Members of the Education Committee,
I am here today to testify in support of HB 7110.
During the summer and fall of 2018, I served as the AFT CT representative on the Classroom Safety Working Group that developed the language in the current bill. I was the sole classroom teacher on the group. I approached my own participation in several ways: as a current classroom teacher, as a union president, and as a parent of a nine year old with Down Syndrome. I've tried to balance what I see everyday in my own elementary school, what I hear from other teachers and union representatives in Bristol and across the state, and how I would want my own daughter to be considered by this possible legislation.
Let me begin by saying that based on my own experience, surveys and conversations with hundreds of teachers, that in the eyes of most, this legislative proposal doesn't go far enough in addressing the problem. The version of the bill that passed the legislature last year, with a veto-proof majority, is the prefered version by teachers. But in crafting the language for the bill, CEA and AFT CT have made many concessions in an attempt to build a consensus with the other organizations participating in the Working Group, the most substantial of which was eliminating any punitive measures. Still, as it is written now, this legislation is a step in the right direction.
· First, it requires a more formal record keeping process of disruptive or injurious incidents.

· Second, it provides protection for teachers from discrimination or retaliation for reporting such incidents.

· Third, and most importantly in my opinion, is the requirement that superintendents report to their BOE the number of disruptive or injurious incidents in schools, by grade level.

· Lastly, is the requirement that the State Department of Education conduct a biennial survey seeking the confidential responses of school employees and, in a separate confidential survey, from parents about school climate.
Because teachers sit at the bottom of a hierarchical pyramid, where every theory on paper has to be put into practice in a classroom, they have a unique perspective on this issue. The political agendas that become laws, the highfalutin ideals of “experts,” the intellectual fads that become policies, it all trickles down to us trying to make it work. But to make the education system work in reality as it is on a data spreadsheet would require a much greater amount of resources, and despite all the rhetoric and promises of politicians, those resources never arrive. Over the last few decades, laws were passed that allowed students who were disabled to be included in the regular classroom setting, and these laws achieved a lot of good. Disabled children got the educations they deserved, and typical children got to see a greater degree of the human experience, building empathy. Like a lot of ideas that start with good intentions, inclusion has been exploited. Parents now know that all they need is a doctor note to gain special privileges that can excuse their child for virtually any behavior, and teachers have upward of 15-20% of their class with IEP or 504 accommodations. You simply cannot fit ten pounds into a five pound sack without it starting to tear, and we passed that point several years ago. This legislation has become necessary because too many of those in leadership within the education profession have been negligent in maintaining a safe classroom environment, one conducive to learning. They have focused on maintaining appearances by obfuscating what is really occurring, by eliminating consequences that produce undesired suspension rate data, and ultimately of putting their own short-term career interests ahead of the long-term general welfare of our society. This legislation will begin to shine a light on all that.
One area of agreement between all on the Working Group is that the preponderance of violent and disruptive incidents occur in the pK-2 grades. That is a direct result of relatively recent legislative changes made to how and when suspensions can occur in grades pK-2. These changes exacerbated an already difficult situation and severely limited the options of schools. We experience students who run from the classroom or even the school. They spit. They strip off their clothes. I know of support staff who keep a change of clothes in their rooms in case they get spit on or sweat through their clothes. Schools now keep plastic face shields for protection against spitters, and Kevlar sleeves for protection from biters. And keep in mind, some schools have multiple crisis situations occurring simultaneously. And while all of this is going on, sometimes for hours, the SPED teachers and school psychologists who are tied up de-escalating a situation, restraining or secluding a student, are prevented from providing their regularly scheduled mandated services to other students. 
Meanwhile, back in the classroom, the other students are confused and terrified. Why did that boy/girl yell at me, push me, destroy my stuff, or the paper I worked so hard on? Why was that boy/girl yelling those bad words at the teachers? Why didn't they stop him/her? Why don't they do something about that kid? Am I safe? Almost inevitably, some students soon begin to imitate the behavior they have witnessed. Once one student exhibits this behavior, there are usually a few more copycats who give it a test run to see what will happen. The different and unfair standards of behavior are confusing, especially to young children.
Then there is the more insidious impact that this chaos has on the remainder of the student population, especially in older grades. Disruptive students know there is little consequence for their poor behavior, and other students know they have little protection or recourse from offenders. Some of them form toxic “friendships” with the disruptive student as a way to gain favor with him/her and hopefully avoid becoming a target themselves. Many times parents have privately expressed to me fear for their children and frustration with administrators because little is done to protect their children from abuse. This is upside down. At the expense of the vast majority, the education of respectful, hard-working students is being hijacked to accommodate a small and extreme group of outliers. By focusing exclusively on keeping one disruptive student in class, we hurt the student who may grow up to be president or find the cure to cancer.
In concluding, let me rebut what I anticipate will be the objection from administrative groups to this legislation, and that is FERPA. These groups maintain that if a letter is sent home regarding an incident at school, or a superintendent in an especially tiny district must report incidents to the BOE, someone might be able to ascertain the identity of the offending student, and that student might be ostracized. Firstly, if that dangerous or disruptive student is not invited to a birthday party, it is likely the natural result of their peers not wanting to be around them. Secondly, the reluctance to report incidents to the BOE, who have ultimate authority over the district, is overly cautious to an extreme degree. Most students will be able to go home, describe the incident, and identify the disruptive student, but my own daughter will not. Her Down Syndrome limits her verbal communication skills. She can witness violence and be threatened, and I will remain unaware of this unless an adult at the school informs me. All of my experience tells me that will never occur unless they are legally forced to do so. Please do not allow FERPA to be used as an excuse to “sweep under the rug” so much of the inexcusable behavior that occurs in schools.
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