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Breakdown of Texas special education students 

• Total in 2005-06 school year: 509,816 

• Learning disability: 48% 

• Speech impairment: 20% 

• ADHD and other health impairments: 11% 

• Emotional disturbance: 7% 

• Mental retardation: 6% 

• Autism: 3% 

• Other disabilities: 6% 

Source: Texas Education Agency 

AUSTIN — Parents of children with disabilities want state lawmakers to do much more for the 500,000 students attending Texas public schools whose special needs, they say, are not being met.

They spoke out last week in favor of 12 bills dealing with special education pending in the Legislature.

"This critical legislation would put Texas on the side of all children with disabilities who attend public schools," said Laura Butler, mother of a son with multiple disabilities and president of The Arc of Texas, an organization that advocates for people with disabilities. "We must teach all students with disabilities to be contributing members of our society."

Among other goals, the bills would enhance training for teachers and paraprofessionals, make better use of research-based programs targeting special needs children, such as those with autism, increase pay for paraprofessionals and create a grant program to help school districts cover costs of those students with significant needs.

Federal law requires states to educate children with disabilities, but the issue got "zero" attention during the past two years of debate on school financing, said Rep. Scott Hochberg, D-Houston.

An easy way out for lawmakers and school leaders would be to tell special needs children attending public schools to find another school, Hochberg said.

"That's not the right way to do it, though," he said. "The right way is to step up to the plate and enact this package of legislation and do the things that we ought to be doing to make sure that every child in every one of our public schools gets a full and complete and high-quality education. It's what morally we owe these children."

Senate Education Chair Florence Shapiro, R-Plano, readily acknowledged that the state must do more for children with disabilities but said lawmakers need more research.

"I would like a full-blown study on special needs students and their families. We haven't done that in a long time in Texas," Shapiro said. "I would like to do that in the interim to see what the special needs are, where are we falling short, how are we doing as far as bringing down federal dollars and how should we be enhancing these programs."

Shapiro has authored a bill that targets the rapidly growing number of children diagnosed with autism. But her bill has drawn fire because it would allow parents to use tax money for private schools that specialize in teaching children with autism.

Shapiro said she is planning to modify the legislation to turn complaints into support.

The cost of the package of bills to bolster special education has not been calculated, but supporters say it will likely be modest.

Sen. Leticia Van de Putte, D-San Antonio, figures her bill to increase pay for paraprofessionals might be the most costly. Many school aides who now work with special needs children qualify for Medicaid or CHIP, she said.

Van de Putte and 10 other senators want the Texas Education Agency to seek a federal grant that would help provide professional training for educators who work with students with disabilities.

Texas is the only state that has not applied for the money, which could bring $6 million to the state over the next five years.

"We applied for this grant several years ago but did not receive it," said Texas Education Agency spokeswoman Debbie Ratcliffe.

"However, the agency leverages more than $40 million in federal special education funds annually in order for our regional service centers to provide continuous training, technical support and other assistance to our schools."
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