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Testimony of Faith Behum
To the Joint Committee on Education
September 19, 2013
RE: HB 344
Good Morning Chairpersons and Committee Members,

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you on House Bill 344: An act to increase capacity to address the complex needs of students with autism.  My name is Faith Behum and I am a disability policy specialist at the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council.  The Council is mandated by federal law to identify laws and policies that improve the system of supports for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.  In 2010, the Council recognized the potential of the Autism Commission to improve services and supports for individuals with autism in Massachusetts.  Because of this, I was assigned to staff the Autism Commission to assist the group in all its efforts.  
The Autism Commission’s report was completed in March 2013.  Ensuring access to an appropriate education for all students with autism was one of the topics with the largest presence in the Commission’s and its Schoolage subcommittee’s final reports.  The members of both of these entities recognized that the public education system is the only public agency that all individuals with autism between the ages of 3 to 22 will interact with at some point in their young lives.  Schools are granted the opportunity to prepare all students with autism with the skills and knowledge they require to become successful and independent adults.  The final reports of the Autism Commission and its Schoolage Subcommittee stressed the importance of public school personnel understanding the needs of students with autism in order to offer appropriate programs and services to this population.  
Students with autism learn differently than their peers and benefit from different teaching techniques.  Students who do not have access to these techniques are at an extreme disadvantage for succeeding in school.  In a study done by the National Research Council, it was found that both general educators and special educators were not well trained in evidence-based instructional practices; because of this, it was believed students with autism were receiving a less than appropriate level of instruction.
  In Massachusetts, school districts across the state struggle to develop services and professional development programs versed in how to meet the educational needs of students with autism.  Meanwhile, the number of students with autism continues to rise steadily overwhelming schools in the Commonwealth.
If it passes, HB 344 will allow teachers to obtain a better understanding on how to educate students with autism appropriately.  It will improve the instruction students with autism receive and their educational outcomes by creating an optional endorsement in autism for special education teachers.  This endorsement will prepare special education teachers to conduct assessments, develop individual education programs (IEP), and provide specialized instruction to all students with autism.  Individuals who obtain the endorsement will be a resource to teachers who instruct students with autism but do not have the endorsement themselves.  This legislation will also require that a teacher with an autism endorsement be present at every student’s with autism IEP meeting.  IEP meetings determine the yearly educational goals and how an individual with autism will achieve them. The presence of a professional at these meetings who is well versed in autism will increase the likelihood that an individual with autism will receive the educational services and supports he or she needs to be successful in school.  
In summary, the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council supports H 344 because it has the potential to improve the education students with autism receive. We applaud Representative Bradley for introducing such an important piece of legislation and thank members of the Joint Committee on Education for your continued support on behalf of people with developmental disabilities.
Thank You,
Faith Behum
Disability Policy Specialist, The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
Staff, Massachusetts Autism Commission
� National Research Council (2001). Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education. Committee on Educational Interventions for Children with autism (2001). Educating Children with autism. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
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