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September 2, 1998


Honorable Richard Riley

Secretary

U.S. Department of Education

Washington, DC 20202


Dear Mr. Secretary:


We are deeply concerned over the U.S. Department of Education’s decision to impose 
"special conditions" on the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s award under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for the 1998-99 school year. It appears that in making this 
conditional award, the Department is taking the first step towards threatening to deny over $139 
million in Federal assistance to over 200,000 children with disabilities in Pennsylvania. We 
strongly urge you to review the appropriateness of the Department’s actions and to consider a 
more constructive approach to ensuring compliance with IDEA in Pennsylvania. 

According to Assistant Secretary Judith Heumann’s July 20th award letter to Pennsylvania 
Secretary of Education Eugene Hickok, the Department’s decision to impose these special 
conditions was based on its conclusion that the Commonwealth "has a history of unsatisfactory 
performance and has failed to conform to the terms of previous awards with respect to its 
obligation to ensure provision of a free appropriate public education to children with 
disabilities". However, this conclusion is largely based on continued problems experienced by 
only one of Pennsylvania’s 501 school districts, the Harrisburg School District. 

It is our understanding that the issues related to Pennsylvania’s supervision of local 
districts have already been resolved. The Office of Special Education Programs’ 
(OSEP) 1994 report on the Commonwealth’s supervision of school districts was primarily critical 
of the previous administration’s failure to conduct reviews of school districts for compliance with 
the requirements of IDEA. Since Governor Ridge took office in 1995, Pennsylvania has 
instituted cyclical reviews of school districts throughout the Commonwealth so that all school 
districts are reviewed by the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) every 5 years. 

We also question the basis upon which the Department has made this decision. It is our 
understanding that in doing follow-up reviews, the Department focused on a judgmental sample 
of 6 school districts, with a particular focus on singling out the Harrisburg School District. The 
Department concedes that despite some continued deficiencies, Harrisburg has made a number of 
improvements in addressing its 
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compliance issues. Moreover, PDE has extensively monitored the Harrisburg School District in

addition to providing it with technical assistance. Given this, we fail to see how the Department

can reasonably draw such a conclusion about Pennsylvania’s overall performance in exercising

supervision of local school districts under the IDEA.


Finally, despite the Harrisburg School District’s progress and efforts in continuing to 
address these issues, the Department on several occasions has urged Pennsylvania to deny 
Federal IDEA funds to the district. We fail to see how taking this punitive action will improve 
the current situation in Harrisburg. Such an action would only hurt children with disabilities in 
the Harrisburg schools and shift even more of the financial costs on to local taxpayers. The 
Department should support PDE’s continued efforts to work with the Harrisburg School District 
to fully comply with IDEA. 

Secretary Hickok and Special Education Director Penn have demonstrated their 
willingness to do what is necessary to ensure that children with disabilities in Pennsylvania 
receive a free appropriate public education. We urge you to reconsider the conditions placed on 
Pennsylvania’s IDEA funding and to provide additional assistance to help the Harrisburg School 
District comply with the IDEA requirements. 

If you have any questions regarding this matter, please do not hesitate to contact any of 
us, or have your staff contact Jeff Andrade on the House Committee on Education and the 
Workforce staff at 225-6553. 

Sincerely, 

BILL GOODLING ARLEN SPECTER

Chairman, Committee on U.S. Senator

Education and the Workforce


RICK SANTORUMGEORGE W. GEKAS

Member of Congress U.S. Senator
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