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Ch a irw o m a n  McCla in , Ra n kin g  Me m b e r P o rt e r, a n d  m e m b e rs  o f t h e  
su b co m m it t e e , t h a n k yo u  fo r in vit in g  m e  t o  a p p e a r t o d a y. 
 
My n a m e  is  Virg in ia  Ge n t le s  a n d  I a m  t h e  d ire c t o r o f t h e  Ed u ca t io n  Fre e d o m  
Ce n t e r a t  In d e p e n d e n t  W o m e n ’s  Fo ru m . IW F is  a  n o n -p ro fit  o rg a n iza t io n  th a t  
a d va n ce s  p o lic ie s  t h a t  e n h a n ce  p e o p le ’s  fre e d o m , o p p o rt u n it ie s , a n d  w e ll-
b e in g . At  IW F, w e  c e le b ra t e  t h a t  s t a t e s  a re  re sp o n d in g  t o  p a re n t s ' co n ce rn s  
w it h  t h e  re s id e n t ia lly-a ss ig n e d  K-12 p u b lic  e d u ca t io n  syst e m  b y ra p id ly 
e xp a n d in g  e d u ca t io n  o p t io n s . W e  re m a in  ve ry co n ce rn e d  a b o u t  t h e  n a t io n ’s  
le a rn in g  lo ss  c ris is , t h e  p e rn ic io u s in flu e n ce  o f t e a ch e rs  u n io n s, a n d  sch o o l 
d is t ric t s’ irre sp o n sib le  a n d  in e ffe c t ive  a llo ca t io n  o f t h e  $190  b illio n  in  
su p p le m e n t a l fe d e ra l Ele m e n t a ry a n d  Se co n d a ry Sch o o l Em e rg e n cy Re lie f 
(ESSER) fu n d in g . 
 
W e  a re  a ll fa m ilia r w it h  t h e  t su n a m i o f re s e a rc h  p ro vin g  t h a t  le n g t h y sch oo l 
c lo su re s  a n d  d isru p t ive  q u a ra n t in e  p o lic ie s  se ve re ly–p o t e n t ia lly irre ve rs ib ly–
h a rm e d  a  g e n e ra t io n  o f Am e rica n  s t u d e n t s . Mo u n t in g  e vid e n ce  o f 
d e va st a t in g  le a rn in g  lo s s , so a rin g  c h ro n ic  a b s e n t e e is m , d e t e rio ra t in g  
m e n t a l h e a lt h , a n d  ra m p a n t  d is c ip lin e  p ro b le m s  t h a t  e n d a n g e r e d u ca t o rs  
a n d  s t u d e n t s  re g u la rly a p p e a rs  in  o u r n e w s fe e d  a n d  in b o xe s. 
 
St a rt in g  in  Ma rch  20 20 , e d u ca t io n  b u re a u cra t s  d e sp e ra t e  t o  s t a y in  t e a ch e rs  
u n io n s’ g o od  g ra ce s  im p le m e n t e d  c ru e l p o lic ie s  t h a t  b a rre d  s t u d e n t s  fro m  
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a t t e n d in g  sch o o ls  fo r m o n t h s , a n d  in  a re a s  like  m y co m m u n it y, o ve r a  ye a r. 
Th e  fo o lish  sch o o l c lo su re s  m o rp h e d  in t o  co n vo lu t e d  h yb rid  sch e d u le s  a n d  
n o n se n sica l q u a ra n t in e  p o lic ie s  t h a t  o n ce  a g a in  b a n n e d  s t u d e n t s  fro m  
sch o o ls  fo r d a ys a n d  w e e ks a t  a  t im e . Dis t ric t s  b iza rre ly re q u ire d  o u t d o o r 
lu n c h e s  in  b e lo w -fre e zin g  t e m p e ra t u re s , so c ia lly-d is t a n ce d  re c e s s e s , 
P le xig la ss  d e s k  d ivid e rs , c lo se d  w a t e r  fo u n t a in s , c a n c e le d  s p o rt s  a n d  
e xt ra c u rr ic u la r  a c t ivit ie s , a n d  o n e ro u s, le n g t h y, a n d  in e ffe c t ive  m a s k  
re q u ire m e n t s  t h a t  b lo cke d  yo u n g  re a d e rs  fro m  se e in g  o r c le a rly h e a rin g  
t h e ir t e a ch e rs  fo rm  so u n d s a n d  w o rd s.  
 
Co m p o u n d in g  t h e  COVID-e ra  ch a o s, t e a ch e rs  u n io n s su cce ssfu lly p re ssu re d  
sch o o ls  t o  st o p  e n fo rc in g  d is c ip lin e , c re a t in g  u n s a fe  c la s s ro o m s  fo r 
t e a ch e rs  a n d  s t u d e n t s . Bu t  w a it , t h e re ’s  m o re : Ove r t h e  la s t  fe w  ye a rs , s t a t e s , 
d is t ric t s , a n d  sch oo ls  a lso  lo w e re d  a c a d e m ic  s t a n d a rd s , ca n ce le d  
h o m e w o rk , a n d  e it h e r in fla t e d  g ra d e s  o r d ro p p e d  g ra d in g  a ll t o g e t h e r. 
 
Sch o o ls  m a y h a ve  o p e n e d  b a ck u p  in  20 21, b u t , in  t o o  m a n y p la ce s , t h e y s t ill 
d o n ’t  p rio rit ize  e d u c a t in g  s t u d e n t s . St u d e n t s  d o n ’t  w a n t  t o  b e  t h e re  a n d  
ca llo u s  COVID p o lic ie s  t a u g h t  t h e m  t h a t  in -p e rso n  e d u ca t io n  is  o p t io n a l, so  
t h e y d o n ’t  sh o w  u p . Ch ro n ic  a b se n t e e ism  ra t e s  d o u b le d  s in ce  20 19 a n d  h o ve r 
a ro u n d  29 % o n  a ve ra g e , b u t  so a r t o  54 % in  sch o o l d is t ric t s  like  Ba lt im o re , 31% 
in  Lo s An g e le s , a n d  4 0 % in  Ch ica g o . De sp e ra t e  t o  a d d re ss  p e rs is t e n t ly h ig h  
t ru a n cy ra t e s , Oh io  re ce n t ly in t ro d u ce d  a  b ill t o  p a y kid s  ca sh  t o  a t t e n d  
sch o o l a n d  Mich ig a n  d is t ric t s  a re  h irin g  c o m p a n ie s  t o  co a x s t u d e n t s  b a ck t o  
sch o o l.  
 
A co m m o n  e xcu se  fo r d e c lin in g  s t u d e n t  p e rfo rm a n ce , w h ic h  b e g a n  ye a rs  
b e fo re  COVID-e ra  c lo su re s , is  t h a t  sch o o ls  a re  “ch ro n ica lly u n d e rfu n d e d .” Ye t  
sco re s  h a ve  p lu m m e t e d  t o  h is t o ric  lo w s d e sp it e  t h e  $190  b illio n  fe d e ra l ESSER 
w in d fa ll p ro vid e d  in  t h re e  a llo ca t io n s  (Ma rch  20 20 , De ce m b e r 20 20 , a n d  
Ma rch  20 21), a s  w e ll a s  s o a rin g  a n n u a l fe d e ra l a n d  s t a t e  K-12 e d u ca t io n  
b u d g e t s . (Fe d e ra l Tit le  I fu n d in g , fo r e xa m p le , in c re a se d  b y 20 % sin ce  fisca l 
ye a r 20 19, fro m  $15.3 b illio n  t o  $18 .4  b illion .) It  is  im p o rt a n t  t o  n o t e  t h a t  
Co n g re ss  m a n d a t e d  t h a t  20 % o f t h e  $123 b illio n  in  ESSER III fu n d s p ro vid e d  
b y t h e  Am e rica n  Re scu e  P la n  Ac t  o f 20 21 (ARP ) b e  u se d  “t o  a d d re ss  t h e  
a ca d e m ic  im p a c t  o f lo s t  in s t ru c t ion a l t im e  t h ro u g h  t h e  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f 
e vid e n ce  b a se d  in t e rve n t io n s ,” in c lu d in g  in t e n sive  o r h ig h -d o sa g e  t u t o rin g , 
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a cce le ra t in g  le a rn in g , su m m e r le a rn in g  o r su m m e r e n rich m e n t , e xt e n d e d  
d a y, co m p re h e n sive  a ft e r-sch o o l p ro g ra m s, o r e xt e n d e d  sch o o l ye a r 
p ro g ra m s. 
 
So , if d is t ric t s  w e re  a w a sh  in  fu n d in g  t h e  la s t  fo u r ye a rs  a n d  re q u ire d  b y 
fe d e ra l la w  t o  sp e n d  b illio n s  t o  a d d re ss  le a rn in g  lo ss , w h y d id  t h e y a b ysm a lly 
fa il t o  e d u ca t e  s t u d e n t s?  To o  m a n y s c h o o ls  d o  n o t  p rio rit ize  a c a d e m ic  
in s t ru c t io n  a n d  t o o  m a n y d is t r ic t s  s p e n d  irre s p o n s ib ly. Un io n -t ra in e d  
a c t ivis t  t e a ch e rs  d e lig h t  in  le sson s s t e e p e d  in  c lim a t e  a la rm is m , a lt e rn a t ive  
id e n t it ie s , o p p re s s io n , a n t is e m it is m , a n d  d e c o lo n iza t io n . Sch o o l d ist ric t  
b u re a u cra t s  a re  sp e n d in g  ESSER a n d  o th e r fe d e ra l fu n d s o n  in e ffe c t ive  
COVID m it ig a t io n  m e a s u re s , t re n d y so c ia l e m o t io n a l le a rn in g  (SEL) a n d  
re s t o ra t ive  ju st ice  m a t e ria ls , s t a ff re t re a t s , a n d  a t h le t ic  fie ld s , ra t h e r t h a n  
h ig h -d o sa g e  t u t o rin g  a n d  a d d e d  in st ru ct io n a l t im e . In  a d d it io n , m a n y 
d is t ric t s  im p ru d e n t ly h ire d  p e rm a n e n t  s t a ff a n d  p ro vid e d  p a y ra ise s  w it h  
t e m p o ra ry ESSER fu n d in g , c re a t in g  a  p e rilo u s  “fis c a l c liff” t h a t  w ill b e  
co m p o u n d e d  b y d e c lin in g  K–12 p u b lic  s c h o o l e n ro llm e n t . 
 
Th e  d e a d lin e  t o  fin a lize  ESSER-fu n d e d  co n t ra c t s  a rrive s  t h is  Se p t e m b e r, so  
p o licym a ke rs  a n d  p a re n t s  m u st  sw ift ly p re ssu re  d is t ric t s  t o  s t o p  ch a sin g  e d u -
t re n d s a n d  in ve st  t h e  re m a in in g  ESSER fu n d s w ise ly. In  o rd e r t o  im p ro ve  
s t u d e n t s’ e d u ca t io n a l o u t co m e s, d isc ip lin e d  in ve st m e n t s  a re  e sse n t ia l. 
 
Le t ’s  b e  h o n e st : Th e  s t u d e n t s  t h a t  d is t ric t s  p ro fe ss  t o  p rio rit ize  w h e n  t h e y 
p u rch a se  g lo ssy SEL m a t e ria ls  a n d  co m m it  t o  e xp e n sive  Dive rs it y, Eq u it y, 
a n d  In c lu sio n  (DEI)-in sp ire d  co n t ra c t s  w e re  h a rm e d  t h e  m o st  b y sch o o l 
c lo su re s . No  a m o u n t  o f p u b lic  p o st u rin g  a b o u t  DEI w ill e ve r u n d o  t h e  
e xt re m e ly in e q u it a b le  im p a c t  o f u n io n -p u sh e d , e xt e n d e d  p u b lic  sch o o l 
c lo su re s . P riva t e  sch o o ls  p ro ve d  t h a t  it  w a s p o ssib le  t o  p rio rit ize  s t u d e n t s  a n d  
q u ic k ly re o p e n  in  20 20 , p o ssib ly t h e  g re a t e s t  a d ve rt ise m e n t  fo r sch o o l ch o ice  
in  a  g e n e ra t io n . P a re n t s  re co g n ize d  t h e  a b ysm a l fa ilu re s  o f t h e  K-12 p u b lic  
sch o o l syst e m , a n d  a re  flo ckin g  t o  e d u c a t io n  a lt e rn a t ive s . 
 
Re g a rd le ss  o f w h e re  w e  se n d  o u r ch ild re n  t o  sch o o l, w e  a re  a ll fa c in g  a  
le a rn in g  lo ss  c ris is  t h a t  im p e rils  o u r co u n t ry’s  fu t u re . Am e ric a n  ch ild re n  m u st  
le a rn  t o  re a d  in  o rd e r t o  fu n c t io n  in  so c ie t y. Fo r p la n e s  t o  s t a y in  t h e  sky a n d  
b u ild in g s t o  s t a n d  in  t h e  fu t u re , t o d a y’s  s t u d e n t s  m u st  le a rn  m a t h  a n d  
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sc ie n ce . Evid e n ce  o f t h e  le a rn in g  lo ss  c ris is  a p p e a rs  in  a  s t e a d y s t re a m  o f 
“a p p a llin g  a n d  u n a c c e p t a b le ” Na t io n a l As s e s s m e n t  o f Ed u c a t io n a l 
P ro g re s s  (NAEP ) o r s t a t e  a s s e s s m e n t  sco re s . On ly 26% o f e ig h t h -g ra d e rs  a re  
p ro fic ie n t  in  m a t h  a n d  31% in  re a d in g  n a t io n w id e , a cco rd in g  t o  NAEP . Ma th  
sco re s  o n  t h e  P ro g ra m  fo r In t e rn a t io n a l St u d e n t  Asse ssm e n t  (P ISA) e xa m s fe ll 
t o  h is t o ric  lo w s . De sp it e  h ig h  d ist ric t -le ve l sp e n d in g , o n ly 20 % o f e ig h t h -
g ra d e  b la c k  s t u d e n t s  in  Ba lt im o re , Cle ve la n d , De t ro it , Milw a u ke e , a n d  
P h ila d e lp h ia  m e t  g ra d e -le ve l m a t h  s t a n d a rd s . In  a n  a n a lysis  o f 25 s t a t e s , o n ly 
Io w a  a n d  Mis s is s ip p i a re  a t  o r a b o ve  20 19 le ve ls  in  m a t h , a n d  s t u d e n t  sco re s  
in  m u lt ip le  s t a t e s  co n t in u e  t o  d e c lin e  in  re a d in g .  
 
It  is  t e m p t in g  fo r t h o se  o f u s  w h o  fo u g h t  t o  re o p e n  sch o o ls  a s  q u ickly a n d  
sa fe ly a s  re a so n a b ly p o ssib le  t o  se e  t h e  m o u n t in g  e vid e n ce  o f le a rn in g  lo ss  
a n d  sa y, “W e  t o ld  yo u  so .” Bu t  sa d ly, t h is  se n se  o f vin d ica t io n  d o e s  u s  n o  g o o d  
if w e  ca n n o t  fig h t  t o  rig h t  t h e  w ro n g s in  o u r e d u ca t io n  syst e m  t o d a y.  
 
On e  g ro u p  t h a t  w a s e g re g io u sly w ro n g e d  b y t h e  e d u ca t io n  syst e m  is  
s t u d e n t s  w it h  d is a b ilit ie s . P e rh a p s yo u  h a ve n ’t  h e a rd  fro m  t h e ir p a re n t s  ye t . 
Th a t  is  b e ca u se  t h e y h a ve  b e e n  o ve rw h e lm e d  a n d  e xh a u st e d  fo r a lm o st  fo u r 
ye a rs , d e sp e ra t e ly fig h t in g  d is t ric t s  fo r c o m p e n s a t o ry s e rvic e s  w h ile  
s t ru g g lin g  t o  fin d  a n d  a cce ss  e a rly in t e rve n t io n  a n d  re m e d ia t io n  re so u rce s . 
 
I t e s t ifie d  b e fo re  a n  Ove rsig h t  su b co m m it t e e  la s t  ye a r a b o u t  m y sch o o l 
d is t ric t ’s  a t t e m p t  t o  a m e n d  m y d a u g h t e r’s  In d ivid u a lize d  Ed u ca t io n  P la n  
(IEP ) d u rin g  p ro lon g e d  sch o o l c lo su re s . Sch o o ls  d ist ric t s  kn e w  t h e y co u ld  n o t  
p ro vid e  fe d e ra lly-m a n d a t e d  e va lu a t io n s, se rvic e s , a n d  a cco m m o d a t io n s 
d u rin g  sch o o l c lo su re s , so  t h e y e it h e r co e rce d  p a re n t s  in t o  re w rit in g  t h e  IEP  
o r o u t rig h t  re fu se d  in -p e rso n  se rvice s , c o m p le t e ly a b a n d o n in g  t h e ir 
re sp o n sib ilit y t o  o u r n a t io n ’s  m o st  vu ln e ra b le  s t u d e n t s .  
 
P le a se  co n sid e r in ve st ig a t in g  sch oo l d is t ric t s’ vio la t io n s  o f t h e ir fe d e ra l 
o b lig a t io n s  t o  s t u d e n t s  w it h  d isa b ilit ie s  a n d  in q u irin g  a b o u t  o n g o in g  U.S. 
De p a rt m e n t  o f Ed u ca t io n ’s  Office  fo r Civil Rig h t s  in ve s t ig a t io n s . Dis t ric t s  a re  
re q u ire d  t o  p ro vid e  fre e  a p p ro p ria t e  p u b lic  e d u c a t io n  (FAP E) t o  s t u d e n t s  
w it h  d isa b ilit ie s  u n d e r fe d e ra l c ivil rig h t s  la w . P a re n t s  fro m  a c ro ss  t h e  co u n t ry 
ca n  p ro vid e  e vid e n c e  t h a t  sch o o l d ist ric t s  fa ile d  t o  p ro vid e  s t u d e n t s  FAP E 
a n d  se rvice s  id e n t ifie d  in  IEP s a n d  50 4  p la n s  d u rin g  sch o o l c lo su re s . So m e  
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d is t ric t s  co n t in u e  t o  a b a n d o n  th e  n e e d s o f t h e se  s t u d e n t s  b y m a kin g  
s t a n d a rd s  n e ce ssa ry t o  q u a lify fo r co m p e n sa t o ry se rvice s  s t ric t e r, d e n yin g  
p u b lic  a cce ss  t o  se rvice s  fo r lo w e r-in co m e  fa m ilie s  t h a t  ca n n o t  a ffo rd  p riva t e  
se rvice s .  
 
In  a d d it io n  t o  a n  in ve st ig a t ion , co n sid e r p ro vid in g  fa m ilie s  o f s t u d e n t s  w it h  
d isa b ilit ie s  a c c e s s  t o  t h e ir ch ild ’s  fe d e ra l In d ivid u a ls  w it h  Disa b ilit ie s  
Ed u ca t io n  Ac t  (IDEA) fu n d in g  so  t h a t  t h e y ca n  d ire c t ly u se  t h o se  d o lla rs  t o  
a cce ss  p riva t e  a sse ssm e n t s , a lt e rn a t ive s  t o  t h e ir re s id e n t ia lly-a ss ig n e d  
sch o o ls , t u t o rin g , t h e ra p ie s , a n d  a d d it ion a l re m e d ia t io n  se rvice s  (e ve n  if t h e y 
a re  n o t  e lig ib le  fo r co m p e n sa t o ry se rvice s). 
 
Un fo rt u n a t e ly, in  p a rt  d u e  t o  le a rn in g  lo ss-co ve ra g e  fa t ig u e , h e a d lin e s  a b o u t  
K-12 e d u ca t io n  t h is  ye a r like ly w ill fo cu s o n  la u g h a b le  c la im s o f b o o k  “b a n s ” 
a n d  se m i-h yst e rica l “m a s s  la yo ff” a sse rt io n s  d u e  t o  t h e  lo n g -sch e d u le d  e n d  
o f fe d e ra l ESSER fu n d in g . P le a se  s t a y fo cu se d  o n  s t u d e n t s’ a ca d e m ic  re co ve ry 
n e e d s ra t h e r t h a n  g ivin g  in t o  t h e se  p o p u la r n a rra t ive s . 
 
In  20 22, I e n co u ra g e d  a n  Ove rsig h t  su b co m m it t e e  t o  fo cu s o n  le a rn in g  lo s s  
ra t h e r t h a n  cu lt u re  w a rs . In  20 23, I d e t a ile d  t h e  im p a c t  o f s c h o o l c lo s u re s  o n  
m y co m m u n it y. In  20 24 , I im p lo re  co m m it t e e  m e m b e rs  t o : 
 

● P re ssu re  s t a t e s  a n d  sch o o l d is t ric t s  t o  in ve st  re m a in in g  ESSER fu n d s in  
e ffe c t ive  in t e rve n t ion  se rvice s  fo r t h e  m o st  vu ln e ra b le  s t u d e n t s  a n d  to  
p rio rit ize  t h e  n e e d s o f s t u d e n t s , ra t h e r t h a n  t h o se  o f a d u lt  e m p lo ye e s , 
w h ile  a d ju s t in g  t o  p o st -ESSER b u d g e t s ; 

● In ve st ig a t e  sch o o l d is t ric t s  t h a t  w e re  c lo se d  fo r e xt e n d e d  p e rio d s so  
t h a t  s t u d e n t s  w it h  d isa b ilit ie s  ca n  re ce ive  c o m p e n s a t o ry s e rvic e s ; 

● Ask s t a t e  a n d  d is t ric t  le a d e rs  w h y t h e y c a ve d  t o  p o lit ica l p re ssu re  fro m  
t e a ch e rs  u n io n s in  o rd e r t o  a vo id  a  s im ila r sce n a rio  u n fo ld in g  in  t h e  
fu t u re ;  

● In vit e  t e a ch e rs  t o  t a lk  a b o u t  t h e ir co n ce rn s  w it h  n o -c o n s e q u e n c e  
d is c ip lin e  p o lic ie s ; 

● An d , d e m a n d  t h a t  d is t ric t  le a d e rs  t h a t  ch o se  t o  d ire c t  b illio n s  in  COVID-
e ra  fe d e ra l fu n d in g  t o  SEL, DEI, p e rm a n e n t  la b o r co st s , g e n e ra l 
fa c ilit ie s  re p a irs , a n d  “co n t in u it y o f o p e ra t io n s ,” ra t h e r t h a n  a ca d e m ic  
re co ve ry, re p o rt  o n  t h e  a ca d e m ic  p ro g re ss  o f t h e ir s t u d e n t s . 
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As a  lo n g -t im e  a d voca t e  fo r sch o o l ch o ice –o r e d u ca t io n  fre e d o m –I s t ro n g ly 
b e lie ve  t h a t  w e  m u st  im p le m e n t  s t u d e n t -fo cu se d  p o lic ie s , m a ke  b o ld  
in ve st m e n t s  in  e xp a n d in g  e d u ca t io n  op t io n s , a n d  p u t  st u d e n t s’ n e e d s firs t . 
St a t e s  sh o u ld  con t in u e  t o  e xp a n d  e d u c a t io n  fre e d o m  p ro g ra m s a n d  
Co n g re ss  sh o u ld  ch a m p io n  a n d  su p p o rt  t h e ir e ffo rt s . Ou r n a t io n ’s  K-12 p u b lic  
e d u ca t io n  syst e m  a n d  t h e  t e a ch e rs  u n io n s t h a t  co n t ro l it  ca u se d  t h e  
h e a rt b re a kin g  a n d  ca t a s t ro p h ic  le a rn in g  lo ss  a n d  ch ro n ic  a b se n t e e ism  c ris is  
a n d  t h e  ESSER-fu e le d  fisca l ch a o s. W it h o u t  e xt e rn a l p re ssu re , t h e  syst e m  w ill 
n o t  fix it se lf. W e  m u st  ch a m p io n  p o lic ie s  t h a t  p rio rit ize  s t u d e n t s  o ve r syst e m s. 
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