
	[image: image1.png]










	THE STATE EDUCATION DEPARTMENT / THE UNIVERSITY OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK / ALBANY, NY 12234


	TO:
	VESID Committee

	FROM:
	Rebecca H. Cort



	SUBJECT:
	The New York State School for the Blind (NYSSB)


	DATE:
	August 20, 2008


	STRATEGIC GOAL:
	Goals 1, 2 & 5



	AUTHORIZATION(S):


	


SUMMARY

Issue for Discussion
Should the Department move forward to determine if there are potential qualified, interested private operators for NYSSB?
Reason for Consideration

To discuss and consider the recommendations contained in the final report from Education Transformation Group (ETG):  Evaluating Potential Options for the Future Operation of the New York State School for the Blind.  
Proposed Handling

This issue will come before the VESID Committee at its September 2008 meeting.  If the Committee determines that a change in operator may be in the best interest of the students and the program, a Request for Letters of Interest to identify potential qualified private operators will need to be considered.  If issuing a Request for Letters of Interest results in the identification of potential qualified operators, and the Committee agrees, a proposal for a statutory revision would need to be developed to enable a private entity to operate NYSSB.  This proposal would need to be approved by the full Board.  If approved, the proposal would have to be put forward and passed by the Legislature prior to any program reconfiguration.

Procedural History

In September 2007, the Board of Regents supported VESID’s recommendation to issue a Request for Proposals (RFP) to seek an external consultant to evaluate potential options and make recommendations regarding the future operation of the New York State School for the Blind.  The RFP to evaluate potential options for the future operation of the New York State School for the Blind (NYSSB) was issued in December 2007.  The intent of this RFP was to seek information on possible alternate structures which might permit the program to expand in ways not currently possible. A contract was awarded to Education Transformation Group (ETG), a consulting firm based in Buffalo, NY.   

The ETG final report:  Evaluating Potential Options for the Future Operation of the New York State School for the Blind was distributed to the Regents in June 2008 for review in preparation for discussion of the recommendations at the September 2008 VESID Committee meeting.  

Background Information

NYSSB is a State-operated school and 5-day residential program located in Batavia, New York for students that are visually impaired and developmentally disabled.  There has been a significant decline in enrollment of students with disabilities at NYSSB over the last several years, resulting in the need to evaluate possible changes to ensure the future of a strong program to serve this unique population.  It is projected that enrollment will continue to decline under the current school and residential structure.  The reduction in enrollment is a result of:

· Federal and State statutory requirements that students with disabilities be educated in the least restrictive environment;  
· Increases in the development of local capacity to serve severely disabled students; 

· Limited demand for 5-day residential programs; and
· Increased demand for 7-day residential programs for the most multiply disabled students.  (NYSSB’s 7-day OMRDD ICF will be phased out as of January 2009.) 
Historical Context:
· NYSSB at Batavia was founded more than one hundred years ago to provide blind students, who had no local education options, with a school program leading to a regular high school diploma.  Enrollment was as high as 300 students at one time.

· NYSSB is one of the largest employers in Batavia with approximately 150 employees of the State Education Department (SED) and has tremendous community support.  As a State-operated school, employees are members of the State retirement system.
· During the last several decades, as local school programs have been developed to serve the original population of blind students, NYSSB’s population has changed significantly and the School now serves only students who have multiple disabilities including developmental disabilities, as well as orthopedic impairments and/or emotional disabilities in addition to blindness.

· In 1986, a portion of NYSSB’s 5-day residential program was converted to two Intermediate Care Facility (ICF) units licensed by OMRDD to provide a high level of medical care and access to a 7-day residential program for 18 students. 

· In April 2005, an OMRDD monitoring report identified serious issues at the ICF regarding the provision of medical care and, with the agreement of the Commissioners of Education and OMRDD, the operation of the ICFs was transferred to OMRDD.  

· The population of the 5-day residential program has continued to include students with substantial multiple disabilities, including many students who might be eligible for a 7-day residential program.

· OMRDD has begun the process of phasing out the existing 7-day residential programs operated as Intermediate Care Facilities (ICF).  One ICF was closed as of June 2007 and it is anticipated that the second ICF will be closed as of January 2009, as students are transferred to community residences in conformance with OMRDD’s philosophy of increasing the integration of students into their local communities.
· The reduction in enrollment resulted in the need to layoff 12 aides from the residence and school in July 2007; however, 11 out of the 12 aides have been rehired as a result of retirements and resignations.  
Fall 2008 Update

· Ms. Erin Fairben was appointed by the Board of Regents as the new Superintendent of NYSSB.   She will begin work at the School on September 2, 2008.
· Enrollment for September 2008 is projected at 52 students, which is one student fewer than September 2007.

· In response to State spending controls, a 1.8 percent budget reduction was incurred; however, the quality of instruction will not be affected.
· Current trend data regarding enrollment, tuition, and operating costs are included as Attachments 1, 2 and 3.

ETG Findings and Recommendations

Over the course of the project, ETG assessed the current school and residential program and examined possible options for a revised educational and/or residential structure.  ETG researched several public and private school options and visited a variety of schools and residential settings in conducting the evaluation.  

Structure – ETG evaluated a variety of public and private school options in addition to the current State-operated structure.  These include a Special Act School District, a State Supported (4201) program, conversion charter school, and approved private program.  A summary of these options and ETG’s findings is included as Attachment 4.

Population – ETG researched the potential to serve an expanded population of students with multiple disabilities. According to the VESID Non-district Unit, students with disabilities for whom there are no available or suitable programs within the State are often placed out of State at an average cost of $166,000 per year.  Over the last few years, the State has succeeded in creating the necessary infrastructure to accommodate returning students with emotional disturbances.  There remains a need for 7-day residential programs for students with complex disabilities, as approximately 150 students with multiple, severe disabilities and sensory impairment are currently placed out of State.  Because these students’ sensory impairments isolate them and they require specialized expertise in alternative communications, a new structure should consider an expansion of the admission criteria from “legally blind and multiple disabilities” to something more along the lines of “developmentally disabled and with a sensory impairment that impacts a student’s ability to succeed in a regular classroom.”  NYSSB has the physical infrastructure to serve this population (with some additional renovations), and could increase its population to 80-90 students in 5-day and 7-day residential programs.
Potential Providers – ETG identified two potential providers as experienced, innovating, entrepreneurial, and committed to excellence:  Perkins School for the Blind, based in Massachusetts, and The Center for Discovery (Sullivan Diagnostic Treatment Center), located in Monticello, New York.  ETG indicates that there might also be additional qualified and interested providers.
ETG Recommendation – ETG recommends that SED explore with the Board of Regents the possibility of seeking legislative action that would allow it to consider developing an RFP to convert and operate NYSSB as an 853 school, and that the RFP describe the desired program and the population to be served, and challenge providers to demonstrate how they would realize revitalization of the School and secure its future as a center for excellence.

Recommendation
We recommend that the Committee determine if VESID should develop and distribute a Request for Letters of Interest to determine if there are potential qualified, interested private operators of NYSSB that have expertise in the areas identified by ETG.
Timetable for Implementation


At the recommendation of the Committee, a Request for Letters of Interest would be developed and distributed, with results presented at the January VESID Committee meeting.  The Committee will then determine if VESID should develop a proposal for statutory revision to Article 87 of the Education Law.  If directed to develop a statutory revision, VESID will consult with legislative leaders and other stakeholders, then report back to the VESID Committee.
Attachment 1,2 & 3
Attachment 4
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