
My name is Dannene Drummond and my family has lived in Columbia for 30 
years.  I’d like to give you some examples of why we need new leadership in the 
Howard County School System.   My son Zachary is a wonderful young man in 
7th grade who the school system now classifies as having severe autism.  You 
would think this would mean he would be in a specialized classroom, receiving 
intensive support from a special educator.  Instead, what this means in this 
county is he is put into regular education for most of his day, where he sits at the 
back of the class with a paraprofessional, who simply keeps him from disrupting 
the class.  His reading comprehension level is at a Kindergarten level.  This is akin 
to putting your Kindergarten child at the back of a 7th grade classroom for most of 
the day.  His developmental pediatrician likened this to child abuse recently.  The 
county claims this is in the name of inclusion but it isn’t inclusion to sit my child at 
the back of the classroom with inappropriate materials and having little to no 
interaction with other children.  This is a money saving tactic to not have to pay 
for the specialized classrooms that you see in other counties in the state.  Even 
the teachers tell me this is an inappropriate placement for my child but they are 
afraid to say so for fear of retribution.  These money saving tactics are becoming 
more and more prevalent in special education in this county.  Some other 
examples are refusing extended school year to an increasing number of children, 
not having specialized classrooms, having positions remain open for critical 
positions for months on end, and reducing the number of 
paraprofessionals.  Special education is in a serious decline.  At the same time, 
they have transferred a million dollars out of special education every year for the 
past 4 years.  Meanwhile, I have had to pull my child out of the school system and 
homeschool him on 2 separate occasions, putting my family under financial and 
emotional strain.    

Parents in this situation have one way to resolve a problem like this with the 
school system.  They can file for Due process, which is a right that is protected by 
law and meant to ensure that a child with a disability receives an appropriate 
education.  In this county, we are not afforded this right because the BOE decided 
to hire hourly private attorneys rather than in house attorneys. These attorneys 
draw out the court cases until parents have run out of money and have no choice 
but to withdraw their cases.  Lawyers are advising parents to not bother filing for 
due process in Howard County or to move out of the county.  Due Process is 
supposed to be a last resort while collaboration with the school district should be 
the first.  Instead, parents in this county are unable to work out disputes with a 
school system which now refuses to enter the mediation process.  They simply 



will not work out disputes and seem to consider us to be the enemy.  The 
leadership has become a group of bullies against the most vulnerable citizens and 
their families.  Their lawyer continues to make almost a ½ million dollars in fees 
from the school system each year while I am forced to quit working.    

I am currently the vice chair of the Special Education Citizen's Advisory 
Committee.  This is a committee established by the state to seek meaningful input 
from parents in each county.  Howard County is not seeking our input.  They paid 
$300,000 for an audit of special education and not only were we not allowed to 
sit on any working groups as the Superintendent originally promised, we were not 
even allowed to see the results of the audit that we, as tax payers, paid for!  The 
chair of the citizen’s advisory committee requested the information, didn’t 
receive it and took the county to court in an effort to find out what they were 
hiding from us.  In the end, we received no information and for some unspeakable 
reason, she was forced to pay the lawyer’s fees for the county!  All for what 
should have been information citizens had access to.  I hope you will work with us 
parents to establish new leadership in the Howard County School system to 
improve the education for all its students, including their most vulnerable 
students.  Thank you.  
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