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April 23, 2008
	Honorable Sally Lieber
Speaker Pro Tempore
State Capitol
Sacramento, California 94249-0022
	 VIA FACSIMILE 916.319.2122  



RE:  Support for Assembly Bill 2717
Dear Assemblymember Lieber: 


The Disability Rights Legal Center is writing to express its strong support for AB 2717, relating to special education and due process hearings.  
The Disability Rights Legal Center (DRLC) has worked to implement the civil rights of people with disabilities for over 30 years.  We are the oldest cross-disability legal advocacy organization in the country.  We are located at Loyola Law School and work extensively with law students.  Our mission is to promote the rights of people with disabilities and the public interest in and awareness of those rights by providing legal and related services.  The DRLC provides assistance through its four programs: Civil Rights Litigation Project, Cancer Legal Resource Center, Education Advocacy Project, and Options Counseling and Lawyer Referral Service. We also have a Community Outreach Program that sponsors an annual mentoring day for youth.

Since joining the DRLC in 2000, the Education Advocacy Project (EAP) has worked to ensure that quality legal representation is available to traditionally underrepresented communities needing special education services.  Students of color and low-income students with disabilities are often left out of special education, which leads to segregation, ineffective educational services, failure in school, and involvement in the Juvenile Justice system.  The EAP offers a range of services including direct representation, pro bono referrals, brief service consultations, and self-advocacy training.  All EAP services and materials are provided in Spanish and English.
We strongly support AB 2717.  We thank you for recognizing the challenges families with children with disabilities face in accessing appropriate educations for their children.  Though it has always been a struggle for families to get a fair due process hearing, in recent years—since the 2005 Schaffer v. Weast decision—it has been overwhelmingly 
difficult for families to seek resolution when they disagree with the educational program offered to them by their school district.  

Frequently, even when the denial of appropriate services and education is glaringly obvious, school districts often exhibit a “take it or leave it” attitude when it comes to structuring an individualized education program for a child with disabilities.  Families are often left with no options because of the extreme expense and overwhelming obstacles associated with “proving” that the school district has offered a deficient program.  Most families cannot afford a private attorney to take their case, and, because of scarce resources, non-profit legal services organizations like ours can represent only a limited number of clients.  

The long-term impact of the denial of appropriate education services to children is devastating, and includes high drop-out rates, low rates of employment and self-sufficiency, and involvement in juvenile delinquency and crime.  Special education is a civil rights issue.  Children with disabilities and their parents must be allowed to access the rights they are entitled to under the law.  This bill is one step toward restoring justice to the system.  
Sincerely,
DISABILITY RIGHTS LEGAL CENTER

Paula D. Pearlman, Esq.
Executive Director
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