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Good morning Chairman Catania and members of the Committee on Education. Thank you for 
the opportunity to address the Council as it considers the Parent and Student Empowerment Act 
of 2013. My name is HyeSook Chung, and I am the Executive Director of DC Action for Children 
and a proud mother of two young DCPS students. 
 
DC Action for Children (“DC Action”) provides data-based analysis and policy leadership on 
critical issues facing DC children and youth. Our vision is of a District where children and youth 
who are most in need of health, education, safety and financial well-being are receiving 
competent and equitable services. 
 
Today, with support from the Annie E. Casey Foundation to become the home of DC KIDS 
COUNT, DC Action is the primary source of data on conditions and outcomes for all children 
and youth in DC. We work closely with city agencies, the school system and providers to get the 
most accurate and timely data to present clear and accessible analysis. Our public policy 
agenda is based on this critical data. 
 
Family engagement is the cornerstone of a strong school community. My testimony today 
reflects on my personal experience as the parent of a rising fourth grader and a rising third 
grader in DCPS schools, and incorporates information from a forthcoming DC Action for 
Children policy brief on the system of early intervention and special education services for 
children age 0-5 with developmental delays or disabilities.  
 
Many families in DC would engage with schools more effectively, and possibly make better 
educational decisions for their children with greater access to information and guidance about 
DC’s many public education options. A skillful Educational Ombudsman and Chief Student 
Advocate could be invaluable resources for parents and children, and help schools better serve 
families.  
 
As I mentioned, I am a parent of two DCPS students. As a parent, I am always struck by my 
children’s different personalities and learning styles. My daughter is the child every parent 
dreams of having – a prolific reader, diligent about her homework and an all-around great kid. I 
suspect we could place her in a classroom in a basement and she would still thrive and learn. 
 
In contrast, my son has struggled and will continue to struggle in a traditional school 
environment. Let me very clear that we are extremely fortunate to attend a school where his 
teachers and principal want the very best for him. This year, when he was awarded the annual 
effort award as recognition for all his effort throughout the year, I was grateful for his teacher, 
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who recognized his strengths despite his challenges and his principal, whose applause was the 
loudest in the room.  
 
My son has learning challenges. He doesn’t have an IEP, but I suspect he may eventually. 
When the school approached us about getting him assessed, I was unsure about the steps I 
would need to take to support him. I had too many friends who felt failed by the special 
education system, and I wasn’t prepared to accept my journey into this world. I was lucky to 
have knowledgeable friends to call upon for advice. But, having an Ombudsman as an 
additional resource would have been helpful. 
 
Many families in DC find themselves in my situation: nervous, unsure, but determined to make 
the best choice for their children. This population of families should be a point of special concern 
for any future Ombudsman or Student Advocate. DC Actions’ forthcoming policy brief, “Early 
Intervention and Special Education in DC for Children Ages Birth to 5” illustrates the 
processes and policies governing these services for young children. Many children eligible for 
early intervention services from age 0-3 are also eligible for special education once they enter 
school, which necessitates a program transition.  
 
In a situation where appropriate educational services are both legally guaranteed and ethically 
indispensable, parents and children would benefit greatly from a Chief Advocate’s guidance or 
an Ombudsman’s services during their transition into school. In 2011, over 1,400 DC children 
ages 3-5 received special education services, and nearly 500 children were enrolled in Strong 
Start DC Early Intervention. DC’s FY14 budget will fund expanded eligibility for early 
intervention, which will mean more families than ever transitioning from early intervention to 
special education. Even for education policy professionals like me, the transition process can 
seem incredibly complex.  
 
Responsibility for special education rests with local education agencies (LEAs), of which DC has 
more than 50. Families are trying to make the best educational choice for their children, while 
confirming eligibility for special education services, starting the IEP creation process, 
transitioning out of early intervention services, and juggling lotteries, deadlines, forms and 
caseworkers from multiple agencies. In this situation, it is not unheard of for an interruption in 
services to occur, despite the best efforts of all involved. A strong student advocate could 
prevent this gap from occurring by helping families navigate the process, and an ombudsman 
could resolve any disputes.  
 
Thank you Chairman Catania and the Committee on Education for the opportunity to speak 
today on this important issue. I’m happy to answer any questions. 
 


