Final Legislative and Funding Recommendations HB 1236 Task Force on Students with Disabilities at Community Colleges

Findings


The Task Force on Community College Students with Disabilities found significant gaps in services, funding and expectations in terms of support services available during and after the transition process for students exiting high school, particularly into postsecondary education.   Strong efforts must be made to have the key transition partners work more closely together and to improve cross agency coordination and collaboration prior to students exiting school.   While the Task Force focused on issues specific to community colleges, a tremendous amount of time was spent discussing the gaps in the transition process, highlighting the need to engage in an ongoing dialogue to develop recommendations specifically as it applies to the transition process.


Community colleges face unique challenges as a result of their open enrollment policies, and their commitment to ensuring their student body reflects the diversity of the population in their communities.  Over the past ten years, the number of students with disabilities has increased dramatically.  This in turn has led to an increase in the supports needed to ensure students with disabilities achieve successful outcomes at a rate consistent with their peers.   


In addition to the increased costs associated with providing equal access, as required by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act, there are increased costs for supports that go above and beyond what community colleges are required to provide and yet are necessary in order for qualified students with disabilities to be successful in obtaining their degree.   Some of the increase in the student population can be attributed, anecdotally, to the desire of individuals with disabilities to receive their education and training alongside their peers in their communities.  This is due in part to the inclusion they experienced throughout their elementary and secondary education.


While community colleges are particularly well suited to meet the education and training needs of such a diverse population, additional funds are required.  First funds are needed to provide the legally mandated services as defined by Section 504 and the ADA.  Second, they are needed in order to maximize the success of students who meet higher education eligibility requirements but may need supports above and beyond those currently required by law in order to achieve a successful outcome.

Leadership 


In making the shift at the local level to include students with disabilities in a meaningful way, there is a need for the leadership of the community colleges to move from the traditional view that students with disabilities are the sole responsibility of the college’s Disability Services Office staff, to a recognition that all community college campus staff are responsible for ensuring that students with disabilities are well served.  State leadership, including the Governor and the legislature, should ensure that budgets include the necessary funds to provide universal design and physical and programmatic access across all aspects of the institution, rather than continuing the practice of funding and viewing disability as a singular line item, under the sole responsibility of the Disability Services staff.   All campus personnel should be committed on a daily basis to ensuring universal access.  

Costs of Providing Services


While some students with disabilities do not require accommodations and other students require those that involve little cost, there are some significant costs community colleges must bear in order to provide the legally required level of access.  Costs can vary greatly from year to year as a result of student enrollment, making planning and budgeting for disability related costs very difficult.  In addition, Maryland Annotated Code 16-106(c) of the Education title offers a tuition waiver to individuals who receive disability or retirement benefits under the Social Security Act.   In 2004, approximately 1,148 students were attending community college using the tuition waiver.  At an estimated average annual value of about $600, this equals just under $700,000 per year.

	Individualized Services
	Number of Maryland Students


	Average Cost of Service
	Annual Cost of Serving Students

	Tutors/Note-takers/Readers
	1,755
	$363*  
	461,000

	Documentation Materials
	2,925
	$12
	$35,000

	Total Annual Cost Statewide
	
	
	$496,000



The number of accessible workstations and specialized labs/classrooms required at each of the community colleges varies greatly.  A survey of the colleges indicates that they spend an average of $18,000 per year on equipping specialized labs.

	Support Services


	Number of Colleges
	Average Cost
	Annual Cost of Accommodation

	Specialized Labs/ Classrooms
	16
	$18,000
	$288,000



The average accessible workstation costs about $11,000.  The typical elements of an accessible work station include:

Hardware
· A workstation with a 21” monitor to provide a larger display area on the screen for enlarged print needed by low vision students 

· A  video magnification system to enlarge printed material  

· A scanner to work with assistive scanning software 

· An adjustable desk  to accommodate wheelchair users  

· A trackball to accommodate students who have difficulty in using a mouse 

· A keyboard with an enlarged print overlay for low vision students

Software

· Software to accommodate students with learning disabilities with scanning capability and which can also be used for students who benefit from visual and audio input at the same time  

· Magnification software for students with low vision 


Screen output software for students who are blind 


A reasonable assumption would be one workstation per 10 students, based on similar computer per student ratios for the general community college population.  Computers are generally considered to have about a 3 to 5 year life, so if we assume a 4 year life, then the colleges would be replacing about 25% of the workstations each year.  Additionally all old workstations would need software upgrades, at an estimated annual cost of about $476 per computer.

	Support Services
	Number of Workstations per Year
	Average Cost
	Annual Cost of Accommodation

	AT Workstations
	293
	$11,000
	$3,223,000

	Software Upgrades
	878
	$476
	418,00

	Total AT Workstation Costs
	
	
	$3,641,000


	Summary of Services 
	Total Annual Statewide Cost

	Individualized Services for Students
	$496,000

	Specialized Labs/ Classrooms
	288,000

	AT Workstations and software upgrades
	3,641,000

	Statewide Annual Total
	$4,425,000



The combined anticipated total cost of services, specialized labs and workstations is $4.4 million per year for Maryland community college students with disabilities, or about $378 per student.  This does not include estimates for costs of alternate format or Braille textbooks, or for C-print and remote real-time interpreting or captioning.  It also does not include the costs of specialized staff and of training faculty to use the tools to assist their students with disabilities.  It should also be noted that each college responds to the unique requirements of the students who enroll in their institution, and so not all colleges must meet exactly the same needs.  This is an estimate of what it would cost to meet the typical needs of the majority of students with disabilities at Maryland community colleges.  

Cost of Providing Services to Students who are Deaf and Hard of Hearing


Of particular note are the costs associated with serving students who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing.  It is often difficult to budget and plan ahead for accommodations for this group of students because the numbers of students needing assistive technology and sign language interpreters is unpredictable and schedules are often not set until shortly before the semester begins.  The costs associated with using sign language interpreters are high.  There is also limited availability of interpreters for some subject matter, particularly technical and foreign language classes.  Students requiring a sign language interpreter also need note takers and may need more intensive tutoring than other students, particularly for improving English and reading skills.

	Interpreter and Related Services
	Number of Maryland Students


	Average Cost of Service
	Annual Cost of Serving Students

	Interpreters
	160
	$12,500 
	$2,000,000



Some community colleges have a higher representation of students who are deaf, as a result of regional factors, such as the Maryland School for the Deaf, a high school located in Frederick, or due to specialized programs offered such as the one provided by Community College of Baltimore-Catonsville.  The cost of providing special services to all students with hearing disabilities at all community colleges is estimated to be $2.0 million per year or $12,500 per student.

Estimated Total Annual Cost of Support, Interpreter Services, AT Workstations and Labs


The estimated aggregate cost of meeting the needs of all Maryland community college students with disabilities with regard to individualized support, interpreter services, equipping specialized labs/classrooms and hardware and software for AT workstations is $6.4 million per year.

Supplemental Support Funding Limitations


In addition to the costs associated with complying with Section 504 and the ADA, some students with disabilities who meet the qualifications for entry into a community college may need supports above and beyond those that a community college is legally required to provide in order to be successful.   These students received more intensive supports in their high school education, as a result of the legal requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (formerly IDEA, now IDEIA), that require that all children receive a free and appropriate education, and exit high school into an adult world that often does not fund or provide the same level of support available to them in high school.  With the right supports, these individuals have demonstrated their ability to achieve academic success.  The lack of these more intensive supports, as a result of funding limitations, however, is resulting in a pattern of failure and frustration, both for the institution and the student.  Because the supports are often not available, there is no existing data to estimate potential costs, though it is anticipated that the benefits would far outweigh the costs in terms of education and employment outcomes.  

Additional Funding Limitations


Additional funding limitations through other state agencies also impact on the costs associated with and demand for community colleges.  For example, the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DORS) and the Developmental Disabilities Administration (DDA) provide limited funding for supports and services for some of the students with disabilities that meet their specific eligibility requirements.  However, there are many other individuals with disabilities who, as a result of fiscal limitations, are unable to access funding.   


Maryland is among the majority of states which have determined that resources/funding available to the public Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program, administered in Maryland by the Division of Rehabilitation Services, is insufficient to serve all individuals eligible for the program.  When this occurs, state VR agencies are required by federal regulations to establish a priority of services.  Individuals with less significant disabilities, such as learning disabilities, in Maryland and in the other states, are, as a result, not able to receive VR services/funding.  These individuals, however, are eligible to attend postsecondary education and may exercise their right to do so, although they may require supports above and beyond those required by law in order to be successful.


Individuals who are receiving services through the Developmental Disabilities Administration may request to use a portion of their DDA funding to pay for supports necessary to attend community college classes, such as assistance with signing up for classes, navigating the college campus and transportation.  This also applies to individuals who meet the eligibility criteria for transitioning youth funds, provided that the individual is taking classes for vocational training purposes to attain a job in the future.  As is the case with any individual receiving DDA services, because funding is limited, the individual and their support team must be prioritize the services they receive in accordance with the availability of funding.  For example, if there are limited resources, direct support services may be more critical than the supports needed to take a class at the local community college. 


DDA Transitioning Youth funding is available to individuals who meet the eligibility criteria and are between the ages of 21 and 22.  Students who choose to exit school prior to the age of 21 may still apply for transitioning youth funding; however, it is their responsibility to remain in contact with the DDA until they reach the age of eligibility.  These individuals may not receive priority funding, depending on the amount of funds allocated in a particular fiscal year for the transitioning youth budget. 

This is a problem because there may be a gap in timeframe between when the student exits school (some students choose to exit school at age 18 with their non disabled peers) and the time that they become eligible for transitioning youth funds (age 21).  The DDA cannot guarantee the availability of other sources of funding for these students to attend community college classes.


While not a formal recommendation of the Task Force, it is was agreed that improving funding for these agencies would also aid in the effort to provide equal access and achievement of positive educational outcomes for students with disabilities  

Recommendation for Funding


Community colleges currently obtain funds to provide services to students with disabilities from their State and local operating appropriations, and from grant programs.  The State and local funding for community college enrollments does not distinguish between disabled and non-disabled students; thus there is no targeted taxpayer support to offset the increasing costs of mandated accommodations.  The grant programs supplement the costs of serving students with disabilities; but are usually associated with specific initiatives to provide additional support rather than address the unfunded federally mandated accommodations.


Using the average cost of $378 per student, funding is requested that would be disbursed to the community colleges based on the number of students per community college requesting accommodations submitted by the Community Colleges excluding those students requiring interpreter services.  Community colleges with students who require interpreter services would receive $12, 500 per student per year.  


The Task Force recommends disbursing of these funds to cover some of the costs associated with basic accommodations and access based on a formulary per student basis similar to the English as a Second Language Model used by the Maryland Higher Education Commission (MHEC).  Since the intent is to provide additional funding for services for community college students with disabilities, this funding is intended to only be used by the community colleges to enhance their current staffing and service provision.

Recommendation for Additional Operations funding is 6.4 million dollars.

Supplemental Supports Funding Recommendation

 
In addition to the money requested for costs associated with compliance with the law, the Task Force recommends that $500,000 be made available on an annual basis for discretionary grants.   Disbursed via competitive review process, these monies would be used to encourage universal design, and other supports necessary for student success. Universal Design for Instruction has the potential to increase accessibility and decrease accommodation costs.  Initiatives that promote this concept to faculty need to be encouraged and supported statewide.  Both parents and disability support services staff have also identified a need for supplemental services and supports for some students with disabilities to be successful in the community college.  Social skills training for students with autism spectrum disorders, expansion of tutoring support for students with math disabilities, wellness initiatives for students with psychological disabilities are all examples of supports that go beyond the requirements of the laws mandating access but are supports that promote successful outcomes in the postsecondary setting.  MHEC and the Maryland Department of Disabilities (MDOD) would establish a grant review process. 

Recommendation for Supplemental Supports funding is $500,000.

Total Recommendation for Funding is 6.9 million dollars.


This Taskforce has focused its attention on funding recommendations for operating expenses for students with disabilities  Consideration should also be given in the future to finding capital funding sources for modifications and renovations to improve facilities accessibility.  The colleges are required to provide accommodations to ensure accessibility under ADA; however, the expense of modifications beyond just meeting the baseline should be offset to encourage enhancing the campus to address the needs of students with disabilities.  The State provides capital funding through the Access Maryland program to members of the State university system and Baltimore City Community College, however, there is no capital funding for access at the other community colleges.

Data Analysis


While the issues related to funding and personnel limitations arose over and over again, those same limitations had a significant impact on the availability of data.   Steps have been taken to collect data that supports the acknowledged increase in students with disabilities attending community colleges and the increased costs associated with provision of support services.  Findings from the analysis prepared by Barbara Ash of the Maryland Association of Community Colleges include the following highlights: 

· Maryland community college credit enrollments include an estimated 12 to 13% of students who have disabilities, between 14,000 and 16,000 students per year. 

· There has been a nearly three-fold increase in the number of students with disabilities at Maryland community colleges in a decade.

· The number of students requesting services and accommodations is typically much lower than the total number of students with disabilities.

· If the community colleges were able to provide the basic support services required to meet the needs of all students with disabilities, it is estimated to cost $4.4 million annually, or about $378 per served student, excluding personnel costs and interpreter services.  
· Including the estimated $2.0 million cost of interpreter and related services, the aggregate annual expense of meeting the support services, class/lab and AT workstation needs of all Maryland community college students with disabilities is anticipated to be $6.4 million.

· The economic benefits to Maryland from successfully educating students with disabilities would significantly outweigh the cost to the taxpaying citizens of the state, by 2 to 1.
· The complete data analysis is available at the Maryland Association of Community Colleges’ website at www.mdacc.org under “Publications,” and then “Special Reports.”


Over the past year, community colleges have been proactive in increasing the quality and type of data being collected.  Disability support service providers met at a Maryland Disability Higher Education Network (MDDHEN) meeting and came to agreement on common definitions and data sets put into place July of this year to ensure consistency of data across the state.  The Maryland Association of Community Colleges will begin to collect this data on an annual basis.  In addition to these actions, the Task Force recommends the following actions to improve the quality and availability of data:

· Maryland Higher Education Commission should develop a methodology and baseline data to be able to report on an annual basis on students with disabilities in higher education.  All community colleges should ensure that their data systems allow for them to capture and report the requested numbers.

· Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) should share Anticipated Services Continuing Education data with MHEC on an annual basis.

· MSDE should develop a means to measure number of students with 504 plans in secondary education, in particular number of students with 504 plans who have a goal of postsecondary education.

· MSDE and MHEC should work together to measure higher education participation by students with 504 plans and Individualized Education Plans and their postsecondary outcomes.


Data is not available regarding the staffing ratios or costs as it relates to serving students with disabilities, however, the following gives an idea of their functions.

· Professional staff is required in order to evaluate documentation, determine accommodations, provide instructional access, support and advocate for students, communicate with instructional staff, coordinate with campus-wide resources and monitor facility access. 

· Support staff is needed to coordinate accommodations, arrange for accessible instructional materials, support accommodation procedures, and manage office activities (record keeping, appointments, schedules, purchases, and part-time hourly payroll for readers, etc.).   

Legislative Recommendations

Accessible Textbooks


Students who are low vision or blind or who have other print disabilities such as dyslexia need to have printed materials enlarged or in an alternate format.  New software has increased the independence of these students; however there is a need for the learning materials to be in a format that can be used with the wide variety of software packages available.  Converting text to Braille is costly and requires a significant amount of time.  The cost of converting one science textbook into Braille can be as much as $5000.  Books needed in an audio format have been requested from the Recordings for the Blind and Dyslexic (RFB&D), but many are not available, so Community College Disability Support Offices have had to hire readers to read books onto tapes.  The cost for one textbook to be recorded onto tapes can range from $475 to $1,200.

New York state passed legislation in 2004 Legislative that requires the publishers of textbooks used by qualified students with disabilities in postsecondary education to provide an electronic version of their textbooks in order for them to be translated into Braille or large print.  This legislation did not have a direct or indirect fiscal impact on the state or institutions of higher education.

Given that textbooks are paid for but not provided in a format that meets the needs students who are blind or visually impaired needs, and the community colleges incur additional expenses both fiscal and personnel time to ensure they provide equal access required by law, the Task Force strongly recommends that legislation be passed in Maryland that:

· Requires text book publishers to make their materials developed or made available in an alternative format for college students with disabilities including students who are blind and visually impaired, learning disabled or otherwise require books in an alternate format as determined by Disability Support Services.  The Task Force recognizes that the legislation must be crafted to address file format technology, textbook contract requirements, and National Instructional Material Accessibility Standards.  Standards used should either be consistent with existing state or national standards, or developed in conjunction with national efforts to create a universal standard.  Language regarding the requirements and standards should be included in all text book contracts.

Health Insurance


Some students with disabilities, in particular those with learning disabilities, or multiple disabilities, require a modified course load as an accommodation.  Yet they register for a full time course load in order to retain their health care coverage, resulting in an increased demand for support services while diminishing the student’s potential for academic success.  While the student can be successful in college coursework, as a result of their disability, they require additional time to access accommodations such as assistive technology, to use support services, to read textbooks, etc.  Eligibility for health insurance is often predicated on a student’s full time status.  While many Maryland health insurance companies accept a letter from the Disability Support Services as proof that a student with a disability who has a modified course load as an accommodation should be considered a full time student, there are exceptions.   Therefore, the Task Force recommends that legislation be passed in Maryland that:

· Requires health insurance companies implement policies and procedures in place for students with disabilities who, as an accommodation, must take less than the full time load of 12 credits.  The policy should only apply to qualified students with disabilities, who are a result of an accommodation, are enrolled in 7 to 11 credit hours. 

Interagency Transition Council Executive Order


The Executive Order for the Interagency Transition Council, developed when the Governor’s Office for Individuals with Disabilities was in existence, should be reviewed and revised by the Maryland Department of Disabilities to ensure that representatives of Disability Support Services at institutions of higher education are represented.  The Task Force agreed that there is a strong need for an ongoing forum for discussion of issues and concerns related to transition as it relates to higher education, but there was no need to create another group.

Conclusion


Maryland’s community colleges have made strong efforts to provide students with disabilities the necessary supports however the state must be proactive in ensuring that the community colleges have the resources required to ensure that their students with disabilities achieve academic success.


The national evidence indicates that students with disabilities can have equivalent outcomes to non-disabled students, if they receive the services required to be successful in higher education.  Community college students provide $5,106 per student per year in economic benefits to Maryland through increased income, tax revenues and lower social costs, according to an economic benefit analysis conducted by CC Benefits, Inc. in 2003.  The additional expense of meeting the basic needs of students with disabilities ($6.4 million) equals about $549 per student annually, increasing the estimated taxpayer (State and local) expense by about one third.  However, the economic benefits still exceed the estimated costs by nearly 200% per year per student.  Clearly, the payoff to the students with disabilities and to the community for providing the services to succeed in their higher education aspirations is well worth the investment. 



Additional recommendations on activities that don’t require legislation or funding will be disseminated to key agencies including the Maryland Association for Community Colleges, the Maryland Disability Higher Education Network and other state partners. Some of the recommended action items will be included in the 2007 Maryland Disability State Plan.  
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