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TESTIMONY OF THE ALLIANCE OF APPROVED PRIVATE SCHOOLS
BEFORE THE HOUSE EDUCATION COMMITTEE
ON COVID CHALLENGES
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February 23, 2021

Good morning Chairmen Sonney, Longetti and members of the House Education
Committee. Thank you for inviting the Alliance of Approved Private Schools to speak to the
Committee today. We appreciate your efforts to understand the specific challenges relevant to
our schools and students during this pandemic.

My name is Dr. Maria Kreiter, Executive Director of Fairwold Academy at PHMC and
President of the Alliance of Approved Private Schools. Fairwold Academy is an Approved

Private School (APS) located in Montgomery County, just outside of Philadelphia.
Our schools were created by an act of legislation in the early 1960’s that formed a

distinctive educational partnership among the State, school districts, and families. The APSs are
an integral part of the continuum of special education programs and services constituting a free

appropriate public education (FAPE) mandated by federal and state law as stated in the
Individuals with Disabilities Act (2004). Our schools serve some of the most challenged and

challenging students in the Commonwealth, including those with severe exceptionalities,
maladaptive behaviors, severe emotional and social deficits, historic school failure, and

comorbid mental health conditions. Fairwold Academy is one of 31 APSs found across the
Commonwealth that collectively educate over 4,200 special education students between the ages

of 2-21 who experience these challenges every day. (Attached is a full list of APSs).
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Our teachers, clinicians, and school staff share some of the same pandemic-related educational

challenges as our colleagues in public education. For this hearing, we have identified the

challenges that uniquely face our member schools, students, and families, including:

•

disability-related complexities exacerbated by COVID restrictions,

•

limited access to grants and resources,

•

maintenance of IEP compliance across instructional models,

•

navigation of COVID Compensatory Services (CCS), and

•

implementation of specially designed instruction.

Regarding disability -related complexities, APS schools have tried to maintain total in-person,

scaffolded (selected grades remain virtual) and instructional blended models (in -person and
virtual ). While nearly half of our schools have moved to total in-person school days by February

1, 2021 , several variables continue to plague the schools, including frequent COVID closures,
causing students inconsistencies in their routines and programming. Some parents fear having
aides in the home or staff to come in close contact with their children, and contact tracing

protocols have increased parents’ option to remain home and participate virtually. Inconsistency

has a devastating effect on the mental health of some students ( including individual
hospitalizations from depression ). Despite the amazing strategies teachers use to engage

students, those with cognitive impairments require adult supervision to prompt for motivation,

eliminate distractions, encourage self-regulation, and facilitate a structured home environment.
Many of our students lack adult supervision or a quiet space free of distraction , and many simply

-

do not have the self regulation skills necessary to adjust to a virtual platform. Even though 93%
of member schools provide synchronous learning opportunities (live instruction) for all or nearly

all the school day, these barriers significantly contribute to successfully achieving academic,
behavioral, or social progress.
The limited access to grants and resources due to APS schools being ineligible for

COVID-19 relief grants has been a barrier for APS schools to provide internet access, hotspots,

or learning devices to students and families. Like all schools, the incurrence of personal
protective equipment, structural changes to air filtration and movement flow, and the plethora of
changes to meet the requirements of Health and Safety Plans have intensified budget frugality, as

our schools had not been eligible for COVID relief grants. Only about half of APS schools were
able to provide learning devices or internet access to students and families. Without internet or a

device, live virtual instruction is barely possible.
Most of our member schools reported that while IEP meetings and related services efforts

are fully in play, some aspects of special education compliance have been challenging.
Specifically, implementing specially designed instruction virtually, monitoring progress, data
collection, and life skills instruction depend on students’ ability to attend school consistently.

Due to the inconsistencies described above, our schools are concerned with accurately recording
academic or skill regression. Additionally, lack of devices or internet or adult supervision may

cause students to miss related, behavioral health, or other support services our children are

-

entitled. Despite our best efforts training parents and caregivers, these remain obstacles.

Probably the most frustrating challenge we face is the lack of guidance for navigating

CCS responsibilities. APS schools serve hundreds of school districts, charters, and other
organizations. Each LEA provides different expectations for developing a CCS plan and there is

little direction specifically to APS schools how to calculate, report, plan, inform, collect, or fund
CCS education .
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With these issues, we
have found engagement strategies and small successes in our daily
AfMNIVIVANI

work through virtual environments. Our work is challenging in the best of times, and our schools
remain committed to providing the special education supports and services our children and

families deserve.

Thank you for your time and the invitation to meet with you this morning.

SY 20- 21 APS Schools
ACLD Tillotson School
Barber National Institute
Camp Hill School
Centennial School of Lehigh University
Children ' s Institute
Clarke Schools for Hearing and Speech
Community Country Day School
Delta School/ Buttonwood Farms
DePaul School for Hearing and Speech
Devereux
Easter Seals of Southeastern PA
Easter Seals of Western and Central PA
Elwyn

Fairwold Academy
George Carothers Memorial School
Green Tree School
HMS School for Children with Cerebral Palsy
Martin Luther School
Melmark School
Pace School
Pathway School
Pressley Ridge School
Royer-Greaves School for Blind
The School at McGuire Memorial
The Vanguard School
The Vista School
The Watson Institute
Timothy School
Valley Day School
Wesley School
Woods School
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SUPPORTING STUDENT
LEARNING DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC
A SURVEY OF MEMBER SCHOOLS

INSTRUCTIONAL MODEL
o Total remote learning for all students and staff

©

Scaffolded model

•

Blended model

Tolal In-person model for all students and staff
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44.4%

AS OF FEBRUARY 1, 2021
n= 27 ( 84%)

AS OF DECEMBER 31, 2020
n =16 ( 50 %)

BEGINNING OF SCHOOL YEAR
n= 27 (84% )

UNIQUE CHALLENGES FACING APSs

-

DISABILITY RELATED COMPLEXITIES EXACERBATED BY
COVID RESTRICTIONS

L

LIMITED ACCESS TO GRANTS AND RESOURCES

f MAINTENANCE OF IEP COMPLIANCE ACROSS
INSTRUCTIONAL MODELS
NAVIGATION OF CCS RESPONSIBILITIES

IMPLEMENTATION OF SPEC

.Y DESIGNED INSTRUCTION

REMOTE LEARNING RESOURCES
SYNCHRONOUS LEARNING

LEARNING DEVICE

OPPORTUNITIES

PROVIDED BY APS

PROVIDED OR ENSURED
INTERNET ACCESS

ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES THAT WORK IN
VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENTS
INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN
MODIFICATIONS

OUTREACH TO
STRUGGLING FAMILIES

VIRTUAL REINFORCERS

INCREASED PARENTAL
PARTNERSHIPS

STUDENT CHECK -INS

CELEBRATING SUCCESSES
New
opportunities to
develop
Strengthened
Innovative
practices

parent
relationships
and

collaboration

High student

Design of
highly
engaging
instruction
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dedication
participation and devotion
and progress of teachers to
support
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