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WHAT IS THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION?

The U.S. Department of Education, located in Washington, DC, is the agency of the U.S. government that administers federal funds for education programs, conducts and disseminates education research, focuses national attention on issues and problems in education, enforces federal statutes prohibiting discrimination in activities receiving federal funds, and ensures equal access to education for every individual.  It is the Department’s mission to lead the nation in its commitment to school reform and excellence in American education.

WHAT IS THE OFFICE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION AND REHABILITATIVE SERVICES?

The Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) supports programs that assist in educating children with special needs, provides for the rehabilitation of youth and adults with disabilities, and supports research to improve the lives of individuals with disabilities.  Programs administered by OSERS serve 4.4 million children and youth with disabilities and more than 930,000 adults with disabilities.  Within the Department of Education, OSERS is one of thirteen offices, each of which plays a specific role in carrying out the Department’s mission.

OSERS directs, coordinates, and recommends policy for special education programs and services designed to meet the needs of individuals with disabilities and to help them develop their full potential.  Some programs administered by OSERS are designed to reduce dependency and to encourage the productive capabilities of persons who are disabled by providing independent living and vocational rehabilitation services.  OSERS also administers funds for rehabilitation and special education research; for demonstration projects to foster knowledge, innovation, and improvement of services for persons who are disabled; and for the dissemination of information about services, programs, and laws affecting individuals with disabilities.

HOW IS OSERS ORGANIZED?
OSERS is divided into three program areas: the Office of Special Education Programs, the Rehabilitation Services Administration, and the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research.

The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) is responsible for administering programs relating to the free appropriate public education of all children, youth, and adults with disabilities.  OSEP oversees programs to expand and improve special education, administers grants to state education agencies to help state and local districts serve children and youth with special needs, and monitors state programs to ensure that students with disabilities receive appropriate education and that their rights and those of their parents or guardians are protected.  OSEP also administers programs to train special education teachers and conducts research in improved methods of special education.  Some grants are given to all states according to a formula prescribed in congressional legislation authorizing the programs; others are awarded to individuals or institutions on the merit of competitive applications.

Some grants administered by OSERS assist the states in providing education for preschool children and in supporting programs that provide parents of disabled children with child development information, counseling, and training as well as services for their children, such as diagnosis, assessment, speech therapy, and occupational or physical therapy.

Other grants to the states provide funds for distribution to local education agencies for programs that help eliminate architectural barriers; serve children and youth who are deaf and blind; develop integrated rather than segregated educational services for children with severe disabilities; and design and implement experimental preschool and early education programs.  Funds are also provided to assist in the development, operation, and dissemination of information about model postsecondary, vocational, technical, continuing, or adult education programs for persons with disabilities.

OSEP supports institutional or individual research projects that investigate ways to assist youth with special needs in making the transition into employment.  These programs educate learning-disabled students, place students with mild disabilities in general education programs, and establish intervention strategies for adolescents with serious emotional disturbances. OSEP also funds programs that offer transition services for older students with disabilities who are leaving school-based programs to enter postsecondary school, employment programs, or other community activities and assists with cooperative programming among vocational rehabilitation, special education, research, and other programs.

In addition, OSEP oversees regional resource centers that offer training to state and local departments of education and other agencies that work with children who have disabilities.  OSEP provides funds to improve captioning technology for individuals with hearing impairments and to improve the use of high-quality instructional media materials and technology for children and youth with disabilities.

The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) allocates grants to state vocational rehabilitation to help individuals with physical or mental disabilities obtain employment through counseling, medical and psychological services, job training, and other individualized services.  Priority is given to those who are severely disabled.  RSA also funds programs that train rehabilitation professionals, enrich the lives of individuals with disabilities, increase their employment opportunities, or enable people with severe handicaps to live more independently with their families or in their communities.

RSA programs include the Client Assistance Program, which informs persons who are disabled about all available benefits under the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, and assists them in receiving those for whom they are eligible.  RSA also administers federal grants, which can be combined with state funds to enable state vocational rehabilitation agencies to provide comprehensive services that encourage independent living.  Services offered include counseling, housing, attendant care, transportation, interpreters or readers, recreational services, and job placement.

Awards are made by RSA to “supported employment” programs for persons who are severely disabled and would otherwise be considered unemployable, to a program to enable blind individuals to be employed, and to the Helen Keller National Center for Deaf-Blind Youths and Adults in Sandy Point, New York, which serves more than 1,000 clients annually.

Other RSA grants support vocational rehabilitation services to disabled migratory and seasonal farmworkers and members of Indian tribes, to projects that offer persons who are disabled realistic experience in industrial work settings, and to the Centers for Independent Living Program to help individuals with severe disabilities live more independently or make the transition from schools or institutions into the community.  At least 50,000 individuals are served by 190 centers annually.  RSA programs train skilled professional medical specialists, mobility instructors for blind individuals, rehabilitation facility administrators, vocational evaluators, interpreters for persons who are deaf, and job development and placement specialists.  Overall, such programs train more than 13,000 professionals each year.

The National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR) provides leadership and support for a comprehensive and coordinated national and international program of rehabilitation research.  NIDRR’s most important goal is to find ways to ensure that disabled persons have the opportunity to live independently.  Working with both federal and private-sector organizations, NIDRR develops and implements long-range plans for rehabilitation research and coordinates the work of all federal agencies supporting or conducting such research.  NIDRR also participates in the international exchange of rehabilitation experts and information; through the US. Department of State, participates in U.S. rehabilitation research projects with foreign governments as well as in other international rehabilitation research and demonstration projects.

NIDRR supports thirty-nine rehabilitation research and training centers around the country that conduct integrated research programs in rehabilitation.  The centers concentrate on such topics as mental retardation, aging, and independent living for such disabilities as deafness, arthritis, brain trauma, spinal cord injury, and mental illness.  The centers also conduct training courses to help meet a nationwide need for professionals to work with disabled persons.

NIDRR oversees eighteen rehabilitation engineering centers where the application of rehabilitation engineering includes the design and manufacture of wheelchairs, work on blindness aids, the improvement of prosthetics and orthotics, modification of worksites, advancement of transportation methods, and improvement of such equipment as hearing aids and communication devices for individuals who are unable to speak.  The centers conduct training programs each year for about 2,000 rehabilitation professionals, representing such fields as physical and occupational therapy, speech and hearing, psychology, social work, and orthopedic and physical medicine.

Other NIDRR programs include the Research, Training, and Career Development Program, which supports advanced training for highly technical and scientific rehabilitation research; the Mary E. Switzer Fellowship Program, which offers fellowship support for rehabilitation research; a grants program offering funds to test new concepts, to develop unique rehabilitation training curricula, or to demonstrate research results with high potential; and a program to address field-initiated research topics.

Some support is provided by NIDRR for small businesses working in rehabilitation research and for dissemination programs to ensure that research results are transmitted to individuals with disabilities and to rehabilitation professionals.

OTHER INSTITUTIONS ADMINISTERED BY OSERS

Through the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, OSERS administers three institutions:

The American Printing House for the Blind, located in Lexington, Kentucky, provides instructional materials especially adapted for individuals who are blind or visually impaired.

The National Technical Institute for the Deaf, located on the campus of the Rochester Institute of Technology in Rochester, New York, offers professional and technical postsecondary programs to promote the employment of individuals who are deaf.

Gallaudet University, Washington, D.C., a private, nonprofit institution, offers elementary, secondary, postsecondary, graduate, and continuing education for individuals who are deaf.
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