. ] 

I would also like to address the urgent need to support students with disabilities who are not meaningfully included in the general education classrooms. This segregation negatively affects their academic and career outcomes, removes them from opportunities to develop life-long relationships with their peers, and prevents their peers from knowing them. Studies show that inclusion of students with disabilities in general education classrooms increases test scores, graduation rates, and the rates of students with disabilities pursuing higher education.[footnoteRef:7] The Department of Education informs the meaning of inclusion, where a student with disabilies is included in general education if they spend more than 80% of a school day in a general education classroom.[footnoteRef:8] However, in Fiscal Year 2024, DCPS reported that less than 63% of students with disabilities are fully included in general education classrooms.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Gianna Melillo, Students with disabilities fare better when integrated into gen-ed classrooms, THE HILL (Sep. 16, 2022), https://thehill.com/changing-america/enrichment/education/3646255-students-with-disabilities-fare-better-when-integrated-into-gen-ed-classrooms/.]  [8:  OFF. OF SPECIAL ED. AN REHAB SERVS. Building and Sustaining Inclusive Educational Practices: Aligned with The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) and Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), OFF. OF ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY ED., U.S. DEPT.’ OF ED, 18  (Jan. 2025), available at: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/files/Inclusive-Educational-Practices-Guidance-01-16-2025.pdf. ]  [9:  See, D.C. OFF. OF STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF ED. Data, Q 91, C_by_disability (2025). Moreover, in D.C., only 8 percent of students with disabilities perform at grade level in language arts and 7 percent perform at grade level in math. Graduation rates of students with disabilities within four years are 10 percent lower than their peers without disabilities. 
See, Chelsea Coffin and Hannah Mason, State of D.C. Schools, 2023-24: Strong System Health and Modest Progress. Education, Education Policy, Student Experience. Publications, D.C. POL’Y CTR., 21 (Mar. 04, 2025), available at: https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/state-of-d-c-schools-2023-24/. ] 

Finally, students with disabilities placed in institutions, such as the Psychiatric Institute of Washington and the Youth Services Center, regularly report disruptions in their education.  Failure to provide special education services in these setting as required by federal law can lead to long-term educational disruption.  Issues such as failure to track credits or provide continuity in course curriculum while in these institutions cause barriers for children with disabilities to graduate or progress in school. [footnoteRef:10] Failure to provide needed accommodations and modifications to students with disabilities can cause children already challenged to give up on education. There is a lack of staff and transparency about how special education needs are being met in institutions, and a comprehensive audit is needed to ensure that students with disabilities - who are hidden from the public’s eye - receive meaningful educational opportunities to enable them to achieve an independent and positive future.  [10:  See, Public Testimony Before the DC Council, Committee of the Whole of Danielle Robinette, Senior Policy Attorney, Children’s Law Ctr. 23 (Feb. 28, 2024), available at: https://lims.dccouncil.gov/downloads/LIMS/55010/Oversight_Hearing_Record/HR25-0128-Oversight_Hearing_Record.pdf?Id=187020. ] 

Disability Rights DC has advocated for the rights of students with disabilities for more than 30 years. We have advocated for students with disabilities who have been disproportionately disciplined and unnecessarily segregated. We have advocated for students who have been left without connection to resources if/when they graduate high school - leaving them unclear of next steps. While the conversations continue to create plans in the District about how to meet the needs of students with disabilities, more needs to be actually done through  agency oversight and transparency to raise the standards of education for students with disabilities in D.C. and provide those students with more opportunities to live their best and most independent lives as adults. Thank you.  
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