(V ) Disability Rights Connecticut
( ) Connecticut’s Protection and Advocacy System

0 7

\\\J 75 Charter Oak Avenue

DISABILITY RIGHTS Suite 1-101
CONNECTICUT Hartford, CT 06106 Sl

OUT-OF-STATE SPECIAL EDUCATION PLACEMENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In response to complaints in recent years, Disability Rights Connecticut (DRCT) and the
Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) initiated a joint investigation between September 2023
and January 2025 into the educational programming provided to Connecticut students
attending certain out-of-state schools, including Shrub Oak International School (Shrub Oak)
located in New York, and the adequacy of monitoring and oversight of the students programs
and out-of-state schools. Segregated out-of-state placements provided services to over 200
students with disabilities from seventy-two (72) Connecticut school districts through publicly
funded individual contracts, with students placed in out-of-state schools across fifteen (15)
states during the period under review, which included academic years: 2021-2022; 2022-2023;
and 2023-2024 (PUR). The investigation involved multiple OCA information requests and
DRCT access requests directed at certain Connecticut local school districts that had the
highest rates of out-of-state placements during the PUR and the Connecticut State
Department of Education (CSDE), multiple on-site visits to out-of-state schools, discussions
with staff and representatives of certain out-of-state schools and the CSDE, and extensive
records reviews for those Connecticut districts with the highest number of Connecticut
students enrolled in out-of-state schools.

Key findings from the investigation include:

» Use of Restraint and Seclusion Rooms are Not Subject to Connecticut Law:
The policies and practices of restraint and seclusion as behavioral management tools
in the out-of-state placements that were reviewed were troubling. The use of restraint
and seclusion is not subject to the same legal requirements established in Connecticut.
The investigation revealed overuse and misuse of restrictive practices, with no
established mechanism for the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE)
and the sending school district or local education agency (LEA) to perform meaningful
oversight and monitoring. Despite important legal safeguards in Connecticut aimed
at preventing the overuse and misuse of restraint and seclusion in Connecticut
schools, these laws do not apply to out-of-state schools, leaving vulnerable Connecticut
children enrolled at these segregated schools with no safeguards against these
harmful practices.

> Excessive, Unexplained Injuries: A concerning number of injuries among students
in certain segregated out-of-state schools reviewed could not be conclusively
explained. These injuries raise serious concerns about student safety and the
adequacy of the services provided at these schools. Most students who are placed in




these segregated out-of-state schools have significant support needs, often with a high
need for behavioral supports. The students’ support needs and communication
disabilities, paired with the distance between their loved ones and trusted adults,
often create conditions that give rise to an increased risk of abuse and neglect.

» Insufficient Oversight and Monitoring: The State of Connecticut does not approve
out-of-state schools, and many such schools in which Connecticut students are
enrolled are not approved and/or licensed by the state in which they operate. Although
the placements of students in these out-of-state schools require CSDE approval, the
out-of-state schools are not required to be approved by the CSDE or subject to CSDE
standards for Connecticut private special education programs. We found a lack of
oversight and monitoring by both the CSDE and the LEAs. During the PUR,
seventeen (17) out-of-state schools where Connecticut students were enrolled were not
approved by the Department of Education in the state in which they were located, two
(2) were not licensed as residential facilities and two (2) schools were both not
approved and not licensed by the state in which they were located. The result is
minimal oversight and monitoring of the conditions of the schools that house many of
our most vulnerable Connecticut special education students.

The lack of oversight and monitoring of these out-of-state schools by the
state of Connecticut and/or the state in which the school is located leaves a
serious gap in ensuring the safety and welfare of Connecticut’s most
vulnerable students who are enrolled at these segregated schools - often
hundreds of miles away from the student’s family and important community
support systems.

» Reliance on Costly Out-of-State Placements: Despite widespread public concerns
regarding the safety and effectiveness of out-of-state educational placements like
Shrub Oak, many districts continue to rely on these placements for children with
complex needs even though less restrictive alternatives should be available in
Connecticut. These restrictive, segregated placements are among the most expensive
options available, costing millions of dollars annually. Instead of investing state
and local funds in educational services within the state and districts,
districts are sending large sums of money out of state to restrictive
segregated placements. Students need varying levels of resources, and they should
be spent in the state and in district where the students and their programs have
proper oversight.

The findings in this Investigatory Report highlight systemic issues related to abuse, neglect,
and rights violations within many out-of-state schools/programs. These out-of-state schools,
which Connecticut students are attending, are not subject to the same legal requirements
established in Connecticut. This, combined with insufficient oversight and monitoring, has
created an environment where the health, safety, and dignity of individuals with
developmental disabilities are frequently compromised. Immediate corrective action is
necessary to address these deficiencies and ensure compliance with federal and state
regulations and protect these students. The recommended corrective actions are intended to
reduce the overuse of restraint and seclusion; reduce the abuse, neglect, and rights violations
of students; increase adherence to Connecticut standards and law by any out-of-state




programs/schools in which Connecticut students are enrolled; increase oversight and
monitoring by the CSDE and LEAs; and focus efforts to return these students to schools and
programs in Connecticut and their local school districts.

This Report offers recommendations to improve service delivery to students with disabilities,
increase accountability, and reduce the overutilization of costly and restrictive out-of-state
placements. These recommendations are aimed at addressing the issues identified in the
investigation and ensuring that all students with disabilities maintain the right to receive
the special education services they need in the least restrictive environment appropriate to
their needs. Specific recommendations are provided in the Report to:

e Increase accountability of both the CSDE and sending LEAs and ensure adherence to
Connecticut standards and law,

e Increase and improve oversight and monitoring of these segregated out-of-state
schools by the CSDE and LEAs, and

e Reduce the reliance of these out-of-state schools and direct resources to schools and
programs in Connecticut.

DRCT/OCA’s investigation lifts the curtain on these restrictive segregated out-of-
state programs to highlight that Connecticut can, and should, do better to ensure
that all Connecticut students are receiving a free appropriate public education in
the least restrictive environment as guaranteed under the IDEA. We must also work
to eliminate the abuse and neglect of students at these schools. Inappropriate use of restraint
and unsafe seclusion rooms; excessive injuries; insufficient local and state oversight and
monitoring; and reliance on costly out-of-state placements weaken child-serving systems for
Connecticut children and fail to ensure the wellbeing, safety, and security of Connecticut
students attending these segregated out-of-state programs.




