NYS Higher Education Plan 2012-2020

Good afternoon, my name is Kathy Hoffman. | have been in the field of education
since 1971 and have held the position of Coordinator of Special Services—head of
the disability support department—at Erie Community College since 1983. In
some ways postsecondary education for students with disabilities has taken major
leaps forward in the years | have been in this field. When | was hired at Erie | had
11 students with disabilities: 3 wheelchairs users and 8 students who were deaf.
Today ECC provides support for more than 1000 students with disabilities each
semester. This explosion in numbers is not unique to Erie, enrollment of students
with disabilities in postsecondary education across NYS grew 36% between 2000
and 2010. Part of the success these students experience can be attributed to the
availability of new assistive technology such as books in audio format which can
now be accessed on MP3 players and computers rather than clunky tape
recorders; Live Scribe pens that record a lecture while the student writes notes
and then with a touch of the pen to the notebook to go back and listen to all or
part of the lecture again; JAWS, Zoomtext, Read & Write Gold and other software
read text, Dragon Naturally Speaking allows an individual to dictate to the
computer. These or comparable applications are some of the tools of the modern
learning environment that allow students with disabilities to develop and
demonstrate the unique skills that they will need to be competitive in the 21*

century workforce.

Not all aspects of higher education are readily accessible and that is reflected in
the Higher Education Plan. While the growth in enrollment of students with
disabilities is noted and the performance gaps are mentioned, there is no plan of

action to meet the needs of these students.



Who are today’s students and what are the issues facing campuses?
Approximately 56% are students with learning disabilities; numbers of students
who are deaf and students who are blind or who have low vision continue to
increase. These students are few in number but require expensive support. Erie
has 14 deaf students enrolled for the Fall 2012 semester. The bills for September
and October alone were more than $40,000. We have a student coming in the
spring who requires Computer Assisted Real Time (CART) services at a minimum
of $100 per hour. | expect our cost to accommodate only deaf students for the full
fiscal year to be at least $180.000. Other students populations include veterans
returning from the Middle East. As early as 2008 the Veterans Administration was
conservatively estimating that 75-80% of those returning from the war would
have psychological problems like Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), mental
illness, or traumatic brain injury (TBI) in addition to those returning with physical
disabilities; with many of these vets they experience more than one of these
conditions. There are also the female veterans many of whom have experienced
not only war but sexual assault. All of these veterans are trained warriors and
view disability as a weakness not to be acknowledged. Students with mental
health disorders present other challenges as these are conditions that are often
aggravated by stress and seasonal change. Another rapidly growing population is
students with autistic spectrum disorders. These students are often extremely
talented at traditional paper and pencil tasks but require new programs and

services related toacademic coaching and independent living skills.

The New York State Education P12 system is presenting higher education, and
community colleges in particular, with a new challenge. In order to increase the

number of students with disabilities who earn a local high school diploma P12 is



proposing to amend the safety net by maintaining a passing grade of 55 or
higher on the English and Math Regents exams but allowing a grade of 45-54 on
the science, history, and global studies Regents where there is a score of 65 or
higher on another Regents exam. These students will exit high school with the
ability to access higher education Full Opportunity programs without the basic
skills necessary to complete a degree. In the Higher Education Plan there is
mention of Chancellor Nancy Zimpher’s goal to eliminate remediation from SUNY
in the next ten years quoting an annual expense of $70 million. Local diploma
graduates are likely to require intensive remediation if they are to have any
chance of earning a degree. Even a moderate enrollment of significantly
underprepared students will overwhelm the limited resources of the campus DSS
support office, the Educational Opportunity Program, tutoring centers and related
services. The Higher Ed Plan cites a report from the US Department of Education
that only 17% of students who require one remedial Reading class and 27% of
those who need one remedial Math class earn a Bachelor’s degree. These local
diploma students are going to need many more than one or two classes and they
are entering higher ed as Congress has reduced the lifetime number of semesters
for Pell eligibility to 12 and NYS has reduced the maximum annual TAP awards
from $5000 to $4000. Many come from single parent low income households.
How will they pay for their college education? They will take out student loans
and when they drop out, get academically dismissed or run out of financial aid
without completing that degree which would increase their earning potential,
they will very likely default on those loans and the college that approved that loan
will be held accountable. When colleges cannot maintain a satisfactory default

rate their ability to grant financial aid is compromised.



Page 16 of the draft takes about the 36 part Universal design checklist and states:

... each assessment item and passage will be subjected to a 36-part Universal
Design Review checklist to ensure the item or passage will perform as expected for
all students, especially our State's population of students with disabilities.
Moreover NYSED’s comprehensive accommodations policies and procedures
support all students with disabilities so they will continue successful access to

assessments as the tests transition to the Common Core.

There is a major move toward web based, online or hybrid —combination seated
and computer --courses in higher education and that would seem to be an
advantage to individuals with disabilities and, for those with physical disabilities
this is probably true. However, significant barriers for accessibility of online
content and software programs exist for other students with disabilities who have
print disabilities, blindness and deafness among other conditions. Like my
colleagues across the state, | believe in universal design for education as long as
accessibility standards for students with disabilities are followed. The National
Center on Universal Design’s UDL guidelines — Version 2
http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl|/udlguidelines/downloads provides universal

design with accessibility included and | recommend adherence to this standard.
Internet and technology provide many learning options and NYS must commit to
accessibility. For example, graphic must have descriptions and videos must have
open captioning or should not be used.

Page 23 of the draft talks about the piloting of Learner Web and states:

In an effort to provide adult learners with a secondary education credential, the
Office of Adult Career and Continuing Education Services (ACCES) - Adult
Education Programs and Policy (AEPP) is piloting the use of “Learner Web” - a
web-based learner support system developed by Portland State University and
designed for adults who want to take the GED® test, improve their English
language skills, basic literacy skills, or job-related basic skills.



In May 2011, after the American Federation for the Blind filed suit that the new
Kindle e-reader was not accessible to individual who are blind the Secretaries of
the Department of Justice and the Department of Education issued a joint “Dear
Colleague” letter to college presidents warning against the use of inaccessible
technology. Colleagues across the state viewed the “Learner Web” website
webinar “Elluminate Life! “Introduction to the Learning Web 4.19.10” to assess
accessibility of this web based learning system that the State Education
Department is recommending. The webinar had audio but the available
captioning option for individuals with hearing impairments was not turned on;
there was limited ability for keyboard shortcuts for physical access and no
standard accessibility programming. There is nothing on the website or within the
introduction to the product that indicates how individuals with disabilities gain
equal access to this program as is their legal right. The NYS Education Department
must lead by example and consider accessibility standards when evaluating
products. | support the recommendation from the NYS Disability Services Council
to have a commitment statement in the strategic plan that indicates all
technology tools used will be compliant with Web Content Accessibility

Guidelines (WCAG) http://www.w3.org/WAIl/intro/wcag.php .

The Education Plan states that more data is needed to determine what the
current and unmet needs are for students with disabilities. That is undoubtedly
true but there are resources available. This year the Association for Higher
Education and Disability and the Council for the Advancement of Standards have
collaborated on the development of standards for disability offices. In 2010 the

Government Accountability Office issued the report Higher Education and

Disability: Education Needs a Coordinated Approach to Improve Its Assistance to




Schools in Supporting Students. In 2011 The National Center on Educational

Statistics published a report on students with disabilities in postsecondary
education. In September 2011 the AIM (Accessible Instructional Materials)
Commission released its report to Congress on the disparities in access to
educational materials for students with disabilities in postsecondary education. In
addition, there are 64 SUNY campuses, all of CUNY and more than 100 private
colleges and universities across the state many of whom are members of the NYS
Disability Services Council who would be more than willing to assist with
developing a plan to address the issues facing our students and our campuses.
The baseline data exists. NYS and the country need our students to become
vibrant productive members of the workforce and contributors to economic
vitality not sideline observers who collect welfare, social security and Medicaid.
By not addressing the issue of students with disabilities in the Plan you reinforce
that image that individuals with disabilities are second class citizens and that they
are not worthy of attention from the state. This is a crisis which cannot be ignored

or attention postponed.
Recommendations:

e |f the Regents approve the safety net which allows 45-64 passing grades to
earn a high school diploma the state needs to review and possibly revise
the legislation that defines Full Opportunity programs

e Higher Ed should inform the Regents that granting a local diploma only to
students with disabilities is segregating and is therefore discriminatory and
in violation of the Americans with Disabilities Amendment Act and the

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Section 504



e A NYS commission should be established to review the data on students
with disabilities in higher education with the charge to develop a plan of
action to address the issues including staffing and resource allocation.

e NYS must make a commitment to compliance with ADA, Section 504 and
the WCAG standards for technology and web access to programs and
services.

e NYS higher education needs to develop a comprehensive plan to address
web access to avoid the lawsuits that befell Penn State, University of

Florida and many others.

Thank you for your time and attention.



