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LANDSCAPE 2025

•  The Administration has made clear that it intends to follow through with its 
campaign promise to abolish the US Department of Education. 

฀ Given that they cannot relinquish the Secretary's responsibilities under 
several key statutes (e.g., ESEA, IDEA, HEA), they have taken steps to 
reduce staff across all divisions, including the Office for Civil Rights. They 
are also taking active steps to refocus discretionary funding on a new set of 
priorities. 
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฀ While the priority-setting [for discretionary funding] is always done once an 
administration arrives in DC, what is shocking is the major cuts to both staff 
and grants funded through appropriations provided by Congress.
฀ For example, the 1400 employees separated from employment by ED in March 2025 

included more than 260 from the Office for Civil Rights. Due to contests to the layoffs 
[via two lawsuits], in September, ED was required to bring 80 of the OCR employees 
back. To our knowledge, they have not reopened any of the 7 regional offices that 
were closed. (They closed 7 of 12 regional offices)
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฀  Grants funding ESEA programs and certain IDEA national 
activities have been under great threat in the past several 
months. More specifically, in September, among other grants 

discontinued [that are authorized and funded by Fiscal Year 2025 

appropriations dollars for ESEA and IDEA activities], ED cut 5 statewide 
family engagement centers, all equity centers, and more than 30 
IDEA technical assistance grants that support regional parent 

training centers, finance and data support to states, as well as 

Deaf-Blind TA centers for schools and families.   
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฀ ED has not yet provided Congress with the Annual Report on IDEA 
-which is typically completed in the summer. The report provides 
comprehensive national and state data on the status of students with 
disabilities, which is essential to policymakers and stakeholders who are 
making funding and other critical decisions for special education.  

฀ With the cuts to both staff and authorized grant activities, it is unclear 
how ED will fulfill all of its statutory obligations under ESEA, IDEA, 
HEA, vocational rehabilitation and more.
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ADVOCACY

• Multiple lawsuits over the dismantling of OCR
฀   On September 29th, a three-judge panel of the 1st Circuit Court of Appeals 

in Boston overruled a lower court decision and temporarily allowed the 
U.S. Department of Education (ED) to continue reducing Office for Civil 
Rights (OCR) staff. It is unclear what this means for the 80 staff brought 
back in early September.
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EQUITY?

1. OCR changes/priorities of this administration

2. Complaints to OCR
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WAYS TO USE ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS

•Background info on specific issues, always willing to speak on 
background

•Ask to speak with parents if possible. 
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Maps, Interactive Data Visualizations, And 
A Purple-haired Pixie

Beth Hawkins, The 74
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Memorize This! It’s Your Special Ed North Star For 
The Foreseeable Future

• Historically, state and local officials have been terrible guardians of children’s civil 
and educational rights

• The U.S. Department of Education hasn’t been great — but it’s sometimes been better

• The feds are abdicating their legally mandated oversight role

• What does your state do when a school district violates a child’s rights? 

• Who has access to help navigate the system when state oversight is lax?



Resolving Special Education Disputes Is Supposed To Be 
Parent-friendly & Quick

• Even the best-resourced families struggle to navigate the system

• We found that in reality, families’ ability to get help from a lawyer or specially trained 
advocate is crucial
฀ FUNDING FOR ADVOCATES AND PRO BONO LEGAL HELP IS UNDER 
SIEGE 

• There are already massive disparities — geographic, demographic and linguistic — in 
who has access to that help 

• Without that help, resolutions are often inadequate, poorly enforced and don’t 
guarantee better services for students 



What We Wanted To Do — Using A Lovely 
Dashboard That Turns Out To Have A Huge Flaw



WHERE WE ENDED UP

• We downloaded 18 years of U.S. E.D. data on how special education disputes are 
resolved

• https://data.ed.gov/dataset/idea-section-618-state-part-b-dispute-resolution

• We identified and removed outliers: NY, Puerto Rico, and territories

• We found stark regional variations

• To understand these inequities, we interviewed a range of sources — attorneys and 
advocates, education officials, school finance experts, parents
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STARTING POINTS!
SPECIAL EDUCATION IS COMPLICATED — BUT DATA-RICH 

* Who do your schools serve? 

Are they living up to their “child find” duty to identify children with educational disabilities?

*Child count: states disseminate data on who is identified by age, educational disability 
category and — importantly — instructional setting. 

The law calls for the “least restrictive setting,” but schools often over-segregate, particularly 
children of color. 

* At what point in their school careers are children referred for services? 

Are children being referred to special education at junctures that suggest a failure of basic, 
general education: e.g.. Because they are unable to read by the 3rd grade

Minnesota’s child count portal: https://education.Mn.Gov/MDE/dse/schfin/sped/count/PROD085614



An Affluent, Largely White School
In 2024, 64% Of Children With Disabilities Read At Grade Level



An Impoverished, Black And Brown School
In 2024, 7% Of Children With Disabilities Could Read At 

Grade Level 



Child Count — Minneapolis



A Couple Of Sourcing Notes

• Lawyers and advocates are overwhelmed. Try to do your homework with policy 
shops, Nexis, etc., before you hit them up for help.

• COPAA’s website has a member directory and research section.

• By the time they are in a position where their experience is of interest to a reporter, 
parents have often become defensive and focused on the blame and mistruths they 
have been subjected to. Ask to speak to their advocate and to see their 
documents.



Accessible Education: 
Investigating The Impacts Of Federal 

Changes And Telling Compelling 
Stories

Mandy Mclaren, Courier Journal
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https://www.courier-journal.com/in-depth/news/education/2020/03/24/jcps-pulls-troubled-kids-schools-outraging-parents/4643838002/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/09/05/metro/massachusetts-special-education-seclusion-timeout-rooms/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/01/11/metro/dyslexia-resources-ma-schools/
https://apps.bostonglobe.com/2025/06/metro/special-education-funding/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/11/12/metro/boston-massachusetts-autism-dyslexia-students-private-school-special-education/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/07/10/metro/trump-cuts-special-education-full-funding-idea-warren-markey/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/02/12/metro/massachusetts-dese-special-education-report-osep/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/02/27/metro/section-504-plan-student-disabilities-lawsuit-transgender-protections/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/04/01/metro/northampton-special-education-hot-mic/
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https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/11/14/metro/special-education-lawsuit-settlements-massachusetts/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/11/14/metro/special-education-lawsuit-settlements-massachusetts/




https://apps.bostonglobe.com/2025/06/metro/special-education-funding/
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