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Chairman Schweyer, Chairman Cutler, and members of the House Education Committee, thank
you for the opportunity to testify today. I am Aaron Chapin, speaking on behalf of PSEA’s
177,000 members, about a growing issue in our schools: injuries due to student behavior that are
forcing educators and support professionals out of the profession. Retention is often framed as a
pipeline issue, but one of the more immediate challenges is keeping the skilled educators we
already have. Too many are being asked to meet rising student needs, and to face classroom
conditions that at times can be unsafe, in increasingly complex environments without the
protections inherent in the profession necessary to sustain a long-term career.

Over the past year, I conducted roundtables with special educators in each of PSEA’s 11 regions
across Pennsylvania and invited legislators to attend. Many of you, or your colleagues, joined
those conversations. These were grounded in the daily realities educators are navigating right
now. Special education teachers, paraprofessionals, personal care aides, and non-teaching
professionals spoke candidly about increasing demands, growing caseloads, and the intensity of
student needs. One theme came through consistently in every region: injuries that our educators
face are not isolated concerns. They are daily realities that are putting educators at risk.

Those conversations made clear that educator safety is the result of a system under sustained
strain. Across the state, educators described increasingly intense student behaviors, including
hitting, biting, throwing objects, and frequent classroom evacuations, resulting in serious injuries
such as concussions, emergency room visits, and extended medical leave. These incidents are not
rare. At the same time, educators reported that there are often limited supports or consequences
in place to address severe behavior, creating environments that not only are unsafe for staff, but
also disrupt the learning of every student in the classroom.

These challenges are compounded by significant staffing shortages. Schools are facing ongoing
gaps in properly certified teachers, paraprofessionals, personal care aides, and specialized staff,
driven in part by low pay, limited benefits, and high turnover. Existing staff are frequently pulled
from their assigned roles to fill immediate needs, leaving critical gaps elsewhere. As a result,
many schools are struggling to meet IEP requirements, maintain appropriate supervision, or
provide consistent support to students with complex needs.

Caseloads and class sizes have also exceeded manageable levels across multiple roles, including
teachers, speech-language pathologists, and school psychologists. Educators are expected to
provide instruction, manage cases, and meet compliance requirements simultaneously, often in
overcrowded classrooms that exceed recommended or legal limits, making individualized
instruction and fidelity to IEPs increasingly difficult.

These challenges are compounded by a significant rise in student behavioral and mental health
needs. Educators are seeing more trauma, dysregulation, and emotional complexity, while access
to counselors, psychologists, behavior analysts, and outside services remains limited. Delays in
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evaluations, services, and placements are common, and students often return from crisis settings
without the supports necessary for a successful transition.

Further complicating this picture, placement and inclusion decisions are frequently constrained
by available resources rather than student need. Classrooms can become imbalanced, with high
concentrations of students requiring intensive support, without the staffing necessary to meet
those needs safely and effectively.

Taken together, these conditions are not just increasing demands on educators. They are
increasing risk. Behavioral incidents are becoming more frequent, more intense, and more
difficult to manage safely, making injuries more likely.

In this environment, injuries due to student behavior are not isolated incidents. They are an
increasingly predictable outcome.

These incidents occur in a range of settings. Many take place in classrooms serving students with
significant needs, including students with disabilities, where educators and support staff are
working intensively to provide appropriate services, often without sufficient staffing or
resources. But they are not limited to those environments. Educators in regular education settings
are also experiencing serious incidents, and in more limited but still important cases, injuries are
caused by parents or guardians.

The common thread is not who is involved, but that the system lacks consistent protections for
the adults responsible for maintaining safe and effective learning environments.

Educators were clear that while long-term solutions must address staffing and student supports,
there is also an immediate need to ensure that when an injury due to student behavior occurs, the
response is consistent, is fair, and does not place the burden solely on the employee. House Bill
1919 reflects that feedback. It addresses a critical gap identified by educators themselves: the
absence of a reliable, statewide standard that supports and protects school employees when they
are injured and unable to perform their job duties.

When an educator or school employee sustains an injury due to student behavior that prevents
them from performing their job duties, the consequences extend far beyond the incident itself. In
most cases, they are routed into the workers’ compensation system, which was not designed for
the ongoing and unpredictable nature of student-related injuries in school settings. Many
educators report delays in accessing benefits, the need to exhaust personal leave before
qualifying, and the reality that workers’ compensation replaces only a portion of their salary or
wages, often making extended recovery financially unsustainable. The process can be slow and,
at times, adversarial, with pressure to return to work before they are medically able to resume
their duties.

Time out of work can also mean disruption in health insurance coverage and loss of credited
service toward retirement in the Pennsylvania Public School Employees' Retirement System.
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That loss directly impacts long-term financial security. For many educators and support
professionals, particularly in high-need roles where both the intensity of student needs and the
risk of injury are greatest, this experience becomes a breaking point. It is not the profession they
are leaving, but the conditions.

House Bill 1919 offers a direct and practical response. The legislation would ensure that school
employees who sustain an injury as a result of student behavior, or in less frequent cases
behavior of parents or guardians, that prevents them from performing their job duties, can take
the time they need to recover without losing pay or benefits, including the ability to continue
accruing service credit. It replaces uncertainty with stability and reflects what educators
themselves have said they need to remain in the profession. School employees should not have to
bargain for these basic protections at the local level. They should be able to rely on a consistent
standard that reflects the realities of their work.

This approach is not unprecedented. Under the Heart and Lung Act, the Commonwealth has long
recognized that certain public servants face inherent risks in their work and should not be forced
to bear the financial burden of injuries sustained in the line of duty. When a role carries inherent
danger, the responsibility for that risk is assumed by the employer, not the individual worker. As
conditions in schools continue to evolve, educators and support professionals are increasingly
being asked to operate in environments where the risk of injury is real and growing. House Bill
1919 reflects that same principle, and PSEA applauds Representatives Mehaffie and Friel for
jointly championing injury leave protections for school employees.

House Bill 1919 will not solve every challenge facing our schools. But it addresses one that is
immediate and fixable and forces us to answer a simple question: when an educator is injured
due to student behavior and cannot perform their job duties, who bears that cost? No school
employee should be forced to absorb the financial consequences of being injured while doing
their job. Right now, too many are, and increasingly, they are choosing to leave. And when they
leave, the impact is felt by the entire school community, students and staff alike. That is not
sustainable for our workforce or for our students. If we want stability in our schools, we must
provide stability for the people in them.

Thank you for your time and consideration. PSEA urges the Committee to advance House Bill
1919.



