April 22, 2020

Supporting Vulnerable Youth During and After the COVID-19 Crisis:

Recommendations for County Offices of Education and the Districts They Support

Below are recommendations sourced from a coalition of legal service providers in your counties,
as well as organizations that work on education equity issues on a state or nation-wide basis. A
common theme that runs through many of these policy areas is the inequities that can result
from the shift to distance learning. We know that this is an issue that many educators are
working to address, and applaud the efforts of school districts so far - for example, to distribute
laptops and internet hotspots to vulnerable students. However, disparities in access to
technology are just one aspect of a multi-faceted problem. We hope that these
recommendations can provide some guidance for how COEs and districts can address other
issues related to the shift to distance learning.

1.

Transparency of learning plans: Students and their parents or guardians are
struggling to locate vital information about their education opportunities during the

pandemic, as well as any adjustments to instruction that will occur during the summer

months or early in the next school year. COEs should do the following, and support
districts in their counties with doing the same:

a. Post on district and COE website a standalone, printable document that contains

key information regarding the district's COVID-19 learning plan and contact
information for key school district staff. Use media, robo-calls or other measures
to alert families to the location of plans

Make learning plans available in languages other than English that are widely
spoken in the community they serve.

Provide learning plans in hard copy at free lunch pick up sites.

Provide or facilitate access to technology devices and internet services that are
necessary for students to engage in learning plan.

Enroliment and re-entry: Students with high school mobility, such as foster youth,

homeless youth, and justice-involved youth, often experience difficulty in staying enrolled
in school as they move between different institutional or home settings. This concern is
heightened now, as many schools are closing down their enrollment and records
processing centers, and as youth may be moved from their prior living arrangements due
to COVID-19. COEs should do the following, and support districts in their counties with
doing the same:

a. Ensure that youth transferring to district-run schools from court and community

schools are promptly enrolled, by engaging in transition planning and working
directly with districts, rather than relying on families and caregivers to initiate
enrollment.

Create a streamlined, easily accessible enroliment process for all youth,
consistent with the immediate enrollment provisions for foster youth,?® justice-

3 Foster youth have the right to immediate enroliment in school, regardless of outstanding fines or fees, or inability to
produce records. Cal. Educ. Code § 48853.5(f)(8).
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involved youth,* and homeless youth.® Technology access should be addressed
during the enrollment process to ensure that students can participate in school as
soon as they are enrolled.

c. Coordinate with school districts and the SELPA to ensure continuity of special
education services, EL services, counseling services, food services, and other
supportive programming for youth moving between school districts.

3. School discipline: We understand that many school districts have postponed expulsion
hearings until schools physically re-open. This is not a trauma-informed practice. It is
well-documented that our most vulnerable students are the ones most likely to be
recommended for expulsion. These students need additional support and comfort during
this time, and postponing an expulsion hearing will only prolong the anxiety and stress
associated with such proceedings. Moving forward with video expulsion hearings also
presents several challenges related to equity and witness examination, which will
undoubtedly result in mass expulsion appeals to the County Offices of Education.
Additionally, school administrators’ rationale for expulsions — campus safety — is not a
concern during school closures, so expulsions do not serve a legitimate educational or
safety-related purpose. For the same reasons documented in a recent request to
Governor Newsom (see Attachment 1), COEs should do the following, and support
districts in their counties with doing the same:

a. Immediately dismiss any pending expulsion recommendations;

b. Rescind any expulsions subject to an appeal to the County Office of Education;
c. Re-admit all students whose readmission date occurs during school closures;
d. Prohibit the use of school suspensions during the distance learning phase.

4. Special education: Students with disabilities are particularly vulnerable during the
COVID-19 pandemic. These students have lost access to many of the educational
services and supports they are entitled to, and are at greater risk of losing out on
educational opportunities. COEs should do the following, and support districts in their
counties with doing the same:

a. Work in conjunction with families to develop distance learning plans for students
with IEPs that contemplate (1) services that can be maintained under the
student’s current IEP; (2) services that can be provided through alternative or
additional methods; (3) supplemental supports that are needed in order for
students to successfully engage with their educational program including,
assistive technology, online or virtual instruction, instructional telephone calls or
video chats, and consistent check-ins with families; (4) and how the district will
otherwise meet the student’s disability related education needs throughout the
duration of the COVID-19 school closures. Distance learning plans should be

4 Schools cannot delay enrolling a justice-involved student for any reason, including requiring a meeting prior to
enrollment, outstanding fees, fines, or other items or moneys due to the school last attended, inability to produce
academic records, medical records, immunization records, or inability to produce proper uniform/school dress. Cal.
Educ. Code §§ 48645.5(c), 48647(a).

5 Homeless youth have the right to immediate enrollment in school under the McKinney-Vento Act and under Cal.
Educ. Code § 48850(a)(3).
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documented through interim, time-limited, amendments to student IEPs. The
student’s last agreed upon IEP, prior to the COVID-19 school closures, will
reactivate upon the reopening of school districts and the student’s return to
school.

Continue to provide services that can be administered via telehealth including,
but not limited to, mental health/ERMHS counseling, speech and language
therapy, and occupational therapy.

Continue to hold IEP meetings telephonically or via video conferencing and
adhere to IEP timelines to the extent possible. This includes responding to
requests for assessment, generating assessment plans, and responding to
requests for records. Should families be unable to meet during the school
closure, meetings should be postponed by mutual agreement.

Convene |IEP teams, within 30 school days of schools reopening, to make an
individualized determination about whether and what type of compensatory
education is appropriate for the student.

5. Special considerations regarding education in alternative schools: Youth in

alternative schools, including COE educational programs such as independent study,
court, and community schools, should have equitable access to education. COEs should
do the following, and support districts in their counties with doing the same:

a.

Implement technology-based distance learning strategies. This is particularly
critical for youth who remain incarcerated, who are already cut off from the
support of their friends and family and are at great risk of social isolation. These
youth are often already behind in academic skills and are disproportionately likely
to be special education students; they must have access to individualized
learning. Even if technology-based distance learning cannot be implemented, it is
paramount that work be individualized and students still be able to contact
teachers for guidance.

Continue working with postsecondary partners, probation, and school counselors
to provide college access opportunities to youth in COE schools and independent
study, including dual enroliment and assistance with FAFSA and college
applications.

Communicate the educational plans for each student to their caregivers and
attorneys, if applicable, in the language that is most comfortable for them.

d. For Court Schools specifically:

i Collaborate with probation to ensure that educational services, including
special education services, are being provided in a manner that promotes
the socio-emotional, as well as physical health, of their students. Under
no circumstances should COEs endorse or engage in practices that
result in solitary confinement of children; while the release of youth in
juvenile hall is not under the COEs jurisdiction, the COE should make
every effort to collaborate with probation and the juvenile court to ensure
that youth transition to the community with access to educational
services.
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1. Under Ed Code 48647 (recently modified by AB 1354, effective
Jan. 2020), the COE is responsible for overseeing the successful
transition of youth from court school to community, including
record transfer, immediate enrollment, and placement in
appropriate classes. The COE is also responsible for creating an
individualized transition plan for youth who have been detained for
more than 20 consecutive school days and overseeing the
implementation of that plan.

i.  Collaborate with probation to ensure that youth have access to
technology for education, as well as for purposes of visitation and other
services that require technology. While visitation is not typically in the
purview of the COE, in many juvenile halls, school facilities are the only
places that have computers and internet access. COEs should be
proactive in offering their expertise and equipment to ensure that any
youth who do remain in custody at this time are able to maintain
relationships with family and service providers.

6. Special considerations for foster youth: Along with the other vulnerable populations
of youth mentioned in this letter, youth in foster care are already severely impacted by
the school closures due to COVID-19. For many, school is a tremendously stabilizing
factor in their lives, and without that support, we are already seeing students lose their
foster or residential placements. Foster youth are also more likely than their peers to
already be behind in educational attainment. COEs should do the following, and support
districts in their counties with doing the same:

a. Increase outreach by Foster Youth Coordinating Programs and district
liaisons to foster youth, in order to ensure continued access to supports like food
service, counseling, post-secondary access, and distance learning.

b. Ensure school stability rights are protected. If foster youth move during this time,
their school of origin right allows them to remain enrolled in their district of
origin, and access any distance learning opportunities there. COE Foster Youth
Coordinators should advise districts that these students have access to any
physical materials needed for distance learning, even if they have moved out of
their district.

7. Attendance and truancy: There are many factors that contribute to attendance
challenges, and COVID-19 will unquestionably add another layer of complexity to school
attendance. Because of lingering fear, as well as possible regression in academic ability,
we can expect that school attendance will decline for the remainder of this school year
and well into next school year. Rather than taking a punitive approach to this crisis,
COEs should do the following, and support districts in their counties with doing the
same:

a. Advise all school districts in the county to eliminate referrals to the District
Attorney’s office for truancy charges in juvenile court through the remainder of
the 2020-21 school year, at minimum, and
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b. Advise school districts to eliminate formal or informal transfers of students to
other schools, regardless of whether they are comprehensive or alternative
schools, through the end of the 2020-21 school year, at minimum.

8. Grades: Because of these various concerns posed by distance learning for high needs
students, it would be inequitable to assign grades in the same manner as done during
the traditional school year. COEs should do the following, and support districts in their
counties with doing the same:

a. No student’s grade should be negatively impacted. More specifically, no
student’s grade should drop from the grade they had prior to school closures.

b. Students should have the opportunity to improve their grades from where they
were prior to the pandemic by completing work during the distance learning
period.
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