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Special Education Program Review 
November 15, 2011 

 
Executive Summary 

 
The Needham Public School system has developed and implemented outstanding 
programs for its students with disabilities.  The specialized programs serve as a model 
that other districts emulate.  Our teachers and principals are committed to providing 
high quality educational programs for all students in their schools. Additionally, the 
community of Needham has always provided the funding necessary to provide these 
programs for our students with disabilities. 
 
Why this Program Review? 
Over the past few years, the district’s annual information gathering tools have indicated 
that although satisfaction remains relatively high, some stakeholders had concerns 
about the structure and delivery of special education services.  To better understand 
those concerns, the District engaged in a series of self-evaluations that culminated in 
two formal reviews:  the Coordinated Program Review by the Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education which looked at compliance, and an independent 
evaluation by Futures Education.  During the Program Review, a District Review Team 
including Central Administrators, Special Education Directors, and Principals 
contributed to the synthesis of the information gleaned from the information gathering.  
(The list of these Review Team members can be found at the end of this report.) 
Throughout the process, the Special Education Parent Advisory Council provided input 
and was kept informed about the progress of the Review. 
 
Key Finding 
Our stated goal in the Futures’ study was to determine the effectiveness and efficiency 
of our special education programs.  While that goal was accomplished, the process 
revealed an equally important finding. The review illuminated the interconnectedness 
of special education and general education. The two are intrinsically connected. It is not 
possible to speak about special education in isolation from general education.  
 
Recommendations 
Futures Recommendations. Specifically, the Futures report suggests that the district 
prioritize the recommendations and develop a five-year implementation plan.  Futures 
named the following six recommendations as offering the most immediate value, both 
programmatically and fiscally:   
 

• Develop cohesiveness in general education and special education instructional 
models. 

• Institute common district-wide RtI (Response to Intervention) processes that are 
singularly within the purview of general educators. 

• Pursue a unified professional development curriculum that is designed for both 
general and special education instructors with an emphasis on co-teaching, 
differentiated instruction and best practices to support all learners. 

• Decrease the need for out of district placements by vertically aligning the 
specialized programs in the District.  Consider increasing in-district capacity by 
developing new programs at the High School for students with more significant 
learning and emotional needs. 

• Reduce the identification rate of students in need of special education through 
improved early intervening programs and professional development. 
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• Improve district management of challenging programs and placement decisions 
in order to reduce complaints and due process initiated by parents. 

 
Principles Guiding Our Work. The Review Team, in their work together during the 
Special Education Program Review period, agreed to the following  four principles.  
These principles guided the decisions they made as they synthesized the information 
and recommendations that emerged from all of the activities. 

 
1. Healthy school cultures will support and sustain our ability to effectively 

educate all of our students. 
2. Our programming should be efficient and sustainable. 
3. Realistic expectations for all of our students should be articulated, 

supported and understood by our community of staff, parents/guardians. 
4. Collaboration is foundational to the work we do, and the District should 

strive to put the structures in place to support it. 
 
Recommendations of District Review Team. Based on these principles as well as the 
work accomplished by the Special Education Program Review and Futures’, the Review 
Team recommends strategic work begin in the following areas: 
 

1. Reconsider the current Special Education Administrative structure, including 
the role of the Team Chairperson.  Strive for a model that provides increased 
expertise to support all teachers, at the building level, to provide effective 
educational programs. 

2. Develop a plan for implementing RtI in the district, completing 
implementation by SY 2014-15. 

3. Begin work on developing capacity for instructional practices that would 
provide effective educational programs in the District. 

4. Consider how the professional development needs of district staff and 
administrators can be met. 

5. Work with parents and staff to address parent concerns around homework, 
community-based activities, parent educational workshops and school-home 
communication. 

 
Reinventing our Vision for the District’s Educational Program. Ultimately, the large 
philosophical issues, “What do we believe?” and “How do we meet the needs of all 
learners in our classrooms?” provide the conversation starters for the work that lies 
ahead.  There are other questions, of course, but the development of a vision for the 
District’s educational program (not special education alone) and understanding what 
that looks like and how we can help teachers and administrators accomplish it, is the 
work that needs to be done.    This work can be demanding and confusing as decisions 
are made to change what has been effective and comfortable for many years.  But, the 
goal of providing appropriate, high quality instruction and support to all of our 
students must remain the driving force for leadership and staff as we embark on this 
work. Indeed, the enthusiasm and passion of staff, leadership, students and parents 
throughout this process indicates that the District is ready for considering options for 
how we meet the needs of all learners in Needham. 
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Background 
 

In December 2009, the District began a process of gathering information from 
stakeholders in the schools and the parent community about their satisfaction with and 
ideas for improving our special education programs. As a result, the district identified 
and implemented a number of areas for improvement. The district also used this 
information gathering to then inform the execution of a formal Program Evaluation 
from Spring 2011 to Fall 2011. This report summarizes the results of the two-year 
process. 
 
Factors that Prompted the Review 
There were several precipitating factors that had prompted administrative discussions 
at the building and district levels at that time and had further prompted the District to 
begin reviewing the special education program.  These are the primary factors that 
prompted this self-assessment: 
 

• Between 2006-2009 the percentage of Needham students found eligible for 
special education rose from 11.2% to 13.3%, during which period of time the 
actual enrollment in the District was also growing. 

• The percentage of the budget that was required for special education rose from 
17.4% in 2005 to 19.0% in 2010. 

• The number of students with autism in Needham accounted for approximately 
9% of all students in special education.  They and other children with substantial 
educational and social needs, with their parents as advocates, were challenging 
the district’s approach to programming for these students. 

• The number of special education teacher assistants in the district grew from 113 
in SY 2007-8 to 129 in SY 2009-10. 

• Professional development for general and special educators and administrators 
had not kept pace with the student needs and program development.  

• Students were being referred for special education evaluations, many times by 
parents/guardians, at a pace that was requiring increased resources in order to 
meet regulatory guidelines. 

• The number of students being placed in out of district schools had increased 
from 43 in SY 2005-6 to 52 in SY 2009-10.  While this was not an increase in the 
percentage of IEP students needing out of district schools, it did put pressure on 
the budget. (The 2010-11 average cost for an OOD day placement is $62,729 and 
for a residential school is $173,913.) 

 
The Program Evaluation approach Needham adopted was one that was predicated on 
gathering information from stakeholders in the district and parent community to 
determine “Where are we?” and “Where do we want to be?” in our special education 
programs.  The District was eager to gather this information so that program planning, 
budgeting and, ultimately, the vision for special education in Needham could be based 
on stakeholder input, data analysis and the collaborative efforts of the leadership, staff 
and parents in our community.  Ultimately, once we answered these two questions, we 
wanted to answer, “How do we get there?”  It is the search for that ultimate strategic 
plan that drove this process. 
 

In-District Program Review, Recommendations, and Improvements 
 
Initial Stakeholder Input 
Multiple activities between 2009-2011 gathered stakeholder information:   
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• December 2009 - February 2010 – 18 Focus Groups involving a total of 153 staff, 
parents, administrators and students  

• March 2010 – Needham Parent Survey included specific questions about 
transition and social skills programs, areas of particular interest to 
parents/guardians of students with disabilities 

• April 2010 – Special Education Parent Survey – developed and implemented 
jointly by the Special Education Parent Advisory Council and the Director of 
Student Development  

• December 2010 – Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
Coordinated Program Review included parent survey and staff and parent 
interviews, as well as record review to determine the District’s regulatory 
compliance 

• January 2011 – Focus Groups held with parents of students on IEPs, organized 
by level (elementary, middle or high school) and by student disability.  These 
Groups drilled down on the Parent Survey responses to further understand 
parent responses and their ideas for improving programs. 

 
Reports and Recommendations 
The input generated a series of reports and recommendations. Complete Reports for the 
Needham Parent Survey (2009), Focus Group Summary (2010) and Special Education 
Parent Survey (2010) can be found at 
http://rwd1.needham.k12.ma.us/student_development/SD_Reports.  The 
Coordinated Program Review-2011 can be found at 
http://www.needham.k12.ma.us/index.php. 
 
These reports identified strengths in the district, areas for improvement, and some 
specific recommendations. Those that were immediately actionable were implemented. 
Following is a synthesis of all of those reports: 
 

Identified Strengths in the District 
• High quality general and special education staff throughout the District, who are 

able to provide well-developed curriculum and pedagogy 
• The community supports the District’s budgetary requests needed to provide for 

the educational needs of students on IEPs 
• Special education teachers and teacher assistants develop positive, trusting 

relationships with students, which are appreciated by parents/guardians, 
students and administrators 

• Parent/guardians are highly satisfied with school-home communication, 
evaluations completed by the District’s staff and the implementation of their 
child’s IEP 

• Collaboration is a valued practice that was mentioned as a strength by some, and 
as an area needing further attention by others 

• The District has developed specialized programs and learning centers that offer 
an effective inclusion model within general education 

• The Preschool-grade 12 specialized programs provide high-quality, in-district 
programs for those students who need more intensive programming 

• Professional Development efforts have focused on differentiating instruction to 
meet the needs of diverse learners, technology applications for classroom 
teachers, and on-going development of standards-based instruction 

 
Areas for Improvement 
• Develop a unified vision for special and general education in the District, which 

values shared “ownership” of all students. 
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• Develop stronger, routinized transition plans for students between buildings, 
particularly those students who can be predicted to struggle with changes in 
space, staff and routine. 

• Develop stronger vertical and horizontal alignment for all special education 
programs in the District and provide information to parents explaining these 
options. 

• Consider the implications for “pull-out” services, and consider inclusion models 
of service for speech/language and other related service therapies. 

• Determine effective communication systems to promote school-home 
partnership. Consider the frequency of progress reporting for students on IEPs at 
the elementary level, and whether the frequency is adequate. 

• Provide parents and staff with professional development on what to expect at a 
Team Meeting, in order to make those meetings more efficient, thus lessening the 
amount of time teachers are drawn away from teaching. 

• Determine K-12 assessment and instructional methods that will be used District-
wide, to establish continuity and consistency across all buildings. 

• Develop collaborative structures for teachers, literacy specialists and curriculum 
leaders, to allow them to work towards an integrated approach to professional 
development and shared curriculum and pedagogical expertise. 

• Develop and implement a unified system for student support in each school, 
providing early intervention services in reading, math, social and behavioral skill 
areas, at elementary and secondary levels. 

• Create a professional development plan that targets critical skills for staff and 
administrators in various roles that contributes to a unified educational approach 
in the District. 

 
Recommendations Already Implemented 
Because the focus groups and surveys immediately yielded an extensive amount of 
stakeholder information, various responses were developed and implemented by the 
District in the last few years.  The following is a partial list of those activities that were 
initiated in order to improve the effectiveness of our special education programs. 
 

• A Parent Satisfaction Survey is sent to each parent/guardian following an IEP 
Team Meeting, to gather immediate feedback on the Team process. 

• Disability Awareness programming, led by parents, with the support of 
principals and the elementary special education director, has been further 
developed and implemented in schools. 

• Professional development activities regarding Team process, writing IEPs and 
state and federal regulations have been provided for team chairs, special 
educators and directors. 

• An Autism Specialist position was funded for SY 2010-11. This Specialist has: 
a. Led staff in implementation of the Social Thinking curriculum  
b. Led program development process within the Early Learning 

Centers and preschool program 
c. Provided consultation to teams Preschool-grade 12, 
d. Provided parent consultation and support 
e. Supported staff in implementing the new bullying prevention 

requirements when writing IEPs for students with autism 
• The Elementary Special Education Director, parents and Community Education 

staff has met to expand after-school opportunities for students with disabilities. 
• Planning for transitions and summer educational programs has improved 

through collaboration among directors, principals, parents and staff. 
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• Elementary 2nd Step curriculum has been expanded to include teacher and speech 
therapist developed lessons that provide more effective access to 2nd Step Social 
Skills curriculum for students with autism and Asperger’s Syndrome. 

• Joint professional development opportunities for general and special education 
teachers have been provided in literacy and math and co-teaching at the High 
School has been implemented. 

• The School Leadership Team and the special education directors have devoted 
time to planning responses to the program evaluation results. 

• Assistive Technology consultation and hardware/software purchases were 
funded by the federal ARRA grant between 2009-2011, providing additional 
resources for students with disabilities, and their teachers, within the district. 

 
Principles Guiding In-District Process 
As the In-District process evolved, the Review Team realized the need to determine a 
common framework with which to consider the findings.  The Team identified the 
following four principles that guided the decisions they made as they synthesized the 
information and recommendations that emerged from all of the activities. 

 
• Healthy school cultures will support and sustain our ability to effectively 

educate all of our students. 
• Our programming should be efficient and sustainable. 
• Realistic expectations for all of our students should be articulated, supported and 

understood by our community of staff, parents/guardians. 
• Collaboration is foundational to the work we do, and the District should strive to 

put the structures in place to support it. 
 

Independent Evaluation – Futures Clinical and Educational Services Analysis 
 
Based on the information and feedback gathered through the various stakeholder input 
activities, the District felt it was important to add the perspective of an independent 
evaluator.  In April 2011, the district issued a Request for Proposals for the purpose of 
contracting with an independent firm to further delve into the challenges that the prior 
activities had identified. 

 
The District contracted with Futures Education to evaluate 4 aspects of the special 
education program:  

1. Determine the effectiveness of the special education administrative 
structure, including the team chair role, and teacher, principal and parent 
satisfaction with this model. 

2. Review existing programs in the District to assess their effectiveness, parent 
satisfaction, and District staff perception of the programs and the efficiency 
of the staffing ratios. 

3. Recommend professional development that could be provided to all 
administrators and staff to establish a district-wide unified philosophy and 
vision, and that would enable staff to provide consistent assessment, 
instruction and programming for students on IEPs. 

4. Review the placement of students in out of district schools over the last 
three years, to determine factors contributing to those placements. 

 
Methodology 
Between April 2011 and September 2011, Futures gathered information through the 
following methods: 
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1. A series of interviews and surveys with related service providers, special and 
general educators, paraprofessionals, administrators, literacy specialists and 
parents 

2. A review of education documents  (IEPs) to ascertain the effectiveness of 
educational-therapeutic interventions 

3. Site visits to District programs 
4. Multi-dimensional descriptive statistical analyses of the District’s related services 

and support personnel staffing configurations, workloads, service delivery 
models and programmatic trends 

5. Review of the current Special Education Department in comparison to “industry 
standards” for staff support and student outcomes 

6. Financial review relating to the provision of special education services 
 
Futures Report and Recommendations 
Futures identified many strengths within our District.  The strengths mirrored those 
found in the earlier In-District Program Review.  Futures noted that despite the 
District’s increased identification of students eligible for special education, the 
percentage of students on IEPs in Needham (14.2%) still trails behind most comparable 
communities and the state average (17%).  While Needham commits 19% of the district 
budget to special education expenses, this is also below the state average of 20%.   
 
Futures provided an in-depth analysis and recommendations for program 
improvement in four areas: 
 

1. Organizational Structure and Instructional Practices 
2. Cultural and Logistical 
3. Instructional Capacity- Professional Development 
4. Out of District Placements 

 
Futures recommends that the District leadership prioritize the recommendations they 
have provided in their document, with the goal being a plan for development and 
implementation of reforms for the next five years.  The following recommendations are 
those that the Futures’ authors believe may be of most immediate value, both 
programmatically and fiscally: 

 
• Develop cohesiveness in general and special education instructional models. 
• Institute common district-wide RtI (Response to Intervention) processes that are 

singularly within the purview of general educators. 
• Pursue a unified Professional development curriculum that is designed for both 

general and special education instructors with an emphasis on co-teaching, 
differentiated instruction and best practices to support all learners. 

• Decrease the need for out of district placements by vertically aligning the 
specialized programs in the District.  Consider developing new programs to 
provide more capacity at the High School for students with more significant 
learning and emotional needs. 

• Reduce the identification rate of students in need of special education through 
improved early intervening programs and professional development. 

• Improve district management of challenging programs and placement decisions 
in order to reduce complaints and due process initiated by parents. 
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Recommendations of District Review Team 
 
Based on the Special Education Program Review and the Futures’ recommendations, 
the District Review Team recommends that strategic work begin in the following areas: 

 
1. Reconsider the current Special Education Administrative structure, including the 

role of the Team Chairperson.  Strive for a model that provides increased 
expertise to support all teachers, at the building level, to provide effective 
educational programs. 

2. Develop a plan for implementing RtI in the district, completing implementation 
by SY 2014-15. 

3. Begin work on developing capacity for instructional practices which would 
provide effective educational programs in the District. 

4. Consider how the professional development needs of district staff and 
administrators can be met. 

5. Work with parents and staff to address parent concerns around homework, 
community-based activities, parent educational workshops and school-home 
communication. 
 
 
 

District Review Team Members 
 

Christine Brumbach, Director of Student Development and Program Evaluation 
Tom Campbell, Director of Personnel Resources 
Lisa Chen, Principal, Pollard Middle School 
Jessica Downey, Principal, High Rock School 
Terry Duggan, Director of Program Development  
Diane Dunham, Preschool Coordinator 
Emily Gaberman, Principal, Broadmeadow School 
Anne Gulati, Director of Financial Resources 
Dan Gutekanst, Superintendent of Schools 
Cathy Heller, Director of Student Services, 9-12 
Michael Kascak, Principal, Hillside School 
Mary Lammi, Director of Special Education, PreK-5 
Jessica Peterson, Principal, Newman School 
Jonathan Pizzi, Principal, Needham High School 
Mike Schwinden, Principal, Mitchell School 
Will Verbits, Director of Special Education, 6-8 
Suzanne Wilcox, Principal, Eliot School 
 
 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Christine Brumbach   
November 15, 2011 
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EXECUTIVE PROCESS SUMMARY 

The leadership of the Needham Public Schools commissioned this comprehensive 
review of specific areas within the domain of its special education program.  A clinical 
and educational services analysis (CESA), which contains a proprietary methodology 
that triangulates information gleaned from qualitative sources, quantitative analyses, 
and established benchmarks with respect to school-based practices, was utilized to 
achieve this broad operational objective.   

More specifically, the qualitative analyses was comprised of: (1) a series of interviews 
or surveys with related service providers, special educators, paraprofessionals, 
administrators, and parents; (2) a review of educational documents (i.e., IEPs) to 
ascertain the effectiveness of educational-therapeutic interventions; (3) site visits to 
District programs; and (4) an understanding of “how” special education services are 
delivered to students in reference to “best practices,” student outcomes, and Least 
Restrictive Environments.  Quantitative analyses included: (1) multidimensional 
descriptive statistical analyses of the District’s related services and support personnel 
in reference to staffing configurations, workloads, service delivery models, and 
programmatic trends; (2) a review of the current structure of the Pupil Services 
Department in comparison to “industry standards,” staff support, and student 
outcomes; and (3) financial review relating to the provision of special education 
services.   

GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS AND TERMS 
 
IEP:  Individualized Education Program  
PLEP:  Present Levels of Educational Performance (from an IEP) 
CPL:  Current Performance Level (from an IEP) 
RtI:  Response to Intervention 
LRE:  Least Restrictive Environment 
FAPE:  Free Appropriate Public Education 
PD:  Professional Development 
DESE:  Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
FTE:  Full-time equivalent 
S-LP:  Speech-Language Pathologist or speech-language pathology services 
OT:  Occupational Therapist or occupational therapy services 
PT:  Physical Therapist or physical therapy services  
OOD:  Out of District Placements 
Effectiveness:  The degree to which the services under review promote optimal 
educational outcomes and student access to the curriculum 
Efficiency:  The degree to which the special education services and personnel under review 
are responsibly, uniformly, and optimally utilized 
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INTRODUCTION, METHODOLOGICAL OVERVIEW,                               
AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  

As mutually agreed upon between Futures Education and the leadership of the Needham 
Public Schools (hereafter, referred to as NPS or the District), the purpose of this analysis 
is to describe, analyze, and provide recommendations to improve specific aspects of its 
special education delivery system.   
 
As per the Response for Proposal, the particular areas under investigation included 
reviews of:  (1) existing programs for students receiving special education services in 
learning centers and in the District’s specialized programs, to assess the effectiveness of 
staffing ratios, curriculum and instruction and parent satisfaction with these services; (2) 
the current special education administrative structure, including Team Chairs and level 
Special Education Directors, to determine teacher, principal and parent satisfaction with 
this structure and any implications for improving administrative efficiency and 
effectiveness; (3) professional development that should be provided to all administrators 
and staff to establish a District-wide unified philosophy and vision, and enable staff to 
provide consistent assessment, instruction and programming for students on IEPs; and (4) 
the placement of students in out of district schools over the last three years, to determine 
the factors contributing to those placements. 

 
As agreed to in the Response for Proposal, the methodology entailed:  a review of 
educational documents (i.e., Individualized Education Programs, previously completed 
focus groups summaries and parent surveys), descriptive and inferential statistical 
analyses, site visits, and confidential interviews with a representative number of 
stakeholders comprising special educators, general educators, administrators (central-
office and school-level), related service providers, paraprofessionals, and parents that 
allowed for a variety of perspectives (Appendix A contains an accounting of interviews 
conducted, as well as the results of the Parent Survey administered during this Program 
Review).  
 
For ease of presentation, the report is organized into the following two primary 
components:  District Overview (encompassing a demographic and fiscal profile of NPS, 
organizational structure, and cultural aspects; and Programmatic Considerations (including 
in-district programs and instructional practices, identification practices, out of district 
placements, and staff capacity).   A Recommendations section follows these two areas 
with corresponding recommendations.   The document concludes with Summary and Final 
Commentary in consideration of the global and systemic issues of programmatic 
effectiveness and fiscal viability. 
 
The review team was impressed with the many excellent personnel, ideas, and 
practices within the District.  It is abundantly clear that students with disabilities are 
afforded a broad continuum of programs, which ensures that they are receiving 
meaningful educational experiences; the staff at NPS is extremely dedicated, 
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professional, and is working diligently in order to support all students within the District.  
The recommendations provided within this document are designed to enhance what is 
an already effective special education program.  
 
Finally, the authors acknowledge all staff that participated and facilitated this analysis. 
In particular, the authors wish to thank Christine Brumbach, the Director of Student 
Development and Program Evaluation and her staff for all of their help.  
 

                                      DISTRICT OVERVIEW 

Demographic and Fiscal Profile 
 

 The town of Needham, Massachusetts is located ten miles southwest of Boston and 
is primarily a residential suburb with a population of nearly twenty-nine thousand 
residents according to the 2010 census. Family income in Needham is generated 
primarily from business, professional, and semiprofessional occupations.  The 
school district consists of five elementary (kindergarten through fifth grade) schools, 
two middle schools, one high school, and an integrated preschool program.   
 

 The District consistently performs significantly better than other districts in 
Massachusetts on the MCAS tests. In the tests of language arts, mathematics, and 
science/technology, the District has substantially more students at the “Advanced” 
level and substantially fewer students at the “Needs Improvement” or 
“Failing/Warning” levels.  Approximately 97% of NPS’ high school graduates 
continue their post-secondary education at four or two year colleges, technical 
schools, or other career prep programs.  For the class of 2010, student SAT scores 
averaged slightly over 600 in critical reading, mathematics, and writing. Average 
class sizes are reported to be in the low 20s at all grade levels.  

 
 The operating budget for the 2011-12 school year is $48,436,371, which reflects an 

increase of approximately 4% over the previous year.  The average per pupil 
annual expenditure for NPS in FY 2010 was $13,245 based upon 5,410 FTE 
students. Student enrollment in the District is increasing at an average annual rate 
of approximately 1.9% per year since 2000.  A review of this total operating budget 
reveals the following data, which the authors’ report in view of their linkage to the 
programmatic findings and prospective recommendations:  

 
• The Kindergarten-grade 12 special education budget expenses (including 

OOD placements) are $15,845,620.  Of this amount, 84.7% (or 
$13,419,083) is funded by the school operating budget, including 
transportation (this amount represents 27.7% of the school operating 
budget).   An additional $952,036 (6.0%) is funded by the special education 
Circuit Breaker reimbursement program. Finally, $1,474,501 (9.3%) is 
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funded by state and federal grants, which are received outside of the 
operating budget. 

 
• The FY12 Out-of District budget of $4,788,031 derives funding from school 

operating sources ($3,835,995) and the aforementioned special education 
Circuit Breaker reimbursement funds ($952,036.)  The school operating 
budget allocation of $3,835,995 increased by $1.2 million (45.5%) over 
FY11, reflecting the need to offset cutbacks in state Circuit Breaker funding 
with local tax dollars. Currently, 24% of Out-of District students attend 
Collaborative Schools, 55% attend private Special Education Schools, and 
21% attend Residential Schools.    

 
 It was noted in the District’s budget documents that the state funding for out of 

district special education placements has been reduced in the past, and this trend 
continues. The budgeted average annual cost of a day placement at a special 
education facility for one student is $62,729. The budgeted average residential 
placement is projected to be $173,913 per student (not including transportation 
costs).   

 
Organizational Structure 

 
 The Special Education Department of NPS provides a range of special education 

services and programs in accordance with both state and federal regulations to 
meet the needs of students with disabilities who are eligible for special education. 
Although a variety of options are available, a clear goal of the District is the 
successful inclusion of children with disabilities in the general education classroom 
in the local school.   
 

 District leadership has made a concerted effort to reach out to the staff and parents 
of students with educational disabilities.  They have involved parents in a series of 
surveys and staff, students, and parents have participated in focus groups in order 
to determine their perception of special education services, and as a mechanism 
for improvement in this area (See Appendix B for a summary document of these 
outreach efforts). 

 
 As it compares to the survey questions in the NPS parent survey (2010) conducted 

by the District, the perception of parental satisfaction was corroborated by analysis 
of 106 responses (16% of total in-district parents) of parents of in-district students 
to a variety of questions, that ranged from I find the Special Education programs 
suited to my child’s needs to I would recommend my child’s program to another 
child with similar educational and therapeutic needs.  Responses indicated that 
either Strongly Agree or Agree responses were modal, suggesting that parents are 
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pleased with the programs and services their students are receiving.1  It is noted 
that there were 109 survey responses from parents of students receiving their 
special education services in district and 10 survey responses from parents of 
students in out-of-district placements.  

 
 The Director of Student Development and Program Evaluation (the Director) 

maintains the traditional “pupil personnel services administrator” responsibilities in 
NPS, encompassing guidance, health services, special education, psychology, 
related services, federal grants’ management, homelessness, and home schooling.  
Additionally, the Director is responsible for district-wide parent surveys, 
MCAS/AYP district response plan, the METCO program, community education, the 
social-emotional learning programs in the District (including Bullying Prevention 
and Intervention), ELE translation and interpretation services, school handbooks, 
policy development, and implementation and student registration. 

 
 The Department of Student Development has one (1) district-level director 

(described above), three (3) special education administrators (directors) at the 
elementary, middle and high school levels, a preschool coordinator, two and a half 
(2.5) team chairs serving the five elementary schools, one (1) team chair at the 
middle schools (6-8 grade), and one (1) team chair at the high school level.  

 
 Interviewees indicated that the special education administrative team, including 

team chairs, works well with one another and in general provides practical 
supports to the special education personnel whom they serve. Special education 
directors and principals share responsibility for staff evaluation at the school level 
(team chairs are not administrators and do not supervise staff).  Some respondents 
reported that the “messages” they received regarding policies and procedures 
were confusing due to different interpretations provided by the principals and team 
chairs, and the sometimes untimely communication with the Director due to lack of 
availability. Furthermore, there is evidence of organizational confusion regarding 
whom special education personnel should go to (principals, coordinators, directors, 
etc.) for advice, direction and guidance. 

 
 The special education directors are responsible for the out of district placements at 

their grade levels, and are consequently often off campus.  They do not observe 
classes frequently and provide little day to day instructional resource and support 
to the teachers. Special education directors, although perceived as hard-working 
and dedicated, are viewed by school based staff as not actively engaged or 
involved with teachers or students.  It was noted by multiple staff members that 
some directors have not often been in classrooms to observe programs.  It was  

                                                
1 When interviewed for this study, several parents expressed appreciation for the current administration’s 
efforts in enhancing communication.  The surveys for parents of both in-district and out-of-district will be 
presented as companion documents. 
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also noted that there seems to be some redundancy in the roles of the team chair 
and the special education director. 

 
 The team chairs are directed to review every IEP before it is sent to the level 

special education director.2  Ideally, IEPs should be written in a consistent format 
district-wide and administrators should oversee this process and have the 
professional development necessary to oversee and advise teachers and other 
specialists in writing IEPs. A comprehensive review of IEPs from all schools, 
utilizing a stratified random sampling, across all disability categories, grade levels, 
and programs provided evidence that although IEPs are generally well-written and 
accurate, they are not consistent from teacher to teacher or from school to school.  
Most significantly, IEPs do not reflect universally aligned instructional goals and 
objectives to the District and state standards.   

 
 Although many IEP meetings are streamlined and efficient, some annual review 

meetings were noted to last up to one hour and often last up to two hours.  In the 
authors’ experience, the typical IEP meeting should not take more than 45 minutes 
and might take significantly less time if the issues have been clearly identified. IEP 
meetings should not be used as extended parent conferences. The composition of 
an IEP meeting requires many staff members and must be only long enough to 
accomplish the task at hand.  From instructional and “fairness” perspectives, 
extended meetings divert teachers and other specialists from time with other 
students. 

 
 Special education directors and principals share responsibility for the supervision 

and management of special education and related services in their respective 
schools. Some principals are very involved in special education and take an active 
role in the process.  Others are less involved in the supervision of special 
education in their buildings. The differences in how principals and special 
education directors  collaboratively supervise and manage staff, programs and 
services result in a lack of cohesiveness across the district and between special 
education and general education instruction.   

 
 The role of the literacy specialist is unclear despite the fact that a job description 

has been developed. There is uncertainty and inconsistency regarding which 
students (general and special education) are to be served and the specificity of 
their work with only “at risk” general education students.  

 
 

                                                
2 The District utilizes the EASY-IEP web based IEP system.  Through interviews, it was found that 
some liked the program, while others found it to be problematic with “glitches,” down time at 
critical periods when reports are due, not being provided the information needed, etc.  
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Cultural Aspects 

 
 Most administrators interviewed agreed that “shared ownership” of special 

education students is uneven across schools.  Although it was noted that the 
majority of classroom and special subject teachers are accepting of their 
responsibilities to educate all students, some still tend to avoid this due to their 
perceived inability to deal with more challenging students due to lack of training and 
competence in this area, or for other reasons.  As the level of expertise and 
proficiency of teachers becomes more developed, and as the “culture of 
acceptance” becomes more ingrained in the District, it is speculated that teachers 
who do not embrace the education of a diverse student population will become a 
rarity.  
 

 Some special educators stated that curriculum and building leaders are not 
consistently able to provide curriculum guidance, training, classroom materials, 
strategies, and student assessment support to special education programs and 
staff.  This may be evidence of a compartmentalization problem that permeates the 
teacher and administrative staff and program design.   From a practical perspective, 
general education instructional and curriculum materials are not always available to 
special education teachers, which results in lack of cohesion between general and 
special education. 

 
 The provision of special education and related services through a District-wide 

instructional delivery model is based upon the federal and state requirements for 
schools to provide students with disabilities with a Free Appropriate Public 
Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).3  When asked about 
whether the level of service provided in NPS is  “appropriate” (meaning adequate) 
or is better than “appropriate”, many of those interviewed commented that they 
believe the District exceeds the FAPE mandate and that this is something that staff 
view as a positive.  

 

                                                
3  Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is an individualized term. LRE refers to the provision of a 

student’s (with disabilities) education in an environment that allows him/her maximum appropriate 
access to the general education environment, curriculum, programs, and typical peers (students 
without disabilities).  For some students, the LRE may be the general education classroom 100% 
of the day with only some special education support in the classroom. For other students, LRE 
might mean that student is out of the general education classroom for a small to large percentage 
of the day. And for other students, LRE might mean that education is provided in a self-contained 
setting in the home school, another district school, out-of-district school, hospital, home, or other 
location depending upon the student’s needs.  It is the responsibility of the IEP team to develop a 
special education program for each student keeping in mind the requirements of FAPE and LRE. 
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 The District appears to present a culture in which student failure is not an option. 
Although this may be positive in many ways, the interventions and supports 
necessary to promote success for all students are inconsistent from school to 
school and the premature reliance on special education as the “safety net” to 
ensure success may be inappropriate in situations where general education 
supports should be provided. 
 

 As an extension of the discussion relating to the structure and organization of 
special education at the District level, IEP teams determine specific individual 
programs for students at each school. For the most part, the IEP teams across the 
District are well-organized and well-prepared for IEP meetings. It was indicated that 
parents are generally prepared for meetings, well-informed, and advised prior to 
IEP Team meetings.  There were, however, some reports in relation to specific 
situations where there is significant dissension among team members vis-à-vis 
determining eligibility for services that likely degrades staff morale and efficiency.  
One of the critical “team splitting” factors is the degree of advocacy of the parent.  
One staff member characterized some vocal parents and advocates as engaging in 
very difficult behavior that results in staff members feeling intimidated. Some staff 
believe that parents and advocates have an undue influence on the “political” 
aspects of meetings that may result in the team’s acquiescence to their demands.  

PROGRAMMATIC CONSIDERATIONS 

In-District Programs and Instructional Practices 
 
 A review of the special education programs of the District indicates the existence of 

a comprehensive continuum of programs and services designed to meet the special 
education needs of students with varied disabilities from preschool through post 
high school transition.   Groups of students identified with autism and other 
pervasive developmental disorders, significant language-based learning disabilities, 
complex learning and emotional disabilities, and those with intellectual impairment 
are provided intensive, high quality programs through the specialized in-district 
strands.  There are specialized District-wide programs at various elementary 
schools that are closely monitored by the Elementary Special Education Director. 
Four of the five elementary schools have special programs. One elementary school 
(Newman) houses the District-wide PK program.  The Middle Schools and High 
School continue the strands of specialized programs culminating in a post-
graduate, community-based program at the High School.   

 
Site visits to these programs and interviews suggest that inclusion (or reverse 
inclusion) of these students into the classrooms is an important component of their 
education experiences. 
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 The District also provides a more traditional classroom and learning center-based 
instructional support model for students K-12.  The model and implementation of 
these special education instructional services in NPS appears to vary from school 
to school, most notably with respect to weak vertical alignment of programs, 
instructional models, and inconsistency with respect to service delivery philosophy.  
Perhaps as both a cause and an effect of this absence of uniformity, there is very 
little sharing between schools and limited allocated time for special education 
department sharing.  

 
Aside from the impact on pedagogy, it is also more ineffective and inefficient for 
staff to operate on multiple philosophies of practice using inconsistent techniques 
and strategies for instruction, assessment, curriculum alignment, and behavior 
management. 
 

 Scheduling of instructional programs within schools does not consistently take into 
consideration the efficiency and effectiveness implications for special education.  It 
was indicated in multiple interviews that the schedule is often developed for general 
education and then special education is asked to fit into that framework. This is the 
reverse of what an ideal model should be and creates a scenario in which special 
education personnel cannot be utilized efficiently while it limits opportunities to 
maximize the benefits and availability of the special education staff at the school.  In 
particular, the scheduling of the cluster model currently in use in grades 6-8 should 
be reviewed to ensure the most effective and efficient provision of special education 
instruction.  
 

 Co-teaching, which is operationally defined as a content expert (i.e., a general 
education teacher) and a strategy expert (i.e., a special education teacher) taking 
joint instructional responsibility of an academic course, in its fully developed format, 
is the exception (e.g., at the High School) rather than the rule in the District. The 
lack of common planning time as well as the lack of understanding, willingness, or 
investment in this model of teaching is a consistent issue.  Although there may be 
preferences on the part of individual teachers and administrators, providing a full 
range of appropriate instruction in the general education setting is an essential 
component of a well-developed continuum of special education services. This 
model promotes least restrictive environment as well as an effective and efficient 
utilization of personnel and resources thereby providing students with an enriched 
and appropriate learning experience.  The lack of integrated special education 
instructional models is causing more students to be “pulled out” of general 
education for separate instruction.  
 

 Perhaps in response to this underdeveloped co-teaching model, the special 
education liaisons (i.e., the certified special education teachers) rely on the 
traditional “pull-out” service, with teaching assistants providing support in the 
general education classroom; it is possible that the aforementioned proclivity to 
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schedule general education instruction first exacerbates the absence of co-
teaching. Learning centers are viewed by many as providing more homework 
support than direct instruction aligned to the curriculum and grade level 
expectations.   
 

 An examination of where services are provided by the disciplines of speech-
language pathology (S-LP), occupational therapy (OT), and physical therapy (PT) 
reveals that they too favor pull-out services (i.e., the “C” section of the IEP service 
grid). 
 

 From an efficiency perspective the numbers of teaching assistants (TAs) in relation 
to special education teachers suggests that the ratio of TAs to Special Education 
teachers is high.  The 111 full time equivalent TAs, equates to a ratio of 1 TA for 
every 6.4 students in special education, comparing to a standard ratio of 1 for every 
8.5 state-wide (based upon the October 1, 2011 calculation of 707 students on in-
district IEP’s, not including preschool program TAs; see Appendix C for district 
comparison chart). 

 
 The liaisons indicated they need general education curriculum materials, and 

resources in order to better align their instruction to grade-level expectations; thus 
the aforementioned observation of the IEPs may be linked to this absence.  
Furthermore, it was stated by some teachers at the middle school, that the 
computers for special education tend to be older models and in some situations, are 
not able to meet the demands of the instructional software.   

 
 Wilson Reading is one instructional option employed throughout the District for 

struggling readers. At the Middle School level these services are provided through 
special education and reading teachers; at the elementary level, Wilson certified 
teacher assistants and special education liaisons provide this service. Wilson 
Reading could be a valuable Tier II or III RtI intervention and should be integrated 
into the general education intervention process.  Furthermore, the efficiency of 
having separate teachers (rather than assigned special education liaisons) work 
with middle school students identified for special education instruction should be 
reconsidered, and alternatives are presented in the Recommendations section.   

 
Identification Practices  
 
 Although the IEP processes are viewed as relatively well-defined and consistently 

implemented at the elementary level among the five schools (perhaps supported by  
the team chairs and related service providers sharing schools ), this does not 
translate into systematic determinations of exiting students out of special education.  
 
Aside from the evidence that more students are being added to special education 
than are being exited (i.e., the special education population has grown over 2% in 
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the last five years), it is interesting to note that the special education population is 
increasing as students advance through the District.  For instance, at Pollard Middle 
School, approximately 16% of students are provided with Special Education 
services, while at elementary schools the percentage of students with IEP’s is 
generally less than 12%.  It is also interesting to note that “Health” education 
disability (notably, encompassing attention deficits) comprises 17% of the entire 
special education population as compared to the state average of 7% state-wide (as 
per DESE’s last reported data in 2009;see Appendix D for special education 
enrollment and disability trends in NPS). 
  

 The S-LPs, OTs, and PTs do not have a document with which to determine the 
quantitative or qualitative parameters that would justify their services.  In 
corroboration of this, it was interesting to note that several students qualified for 
speech-language services (many times for an hour or more of pull-out services) 
with composite scores that would not qualify these same students in other districts 
(i.e., above 1 standard deviation, indicating average skills).  Also, from a systemic 
and instructional perspective, there are no clear guidelines regarding the 
assignments of teacher assistants. 

 
 In general terms, early intervening services refer to the practices employed by a 

school district to address the educational needs of students who are struggling in 
one or more areas of their school experience thereby not demonstrating the level of 
proficiency, adjustment, or skill development expected of students at that grade 
level.  Considering the diversity of students in a typical comprehensive school 
setting, it is expected that students will present with varied levels of skills, personal, 
family and school backgrounds, socio-economic conditions, levels of ability and 
interest, aspirations, learning styles, strengths and weaknesses, support systems 
out of school, social and emotional issues impacting school performance and 
adjustment and personal characteristics.  As a result, it is expected that students 
will develop educational skills at different rates and levels of proficiency. Districts 
must develop various early intervening services to target skill acquisition for all 
students and to bring them up to their grade expectations in academic, social and 
behavioral realms. 
 

 The District’s RtI process is in its early stages of development, and in a theme that 
echoes previous discussions of an absence of District-wide uniformity, appears to 
be school dependent.  Perceptions of the effectiveness of the RtI-influenced 
processes ranged from “effective” to “non-existent.”  The RtI process currently relies 
heavily on special education staff for the delivery of intervention services.  In fact, in 
many situations, it is really special education staff providing services without an 
IEP.  This is inconsistent with the RtI model being a general education intervention.  
Currently, different schools have different names for their processes that are meant 
to serve as pre-cursors to RtI (TAT, CTI, etc.).  Additionally, the processes at each 
school are not consistently aligned with best practices in RtI:  universal screenings-
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common assessments, immediate and targeted interventions, and frequent 
progress monitoring. 

 
 Concurrently, special education resources are strained due to a marked increase in 

new referrals.  Interviewees reported that parents are circumventing the pre-
referral, student support team process by asking for an evaluation or presenting an 
independent evaluation rather than working through a process at their child’s 
school.   It is not clear whether parents are aware of the general education support 
process or, if so, why parents make referrals to special education. Again, the 
authors wish to emphasize not only the pedagogical “cost” of inappropriate 
referrals, but the practical ones as well.  Consider that just 10 extra referrals to a 
service provider or psychologist would equate to a minimum of 40 hours worth of 
evaluation time, write-ups, and IEP attendance.  Stated differently, the equivalent of 
an entire school week can be devoted to a relatively small number of evaluations.   

 
The number of inappropriate referrals, those that do not lead to eligibility, especially 
at the secondary levels, may be attributable to the lack of effectiveness of RtI (or 
other general education student support program) as well as to a number of factors 
including:  (1) uneven use of differentiated instruction that is occurring in the 
general education classrooms; (2) general education teachers believing that they 
do not have the specialized skills needed to be an effective instructor; and (3) a 
high achieving culture, leading to parents’ belief that “average is just not good 
enough” and therefore leading them to seek solutions with special education.  In 
elaboration of the last factor, it was stated by multiple interviewees that the integrity 
of the pre-referral process seems to be jeopardized when parents are advised of 
strategies by school personnel to bypass the established general education support 
procedures and go directly to testing.  This   undermines the effectiveness of the 
problem-solving process and sets up a negative dynamic for staff trying to function 
within the requirements of the law and best practice. 
 

 Some schools and related service providers are beginning to use the RtI framework 
to address student needs without the need for an IEP.  In specific reference to the 
quality of behavioral services, there appears to be sufficient staffing based on 
student population(s).  However, it is assumed that behavioral services may be 
enhanced via more strict and judicious policies regarding assessment and 
determination based on sound RtI practices.  Those practices would be genuinely 
tier-based and would encourage referral and parent requests for services are 
filtered through a formal, school-based RtI format.  
 

 RtI or Teacher Support Teams, as discussed in other parts of this report, are 
viewed as varied in effectiveness from a solid general education initiative to a pass-
through for special education eligibility.  It was noted by some interviewees that 
some general education teachers do not take the process seriously and view it as a 
barrier to prevent identification.  
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Out of District Placements 
 
 Students in out of district (OOD) placements are monitored by the directors of 

special education.  A comprehensive review of the IEPs for OOD placements 
indicates that, at the elementary level, most OOD placements are for emotional, 
behavioral, or psychiatric medical reasons.  There are some students who are 
placed in residential settings and there has been involvement with other state 
agencies related to some of these placements.   At the time of this review, there 
were approximately 63 students in OOD placements from NPS; this comprises 
approximately 8.2% of the entire special education population (as compared to the 
state average of 6.8%) and is an increase of 11 students (i.e., 21%) from October 
2009.  
 

 As with other districts the authors have analyzed, middle school appears to be a 
crucial transition point. Many middle school students in these other districts tend to 
leave public schools for non-academic reasons.  Students at the Middle School 
appear to also be leaving the District for non-academic reasons (e.g., anxiety, 
depression, or other social-emotional reasons) and there is a relatively high 
incidence of students on the Autism spectrum moving to out of district schools. Per 
report and a review of the parent surveys (for the particular subgroup of parents 
with students in OOD), the parents are reluctant to discuss a bring-back option due 
to the placement being too new or the District’s perceived inability to replicate the 
existing OOD services. 

 
 Based upon a review of all OOD IEPs, there is evidence to warrant an intensive 

review of residential placements and for the District to clearly define the extent of 
educationally required placements versus residential placement for non-educational 
reasons.  It is speculated that the District should be more stringent about providing 
only the educational component of placements that are made by parents and other 
agencies for other than educational reasons.  

 
 The majority of students currently placed in OOD educational programs are of high 

school age.  The High School has developed several successful programs which 
provide both inclusion opportunities and specialized instruction for students with 
significant cognitive, emotional and learning disabilities. However, due to space and 
staffing limitations, the District has limited capacity for other alternative programs at 
the High School.  Therefore, the District has had to rely on OOD schools to meet 
the needs of some students who require a structured, alternative therapeutic setting 
due to complex psychiatric and learning needs.  

 
 Based upon the High School’s mission to prepare students for post-secondary 

education and comments made in interviews, it appears that the high school has 
less flexibility in its capacity to provide differentiated programs for students who do 
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not succeed following the traditional program.  Subsequently, the High School is 
challenged to accommodate differences among students, particularly those 
students who may be interested in other than college after graduation or students 
who experience significant social, emotional or learning impediments to academic 
success.   

 
 Some out of district placements are the result of requests from dis-satisfied parents 

who may have support from an advocate or attorney.  Over time, the phenomenon 
of parent pressure for out of district schools has so disheartened some staff that 
they are hesitant to hold firm on the position that appropriate programming can be 
provided in the District.  It is essential that staff have knowledge of and confidence 
in the quality of in-district programs and in the District’s ability to provide appropriate 
individualized programs to meet the needs of most students.    

 
 It was noted in a review of an OOD student with a health-behavioral related 

disability that, not only were the delineated goals and benchmarks less than 
quantifiable, but the level of documentation related to the disability did not support a 
level of severity to justify the OOD placement as being the Least Restrictive 
placement for the student. This should raise some concern in relation to both 
process and how much of the special education budget currently supports OOD 
placements.   

 
 IEPs for OOD placement are often developed by the OOD school providing 

services.  Although this is understandable since that facility best understands the 
program and instructional opportunities available, it is also necessary that these 
IEPs reflect the District’s curriculum and state/national standards.  

 
 IEPs for students in OODs were generally well written and reflected the program 

prescribed for the students. In most cases, IEP goals and objectives were 
developed by the institution at which the students were placed.  In some cases, 
related services appear to be a part of the program rather than specifically 
prescribed for the student, and of these, the relationship of related services to the 
academic instructional program for students with significant disabilities was 
peripherally related.  Although the IEPs were written in a manner that technically 
connected the related service to the educational program, the lack of integration of 
the related service and the fact that it was being provided separate from the 
classroom experience, made the connection somewhat distant.  
 

 In several cases, IEP goals and benchmarks were stated in general, non-
measurable terms (emotional/behavioral); such as “[the student] will identify … 
coursework to be completed during Skills Center period with fading teacher 
assistance and will work to be complete.”  Many of the IEP records for students with 
behavioral and ADHD-type health related disabilities contained goals and 
benchmarks that were not quantifiable so to allow objectively measured progress.  
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Staff Capacity:  Professional Development 
 
 Professional development (PD) is provided in several ways in the District: through 

optional after school and summer courses and seminars and through mandatory 
building-based and department activities.  Although many high quality activities, 
courses and seminars are provided to general and special education staff, 
professional development specific to special education process, procedures, 
disabilities and implementation is not often provided to the general education staff.  
Similarly, the model for providing meaningful professional development for both 
general education and special education teachers has not been fully realized 
throughout the District. Because many special education teachers are integrally 
involved in teaching the general education curriculum, joint professional 
development opportunities are essential.  Similarly, most general education 
teachers are instructing students with disabilities each day and they require 
professional development in order to build their skill repertoire. 
 

 PD is viewed as an essential component of an effective special education service 
delivery model. Special education staff’s comments ranged from the offerings 
provided in the District being valuable to not valuable at all.  Most special educators 
wish for more content related presentations in their professional development 
activities. 

 
 Both teachers and administrators identified one of their primary challenges as 

behavior management and dealing with students with emotional and behavioral 
issues.  Professional development in this area would also be beneficial.  It was 
stated that professional development in various areas (differentiated instruction, 
classroom accommodations, modifications, etc.) has been provided. However, 
these appear to have been short term offerings with little or no follow-up, monitoring 
for effectiveness or an accountability requirement to ensure it was being 
implemented.  Administrator expectations for changes in teacher practice and 
accountability for those changes are critical to an effective professional 
development program. 
 

 Interviewees stated there is limited supervision of special education staff.  It is 
imperative that teachers and other special education personnel have the benefit of 
a formative evaluation process as well as the ongoing support of a resource person 
to discuss instructional strategies and methods, student assessment, collaboration 
with parents, the development of goals and objectives, curriculum alignment, 
behavior management, IEP development, as well as a host of other essential 
elements of successful special education instruction and management.  This 
support is needed for general education teachers as well to build their capacity for 
working with students with special needs.  It is recommended that professional 
development be provided system-wide to better prepare general and special 
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education teachers to understand and provide appropriate instruction for students 
with disabilities.  
  
Information obtained through this analysis finds that TAs are generally viewed as 
performing a valuable service and are considered to be an important part of the 
special education process.  In fact, NPS has the advantage of employing TAs who 
have college degrees and who are, in some cases, certified teachers. The TAs’ 
capacity to address the diverse needs of students could be enhanced with greater 
PD and oversight by teachers.  Furthermore, as it relates to the latter, it was 
reported that there is some resentment among TAs for being asked to function 
beyond their job description. There is also resentment on the part of some teachers 
when newly empowered TAs become more independent and may not function 
consistent with teacher expectations.  Thus, it is critical that special education 
teachers effectively supervise the TA assigned to them.  It would be best practice to 
have them participate in the supervision/evaluation process and have an 
administrator complete the actual evaluation.  There must be administrative 
responsibility and leadership in evaluating assistants. 
 

 Although the general consensus in the District is that professional development has 
been good, the recurring theme that emerges is that general education teachers 
require more training to better work with students. Additional training in specific 
educational disabilities (communication, autism and emotional) is considered 
important as is enhanced coordination between general and special education.    

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Organizational Structure and Instructional Practices 
  

 Although the current administrative organizational model may be appropriate in 
theory, the practical implementation is problematic and may not be as efficient or 
effective as it could be.  It is suggested that the District leadership consider 
adjustments to the administrative structure. These recommendations include: 

 
1. Redesign the job descriptions for the positions of director of elementary, 

middle, and high school special education and preschool coordinator.  
These positions should be focused on school-based functions including 
the observation, evaluation and support of special education teachers and 
TAs, providing consultation to school administrators and staff in special 
and general education, overseeing program development and 
implementation for instructional and related services, monitoring of 
students in  out-of-district placements, ensuring compliance with local, 
state and federal requirements, scheduling and facilitating  IEP meetings 
for initial identification and those requiring additional administrative 
support and involvement, assistive technology, provision of embedded 
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professional development and resource support, as well as other functions 
as determined necessary.   

The special education director’s purview should be changed to provide 
vertical continuity for students and programs. Although there may be 
different configurations to this organizational model, the following concepts 
might be considered: 

• Establish vertical and horizontal coordination of the special 
education related services of school psychology, adjustment, 
counseling, medically-aligned related services including school 
health services, speech and language services, occupational and 
physical therapeutic services, adaptive physical education and 
other related services.  This coordination could be established 
through assignment to one of the special education directors. 

• Deepen the relationship between curriculum coordinators and 
special education instructional service delivery personnel to ensure 
alignment with district curriculum and assessment processes and 
procedures.  

 

2. The District should consider the benefits of redeploying existing resources 
to provide in-house legal expertise to provide guidance and embedded 
technical assistance to central office and school based personnel to 
ensure the District is providing appropriate services (FAPE) to all students 
with disabilities.  The focus of this position, which could be part-time 
depending on the needs of the District, would encompass compliance, 
best-practices, and enhancing staff understanding of requirements and 
concepts of special education. By necessity, this would include 
procedures and implementation issues, thereby minimizing the potential 
for litigation and hearings while building the District’s capacity to provide-
well-developed special education instruction and related services 
consistent with state and federal requirements.  Should there be a need to 
mediate or advise the District in a hearing or litigation, this in-house 
capability could reduce legal fees.  

3. In order to develop an organizational model that supports both horizontal 
and vertical integrity processes, procedures and program development 
and implementation, it is recommended that each school be provided with 
a special education chairperson.  The chairperson’s responsibilities, in 
partnership with the principal, would include: administrative oversight of 
the special education eligibility process, shared supervision of special 
education staff (i.e., liaisons, teacher assistants, and related service 
providers), and professional development for the school’s staff.  
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 Define the responsibilities of school principals and assistants toward the following 
processes: 

a. RtI process 

b. Remedial and supplemental education interventions 

c. Special education identification 

d. Special education program and staff supervision  

 Re-establish clear roles and responsibilities for the literacy specialists emphasizing 
that they should be available to all students and have a specified role in all tiers of 
RtI in the District.  
 

 Redesign or adjust school schedules to allow for better utilization of special 
education teachers and assistants.  This would entail designing the schedules to 
accommodate special education students first and then scheduling general 
education students.   

 
 Provide professional development for all staff that emphasizes the importance of 

collaboration between special and general education personnel with regard to the 
education of students with disabilities.  General education staff also need training to 
understand special education process and procedures.  Supervision and evaluation 
of all staff should include explicit expectations for meeting the learning needs of all 
students and adhering to procedures involving student support services.  The 
special education teachers should be provided professional development within the 
content areas so that they can engage most effectively in the general education. 
 

 Formalize the special education instructional delivery model to ensure continuity 
and vertical alignment of programs from preschool through high school.  
 

 Clearly delineate the provision of FAPE, LRE and educational benefit as the 
responsibility for all educators in the District. Provide professional development for 
administrators, parents, and teachers on these concepts. 

 
 Hold principals and all school personnel accountable for the high incidence of 

students being referred for special education eligibility determination. Although the 
District has chosen not to use a building-based special education budgeting 
structure, principals should also have accountability in the fiscal management of 
special education services. The management of IEP Team meetings – including the 
process for conducting a meeting - should be reviewed by the District leadership to 
ensure consistency, efficiency (time limited), resolution of differences of opinion, 
reporting procedures, roles and access to resources.  

 
 Although the ratios of S-LP, OT, and PT staff are within expected ranges, it may be 

a cost-savings to hire a greater number of assistants that are supervised by the 
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registered therapists.  In such a scenario, there could be 6 S-LP assistants 
supervised by 3 registered S-LPs (allowing these professionals a greater role in 
school-based supports given the S-LP/A’s roles are generally all treatment-
directed), 2 occupational therapy assistants supervised by 1 registered occupational 
therapist, and a .6 physical therapist assistant supervised by a .2 registered 
physical therapist.  It is notable that the use of licensed related service assistants 
with the designated appropriate supervision is permissible and is widely practiced in 
the state.   

 
 Through a workload analysis of related service providers, practice patterns and 

productivity among S-LP’s and OT’s was found to vary from clinician to clinician. If 
NPS leadership deems it appropriate, an effective and efficient model could allow a 
stipended “lead” clinician to further equalize workloads and practice patterns in 
conjunction with central administrators and principals.  

 
 Determine criteria for assigning in-classroom instructional support for students.  

Define roles and responsibilities for the teacher assistant that will clarify service 
delivery, supervision and evaluation responsibilities. 

 
 
Cultural and Logistical 
 
 It is recommended that the leadership meet to develop an action plan for special 

education and for meeting the needs of students with various educational 
challenges.  These needs include academic, social/emotional, behavioral and 
vocational skill development. The vision or strategic plan that emerges from these 
meetings should guide the programs for the next five years.  Part of this plan would 
be to develop programs in district to minimize out of district placements. 
 

 Because the provision of services that exceed the standard of “appropriate” results 
in the expenditure of District resources for services that are not necessary or 
required by law, it is essential that not only staff but the community understand this 
critical element of education law. 
 

 Comprehensive and consistently applied eligibility and exit (declassification) criteria 
should be developed and implemented in the District, for both special education 
eligibility and for related services.  The IEP team should be accountable for every 
identified student and subsequent service delivery decision, including out of district 
placements. Inconsistently applied criteria for identification of students for special 
education is depriving those students with significant disabilities of the services they 
are entitled to receive.  Similarly, the inconsistency in service determination for 
students who are eligible for special education results in perceived and real 
inequities throughout the District.  
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Students who do not meet the criteria for special education eligibility should not be 
identified to receive services regardless of the pressure placed upon the IEP team to 
do so. Students who demonstrate significant progress and who are no longer eligible 
for services should be exited with appropriate general education supports as needed 
to promote success in school.   

 
In this manner, all students within NPS will be afforded the same access to services, 
irrespective of the degree of advocacy. The authors shall provide District leadership 
with sample documents.4 

 
 The development of District-wide banks of goals and objectives, aligned to NPS’ 

curriculum, would assist in meeting the established eligibility and entrance/exit 
criteria.  Some web-based IEP software services already provide these 
goals/objectives for users.  If not available in the District, these should be developed 
by teachers, resulting in time-savings and reduced efforts in writing IEPs.  To 
promote consistency and continuity, teachers should be provided an opportunity to 
catalog and compile their cumulative IEP goals and objectives related to specific 
curriculum standards.  This professional development activity would save countless 
hours of creating IEP goals and objective to address the same standards by 
individual teachers. 

 
 The District, through the team chairpersons, principals and special education 

directors,  should provide ongoing embedded support to teachers and specialists for 
collaboration in writing IEP goals, objectives and service delivery to ensure 
consistency and continuity throughout the District.  This is considered to be a critical 
adjunct to the unified Professional Development in differentiated instruction and RtI 
as discussed below. 

 
 It is recommended that a District-wide RtI process, with a single name for all 

schools, be developed and implemented within the general education program and 
staffed with general education personnel with the following components: 

 
1. A 2010 ELA Curriculum Review in the District identified the need to clarify 

the role of the Literacy Specialist and the criteria for access to services. 
This work has been undertaken during this school year and will continue 
into 2011-12. Interviewees are well-aware that NPS effective general 
education intervention program minimizes inappropriate special education 
referrals. 

                                                
4 The authors emphasize that the use of exit and entry criteria using the convention of 1 and ½ 
standard deviations for speech-language services have precedent in many states (Colorado, 2001; 
Tennessee, 2003; Virginia, 2006; Idaho, 2007; New Jersey, 2007; South Dakota, 2007; and 
Connecticut, 2008)4 and the recommendation of expunging clinical judgment from the document is 
not meant to remove the “I” from the IEP.  Rather, these parameters minimize the subjectivity at the 
IEP table and ensure all students are afforded equal access to services. 
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2. The ELA Curriculum Review recommended Tier I intervention for each 

elementary school in the form of the Fountas & Pinnell Leveled Literacy 
Intervention.  These kits are in place and being used in all elementary 
schools for interventions in all facets of reading skills. Other literacy 
supports and programs (e.g., Read Naturally ®) should be considered for 
targeted literacy interventions at both elementary and secondary levels.  

 
3. Expand the concept of RtI to include math instruction, behavioral health, 

and communication needs.   
 

4. Once RtI is operational in schools, it may be “reversed” (i.e., the RtI 
pyramid is in effect inverted) as a systematic step down for students who 
are no longer eligible for special education IEPs.  

 
 District Administrators must insure that resources are allocated to provide essential 

instructional materials, training and support to both general and special education 
personnel.   

 
 

Instructional Capacity-Professional Development (PD) 
 
 In order to maximize its PD resources, a unified curriculum for both general and 

special education teachers in how to work collaboratively and independently to 
meet the needs of all  students  (i.e., with or without disabilities) should be 
developed.  Although some of these topics are a focus of NPS Professional 
Development program, the following areas, taken as a whole, would provide the 
learning opportunities the general and special educators need to insure effective 
classroom instruction. 

 
• differentiating instruction 

 
• the teacher’s role in the special education process  

 
• classroom modifications and accommodations 

 
• general and special educator teaching models 

 
• effective utilization of special education support services in the classroom 

 
• techniques for prioritizing and adapting instructional curriculum goals, 

  objectives, assessments, etc.  
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 As alluded to previously, PD for administrators in the critical areas of special 
education law, best practices, evaluation and supervision, teaching techniques, 
behavioral management and interventions, pre-referral (RtI) processes, eligibility  
and exit criteria, related services management and educational applications will 
ensure a needed level of accountability and support at the school level.  These 
issues were also identified by the District’s focus groups and support the findings of 
this analysis. 

 
 Professional development should be provided to special education teachers so they 

can effectively supervise and utilize a teacher assistant.   
 

 The District should consider encouraging development of integrated IEPs for related 
services to be shared by the related service provider and the teacher to develop a 
close connection between the service and educational goals.  

 
 Provide Wilson Reading training and/or other evidence-based reading instructional 

practices to special education teachers (and possibly assistants) to provide this 
service as an integrated part of the IEP services, rather than a separate, contracted 
service. 

 
Out of District Placements 

 
 With respect to Out of District placement decisions, it will be helpful for the IEP 

teams to refer to an LRE rubric, which the authors shall provide to NPS leadership.  
 
 The District should develop vertical consistency in its in-district specialized 

programs.  Consistent program names, instructional approaches, support personnel 
and parent engagement should be implemented in order to further enhance the 
programmatic integrity of these successful programs.  

 
 The District has limited capacity in alternative programs to meet the needs of high 

school students who require a smaller, more structured, alternative setting.  It is 
recommended that an alternative general education high school program be 
established to provide opportunities for credit recovery, accelerated study, 
community based and independent study options, internships, online courses, and 
other non-traditional methods for students to earn a high school diploma.  Due to 
space and facilities constraints, this program could be offered after school on the 
high school campus or conducted in conjunction with the high school schedule with 
a designated staff person.  This option would reduce the number of students in 
OOD placements and prevent drop-outs. The District should develop school based 
programs to meet the needs of students who might otherwise require out of district 
placements with a therapeutic component.  Additionally, the counseling needs for 
this group of students must be considered when developing an alternative program. 
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 In addition to reflecting the District program, OOD IEPs should focus on developing 
student proficiencies by specifying the criteria necessary for the student to return to 
a District based program.  This would ensure the focus on the LRE and providing 
access to peers and the District outstanding educational resources.   If OOD 
placements are required, it is suggested that Collaborative programs be given first 
consideration, given their economical utility and the fact that students will have 
greater access to non-disabled peers, thus enhancing LRE opportunities. 

 
SUMMARY AND FINAL COMMENTARY 

 
To reiterate, there is much for all stakeholders to be proud of vis-à-vis the special 
education program within the District that is reflective of the talents, dedication, and 
creativity of the instructional and administrative personnel.  However, one of the primary 
challenges to the District is to improve the cohesiveness surrounding an array of 
practices.   Practically, the current absence of system-wide uniformity is likely a major 
contributing factor to the well-recognized spike in special education identification, their 
associated services and concomitant costs; as previously mentioned, the FY 12 line 
item for special education is 25% of its total operating budget, which is an increase of 
2%.  It is believed the enhancement of this cohesion will need to cross both special- and 
general education at the school and central-office levels.   
 
Therefore, District leadership may seek to prioritize the recommendations provided 
throughout this document.  The authors postulate that the following areas may be of 
most immediate value in that they have both programmatic and fiscal implications: 
 

1. Continued development in the cohesiveness of general and special 
education instructional models; 
 

2. Institution of common District-wide RtI processes that are singularly within 
the purview of general educators; 
 

3.  Continual pursuit of a unified Professional Development curriculum that is 
designed for both general- and special education instructors with an 
emphasis on co-teaching, differentiated instruction, and best practices that 
support all learners. 

 
4. Decrease the need for OOD school placement through development of 

new, vertically aligned specialized programs in the District. 
 

5. Reduce the identification rate of students in need of special education 
through improved early intervening programs and professional 
development. 
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6. Improve District management of challenging program and placement 
decisions in order to reduce complaints and due process initiated by 
parents.  
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Appendix A: 
 

Summary of Interviews Conducted by Futures Education CESA Team 
 
 

Individuals      Interviewer 
Interviewed     #1       #2        #3       #4  Total 
 
School administrators   8 4 4 X 16 
 
Gen. ed. Teachers/Specialists  8 0 3 0 11 
 
Curr. co-ordinators    2 0 2 0 4 
 
Team chairs     0 0 0 3 3 
 
Special education teachers / liaisons 14 1 0 7 22 
 
Parents     0 10 0 0 10 
 
Speech language pathologists  6 0 0 0 6 
 
Physical / occupational therapists  4 0 0 0 4 
 
 Counselors/psychologists   0 9 0 0 9 
 
Autism specialists    0 1 0 0 1 
 
Para-professionals    0 0 0 2 2 
 
Total          88 
 
#1 MM 
#2 DJ 
#3 MP 
#4 DV 
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FUTURES PARENT SURVEY RESULTS 
PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF IN DISTRICT STUDENTS 
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FUTURES PARENT SURVEY RESULTS 
PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF OUT OF DISTRICT STUDENTS 
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Appendix B 
 

Additional Special Education Department and Program Information 
from District Implemented Special Education Program Review (prior 

to this CESA) 
 
As part of the Coordinated Program Review (which occurs every 6 years), Needham 
Public Schools Special Education programs were audited in 2010-2011 by the 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.  The scope of the CPR included 
reviews of special education, civil rights, services to English Language Learners, Title 
I, NCLB and Section 504 program compliance. In anticipation of this audit, the district 
had initiated a self-evaluation process to identify effective and efficient practices, 
areas of strengths and areas needing further assessment.  As an initial step in this 
process, the Director of Student Development conducted a series of Focus Groups 
including a variety of stakeholders in the district - parents, teachers, teacher 
assistants, administrators and students.  This self-evaluation process was conducted 
to identify effective and efficient practices, areas of strengths and areas needing 
further assessment.   
 
A brief summary of the findings of the District sponsored focus group study are 
indicated herein since they are consistent with many of the findings of the Clinical and 
Educational Services Analysis (CESA) conducted by Futures education and aide the 
district as it works to enhance special education and related services.   In many areas, 
the findings of the District implemented focus group study align with the findings of the 
Futures analysis.   
 
Focus groups addressed the following issues:  
 

1. Effective practices in special education that should continue 
2. Factors that contribute to student progress 
3. Practices that could be done better or differently to enhance student 

progress 
4. Areas where resources could be used better and more efficiently 

 
High school student focus group was queried on the following issues: 
 

1. What students like about attending Needham High School; 
2. How the special education Skills Center or STRIVE classes support 

progress in school; 
3. What are the good thing about Skills or STRIVE; 
4. Educational and other activities students wish they could do but are 

unavailable due to scheduling conflicts; 
5. Identifying the one person who was really helpful to students in school; 
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6. What it was like to receive special education in elementary or middle 
school. 

 
Focus group responses are organized into the following categories: 
 

1. Identified Strengths of Special Education 
2. Critical Factors That Contribute to Student Progress 
3. Philosophy/Vision/Leadership 
4. Areas Identified for Improvement 

 
Identified Strengths of Special Education in Needham 
 
Strengths of the special education programming that surfaced through the focus 
groups were noted in the comments of stakeholders as follows:  
 

1. Needham has a high quality staff 
2. Special education teachers (liaisons) and teacher assistants develop 

positive, trusting relationships with students. 
3. Collaboration among special education and general education staff is 

improving and seems to be a focus of current improvement efforts. 
4. The inclusion model is effective, especially when the support and efforts of 

general education, special education, and teaching assistants are 
seamless. 

5. The availability of specialized programs, preschool through Grade 12, help 
students stay in the district as close to their home school as possible, 
while also providing the individualized services they need for progress. 

6. The schools demonstrate flexibility to meet students’ needs or to change 
course when things are not working. 

 
Critical Factors that Contribute to Student Progress 
 
Participants in the study were then asked about what factors or practices seem to 
contribute most to student progress. Answers differed at the various grade levels. A 
summary of responses as presented in the report are as follows:  
 

1. Preschool focus on home/school connection and targeted services. 
2. Elementary school focus on early intervention, use of date to target 

services, well-coordinated team on professionals. 
3. By middle school students who begin to take responsibility for their 

learning make the most progress. 
4. At high school, students need a program/coursework and 

accommodations that meet their needs, combined with appropriate and 
consistent supports that allow them to be self-advocates and independent 
learners. 
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5. Home School connection 
 

Philosophy, Vision and Leadership 
 
The report on the District study noted that information gleaned through the focus 
groups provided many contrasting perceptions of the District’s philosophy and 
approach to meeting the educational needs of students with disabilities.  
 
It was stated that “most respondents reflected on the district’s philosophy by using 
words taken from the regulations and laws about special education (e.g., Least 
Restrictive Environment, Free and Appropriate Public Education, individualized 
program) and from the popular vernacular (e.g., inclusion, collaboration, promote 
independence, school-home partnership). It was further noted that many respondents 
expressed concern that although the philosophy and message is an inclusive, positive 
one, in practice it often feels different. Teachers, parents and administrators 
expressed this concern.” 
 
The District report further notes that “few participants specifically mentioned 
leadership and the organizational structure of Needham’s special education program 
PreK-12 in their answers to any questions.  However, comments about the divide 
between general education and special education were mentioned frequently. This 
divide was mentioned in many different contexts such as philosophy, professional 
development, implementing modifications, aligning course standards to IEP goals, 
taking responsibility for student progress, roles in communicating with parents and 
shared ownership of students.”  It was also noted that general and special education 
teachers, administrators and parents touched upon the recurring theme of “shared 
ownership of all students”.  
 
This comment is from a parent regarding the lack of “real” inclusion at her son’s 
school: 
 
“Teachers at the Open House announced they have an “Inclusion” class…teachers 
should not have to announce this as though it is a description of a ‘special education-
loaded’ classroom.” 
 
One of the High School students shared this conversation reflecting frustration with 
having to explain her learning style and needs to others: 
 
“I’m in Physics and there are these two girls that have the same teacher for honors 
and they said, ‘Oh, you probably just have that grade because you are in standard.’ 
They don’t know that it’s the same material but just at a different pace.” 
 
Another parent shared this perspective on our district vision: 
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“There is a difference between the philosophy of special education in Needham and 
what is actually implemented. There are good intentions, but follow-through is lacking 
due to training deficits and probably budget and time constraints.” 
 
A district administrator shared this thought: 
 
“Establishing a cohesive vision for the district requires a lot of communication between 
general and special education, as well as training and an expectation for collaboration. 
The current model doesn’t support this type of collaboration.” 
 
The general issues identified for improvement are defined by the District implemented 
study as follows: 
 
Transitions and Preschool-12 Continuum of Services 
 
These issues are defined more specifically as:  
 

1. Building to building transitions - continuity for students and parents. 
2. Parent awareness of long-term, in-district options for their children. 
3. Clarification of confusion about how to make sure skill-building is being 

addressed since homework support sometimes gets priority over this. 
4. Embarrassment suffered by students in late elementary grades when they 

had pullout services. 
5. Lack of clearly defined entrance criteria for specialized programs. 
6. Need for more inclusion, in “home schools’, of high needs students, and 

that some students could benefit from this more than from the specialized 
programs model. 

7. Address topics of disability awareness, social skills, inclusion and anti-
bullying, to benefit students with and without disabilities. 

8. Possible impact of rotating block schedule as a barrier to successful 
programs for students who need significant support. 

 
Communication and Collaboration 
 

1. It was noted that students with disabilities are sometimes assigned to the 
same general education teachers year after year, due to the skill level of 
the teacher. These teachers recognize the benefit for students, but also 
suggested this is not synchronous with what they thought the district vision 
is. 

2. Some parents noted that the level of communication and partnering 
changed as their student got older. In some cases the parents felt that 
they needed more communication, despite their student’s age. 

3. Some parents at the elementary level noted that good home-school 
communication is not a given across programs or buildings. 
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4. Most teachers at elementary, middle and high school level desire more 
time and opportunities for collaboration between special and general 
education and teacher assistants. 

5. Teachers and parents expressed mixed responses to Team Meetings: 
some feel they have improved in their structure and in partnering between 
parents and teachers, while others feel that they need to be structured 
better for efficiency and communication.  

6. Some parents expressed concerns about the Team Chair’s role in 
committing district resources, citing the Chair as being least 
knowledgeable about their child. 

 
Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment 
 
The focus groups brought forth numerous issues in this area. The issues are as 
follows: 

 
1. Teacher assistants –  it was noted that there need to be clarification of the 

role of the teacher assistant, increased training, enhanced supervision and 
evaluation, and a set criteria for assigning teacher assistants,   

2. Standardize the assessment and instructional tools available to teacher 
throughout the district  

3. IEPs need to be aligned with district and state curriculum standards.  
4. Increase collaboration between reading/literacy specialists and special 

educators at the elementary level to meet reading needs of student with 
IEPs. 

5. Expand resources in mathematics, assessment and instruction. 
6. Provide training in the RTI (Response to Intervention) process 
7. Increase collaboration around instructional techniques between general 

and special education partner teachers.  
8. Explore co-teaching and collaborative consultation.  
9. Acquire assistive technology materials and expertise this year. Teachers 

expressed a need for further training in the effective use of these tools.  
 
Professional Development 

 
1. The need for professional development at all grade levels was indicated 

for assessment, instructional programs for reading, math and writing, 
content areas (for secondary special educators), co-teaching and other 
collaborative models of service delivery. 

2. Professional development for general educators is needed in: 
collaboration and co-teaching techniques and models, working with 
teacher assistants, understanding disabilities, 
accommodations/modifications to meet the needs of students, and how to 
report at an IEP meeting. 
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3. Parents suggested the following topics be presented in professional 
development to all teachers, administrators and teacher assistants, as 
appropriate: Autism spectrum disorders, Applied Behavior Analysis and 
how to apply this to teaching, Curriculum writing, Executive Function Skills 
program for the district. 

4. Several other topics for professional development were suggested by 
some teachers and administrators. These include: curriculum frameworks 
and standards-based reporting for special education teachers, Response 
to Intervention for struggling general education students, social pragmatic 
skill building – having Speech Pathologists train classroom teachers to 
help generalize the pragmatic skills to their classrooms 

 
Summary of District Findings  
 
A general summary of the findings of the focus group study implemented by the 
District centers on the following issues and needs – as defined in the study.  
 

1. The need to establish a unified philosophy, vision, staffing model and 
implementation strategy for special education.  

2. Determine best practices in curriculum, instruction and assessment for 
students with disabilities.  

3. The need to articulate the Preschool-grade 12 continuum of services to 
improve parent understanding and make transitions more seamless; 

4.  The need to establish a school – home partnership through better 
communication.   

5. Identification of best practices to establish an effective continuum of 
services for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD); 

6. The need to evaluate and improve teaming structures at all levels to 
enhance collaboration among staff members; 

7. The need to create a professional development plan targeting critical skills 
necessary for a unified educational approach to special education in the 
District.  

 
The results of the District study were shared with stakeholder groups. As a follow-up 
to the District implemented study, it was recommended that the special education 
review process continue and include data analysis, summer work, task forces, expert 
consultative service and/or a coordinator for the CPR.  
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Appendix C: 
 
 
 

Massachusetts Districts:  Staffing Pattern Comparison as Ratio of  
Students with IEPs to Paraprofessionals 
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Appendix D: 
 
 

Percentage of Needham and MA Students by Disability Type 
Disability Type Needham 

08-09 
Needham 

09-10 
Needham 

10-11 
Needham 

11-12 
MA 

09-10 
Specific 
Learning 
Disability 

27.0 27.4 27.3 25.4 33.5 

Communication 21 19.5 21.4 20.4 17.6 
Development 
Delay/Intell. 
Imp. 

9.4 9.3 6.1 9.9 17 

Health 14.6 17.1 17.7 17.9 7.7 
Autism 12 11.5 10.8 9.9 6.5 
Emotional 6.4 5.8 7.3 8.4 8.4 
Neurological 7.5 8.4 8.6 7.5 4.3 
Other 3.1 .9 .8 .8 4.9 
October 1, 2011 

 
 
 

Number of Needham Students in Special Education 

October 1, 2011 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
Preschool (sped) 38 40 27 28 30 32 33 28 
Elementary 231 208 214 247 275 245 248 276 
Middle School 129 153 151 162 154 183 204 216 
High School 162 165 151 164 184 205 213 215 
Out of District 34 43 47 54 57 52 55 63 
Total Sp. Ed. Enrollment 556 569 563 681 670 685 720 770 
% of Needham School-age 
Students in Special Education 

 
11% 

 
11.6% 

 
11.2% 

 
12.3% 

 
13% 

 
13.3% 

 
13.4% 

 
14.2% 


