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Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to speak before members of the Senate Education Appropriations Subcommittee and other members of the Iowa Legislature. 

My name is Marlin Jeffers and I am educational consultant.  I have worked in my profession for over 28 years and I can tell you I have never been as desperate as I am today.

Area Education Agencies (AEAs) are an often overlooked but vital part of our public schools.  While we have been an integral part of the public school infrastructure for more than 35 years, unless your child or someone you know has been assisted by an AEA professional, you might not differentiate us from other education professionals throughout the pre-K-12 system.  
In a nutshell, we provide those essential opportunities and services that all public schools, must, by law, provide for every single child walking through their doors.  Because public schools cannot and should not turn any child away, the AEAs pick up the need for special services that would be difficult for a school district to provide.  For example, most school districts may not need a full-time speech pathologist or could afford a speech pathologist if they could find one.  The Speech Language Pathologist position is a hard to fill position in any of our AEAs.   Within an AEA, we pool our specialists and provide this particular professional to serve them.  The same is true for special education, Early Childhood Development, Educational Services, Technology and Media, reading, and other needs.  In fact, more than 80 percent of our AEA budget is devoted to special education delivery systems in Iowa’s public schools.  
We are made up of professionals in many fields, including early childhood development, reading, social work, school psychology, hearing services, Autism Resources, occupational and physical therapy, brain injury resources, behavior, gifted education, mental health, equity, professional development and reading recovery, just to name a few.  We supply all of the services to public schools state wide that are opening their doors to each and every child, regardless of their learning levels as well as their educational and developmental needs.    

Furthermore, it’s important to note today that the proposed cuts in state aid will put at risk millions of dollar in federal funding as well. That’s because AEAs are required to meet certain requirements – called Maintenance of Effort -- to maintain a certain level of state fiscal effort to be eligible for full participation in federal grant funding.  This means that when our budgets are drastically cut by the state, our federal aid is put in grave danger.  This exponential reduction in funding is particularly harsh when you consider these funds go almost exclusively to our neediest students.
Just like many of my colleagues across the state, I don’t have a typical day to tell you about.    I am a professional whose day is determined by the phone calls and emails from teachers, administrators and parents that I receive based on the child or children in need at that particular time.  I am a behavior and classroom management specialist.  I will go into a classroom observe the teacher, work with them, model strategies, work with the student, provide support, guidance, find the reasons for the behavior – is it bullying?  Is it problems at home?  Is there a mental illness? I then provide an action plan for the student and/or the teacher on how they can handle themselves in certain situations.  This could involve school staff, other AEA staff, other students if we’re using a peer tutor or study buddy, or something to help this one particular student try to get the best education he or she is entitled to receive.   This process also involves making sure the parent is involved in the development of the plan.  This needs to be done when we can talk with the parent, which may include evenings, weekends or even going to their workplace.  The parents are an essential component of this process for the student to be successful. I do all these important things because that is my job and that is the child’s right.
Which one of these students do you think we should ignore with your 0% percent allowable growth budget and other cuts that would affect AEA services to students?  Would you like to select the special needs child that does not get the lesson plan?  The child that does not get the speech pathologist?  That does not get the hearing specialist?  Because that’s what the proposed budget will do.  There simply will not be enough money to go around and programs will need to be cut – and in my business, those cuts directly affect the children who need the most help.

Here’s what a colleague sent me when he heard I was coming in to testify before you:

During a recent conversation with a mother at the end of a speech session I commented to her about the pleasantly surprising skills I thought her son had.  She looked at me with tears in her eyes and said "I don't know what we would have done without Paula (ECSE teacher) and Wendy (preschool SLP), they were so much help and support to us, and we would never be this far without them".   
The bad news is that Paula retired this year and will not be replaced and Wendy's position has been cut.  
How would you like to tell parents and students that Paula and Wendy won’t be the classroom next fall and that we don’t know how those services will be provided next school year? 

I can tell you that every time a colleague retires, there is one more child in need of someone like us to help them except that position isn’t being refilled.  I can tell you that the numbers of children needing special services is not decreasing but the number of licensed professionals funded to help them is.  I can tell you that every time we get a call from a school district about a family that has a child that needs special assistance we don’t have the choice to say “sorry, we don’t have any more staff to help you”.  We just rearrange and spread ourselves and try to help them.  In the end, the kids are the ones who suffer because there are only so many hours in the day and so many days of the week.

While I am honored to be here before you, a part of me is aghast that I am reporting the same information over and over.  I am not sure how many ways we can tell you that our schools are drastically in need of the funding to do our jobs -- which are – quite simply -- to help the children we are charged with helping.  The proposed cuts  to AEAs alone in the Omnibus Bill simply mean more retirements, more positions cut, more programs eliminated and more and more and more children in need not getting what they need.  

I heard Speaker Paulsen mention that the cuts in our schools were not as drastic as predicted.  I am not sure how to process that comment.   Does he realize the number of retirement positions that aren’t being filled?  Hasn’t he seen the numbers that we are seeing in our own AEAs?  In my area alone, we’ve had over 35 positions eliminated.  When does it end?  How are we going to service our students?  What in the end does it take for you people at the Capitol to feel the pain the kids are feeling in the classrooms when their services are missing, when the bullying continues, when they miss out on speech lessons?  What do we need to do from the ground to get you all to focus on the idea that we are not talking about ourselves?  We are speaking for many students and their parents who cannot speak up for themselves.  Help.  Us. Please.  Do the right thing and fund us at a respectable level.  Help us help our children in school.
Thank you.
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