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Thank you for the opportunity to speak before the Committee today. 
 
My name is Maggie Moroff.  I am the Coordinator of the ARISE Coalition.   We are parents, 
educators, advocates, and academics who work together to push for system-wide changes to 
improve day-to-day experiences and long-term outcomes for youth with disabilities in New 
York City.    
 
Along with other concerns the Coalition has raised with the DOE over the years, ARISE members 
have been advocating for the DOE to significantly increase literacy rates for students with 
disabilities.   While the current DOE seems to share this goal, they need sufficient resources to 
make that a reality.  That is why we were happy to see the Mayor include $3.2 million to 
support literacy development for students with disabilities, including students with dyslexia, in 
his proposed budget.    This funding, to be spent over the next 5 years, represents a great start, 
but it’s only a start.  We urge the Council to fund this initiative as a down payment on what we 
hope will be a longer-term commitment to ensuring that every student in NYC learns to read 
proficiently.  
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Students with disabilities represent a substantial and growing population in our city’s schools.  
Nearly 18% of students in New York City public schools have IEPs, or special education plans.  In 
2014, less than 7% of those students between 3rd and 8th grades who participated in 
standardized testing scored 3s and 4s on their ELA exams.   Furthermore, only 31% of high 
school students with disabilities who took the ELA Regents Exam passed that exam in the 2012-
2013 school-year.  Without a passing score on the Regents exam, students cannot graduate 
from high school with either a Regents or a Local diploma.   After leaving school, 
unemployment rates for people ages 21-64 with disabilities are more than twice what they are 
for their peers without disabilities.  In New York State, while only 32% of people with disabilities 
are employed, 76% of their more typical peers find work. 
 
More can and must be done by the DOE to support students with special education needs.  
Studies show that when students with disabilities receive age-appropriate, intensive, 
systematic, evidence-based interventions, their literacy skills progress.  If students, including 
students with IEPs, are taught in literacy-rich environments that include explicit instruction in 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension strategies, as well as 
small group instruction when assessment demonstrates the need for further intervention, 
improvements follow.   
 
Last fall, the members of the ARISE Coalition identified a number of specific reforms that we 
believe are necessary in order to improve literacy rates for students with disabilities.    We have 
urged the DOE to articulate a long-term plan that will build capacity across the school system 
for teaching all students, including students with disabilities, to read. Key pieces of any long-
term plan must include the following:   
 

 Beginning in pre-kindergarten, students must receive evidence-based core literacy 
instruction designed to prepare them to become competent in the 5 pillars of reading 
(phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension).   

 Beginning at least with kindergarten and continuing through middle school and high 
school, schools need to provide on-going screening for reading ability, and those 
students not reading on level must receive additional, evidence-based, targeted 
intervention with on-going progress monitoring.    

 Students requiring additional evidence-based intervention must be provided with 
opportunities to receive it not only during the school day, but after school and during 
the summer months. 

 By using augmentative communication devices, assistive technology, age-appropriate 
materials, digitalized texts and other multi-media to promote dynamic teaching and 
learning, schools should make use of technology to support literacy development and 
content instruction for all students, regardless of their ability to use spoken language or 
access the curriculum through paper and pencil alone.    

 Schools must partner with parents in literacy instruction, providing strategies to use at 
home and engaging in on-going dialogue about the needs and progress of individual 
children.   The DOE also has an obligation to provide information to parents on how to 
access needed screening and interventions for their children.  
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The changes we recommend require the City to invest in the literacy of our children. The $3.2 
million in the Mayor’s proposal is a great start, but when spread over 5 years and over more 
than 186,000 students with IEPs in public school-aged programs, that works out to just over $3 
per public school student with an IEP per year -- not really enough to make much of a dent.   
We encourage the city to start with this money, but make it a down payment on future funding 
to improve literacy rates for students with disabilities and make significant, meaningful and 
lasting change in the way we prepare our students with disabilities for life beyond public 
school.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak before you today.   I am available to answer any 
questions you have now or in the future. 
 

 


