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Good Evening, my name is Diane Cooper-Gould, and I am President of the newly formed Fairfax County 
Special Education PTA also known as Fairfax County SEPTA and am myself a dyslexic graduate of Fairfax 
County Public Schools. 
  
Our organization launched in April of this year in response to a great need for advocacy and community within 
the special education population of FCPS.  Our mission closely aligns with that of the Virginia Department of 
Education, as we are both committed to graduates that are prepared to fulfill their potential as community 
members. Virginia is currently one of the lowest in the nation for funding of people with disabilities, this creates 
an uncertain future for our disabled citizens and a desperate need for special education students to be 
prepared to the best of our ability in order to lead productive lives in a difficult environment. 
 
We appreciate the opportunity to speak today regarding the new High School Diploma options and VDOE plan 
for successful implementation of ESSA.  We applaud the desire to close the “achievement gap,” particularly as 
Special Education students are often those that suffer most from the current achievement disparity.  
 
Currently, FCPS has the highest vacancy rate for Special Education Teachers in the Commonwealth, we also 
have one of the worst in the nation.  This FCPS special education teacher crisis mirrors the teacher crisis 
across the nation. Here in Fairfax County, our teachers are leaving in droves because they cannot afford to live 
in the county where they work. Budget cuts continue to erode our teacher support systems while class sizes 
continue to increase.  My question to VDOE, is how do we as a commonwealth address this National and 
regional teacher shortage?   How can we close the achievement gap if we do not have qualified educators to 
teach our students?  
 
We are pleased that VDOE has been working to create diploma options for students with disabilities. 
However, a lack of clear guidance on how and when to implement the Standard Diploma with Credit 
Accommodations and the Applied Studies Diploma leaves parents, schools and students at a loss for how to 
proceed.  Already, we have parents reporting that Virginia Colleges and Universities including NVCC have 
stated an unwillingness to accept the Applied Studies Diplomas.  We have yet to have any indication how they 
will react to the “Standard Diploma with credit accommodations.”  SEPTA believes it is critical that VDOE do 
intense outreach to the College, University and employment communities to clarify the readiness of graduating 
students with these non-standard diplomas.  We also encourage the VDOE to establish a very clear set of 
guidelines to aid IEP teams in determining the type of diploma best suited for each student and what the 
practical post-graduation implications are for the various diplomas and certifications.  
 
There is a profound lack of uniformity in how special education services are administered and IEP goals 
developed.  We have many, many families being pressured to make diploma option decisions as young as 
elementary school.  There is a concern that if a child is taken off the SOL or Standard Diploma track too early, 
there will be an underestimation of academic potential and those students will be less prepared for 
post-graduation life.  This is yet another reason that we ask the VDOE to establish clear guidance to schools 
and parents on how these critical decisions should be made.  
 
We thank you for this opportunity to speak.  


