
“Child First” Campaign

The Conference 
of Educational 
Administrators of 

Schools and Programs for the Deaf 
(CEASD) recently launched the “Child 
First” Campaign. !e goal is to educate 
the U.S. Congress, the White House, 
the U.S. Department of Education, and 
the general public about the original 
intent of the landmark special education 
law, Individuals with Disabilities Act 
(IDEA); to raise issues relating to the 
misapplication of the Least Restrictive 
Environment (LRE) clause for certain 
groups of disabled students; and to a"ect 
changes in IDEA language during its 
upcoming reauthorization.

CEASD is committed to the 
principle that the Individualized 
Educational Program (IEP) and the 
Individualized Family Service Plan 
(IFSP) are central and fundamental 
to the IDEA. Each and every disabled 
child is unique in his or her individual 
abilities, background, experiences, 
and needs; and this identification 
of abilities and needs must happen 
before the discussion of educational 
placement begins. CEASD’s position 
paper on the upcoming reauthorization 
of IDEA is posted on their website: 
http://www.ceasd.org/idea/downloads/
ConceptPaperChildFirstIEP10-19-10.pdf

!e Least Restrictive Environment 
(LRE) clause in IDEA has grown like 
a malignant cancer over the years and 
unfortunately has become the leading 
measuring stick in the evaluation of 
the individual states in placing disabled 
children in local neighborhood schools. 
!e states’ State Performance Plans 
(SPP) and its companion Annual 
Performance Reports have quotas 
for placing disabled students in 
neighborhood schools. !is “one size 
#ts all” approach is o$en detrimental 
to the academic well being as well as 

the social well being of thousands of 
disabled students, especially deaf and 
hard of hearing students.

A typical IEP meeting for a deaf 
child would #rst focus on placing the 
child in a local neighborhood school. 
This would mean discussions on 
procuring an educational interpreter, 
a notetaker, itinerant teacher, and so 
forth. !is is wrong.

IEP meetings should always #rst 
identify the abilities and needs of a 
disabled child before an educational 
placement is discussed. For deaf and 
hard of hearing children, language 
acquisition, qualified personnel, 
direct language access, academic 
progress, membership in a language 
community, and participation in a$er 
school programs must be discussed 
and quanti#ed. !en, and only then, 
the educational placement discussion 
may begin with a full review of 
the continuum of all educational 
placement options. Ultimately, the 
needs of the child must always drive 
placement decisions.

CEASD has hired Ms. Connie Garner, 
Policy Director in the Government 
Strategies Practice Group, as their chief 
strategist for the “Child First” Campaign. 
!ere will be many meetings with key 
legislators and policy makers during 
the IDEA reauthorization process. Ms. 
Garner was a former Policy Director 
for Disability and Special Populations 
for late Massachusetts Senator Edward 
M. Kennedy (who was Chairman of 
the Committee on Health, Education, 
Labor and Pensions), and she was 
a lead Democratic staffer for the 
reauthorization of IDEA in 2004.

CEASD has asked the National 
Association of the Deaf (NAD) and 
the American Society of Deaf Children 
(ASDC) for support. NAD delegates at 
their national conference last summer 

in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania declared 
the upcoming reauthorization of IDEA 
as their number one priority. !e “Child 
First” Campaign is now in its early 
stages and continues to be very %uid in 
its shape and form. It is expected that 
many more organizations (local, state 
and national) will join this campaign 
in the next twelve months. 

It is with hope that this campaign 
will also galvanize the parents of deaf and 
hard of hearing who have experienced 
frustrations with the misapplication 
of the Least Restrictive Environment 
rule with their children. Parents and 
guardians who wish to share their stories 
may contact Mr. Joseph P. Finnegan, 
Jr., Executive Director of CEASD, at 
NationalO&ce@ceasd.org. Individuals 
who wish to donate to this cause may mail 
checks (payable to CEASD – “Child First” 
Campaign) to the following address: 
CEASD – Child First Campaign, P. O. 
Box 1778, St. Augustine, Florida 32085-
1778. Donations are tax deductible.

Although the “Child First” Campaign 
received its initial spark from CEASD, 
this campaign belongs to all disabled 
students and their families and advocates. 
It is time to stop the maddening push 
to place all disabled children in local 
neighborhood schools. It is time to 
stop arbitrary and destructive quotas 
that force local educational agencies to 
place more and more disabled students 
in local schools. It is time to go back to 
the original intent of IDEA where each 
and every child was the driving force 
behind the development of his or her IEP 
and the eventual educational placement. 

!e educational placement should 
always follow the needs of the child. 
!e needs of the child should never 
be manipulated or twisted to #t the 
placement of the child in local schools. 
Let’s all look at the child #rst. Let the 
child lead the way! Child First!  MB

James E. Tucker, Superintendent, james.tucker@msd.edu
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