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In the District of Columbia, families of 
students with disabilities have access to 

a unique resource, the Ombudsman for 
Public Education. Led by Serena Hayes, 
the ombudsman’s office provides direct 
support for families experiencing barriers 
to accessing public education. After a 
period of defunding, the ombudsman was 
reestablished in 2014. Hayes’s term began 
in 2019, and under her leadership, the 
office has deepened its commitment to 
serving students with disabilities. 

Roughly half the students the 
ombudsman serves are students with 
disabilities, who experience a range 
of challenges. Some of the concerns 
families bring to the ombudsman are not 
directly related to the student’s disability. 
For example, a student with a disability 
might also experience bullying. The most 
common concerns that are directly linked 
to a student’s disability include reports 
of excessive or inappropriate discipline, 
failure to implement an Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) with fidelity, 
insufficient progress toward IEP goals, 
placement and location of service 
concerns, transportation, and safety.1  

In response to concerns, the 
ombudsman offers a range of conflict 
resolution services. The initial, baseline 
response is always to address families’ 
questions and provide information. 
Thereafter, the ombudsman might use 
shuttle diplomacy: attend a meeting 
with the family and school, facilitate a 
meeting, or provide informal mediation. 
The ombudsman works with families to 
ensure that the school hears their values 
and concerns, even if families do not 
obtain their desired resolution. During 

distance learning, a family expressed 
concerns about the delivery of related 
services and the implementation of their 
student’s IEP. The ombudsman met with 
the family and school staff, who detailed 
how they had implemented the IEP in 
a virtual setting. The student’s IEP was 
not modified, as the family had wanted. 
However, the family left the meeting 
with a much better understanding of the 
supports being provided.

The Ombudsman for Public Education 
is an independent office housed within 
the DC State Board of Education. The 
state board appoints the ombudsman for 
a five-year term, from which they can be 
removed only for reasons of character 
or efficiency. These factors help insulate 
the ombudsman from political influence 
and provide the necessary neutrality and 
independence crucial to the office’s success. 

The ombudsman must submit 
an annual report to the state board 
documenting the work performed during 
the previous school year and advancing 
policy recommendations for the board’s 
consideration. In the annual report for 
school year 2019–20, the ombudsman 
made suggestions to increase equity 
within DC’s school lottery process for 
students with disabilities whose location 
of service is designated within self-
contained classrooms. 

The state education ombudsman 
model that DC is using can be adapted 
in any state. We encourage your board 
to consider the benefits of a neutral, 
independent ombudsman. n 
1DC Office of the Ombudsman for Public 
Education, “Annual Report 2020” (Washington, 
DC, 2020), p. 10. See https://educationombudsman.
dc.gov/ for a digest of all annual reports.
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