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NEWS RELEASE 
 

The Legal Aid Justice Center Files Systemic Complaint Detailing 
Petersburg City Public Schools’ Failure to Identify or Provide 

Services to Students with Special Education Needs 
 
June 19, 2014—The JustChildren Program of the Legal Aid Justice Center has filed a complaint 
with the Virginia Department of Education describing systemic problems with Petersburg City 
Public Schools’ “Child Find” program. Child Find is a part of the federal Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (“IDEA”) that requires that schools provide free, appropriate 
education to children with disabilities.  The Child Find mandate requires that schools identify 
and evaluate all students with disabilities in order to ensure that children receive the educational 
services they need.   

The complaint, filed on behalf of six individual students and all similarly-situated PCPS 
students, describes three Child Find violations: 1) the failure to locate and evaluate students who 
need special education services; 2) the failure to appropriately find students eligible for services 
even after evaluating; and 3) the failure to provide meaningful educational benefits to students 
who need special education services. 

A school district’s Child Find system is an essential part of its special education program. For the 
families in this complaint, Petersburg’s failure to comply with federal law has resulted in 
children struggling to learn year after year, being held back multiple times, and receiving 
numerous disciplinary referrals for behavior related to unaddressed disabilities.  
 
“I spent almost a full year trying to get the right services for my son,” said Parent Tiurice 
Clark, whose child missed more than 80 days of kindergarten due to suspensions for behavior 
related to a disability.  PCPS failed to respond to her requests for a special education evaluation 
and services until JustChildren intervened on her behalf. “I don’t want other parents to have to 
go through what I went through.” 
 
Ms. Tawanda Walker, another Petersburg parent, spent years trying to obtain appropriate 
services for child. “I asked again and again for special education services, but Petersburg ignored 
my child’s issues, then provided only inadequate accommodations.”  



“We have worked with a number of families over the years facing the same issue – a failure on 
the part of Petersburg City Public Schools to respond to very clear signs that these students have 
been struggling for years and should be evaluated for special education services,” said Nicole 
Dooley, an attorney with JustChildren, a child advocacy program of the Legal Aid Justice 
Center that provides free legal representation to low-income children families in Central 
Virginia. “We hope that this Complaint will lead to an overhaul of a system that continues to fail 
to provide adequate services for children.”  

 
The Complaint asks the Virginia Department of Education to appoint a Special Master who is an 
expert in special education administration to make and monitor recommendations to improve 
Petersburg’s Child Find system, to clearly identify triggers for referring children for special 
education evaluations, and to provide compensatory educational services for all children who are 
subsequently found eligible for special education services. 
 
 
  

# # # # # 
 
The JustChildren Program of the Legal Aid Justice Center offers civil legal services to low-
income families throughout Central Virginia in the areas of education, juvenile justice, mental 
health, and foster care.  Through legal representation, statewide advocacy, community education 
and organizing, JustChildren works both to eliminate the immediate symptoms and to address the 
underlying causes of poverty in Virginia. 
 
 

Follow Legal Aid Justice Center on Twitter @LegalAidJustice and find us on Facebook. 
Check out our website!  www.justice4all.org  
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