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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



This is the third and final report in a series that examines Special Education Reform implementation in New York City Public Schools. This report, Bridging the Gap, asks “What constitutes best practices in New York City’s public schools successful at improving the overall performance of students with disabilities?” and “What can the New York City Department of Education and schools learn from the experiences of best practice schools about Special Education Reform implementation?” Successfully implementing and integrating a system-wide education reform is challenging. Public schools are in different places on their journey to serve students’ needs and raise achievement within an ever-changing reform landscape. In this case, some schools are succeeding at providing a high-quality education for all children, particularly students with disabilities. We refer to these schools as best practice schools. Best practice schools already have well developed, comprehensive approaches to meeting students’ needs. Our report findings aim to identify the elements that best practice schools do well under Special Education Reform in New York City wherever they are in their journey. This report acknowledges the complex and layered nature of successful educational practices. Therefore, we provide a holistic view of what allows schools to serve all students well by including (1) A national research overview on prominent areas of focus in special education; (2) Contextual themes and supports that accompany best practice schools, as well as specific practices that thrive within them; and (3) Recommendations specific to the city level and school level for perpetuating best practices across the city.



The Project In 2010, the New York City Department of Education (DOE) announced its intention to begin a system-wide effort to improve educational outcomes for students with disabilities. This project sought to systematically understand successes and challenges as New York City public schools define, interpret, and implement the Reform. The first report, Educating All Students Well: Special Education Reform in New York City Public Schools,1 released in August 2012, provides a system-wide perspective on the Reform’s purposes and actions taken to carry it out. The second report, Getting it Right: School-Level Implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform,2 released in December 2013, provides a school-level perspective on the Reform, gathering evidence from the efforts of 25 Phase One New York City public schools involved in the Reform for three years. Getting it Right is the first documentation of the voices of school staff and parents as they experience the effects of Reform implementation. For this study, we selected 15 New York City Schools to visit that we characterized as “best practice” schools. The schools were selected so that they cut across geographic locations, have a variety of cluster and network affiliations and represent various school levels (e.g. elementary, middle, secondary, etc.). In addition to asking Network Leaders to nominate schools in their networks that they perceived to be schools of “best practice,” a range of quantitative criteria (e.g. graduation rate, achievement test scores, etc.) were also used in the selection process. All selected interview schools also had a reasonable proportion of students with disabilities. Bridging the Gap brings together information from the 15 best practice Schools as well as the 25 Phase One Schools to make connections and draw conclusions about Reform implementation at the school-level. Perry and Associates, Inc. August 2012. Educating All Students Well: Special Education Reform in New York City Public Schools http://advocate.nyc.gov/special-ed 2 Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 1
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Key Findings The 15 best practice schools in this study represent a variety of approaches and local contexts for the work of the reform. For each school we asked about how they serve their students with disabilities well, and what the Reform looks like in their school. Our findings focus on the best practices that emerged from the interviews. Five themes contextualize this information, 12 findings specify four areas of best practices, and a summary of cautionary challenges concludes this section. Themes Best practice schools successful in serving all their students exhibit common themes. Best practice schools (1) have strong leadership that foster a positive school culture with culturally competent staff; (2) prioritize high quality teaching and instruction and school leaders find ways to deliver it; (3) have highly qualified and appropriate staffing with high expectations and the right policies in place; (4) integrate data into the school improvement process; and (5) are managing the challenging trend toward increasingly decentralized school funding, driven by student enrollment. Schools with these structures in place have a foundation which allows the practices described in the following findings to thrive. We organized these 12 findings into the following four categories: (1) interventions and IEPs, (2) curriculum and instruction, (3) school culture and strategic partnerships, and (4) school budget and system-level support. Findings 



Interventions and IEPs describe how best practice schools emphasize the importance of utilizing interventions, specifically in an approach referred to as Response to Intervention (RTI). This approach provides assistance to students who are identified as in need of extra help before considering a formal evaluation for special education services. In schools that appear to be doing this well, interviewees describe various aspects of their approach to interventions, including: the system’s tiered structure to ensure students receive the proper level of support, constant and transparent parental engagement, and positive methods of behavior management. Additionally, schools make the most of the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for students that have disabilities by using this document to share up-to-date information about student progress and goals. The IEP is considered a supplement to the central task of having constant discussion with the student, and about the student with school staff and parents.







Curriculum and Instruction explains the ways best practice schools focus on the relationship between students, teachers, and content, in crafting an instructional task that is part of a rigorous curriculum. Instructors also use a wide variety of strategies, including data-based decision making, differentiation and grouping, demonstrating an ever-expanding “toolkit” of methods to teach effectively.







School Culture and Strategic Partnerships explains that a supportive school culture emerged as one of the most important factors shaping the practices integral to achieving successful inclusion. In schools where inclusion is done well, school staff understand, adopt and internalize the Reform’s core principle of inclusion with a team approach to improving the outcomes for students with disabilities and all students. A strong school wide philosophy of inclusion motivates staff to seek out information and expertise when it is not readily available to fully meet the needs of their students. Best practice schools seek expertise from District 75, Nest programs and community partnerships to enhance the knowledge of school staff pertaining to students’ disabilities and management techniques. They also have created a strong professional 5



community that acknowledges the importance of students’ racial and ethnic background, and embrace family-school-community engagement (FSCE). School staff are honest and collaborative with parents, and innovative strategies promote school-wide cultural awareness. 



Budget and System-Level Support describes the ways administrators in best practice schools navigate a challenging budget process to get what they need for their school. Many of these principals expressed a belief that they have insufficient staff to fully support the programmatic and instructional needs of students with disabilities, but find creative and innovative ways to meet their staffing needs. All schools, and in particular principals, are required to problem solve and negotiate how to best support students with disabilities and their staff. However, the success of these negotiations seems to be based on distinctive factors like the ability of a principal to creatively budget and manage politically sensitive relationships with Network leaders. Managing these relationships well is critical because Network teams provide resources, instructional and organizational support for special education. This becomes an essential component of schools’ ability to secure necessary resources.



Challenges Best practice schools have a strong sense of identity as defined by their internal school mission, external reputation, admission process and student body. Though they have adopted successful organizational strategies and contributed positively to student achievement, increases in the number and/or percentage of students with more severe needs present a new struggle for schools. Consistent with the forthright communication style at best practice schools, interviewees were very honest about the ways in which the Reform causes complications. In considering the ways best practices can be shared system-wide, it is important both at the central and the school level to heed the following pitfalls and ongoing challenges. Challenges fall into three areas; budget constraints, parental engagement, and behavior management. 



Budget Constraints: Best practice schools share the concerns heard from Phase One schools in our previous study about their belief that there is inadequate funding to fully implement the Reform. The school’s ability to match programs to the student’s best interest is still a point of great concern to schools.







Parent Engagement: An ethical dilemma about transparency carries over to the ways schools engage parents of students with disabilities. Best practice schools are accustomed to engaging parents in honest discussion. However, under the Reform’s requirement to serve students at their school within the limits of budget-strapped programming, staff are not always confident in the proper support-level of students’ placements. As a result, they are unclear and conflicted about how to communicate with the parents at IEP meetings who must sign off on the proposed program.







Behavior Management: Lastly, best practice schools continue to struggle with students who have behavioral and emotional challenges. In some best practice schools, staff want to include these students but struggle to understand and define their behavioral challenges and effectively differentiate instruction for them. Other best practice schools are concerned about increasing numbers of students with disabilities who don’t fit neatly into their discipline policy and might potentially “blemish” the school’s reputation. This discrepancy in understanding the schools’ responsibility for taking ownership of all students illustrates the conflicting interpretations of DOE’s Reform message at the school level, and a perceived lack of accountability for ensuring successful Reform implementation that prioritizes the student’s needs.
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Key Recommendations Based on the findings of this report, we make seven recommendations to the central office of the DOE for ways to improve Reform roll out from the city level, and we also make six recommendations to schools for ways in which they can better serve students with disabilities. City Level Recommendation 1: We recommend that the DOE continue to expand the process for seeking out best practices among New York City public schools and make information about best practices accessible system wide. Information sharing should include reports made available centrally as well as hands on learning through professional development workshops and conferences. Further, learnings from best practices can be helpful in crafting policy and resource allocations that meet the needs of schools and guide schools in using their resources wisely. Recommendation 2: In the face of increased staffing needs due to the Reform, the DOE should increase efforts to partner with city agencies and workforce programs to tie the need for more related service providers to job seekers and training programs. The DOE should target additional funds to areas of the greatest need, including funds for more teachers, service providers, assistive technology, and data systems. This strategy should also include incentives for bringing highly qualified staff to low performing schools and hard-to-staff schools. Recommendation 3: The DOE’s support structure for schools must be defined by supportive, open, and transparent relationships between staff at both the school and the Network levels. Central office needs to increase and improve communication across relevant divisions and recognize when school-level policy is effective and sometimes get out of the way of those already doing great work. We also reiterate Recommendation 8 from our previous report3 which states that the Networks must uphold their responsibility to assist when administrators struggle to create quality programs for their students. Recommendation 4: The DOE should continue to expand the publicly available materials and practices clearinghouse that pools resources pertaining to understanding and educating students with various disabilities. This can include programs, practices, books, and articles. It should be publicly available and easily accessible to schools through a web-based portal. Sharing information internally across programs, between schools, and from community based organizations should be emphasized at the school-level. Recommendation 5: The DOE should expand support systems that enforce positive behavior strategies which incorporate the students’ social and emotional health alongside their academic growth. School staff must be given the tools to understand the classification of emotional disturbance and implement effective behavioral practices. DOE should provide schools with detailed information to better understand, classify, and monitor behavioral challenges for all students. Doing so should help ensure that students are not left behind in the movement towards less restrictive environments. Recommendation 6: The DOE should facilitate and continue to provide supports for school-based professional development that clarifies what successful implementation of rigorous curriculum looks like. Professional development around the instructional core is necessary to ensure teachers have a deep understanding of the intersection between themselves, students, content, and the central task at hand. This should contribute to



Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 3
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teachers’ ability to differentiate instruction and make rigorous curriculum accessible to improve student learning. This should also be applicable to a classroom with a group of students that has a wide range of needs. Recommendation 7: We reiterate Recommendation 16 from our previous report,4 which states that “funding mechanisms need to support schools in serving students well while reinforcing the Reform as a DOE priority.” Further, we repeat our recommendation that transition funding should be instituted in such a way as to both “incentivize Reform implementation while also ensuring that there are sufficient resources to provide students with needed support.” School Level Recommendation 1: School leadership must put time, space and resources in place that foster collaborative exchanges, planning, and a commitment to policy goals amongst all members of the school community. This kind of collaboration and communication should lay the groundwork for all other practices, systems, and structures. The goal should be to build a professional community that encourages teamwork and student-centered planning. Recommendation 2: School staff must take a detailed and data driven approach to understanding each student’s strengths and weaknesses using the least restrictive appropriate setting. This applies to students who require intervention services (such as RTI) and those that already have an IEP. Regular team meetings, specific timelines, and shared knowledge among staff should all contribute to understanding students’ specific strengths and weaknesses, considering the least restrictive setting appropriate, and constantly monitoring progress to make adjustments accordingly. Recommendation 3: In building a strong sense of professional community, schools should be explicit in their exploration of race, culture and class in the classroom and throughout the school. Further, cultural awareness and family engagement should be emphasized as schools strive to develop trusting relationships with students and families rather than alienate them. School leaders should think through the possibilities as well as difficulties of explicitly addressing race and educational equity. This knowledge should pertain to the individual needs of each student, and schools should support the work of staff who address these issues successfully. Recommendation 4: Schools should be held accountable by first ensuring that the IEP matches the students’ needs, then checking for the provision of those services, evaluating that the services offered are of high quality, and lastly, monitoring student progress. Schools should not let compliance responsibilities solely define their work, funding allocations, and programming. Recommendation 5: Schools should look for ways to creatively repurpose existing resources to meet the needs of all students with disabilities. As we have learned from best practice schools, schools must think creatively about their existing resources. When schools receive new financial resources, they should also be aligned towards specific objectives and used strategically. In this way, schools should be creative and purposeful in regards to their budgetary planning. Recommendation 6: Parents’ input needs to be prioritized at IEP meetings and parents should be made aware of their right to bring someone who can help them. This recommendation from our previous report5 extends school-family engagement beyond the legal requirement of a parent’s signature on their child’s IEP to Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 5 Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 4
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account for the spirit of the law. Parents should be provided thorough access to information and supports so they can effectively advocate for their child and be respected partners in this process. We also emphasize that parent advocates speak the parent’s home language and be familiar with the IEP process.
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ABOUT THIS STUDY Introduction Bridging the Gap, the third and final report in our three-year study of Special Education Reform, examines how best practice schools serve students with disabilities and experience the Reform. System-level initiatives are defined and interpreted at the school-level, and results can be uneven. Some schools prove better than others at bridging the difficult gap between policy and practice. Nevertheless all schools need the right tools to make policy a reality in their classrooms. It is our hope that this report will provide school communities, the New York City Department of Education and elected officials with useful, practical recommendations about ways to improve education for all students, particularly students with disabilities. To understand how best practice schools serve students with disabilities well, we gathered evidence from the efforts of New York City Public Schools exhibiting successful practices. These schools have stories that are useful in understanding what it takes for current system-level efforts to succeed at all schools in New York City. We also utilize the opinions and expertise of the policy community, advocates, union and association leaders in crafting this report to be a useful tool in the ongoing discussion around Special Education Reform. Our national research overview and findings suggest that most of our best practice schools are already doing well, developing a foundation in research-based models. Despite the challenge of turning general knowledge about what works into action-oriented processes, best practice schools often find creative ways to know their students well and meet their needs. However, changes attributed to the Reform sometimes make it harder for schools to continue work they were already doing well. These instances reveal cautionary pitfalls for successful implementation. We conclude that the commitment to Special Education Reform should not waiver. However, to be successful, actions must be taken to learn from the contextual elements of success stories so all schools can effectively bridge the gap between policy and practice.



Background The New York City Department of Education’s (DOE) Special Education Reform, a term used to describe the collective actions (outlined below) taken to improve educational opportunities for students with disabilities, is an ambitious and complex system-wide initiative. The Reform is designed to address three system-wide goals: 



Build system-wide instructional and organization capacity at the central, Network and school levels.







Close the substantial achievement gap by providing students with disabilities increased access to and participation in the general education curriculum.







Promote more flexible instructional programs by using innovative approaches and maximizing the flexibility within the Continuum of Services provided to students, and learn about these designs from schools.



The goals are to ensure that all students with disabilities: 6 1. have access to a rigorous academic curriculum and are held to high academic standards, enabling them to fully realize their potential and graduate prepared for independent living, college, and careers;



6



http://intranet.nycboe.net/SpecialPopulations/SpecialEd/default.htm
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2. are taught in the "least restrictive environment" that is academically appropriate, and, as often as possible, alongside students without disabilities; 3. receive special education services that are targeted and provide the appropriate level of support throughout the school day; and 4. are able to attend their zoned schools or the school of their choice, while still receiving the supports they need to succeed. In September 2010, the DOE invited 10 Children First Networks and their member schools, to be the first to implement the Reform. These 260 schools became known as “Phase One Schools.” During the 2010-11 and 2011-12 school years, Phase One schools began the process of changing their practices to meet the Reform’s goals. Phase One continued through August 2012, at which time DOE required the Reform to be implemented by all of New York City’s more than 1,700 public schools. In June 2011, then-Public Advocate Bill de Blasio and then-Chancellor Dennis Walcott agreed to collaborate in a study designed to inform the DOE’s implementation of Special Education Reform, and charged Perry and Associates, Inc. (P&A) to conduct the study. The study is an independent, objective inquiry into DOE’s efforts, with oversight provided by the Fund for Public Advocacy. We recognize and applaud Mr. de Blasio and Mr. Walcott’s commitment to the success of the Reform, and appreciate their support for the study. We also appreciate Deputy Chancellor Rello-Anselmi’s commitment to examine the themes emerging from our study, engage in thoughtful dialogue and use the data to inform their approaches and strategies. In order to study various aspects of the Reform and inform implementation along the way, this project is conducted in three parts. The first report, Educating All Students Well: Special Education Reform in New York City Public Schools, released in August 2012, provides a system-wide perspective on the Reform7. Educating All Students Well records and explains, from the perspective of system leaders, the purposes of the Reform and the actions taken at the systemlevel. The report provides the context and history of Special Education Reform and the implementation timeline. Further, the report chronicles DOE’s professional development and system-level support in the initial two years of the Reform. The second report, Getting it Right: School-Level Implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform, released in December 2013, provides a school-level perspective on the Reform8. Getting it Right gathers evidence from the efforts of Phase One New York City’s public schools involved in the Reform for three years as they define, interpret and implement the Reform. The report provides a comprehensive look at schools’ successes and challenges under the four Reform Goals. Getting it Right is the first documentation of the voices of school staff and parents as they experience Reform implementation.



Methodology In this third report, Bridging the Gap, we focus our analysis on 15 best practice schools. We do not claim that these 15 schools are fully representative of all New York City public schools. For this work we sought schools that represent an array of successful approaches and experiences educating students with disabilities under New York City Special Education Reform. This report, Bridging the Gap, asks “What constitutes best practices in New York City public schools successful at improving the overall performance of students with disabilities?” and “What can the DOE and other schools learn from the experiences of best practice schools about Special Education Reform Perry and Associates, Inc. August 2012. Educating All Students Well: Special Education Reform in New York City Public Schools http://advocate.nyc.gov/special-ed 8 Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 7
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implementation?” To answer these questions, starting in April 2013, P&A conducted regular coordination meetings about this phase of the work with the DOE’s Deputy Chancellor Rello-Anselmi and DOE staff to discuss and design a set of criteria for school selection and encourage principal and school participation. The study uses a mixed method design that concurrently includes quantitative and qualitative methods to provide multiple metrics and contextual information to analyze best practices. More information about our research design and methods is provided in the appendix (page 68).



What can DOE and other schools learn from the experiences of best practice schools about Special Education Reform implementation?



Quantitative Data



Qualitative Data



Department of Education metrics/data



142 interviews at 15 Best Practice Schools



Data Analysis and Recommendations: City Level and School Level



We used a purposive sampling method to identify best practice schools:      



Geographic variability. Schools chosen were distributed across all five boroughs of New York City. School level variability. We took care to include elementary, middle and high schools in the sample selection. Children First Network variability. Network leaders from each Network were asked to recommend two best practice schools in their Network for the study. Quantitative data. We analyzed 2011-2012, and 2012-2013 DOE school- and student-level quantitative data on daily attendance, graduation rates, dropout rates, and movement to least and most restrictive environments. Anecdotal and public information about schools that serve students with disabilities well was deliberately taken into account in school selection (such as Inside Schools list of Noteworthy Special Education Schools). Qualitative interview data. Using the above mentioned criteria, from May through June and September through October 2013, P&A visited and conducted confidential in-depth interviews in 15 best practice schools, resulting 12



in a total of 142 interviews with principals, teachers, paraprofessionals, service providers, psychologists, parents and students.



Quantitative Context We reviewed 2011-12 and 2012-13 school year data from all Phase One schools, DOE comparison schools, 25 Phase One schools selected for our Getting it Right study, and schools identified as best practice schools. (See Quantitative Section beginning on page 51 for descriptions of the school types, data tables and further analysis.) The purposes of reviewing data were to (1) find trends between and among school types and (2) examine whether quantitative data from best practice schools revealed student outcomes that were different than outcomes from other schools. The data were useful in better understanding the context of the Reform. We found similarities among the schools. In looking at 2011-12 and 2012-13 data, across all schools, the percent of students with IEP’s present at school (daily attendance rate) is roughly the same. There were also notable differences in the data. The percentage of recommendations to the Most Restrictive Environment (MRE) was notably lower in best practice schools (by 10-to-16 percent) compared to all other schools. Likewise, the percent of recommendations to the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) was notably highest in best practice schools (by 10to-16 percent) compared to all other schools. There was no major change in MRE and LRE across the two years. Our analysis of trends by school level revealed that best practice elementary schools have a notably higher percentage LRE of all recommendations (12-to-17 percent) and a notably lower percentage MRE of all recommendations (12-to-17 percent) across both school years. Further, we observe that in high schools, the overall percentage of students referred to LRE is higher than other school levels, and drops considerably for all Phase One schools and Phase One comparison schools in the second year. Likewise, the percent MRE of all recommendations for all Phase One schools and Phase One comparison schools almost doubles from the 20112012 to 2012-2013 school years. Across all states, the graduation rate for students with learning disabilities is 68%.9 In New York City, there have been improvements in the graduation rate for students with learning disabilities. However, these students still earn high school diplomas at a low rate. In our analysis, graduation rates and dropout rates display similar trends across school types, with best practice schools and 25 Phase One schools maintaining the highest graduation rates and the lowest dropout rates. The graduation rates for best practice schools increased significantly (from 51 to 65 percent) across both cohorts and schools years. In New York City, the four-year graduation rate for students with disabilities for the class of 2010 (2006 Cohort) hovered at approximately 31% for the class of 2010 (2006 Cohort) through the class of 2012 (2008 cohort). The five-year graduation rate for the same cohorts across the same years increases to 36.7% and their six-year graduation rate increases to 38.1%. Despite improvements in graduation rates, dropout rates for students with disabilities in New York City remain unchanged. In the 2009-2012 school years, the dropout rate for students with disabilities hovered at approximately 20%. Graduation rates are complicated to calculate and interpret. In 2008 the U.S. Department of Education issued regulations requiring all states to calculate graduation rates uniformally.10 The variation in graduating rates can be explained, in part, by the many different graduation policies, requirements and high school exit exams for students with disabilities. Further complicating the need to improve graduation rates is the introduction of Common Core 9



Cortiella, C. (2013). Diplomas at risk: A critical look at the graduation rate of students with learning disabilities. National Center for Learning Disabilities. Retrieved from http://www.ncld.org/images/content/files/diplomas-at-risk/DiplomasatRisk.pdf 10 Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR), http://www2.ed.gov/documents/pressrelease/state-2010-2011-graduation-rate-data.pdf.
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State standards. Common core standards in English, Language Arts and Mathematics are supposed to raise standards and prepare all students for college and the workforce, including students with disabilities. However, critics argue that the increased standards pose heavy challenges for students who received special education services and could result in even fewer graduates. More attention should be directed towards ensuring they are able to meet the challenge of completing high school with a regular diploma.



Outline Part One presents an abbreviated national review of selected research in six focus areas: Inclusion; teacher training and professional development; early intervention and data-driven modes of assessment; school climate, discipline, and safety; family engagement; graduation and post-graduation transitions. These focus areas frame the field of special education research. Part Two presents the findings from the interviews. This part is organized into three segments. Segment One includes five best practice contextual themes that set the stage for understanding the report findings. Segment two includes the 12 findings about best practices grouped by topic: interventions and IEP’s; curriculum and instruction; school culture and strategic partnerships; and budget and system-level support. Finally, segment three includes cautionary challenges which highlight areas of struggle for best practice schools in three areas: budget constraints, parent engagement and behavior management. Part Three contains seven city-level and six school-level recommendations for moving forward. The recommendations come from our analysis of the findings and synthesis of the data from the interviews. Each part begins with a brief introduction. Each finding that follows includes an in-depth explanation of the finding from the data. Quotations are used frequently to give voice to interviewees who generously gave their time to participate in this study.
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PART ONE:



NATIONAL RESEARCH OVERVIEW
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CRITICAL AREAS OF FOCUS



This is an overview of the critical areas of focus and overlapping trends within the field of special education research.11 This section does not intend to evaluate or make specific recommendations towards best practices/modes of intervention in special education. Rather, it aims to (1) provide a broad overview of the predominant areas of focus (or critical issues); and (2) highlight the potential disconnects between policy and practice. In reviewing such a broad body of literature, several important areas of focus began to emerge. These areas are:      



Inclusion Teacher Training and Professional Development Early Intervention and Data-driven Modes of Assessment School Climate, Discipline, and Safety Family Engagement Graduation and Post-Graduation Transitions



Inclusion When Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 1975, the focus was on ensuring that children with disabilities have the same opportunity to receive a free and appropriate public education alongside their non-disabled peers. Since its enactment, the law has been amended many times, reflecting a dramatic change in our conceptualization of the issue of access for children with disabilities. 12 While initially Congress was focused on getting children with disabilities into school, today’s policy pushes for access to the general education curriculum in the regular classroom, to the maximum extent possible. In the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA, Congress declared: “Almost 30 years of research and experience has demonstrated that the education of children with disabilities can be made more effective by having high expectations for such children and ensuring their access to the general education curriculum in the regular classroom, to the maximum extent possible, in order to meet developmental goals and, to the maximum extent possible, the challenging expectations that have been established for all children; and be prepared to lead productive and independent adult lives…”13 This movement to provide all students with disabilities authentic membership and full participation in the regular education setting is referred to as inclusion. 14 Inclusion remains an important pocket of research in the field of special education, and one that is frequently debated. Terms such as inclusion, full inclusion, partial inclusion, mainstreaming, etc. are not defined in the legal



This review draws on national, school-based research studies and literature that address current issues in special education. While some of our sources cite studies prior to 2003, we limited our scope to review to studies that were published in the last 10 years. Three major databases were accessed in order to secure the preliminary sources of this literature review; The American Education Research Journal, General Alfred M. Gray Research Center; as well as a general Google search for additional online resources and publications. 12 http://nichcy.org/laws/idea 13 http://idea.ed.gov/download/statute.html 14 University of New Hampshire, National Center on Inclusive Education “Rationale for and Research on Inclusive Education” http://iod.unh.edu/NCIE/Research%20Document%20Long.pdf 11
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stature and thus may vary slightly from one organization to the next.15 Furthermore, given the broad nature of special education, placement recommendations must be made on a case-by-case basis, giving way to the interpretation of vague legal expressions like “maximum extent possible” and “least restricted environment possible” in determining the best placement for each student. Sec 300.114(a)(ii) of IDEA explains the least restricted environment (LRE) requirements, stating: “Special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily.” 16 Although this statute clearly opens the door to interpretation, it remains clear that educating children with disabilities in regular classrooms is highly encouraged and should be treated as the norm, not the exception.



Teacher Training There is a lot of research suggesting that teacher preparation programs provide critical experiences that are necessary for the development of core knowledge and skills for teaching. Research shows that teacher preparation programs provide valuable pedagogical coursework focusing on core concepts such as student assessment, classroom management, and curriculum development.17 While the literature regarding special education teacher training generally agrees to the value of practical experience, there exists a lack of consensus over the viability of various types of field experiences such as traditional student teaching, on-the-job experiences, and extensive versus limited pre-service training field experiences. Some of the debate around the importance of teacher preparation programs revolve around the conception of teaching as a craft – primarily learned through practical, on-the-job experiences – versus teaching as a profession – where skills are acquired through substantive preparation prior to practical application.18 One effort to bridge these two schools of thought is through the conception of teaching as a clinical practice profession, which serves as a useful framework for understanding the nature of many special education teacher preparation programs. This reconceptualization characterizes the profession of teaching as following the completion of more rigorous academic and practical preparation through the integration of pedagogical training in clinical settings into academic courses. 19 Although consensus is difficult to achieve regarding methods for achieving the broad goals around the purposes and methods of special education teacher preparation, agreement is clear regarding the role of teacher preparation in the development of future educators. According to one research synthesis, teacher preparation programs serve an invaluable role in the provision of critical experiences necessary for the development of effective special educators.20 The importance of developing reflective practices as a means of encouraging professional growth is undeniable. In recent years, the literature on special education has grown to emphasize the importance of collaborative/team-driven partnerships in helping to mold this reflective practice and make decisions based on the consensus of a learning team. This is made evident by the growing popularity of approaches such as Integrated CoTeaching that underscore a team-based approach to learning.



See also: http://www.inclusiveschools.org/inclusion-basics/ See: http://idea.ed.gov Sec 300.114 17 Education Commission of the States Http://ecs.org 18 Alter, J., & Coggshall, J.G. (2009). Teaching as a Clinical Practice Profession: Implications for Teacher Preparation and State Policy. New York, NY: New York Comprehensive Center and the National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality 19 Obiakor, Festus E. (Editor); Bakken, Jeffrey P. (Editor); Rotatori, Anthony F. (Editor). Advances in Special Education: Current Issues and Trends in Special Education, Volume 20: Research, Technology, and Teacher Preparation. Bradford, West Yorkshire, GBR: Emerald Group Publishing Ltd, 2010. p 102. 20 Ibid. See also: American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, 2002 15 16
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Early intervention and data-driven modes of assessment The disproportionate representation of students from diverse socio-cultural and linguistic backgrounds has been a persistent concern in the field of special education for more than 30 years. Studies reveal that low-income students are much more likely than their counterparts to be deemed eligible for special education services. 21 Without interventions in response to early warning signs, including accessible mental health resources via stronger linkages with community mental health providers to support them and their families, their futures are at risk. The need for better educational and mental health support is particularly urgent for children living in poverty. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 74 percent of fourth-graders who scored below the 25th percentile in reading for 2011 were eligible for free/reduced-price lunch.22 Low achievement levels, especially in reading, also contribute to minority representation in special education. Findings presented in a 2009 briefing report the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights on minorities in education suggest that 70 to 89 percent of all referrals to special education implicate poor reading as a first or second reason for the referral. 23 These findings reiterate the need for (1) effective literacy instruction for students and better teacher preparation to address literacy gaps, (2) reliable, unbiased modes of assessment (and intervention) using hard data to help eliminate the over/underrepresentation of minority and low-income students in special education, and (3) early intervention strategies with emphasis on literacy skills. The field of special education is incredibly complex and encompasses a vast array of abilities across a spectrum of educational contexts. No one-size-fits-all intervention will work for every student, under every circumstance. Therefore reliable, data-driven modes of assessment are critical for providing feedback on what works in each individual scenario. Response to Intervention (RTI) is one popular method that seeks to provide early systematic assistance to children who are having difficulty learning.24 RTI implements a multi-tier system of supports to monitor students’ progress at each stage of intervention to determine whether there is a need for more research-based instruction and/or intervention in general education, in special education, or both. The effectiveness of methods like RTI depends on a system of progress monitoring that is based off hard evidence.



School Climate, Discipline, and Safety The National School Climate Center (NSCC) refers to school climate as the quality and character of school life. According to their definition, school climate is based on patterns of students', parents' and school personnel's experience of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures.25 While there is widespread agreement that a positive learning and teaching environment is essential if students are to succeed in school, there is not a national consensus about which dimensions of school climate are essential to assess in conducting research. Synthesizing past school climate research as well as the NSCC’s research efforts, the National School Climate Council and NSCC suggest that there are four major areas that school climate assessment needs to include: safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and the external environment.26



See reports by Hehir and associates (2012): http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/2012/0412sped.html; See also Gorski, 2008 “The myth of the culture of poverty” http://www.ascd.org. 22 Nation’s Report Card, 2011: http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/main2011/2012457.pdf 23 Source: U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. (2009) Minorities in Special Education: Briefing report. Http://www.usccr.gov/pubs/MinoritiesinSpecialEducation.pdf 24 National Center on Response to Intervention: http://www.rti4success.org/ 25 This definition of school climate and a positive, sustained school climate were consensually developed by the National School Climate Council that NSCC co-leads with the Education Commission of the States. For more information, please visit: www.schoolclimate.org 26 www.schoolclimate.org 21
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Studies show that positive school climate increases student learning and achievement, reduces dropout rates, prevents bullying and other forms of violence, and enhances teacher retention rates.27 While these findings certainly impact the general education body, they are especially meaningful to the population of children with special needs who, according to one popularly referenced study from Ability Path, are two to three times more likely to be harassed and bullied in school.28 School safety is an essential dimension of school climate, and encompasses social and emotional security, physical safety, and rules and norms in the student’s environment.29 Schools today are tasked with creating welcoming, respectful, and inclusive environments while at the same time adhering to rules and norms that address misbehavior and promote school security. As previously mentioned, children with special needs are often easy targets for children who bully. But how should educators respond when students with special needs, particularly those with Emotional and/or Behavioral Disorders (ED), violate school rules and norms? In ever-increasing integrated classroom environments, are teachers equipped with the skills to manage disruptive behavior? One Education Week survey found that 74 percent of administrative respondents strongly believe that administrators provide adequate support to teachers regarding the management of student behavior, but only 29 percent of teachers agreed.30 The U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights reports that students covered under IDEA are over twice as likely to receive one or more out-of-school suspensions than their non-disabled peers. And across all districts and abilities, African American students are over 3.5 times more likely to be suspended or expelled than their white peers.31 These statistics call into question both the school-wide disciplinary procedures for all students as well as the evaluation and treatment of students with special needs, particularly those suffering from mental health and/or behavioral disorders. Identifying these mental health issues can be challenging, especially with very young children who have difficulty expressing their thoughts and feelings, and according to the National Institute for Mental Health, many children are not getting the help they need.32 These untreated mental health problems may lead to poor school performance, school dropout, strained relationships, involvement with the child welfare or juvenile justice systems, substance abuse, and engagement in risky sexual behaviors.33 It is also well documented that children whose family income is below the federal poverty threshold are at an elevated risk for behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and physical problems as well as psychiatric Thappa, et. al. Review of educational research published online 19 April 2013. Retrieved from: http://rer.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/04/18/0034654313483907.full.pdf+html?ijkey=lPFDtiKJJYWkE&keytype=ref&siteid=sprer 28 Walk a mile in their shoes: Bullying and the child with special needs. (2011). Retrieved from: www.abilitypath.org/areas-ofdevelopment/learning--schools/bullying/articles/walk-a-mile-in-their-shoes.pdf 29 Cohen, J., McCabe, E.M, Michelli, N.M & Pickeral, T. (2009). School Climate: Research, Policy, Teacher Education and Practice. Teachers College Record, Volume 111: Issue 1: pp. 180-213; Piscatelli, J & Lee, C. (2011). State policies on school climate and bully prevention efforts: Challenges and opportunities for deepening state policy support for safe and civil schools. National school climate center (July 2011). Available at: http://schoolclimate.org/climate/policy.php 30 http://www.edweek.org/ew/qc/2013/school-climate-gauging-attitudes.html 31 U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights. (2012). Revealing new truths about our nation’s schools. Retrieved from: ocrdata.ed.gov/ 32 Mental Health America: http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/recognizing-mental-health-problems-children; see also the National Institute for Mental Health: http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml; Kids Counsel 33 Kapphahn, C., Morreale, M., et. al. (2006). Financing mental health services for adolescents: A position paper of the society for adolescent medicine. Journal of Adolescent Health 39, 456-458. 27
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disorders and social impairments.34 This is an area of concern for schools, and maintaining policies that promote school safety and discipline while at the same time fostering a climate that is conducive to healthy social and emotional learning for all students, especially those classified as being emotionally disturbed or with mental health issues, is a delicate balancing act. Whether it be adequate training for teachers and educators, a reevaluation of administrative policies, or a closer look at the diagnostics and treatment for children classified as being emotionally disturbed or with mental health issues, a large body of literature makes it clear that more support is needed and in a climate of increasing accountability for educators, the critical influence of children’s mental and emotional health on successful student outcomes is beginning to receive more noteworthy attention.



Family Engagement In many ways, school climate and family engagement research go hand in hand, spotlighting the important role that relationships and environmental factors play in fostering successful student outcomes. Both school climate and family engagement strategies aim to increase student learning and achievement, enhance school connectedness and relationships and create safe, welcoming environments in their learning communities. Family, School, and Community Engagement (FSCE), like school climate, is a popular, and well-researched area of focus. Many researchers, policy-makers, and administrators recognize the role that effective FSCE initiatives can play in fostering more successful outcomes for students of all abilities and backgrounds.35 According to the National Policy Forum for FSCE, “effective family and community engagement emphasizes shared responsibility and opportunities to support children’s learning from cradle to career in the home, school, and community.”36 While this support is important for children of all backgrounds, it is critically important for children with special needs who often require a much greater degree of parental engagement and advocacy than the general education students. Parents of students with disabilities are in an entitled position that demands a high understanding of the specialized laws, language, and supports governing special education. IDEA legally requires schools to provide parents with the opportunity to participate on many different levels (school selection decisions, IEP team meetings, evaluation meetings, etc.). 37 Findings in the field of FSCE research stress the value of strong communication skills and collaborative partnerships between educators and parents while working towards providing successful outcomes for students with disabilities.38 Interaction with the community can play a tremendously important role in cultivating these partnerships by helping families obtain the resources, skills, and knowledge they need in fulfilling these critical roles Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2010). U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Mental Health, United States, 2008.; See also: http://www.kidscounsel.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/webBlind-Spot-Mar2013.pdf; Vannest, K.J., Temple-Harvey, K. K. & Mason, B.A. (2009). Adequate yearly progress for students with emotional and behavioral disorders through research-based practice. Preventing School Failure, 53(2), 73.; Rive, A., Coiro, M. J., Broitman, M., Colantuoni, E., Hurley, K., BrandeenRoche, K., & Miranda, J. (2009). Mental health of children of low-income depressed mothers: Influences of parenting, family environment and rates. Psychiatric Services, 60(3).; Lipman, E., Georgiades, K., & Boyle, M. (2011). Young adult outcomes of children born to teen mothers: Effects of being born during their teen or later years. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 50(3).; M. Goldschmidt, L., Willford, J., Leech, S., Larkby, C., & Day, N. (2009). Body size and intelligence in 6-year-olds: Are offspring of teenage mothers at risk? Maternal Child Health Journal, 13(6), 847 35 Fege, A. (2006). Getting Ruby a quality public education: Forty-two years of building the demand for quality public schools through parental and public involvement. Harvard Education Review, 76(4), 570-586; Henderson, A. and Mapp, K. (2002). A new wave of evidence: The impact of school, family, and community connections on student achievement. Austin, TX: SEDL. 36 http://www.nationalpirc.org/engagement_forum/ 37 IDEA Sec. 300.501: Opportunity to examine records; parent participation in meetings. Retrieved from: http://idea.ed.gov/explore/view/p/,root,regs,300,E,300%252E501, 38 See Perry and Associates, Inc. publication on FSCE - Sullivan, E. R. (2013). Dodging the whodunnit: Broadening an understanding of successful family, school, and community engagement strategies. New York, NY: Perry and Associates, Inc.; www.perryandassociatesinc.com 34
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as partners, advocates, and analysts in Special Education. There are many community-based groups that work to ensure that parents have the resources and the skills they need to fulfill their roles as child advocates. And when communication seems to break down, community-based organizations can also play central roles in helping to mediate conflict resolutions between educators and families.



Graduation and Post-Graduation Transitions The importance of setting goals for graduation and beyond is clearly marked, not just in the literature, but also in the laws governing special education. The IDEA required the implementation of transition assessment to develop postsecondary goals. According to Sec 300.43(a), Transition services means a coordinated set of activities for a child with a disability that (1) is designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is focused on improving the academic and functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the child’s movement from school to post-school activities, including postsecondary education, vocational education, integrated employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation; (2) is based on the individual child’s needs taking into account the child’s strengths, preferences, and interests.39 These approaches show promising results for students with intensive behavior challenges, yet not all students receive the care they need. According to one 2006 study from the Journal of Adolescent Health, among adolescents with mental health needs, 70 percent do not receive the treatment they need.40 The Southern Poverty Law Center also found that up to 85 percent of children in juvenile detention facilities have disabilities that make them eligible for special education services, yet only 37 percent of these children were receiving any kind of services in their school.41 It is common knowledge that untreated mental health issues may lead to poor school performance, school dropout, strained relationships, involvement with the child welfare or juvenile justice systems, substance abuse, and engagement in risky sexual behaviors. 42 This is evidenced by the disproportionate number of students with disabilities that drop out of high school, particularly those diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD): the dropout rate for high school youth with EBD exceeds 50 percent, and many youth with EBD display extremely poor post-school social and economic outcomes, including difficulty with employment, high rates of criminality, and substance abuse.43



IDEA 2004 Sec 300.43(a) Chandra, A., & Minkovitz, C.S. (2006). Stigma starts early: Gender differences in teen willingness to use mental health services. Journal of adolescent health 38, 754e.1-754e8. 41 Southern Poverty Law Center. (2007). SPLC launches “School to prison reform project” to help at-risk children get special education services, avoid incarceration. www.splcenter.org/get-informed/news/splc-launches-school-to-prison-reform-project-to-help-at-risk-childrenget-special 42 Kapphahn, C., Morreale, M., et. al. (2006). Financing mental health services for adolescents: A position paper of the society for adolescent medicine. Journal of Adolescent Health 39, 456-458. 43 31st Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2009: www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/osep/2009/parts-b-c/31st-idea-arc.doc. See also: Bullis & cheney, 1999; Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Greenbaum, et. al. 1996; Thurlow, et. al., 2002; Quinn, 2004 39 40
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FREQUENTLY USED PRACTICES



Three popular practices were cited frequently during our review. The three have clearly made their mark in the literature on special education. These practices are Integrated Co-Teaching (ICT), Response to Intervention (RTI), and Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS). Integrated Co-Teaching (ICT) classrooms include students with and without disabilities and have two teachers, a general education teacher and a special education teacher, who work together throughout the day to adapt and modify instruction and make sure the entire class has access to the general education curriculum.44 Research on co-teaching is very difficult to conduct in a way that informs practice, for many reasons. For example, definitions of co-teaching roles vary, random assignment of teaching partners is very difficult, and matched samples are not actually possible because groups of students and teachers are not sufficiently “alike”. As a result, co-teaching is not a phenomenon that lends itself to precise investigation, and validation research is not readily available. 45 Since 2001, and given the increasing popularity of ICT, the research base has certainly grown, but researchers are still cautiously optimistic moving forward. In one recent study, 32 qualitative investigations of co-teaching in inclusive classrooms were included in a meta-synthesis employing qualitative research integration techniques. It was concluded that co-teachers generally supported co-teaching, although a number of important needs were identified, including planning time, adequate training, and teacher compatibility; many of these needs were linked to administrative support. Ultimately, the researchers call attention to the persistent gaps between what the literature on ICT recommends and what was being observed in the schools. For example, techniques often recommended for special education teachers, such as peer mediation, strategy instruction, mnemonics, and training of study skills, self-advocacy skills, and self-monitoring, were not observed very often. The researchers’ findings also revealed that the dominant co-teaching role was “one teach, one assist” (the special education teacher was often observed to play a subordinate role) in classrooms characterized by traditional instruction, despite the fact that this method is not highly recommended in the literature.46 ICT, when implemented successfully, can have tremendous benefits for the classroom. In the above mentioned research study, participants reported benefits for students both with and without disabilities as well as for the coteachers themselves. These perceived benefits included greater cooperation between students; greater attention being paid to all students; positive peer models for students with disabilities in an inclusive setting; and teachers often reported increased competence in their colleague’s areas of expertise.47 Response to Intervention (RTI) is another popular practice that holds particular benefits for students both with and without disabilities. Chiefly implemented in elementary and middle schools, RTI seeks to provide intensive, early intervention to children who are having difficulty learning. The expectation is that RTI will reduce the inappropriate placement of students into special education when perhaps all they need is some extra support to get back on track. RTI is also described as having the potential benefit of reducing the disproportionality of culturally and linguistically diverse students in special education.48 This is due in large part to its reliance on a system of progress http://schools.nyc.gov/Academics/SpecialEducation/programs/environment/ict.htm Espin, C., Shin, J., & Busch, T. (2000). Formative evaluation. Current Practice Alerts, 3 1-4, Retrieved from: http://TeachingLD.org/alerts. 46 Mastropieri, M.A., McDuffie, K.A., & Scruggs, T.E. (2007). Co-teaching in inclusive classrooms: A metasynthesis of qualitative research. Exceptional Children 73(4), 392-416. Accessed online at: http://ncipp.education.ufl.edu/files_26/Scrugg_2007.pdf 47 ibid. 48 New Directions in Research (2006); http://www.rti4success.org/resource/rti-and-disproportionate-representation-annotated-bibliography; Burns, M.K., Jacob, S., Wagner, A.R. Ethical and legal issues associated with using response-to-intervention to assess learning disabilities. 44 45



22



monitoring that is based on hard evidence, leaving less room for personal bias in the evaluation process. According to the Center on Response to Intervention at American Institutes for Research, this data-based decision making makes up one of the four essential components of an RTI framework. The other three components implement universal screening, progress monitoring, and multi-level or multi-tier systems.49 Like many other emerging interventions and practices in special education, researchers have lingering concerns with regards to RTI. Based on one review of available research, two obvious potential problems that the researchers identify are (1) the teacher may be providing instruction in an area where they have not been sufficiently trained, or (2) the interventions designed by the teacher or the school specialists may be ineffective. Furthermore, with the bulk of RTI studies, the interventions are either conducted by well-trained research personnel, or teachers receive continued support and guidance as they proceed through the process. Therefore, researchers warn that as RTI is increasingly implemented, these same conditions will not necessarily be in place. Like many other interventions, in order to be successful, researchers caution that teachers must be well prepared and need consistent support to implement RTI.50 Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is another popular decision making framework that helps guide suggested behavioral practices for improving student outcomes. Like many of the other popular practices, PBIS places heavy emphasis on the use of data-driven problem solving and the implementation of science based behavior and academic interventions and supports. According to the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) Technical Assistance Center on PBIS, school-wide PBIS emphasizes four integrated elements: (1) data for decision making, (2) measurable outcomes supported and evaluated by data; (3) practices with evidence that these outcomes are achievable, and (4) systems that efficiently and effectively support implementation of these practices.51 While most researchers agree that school-wide PBIS is in its infancy, the early results lend themselves to a growing body of support, particularly for children with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) or other mental health issues.52 Despite this support, researchers caution that like the above-mentioned interventions, the efficacy of PBIS depends on the level of training and support that its facilitators receive, as well as the validity of the data that are informing the whole system.



http://www.rti4success.org/essential-components-rti Gersten, R. & Dimino, J. A. (2006). RTI (Response to Intervention): Rethinking special education for students with reading difficulties (yet again). Reading research quarterly 41(1), 99-108. 51 http://www.pbis.org 52 Kutash, K.,Duchnowski, A., & Lynn, N. (2006). School-based Mental Health: An Empirical Guild for Decision-makers.The Research and Training Center for Children’s Mental Health, Florida Mental Health Institute, University of South Florida 49 50
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CONCLUSION



Moving forward, it is important to call attention to the potential disconnects that can occur between the promising interventions in research, policy, and practice. Popular practices like ICT, RTI, and PBIS are often directed by experts in the field of research, and thus show promising results. Without the proper support and training, these practices are not always as effective as the research indicates, and realistically, teachers have varying degrees of aptitude and interest in carrying out these interventions and monitoring their progress.53 There is no one-size-fits-all solution that will work for every student with special needs; interventions must be tailored to meet the individual needs of each student. But on a broader level, we sought to provide an overview of the critical areas of focus in special education, in order to provide more insight into the frequently used practices and methodologies framing this field. Many overlapping trends and common threads are weaved throughout, highlighting the popularity of methods that: (1) are highly individualized - tailoring goals and interventions to best fit the abilities and the needs of each student; (2) are data-driven - evaluating progress and making smart decisions based on hard evidence, with the earliest means of intervention possible; (3) engage high levels of teacher support and training - ensuring that teachers are equipped with the knowledge and tools they need to be successful; (4) are collaborative - emphasizing team-based efforts and strong communication skills among school members and families; and (5) are connected to the community - focusing on strengthening relationships and supporting students and families of all abilities, races, and socioeconomic backgrounds. The literature also points towards some critical areas of focus that are perhaps not addressed satisfactorily in practice, but are flagged heavily in research. One such area concerns the need for adequate systems of mental health evaluation and treatment for students. As previously mentioned, students classified as emotionally disturbed or with other mental health issues are far more likely than others to drop out of school and engage in risky or disruptive behavior both inside and outside of school, and teachers often feel like they are lacking support they need to handle behavior issues in their classrooms. Another similar area underscores the need for more programs directed towards social justice advocacy, not only targeting students with special needs, but also recognizing the disproportionate representation of minorities and low-income children in special education, and working to provide equitable and effective evaluations, interventions, and solutions to behavioral challenges.



Gersten, R. & Dimino, J. A. (2006). RTI (Response to Intervention): Rethinking special education for students with reading difficulties (yet again). Reading research quarterly 41(1), 99-108. 53
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PART TWO:



FINDINGS
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CONTEXTUAL THEMES



Context matters. Public schools are in different places on their journey to serve students’ needs and raise achievement within an ever-changing reform landscape. Successfully implementing and integrating system-wide education reform can be challenging. Nevertheless, some schools are succeeding at providing a high-quality education for all children, including students with disabilities; we refer to these schools as best practice schools. Best practice schools already have well developed comprehensive approaches to meeting students’ needs and our report findings aim to identify elements of what best practice schools do well under Special Education Reform in New York City wherever they are in their journey. Findings from best practice schools highlight the hierarchical, nested and interconnected nature of good schools and schooling. That is, the flow of resources and activities from the district to the school to the classroom to the individual student matters for optimal teaching and learning. Best practice schools have a deep commitment to the principles of Reform and inclusion and maintain practice in line with policies which, when well designed and integrated, support all students’ learning. At the broadest level, this includes:  An academic and cultural school environment characterized by high expectations of achievement, strategic partnerships and caring and productive relationships;  A professional community characterized by strong leadership, collegial community of teachers and staff with sustained, coherent and collaborative professional development  A school structure characterized by physical, emotional and academic safety so students can focus on learning.  Budget, materials and staffing allocations characterized by increased transparency, efficiency and equity, with improved support and ‘liaison functions” from the central office.  Excellence in teaching and learning characterized by a focus on curriculum and instruction with high expectations, constructive interventions and feedback with parent involvement, accountability and assistance when needed. This introductory segment sets the stage for understanding the report findings.



In best practice schools the character of school life is enthusiastic and engaging, not demoralizing or disillusioning. Best practice schools have strong leadership that foster a positive school-wide culture with culturally competent staff. Staff promote a positive school-wide culture by focusing on academics as well as students’ social/emotional needs and expectations. Teachers are fair and create academically and emotionally safe learning climates with high and clear expectations about academics and behavior so every student can reach their personal best. Adults in the school care about student learning as well as about students as individuals. Teachers are respectful and sensitive to race and class inequities, empowering them to better identify students’ needs and potential. Further, school staff are culturally competent. That is, they address race and class openly, manage dynamics of difference in the school and keep open lines of communication with students, families and the communities they serve. Teachers can’t create a positive school-wide culture alone. School culture is strongly influenced by the philosophies and policies of school leadership.
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Best practice schools prioritize high quality teaching and instruction and school leaders find ways to deliver it. Best practice schools recognize that flexible and relevant instruction leads to better student outcomes. The quality of outcomes for any school is, in part, based on the quality of the instruction that its teachers deliver. Leaders in best practice schools understand which interventions and strategies are effective in achieving this – targeted professional development focused on classroom practice, collaborative staff and teacher trainings, curricular coherence, development of stronger school leaders, and opportunities for teachers to learn from each other – and have found creative ways to deliver these.



Best practice schools set high expectations for what each child should achieve and then monitor performance against these expectations, intervening whenever they are not met. Getting the right people to become teachers and developing them into effective instructors gives schools the capacity they need to deliver appropriate, targeted and differentiated instruction that leads to improved outcomes. Schools that are successful with students with disabilities go further. They use strategic staffing assignments that make the most of individual’s strengths and weaknesses and put in place processes designed to ensure that every child is able to benefit from this increased capacity.



Best practice schools integrate data into the school improvement process. Data on student progress, gathered and used regularly is understood by best practice schools as an empowering tool for school staff. Data provides information that guides decisions about instruction, curriculum and programming. Data-driven assessment, analysis, and action are deeply embedded in the school's culture and a top priority for better student achievement and school-wide improvement. Student achievement data by demographic, racial groups and ability groups provides an opportunity to reflect on institutional policies and practices that may unintentionally perpetuate differential achievement patterns of different student groups. In this way, best practice schools bridge policy and practice.



Best practice schools are managing the challenging trend toward increasingly decentralized school funding, driven by student enrollment. State and local school funding is driven less and less by local resources. Increasingly, school funding is attached to students and given directly to the school in which the child enrolls. The New York City Department of Education has adopted a student-based budgeting framework. Principals in best practice schools understand that funding levels vary according to the child’s needs and can be spent flexibly. These principals are savvy at weighing inputs, programs, activities and staffing with results. They often customize educational services and by design are more transparent about their funding practices. The way in which best practice schools have done these things varies somewhat, but these schools demonstrate that successful Reform implementation and improved student outcomes is both challenging and achievable. Context, culture, school leadership, the quality of teachers and instruction determine point of departure and the course each school takes towards successful Reform.



27



FINDINGS



Interventions and IEPs  Finding 1: At best practice schools, students in need of extra help are identified and provided intervention services - within a systemic process that prioritizes meaningful, collaborative strategies among school staff - before referring students to be evaluated for special education services. Schools that speak confidently about their ability to meet student needs and specify their methods for doing so emphasize the importance of utilizing interventions, specifically in a format referred to as Response to Intervention (RtI). In New York City, all schools are mandated to have an RtI structure in place that meets the minimal qualifications of the Regents policy framework, specifically in regards to literacy in grades K-4.54 New York State regulations define RtI as a school district's process to determine if a student responds to scientific, research-based instruction.55 It is a school-wide system of organizing instruction and support resources to deliver high quality instruction to meet the diverse needs of learners. Reading in the early grades is a primary focus of the RtI process, however, data-based decision making and the principles of RtI can apply to other content areas and behavioral issues that impact learning.56 The use of interventions can also refer to the provision of Academic Intervention Services (AIS). According to New York State regulations, all students, including those with IEPs, are entitled to AIS if they score below grade level on any State assessment. Thus, in addition to a robust RtI process and implementation of strong IEP objectives that are well-matched to student needs, AIS must be provided. AIS overlaps with RtI in that it provides targeted research-based interventions that rely on diagnostic assessment and ongoing progress monitoring. In schools that appear to be doing this well, interviewees describe various aspects of their approach to interventions and applications of the RtI framework, including the system’s tiered structure, behavior management, and parental engagement, which is elaborated on in Finding 9. This statement from an elementary school RtI coach illustrates the approach taken by some best practice schools that utilize interventions. “There are some students who have struggled who do have a learning disability and haven’t gotten the services…my goal is to make sure that student gets whatever they need. For some, it is a referral, they need an IEP. For others, it’s just you need a little bit more focused instruction… (special education) got to be a dumping ground with Latino and mostly black boys. It got to be (defined as) a behavior problem. With the Reform, somebody started to say…special education is not about student that have behavior problems…RtI was a great step in between…it makes sure that students that are referred to special ed are referred there because they have a learning disability, and not because they haven’t been taught.” This notes that proper student placement does not just mean focusing on the level of restrictiveness, but rather ensuring that services are appropriately targeted for the benefit of the student. Interviewees describe RtI as a helpful tool for providing targeted services, but are also able to move forward with a referral when necessary. April 2008 NYSED Field Memo. http://www.nysrti.org/docs/April-2008-RtI-Field-Memo.pdf New York State Response to Intervention Technical Assistance Center. www.nysrti.org 56 Response to Intervention Guidance for New York State School Districts. October 2010. The University of the State of New York and the State Education Department. http://www.p12.nysed.gov/specialed/RTI/guidanceoct10.pdf 54
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Structure of RtI The tiered interventions process that takes place between noticing a student may need additional help and referring the student to be evaluated is described by the New York State Response to Intervention Technical Assistance Center (NYS RtI TAC) as follows.57 Best Practice schools used some or all of these practices in following this structure. Tier 1: Core Instruction – Core instruction or primary intervention intended for all students in the general education classroom. Tier 2: Core Instruction + Supplemental Intervention – Secondary intervention intended for 10 – 15% of students who are not making adequate progress with core instruction at Tier 1. Tier 3: Core Instruction + Customized Intervention – Tertiary intervention intended for about 1 – 5% of students who are not responding to instruction at Tiers 1 and 2. Teachers work collaboratively with service providers to adjust teaching methods when a student is struggling. As an elementary school special education coordinator describes, “The teacher will bring work samples and whatever data she has on the student and we discuss what can be done as a Tier One intervention. Perhaps the OT might say, I can give you a grip that might help on her pencil...or we might also say, why don’t you use the Headsprouts program to help her with this, if it’s strictly decoding. We might have one of the paras go in who’s trained in Great Leaps reading program…those things are tried.” “I do go into the classrooms and I do help the teachers with proven referral strategies that they can attempt in the classroom…We refer to the pre-intervention manual as our guide to help the teachers,” says an elementary school social worker. Teachers are also held accountable for this step: “In order to be referred to services, first there has to be an attempt at remediation, a documented attempt at remediation, over a six week period of time by the teacher,” says an elementary school guidance counselor. “We can prove and show X amount of weeks we’ve worked with this child, and the process that we went through before we make that referral,” says an elementary school RtI coach. Regular staff meetings support the teacher’s efforts, and ensure that student progress is regularly discussed. “We (PPT) meet every week, and we really try to thoughtfully plan and project,” explains an elementary school principal. This is also made possible through multiple methods of knowing the student well including data tracking, classroom observation, talking to the student directly and regular team meetings. Finally, school staff carefully consider if the referral for an evaluation is in the student’s best interest. “The factors that we’re looking at, what is the referral question? Is it an appropriate referral? If a parent is in agreement and they want services, when I interview them, I have to get what is their concern, I have to break it down…why are we evaluating the child?” says an elementary school social worker. “ If it’s the teacher that’s seeing it we may not go as quickly because we just want to see is there really something that’s happening or should the teacher be doing something differently with their teaching?” says an elementary school assistant principal. Behavior Management and RtI Behavioral issues are often challenging, however, they can also be addressed positively through intervention methods. “There’s what we call natural consequences to the behavior…it’s not a punishment, because the child has a choice. So if you don’t do this, this is a natural consequence of what happens,” says an elementary school IEP 57
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coordinator. Another IEP coordinator at the same school says, “we would give feedback to teachers of some tasks they should do with the child before we decide…come back six weeks later and see how it worked. Especially with our children with behavior issues, putting them on a behavior plan, and making sure that plan is carried out.” A high school IEP coordinator says, “Sometimes I give behavior scales to teachers, if it’s a behavior issue. If it seems like an attention issue, I give scales for that for the parents.” A paraprofessional at a high school notes the impact of focusing on the strengths, rather than the weaknesses of a student while going through this process: “You’ll hear somebody say, ‘oh, well he’s the one that’s always trying to get out of class or never does his homework’…all of these negative things and in the past I know this student has only heard negative things, and he’s so bright. You need to compliment them, and he’d be beaming, because nobody says that to him.” “The function and the role of the school is letting the child feel it’s OK…we can work with it,” says another paraprofessional at an elementary school.  Finding 2: Best practice schools use the IEP as an active tool for documenting student progress and goals in real time, and treat it as supplemental to knowing the current status of students’ progress and needs. Schools that make the most of the IEP use this document to share up-to-date information about student progress and goals, and plan the students’ programming and curriculum accordingly. In this way, the IEP is considered a supplement to the central task of having constant discussion with the student, and about the student with school staff. This approach utilizes the IEP regularly and helps ensure its accuracy, but also considers the document secondary to the importance of knowing the child directly. As a high school assistant principal puts it, “making sure that their IEP goals are aligned to what’s actually happening and being taught in the classrooms where they can be tested and measured by the classroom teacher is really important.” Schools that take this approach to the IEP are confident in their success with programming for students with disabilities. “I think our school programs are put together in a way that meet the students’ needs…I don’t think we create programs specifically just looking at IEPs…an IEP is a year old at any given time. And a child’s learning moves so much more quickly, and in a much more sophisticated way, than that paper trail can follow…So I think what’s more important to me is that teachers are talking about students, that they’re communicating with their special ed teachers, that we’re constantly looking at student performance, and making sure we’re providing the supports for them to meet the goals,” explains a secondary school assistant principal. This translates into a constant reevaluation and placement process called flexible scheduling, targeting services throughout the day. “A student is operating so well in the SETSS class, and now we can move back in the general education population with assistance. We can’t throw them back into the deep end, it doesn’t work, so with any of the assistance that we have there that’s helping to make that child successful, emotionally, physically, spiritually, the gamut,” says a middle school IEP coordinator. Importantly, this strategy is also accompanied by a meaningful look at the importance of transitions. Service provisions that are offered according to a sophisticated review of the IEP acknowledge the importance of appropriate transitional supports for LRE. A high school assistant principal explains, “You look at an IEP, and if their review was much, much earlier in the year, at this point maybe they can make a change…but we still try to make sure that we manage to get the kids transitioned from one service to the next.”
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Curriculum and Instruction  Finding 3: Best practice schools demonstrate a deep understanding of, and focus on, the elements of the instructional core and rigorous curriculum. Interviewees are thoughtful about explaining the process of teaching and learning through the lens of what researchers identify as instructional core58 - which is the relationships between and among teachers, students, content and the instructional task.



STUDENT



TASK CONTENT



TEACHER



Starting with the content, principals and teachers alike define rigorous academic curriculum as material that incorporates Common Core Standards and prepares students for Regents examinations. Interviews are rich in descriptions of the experiences of administrators, general education and special education teachers teaching students with disabilities. At the high school level, access to the Regents curriculum and success on the Regents exam is the measure of effective instruction. As a special education teacher explains “… we definitely do differentiate, but … the Regents is what it is and it is just very hard to veer away from that.” At other school levels, often interviewees equate rigorous instruction with efforts to implement the new Common Core standards. While the new standards and curriculum require teachers to change their content and practices, teachers recognize the benefits for students and themselves. One general education teacher says “[it] is more enjoyable as a teacher. I’ve had a challenging year but … I’m not so bored because it is a better curriculum.” General education teachers with specific content knowledge, who are familiar with the Common Core Standards, are considered to be the best qualified to teach to high standards. An assistant principal explains “… [after reviewing the data] what we noticed is that a lot of the students in the self-contained classes tended not to make it through the four-years, or they really had a hard time just passing the Regents or the RCT. So then the question was why do you think that’s happening? The obvious answer is … the students have to sit for these specialized exams and they need a specialist to teach them. The specialist is the general education teacher. It is not going to Cohen, D.K. & Ball, D.L. (June, 1999) Instruction, capacity and improvement. CPRE Research Report Series, RR-43, Consortium for Policy Research in Education, University of Pennsylvania, Graduate School of Education. 58
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be the special education teacher.” Both Phase One schools and Best Practice schools provide students with disabilities increased access to rigorous curriculum in well-designed ICT classes. In addition to knowing the content, interviewees recognize the importance of teachers using data and making choices about the programs and activities that address the learning needs of students. In one school, teachers tried a program that was introduced through professional development. The principal explains that there was sufficient interest in the program that “we chose three classroom teachers who agreed [to pilot the program]. They modeled and co-taught the lessons to help teachers understand how to utilize the program. We presented the data at the end of the year … We explained where the students were at mid-year and where they were at the end. There was overwhelming evidence that it was successful in support of the students. And so therefore, this year we required that all kindergarten teachers introduce [the program].”  Finding 4: Best practice school teachers try, adopt and use an ever-expanding “toolkit” of instructional practices to meet the individual needs of students including data-based decision making, differentiation and grouping. Interviewees from all schools discuss the use of various instructional practices and strategies to reach students. Generally the practices and strategies, while not fundamentally different, are nuanced based on the school level, experiences with students with disabilities, teaching staff and student population. Nevertheless, there are two practices that almost all schools report using: data-based decision making and differentiation and grouping. In addition, best practices schools report building a toolkit of practices to prepare teachers to meet the needs of students. Data-based Decision Making Many interviewees describe the importance of using data and working in small groups to know students well in order to build relationships with students, and to select instructional strategies that lead to learning. Formative assessment data, which are most frequently mentioned by interviewees, are used to determine the strengths and needs of students and differentiate instruction. A UFT chapter leader explains “We definitely assess on a regular basis. And, we will look at our assessments to see where the students are, and based on our assessments we will do a variety of things. So maybe we will take two different groups for a lesson and do completely different lessons. Maybe we will take the same lesson and everybody will be in that lesson together but then once it is time to do independent work, we will meet with different groups. Sometimes it means pulling students aside individually to work with them if they don’t fit in with another group.” A general education teacher shares a different approach to data use. “I gather data … In the case of math, it’s mostly stuff that we are creating ourselves, or have borrowed from other schools in our math Network. But we use a lot of data to inform instruction – observational data, quick assessments, interviews, we video students a lot and watch small group lessons to see what worked and didn’t work and use that to inform the next [time]. It is a pretty recursive cycle.” Several schools describe the importance of monitoring student performance closely, and acting to support and/or advance students based on their performance. One school uses a case management approach to working with students. An assistant principal explains, “Something that we did two years ago was, instead of just having everyone put input in the SPED department when conducting an annual with the student, we now created an alpha list for the SPED department .. So each teacher is supposed to be the expert on those students, and it breaks down to … nine of twelve students per teacher, which is a very manageable number. The teacher stays with that student through four years so they get to know what their IEP says …” In addition to knowing their students’ IEP, teachers are expected to know whether their students are accessing the services provided for them. Teachers meet regularly 32



to compare notes about the learning style of their students and suggest teaching practices or adjustments in approaches. They offer suggestions and monitor students so that they do not “fall through the cracks.” Differentiation and Grouping Differentiating is often mentioned in tandem with grouping students. Some interviewees mention the importance of heterogeneous grouping so that students can learn from student role models. A special education coordinator explains, “If I want all of my students to strive for something else, there has to be something to strive for. You can’t forget there are students that are functioning on-level and there are students that are functioning way above level … If I want heterogeneous grouping to exist, I need to have higher level students in there and they need to be challenged too.” Knowing students is essential to using grouping successfully. “… there is a huge diversity of students in the class … [we group our students] strategically because we have a lot of honor students as well as students who really struggle. After spending the first couple of weeks of school really getting to know the students … we have made sure that we have a strong student at each table so that even though there is only two of us and there are nine or 10 different groups, I feel confident there is someone at each group can lead…” Grouping in classrooms happens heterogeneously and homogeneously based on the task and content. A general education teacher describes his class “… could be peer modeling through book clubs and math partnerships. It could be small groups. Sometimes a co-teacher will pull a smaller group and it could be mixed. It could be based on the work they are showing, or going over whatever they are missing.” Other teachers switch between homogeneous and heterogeneous grouping based on their purpose. A UFT chapter leader provides an example. “I taught a whole group the book. But what I am going to do next year is… little mini-book clubs. One can do [one piece], another group can do [another piece] another group can do [a third piece]. So you are actually having varied reading levels in the room, but they are all doing their little excerpts of their books and then learning how to write a memoir at the same time… I can mix and match the groups based on reading levels.” Students are assessed and placed accordingly throughout the school year. A general education teacher explains “…once the second, third trimester comes around, they will get tested … we will see how they perform in the class, and they will be switched around … [students are not placed in a class for a whole year. They are placed] based on their performance and how well they perform in class. And we like to challenge them. There will be some of them that do need help. But then we put them in regular classes where... some of them have flourished.” Another practice is to provide support to students in groups and individually for short periods of time outside of the classrooms based on their needs. Sometimes the grouping has an academic purpose when students cannot engage successfully in an activity with larger groups of students. A paraprofessional offers an example, “when we were having book clubs, it was very hard for him to sit and read the book. So my role in that instance was to take him out of class … I was reading the book and he was following along, and that is the only way he could get through that 225 page book. He was listening, he was absorbing, but to actually sit there and read those 20 pages at a time would have been an impossible task for him.” At other times the group has a purpose to support students so they can be successful in their classrooms. A special education teacher describes how he supports students. “… I work with them within the classroom. I work with them in smaller groups outside of the classroom, We talk about behavior plans, we talk about how they feel in the classroom. We talk about their self-esteem.” Other Strategies in the School Toolkit Interviewees describe a variety of instructional strategies and practices to improve student achievement. For some, the strategies and practices are among the “tools” they have acquired over time and use regularly. The strategies and practices are part of the school’s experience and are a valued part of the culture. For others, the newly
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adopted strategies and practices are a result of learning or inquiry into addressing the needs of students. The following are some that are most common across schools.         



Literacy strategies – depending on school and school level, interviewees mentioned critical reading, several reading programs, and vocabulary development including phonics and developing academic language; Use of visuals and graphic organizers to assist students access text and outline their writing, and on-line videos to deepen understanding of concepts and information in real-time; Push-in support services, including occupational therapy, rather than pulling students from their learning time; Scaffolding instruction to build incrementally upon student knowledge and understanding, including prereading, and emphasis on foundational skills; Support classes for students with disabilities to ease transition into more rigorous content courses, including from ICT to general education and advanced placement courses; Skill development, including organizational skills, that lead to greater independence; Double period algebra classes; Summer bridge programs to prepare students for entering high school; and Advisory periods during which students’ progress is monitored.



 Finding 5: Best practice schools highly value collaborative teaching arrangements. They prioritize preparation, adequate time and support to ensure that teachers can provide high quality instruction in ICT settings, which includes differentiated instruction for all students. Despite the enormous popularity of co-teaching in best practice schools, the topic of effective co-teaching and inclusive education when mainstreaming students with disabilities is not straightforward. In particular, navigating through the design and implementation of successful ICT arrangements is a constraint that impeded many Phase One schools from serving students successfully using this model. Co-teaching involves a general education teacher and a special education teacher, both teaching a set of heterogeneous group of students – both general education and special needs students – in a shared classroom. Our data reveal that best practice schools take care to strategize, plan and invest in co-teaching arrangements to ensure effective co-teaching. A general education teacher comments on her co-teaching experience, “I think there’s a very collaborative working environment here. So my co-teacher and I have worked together planning a lot. And I also have a lot of interaction with our counselors and deans and support staff.” A special education teacher provides an example of her collaboration with general education teachers, “I am neighbors with my sixth grade co-workers so that’s where I grab strategies from ELA teachers… My seventh grade teacher, I literally shadow her curriculum so I am using her charts and reading strategies, graphic organizers alongside her… then in 8th grade I do my own research but I am using reading and writing strategies that he is using.” Best practice schools prioritize cooperation, collaboration, flexibility and effective use of support staff. Administrators empower both general education and special education teachers by providing sufficient time, space and resources to build trust, increasing the likelihood that teachers will meet the varied needs of the students.
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A high school general education teacher shares, “the way I do co-teaching, there isn’t one of us that plans and one of us that worries about the special ed differentiation. You collaborate on trying to make sure that there are always multiple avenues for accessing the information for the special ed students and for our general ed students for making sure that there’s a way for visual learners to access the information, that there’s people who learn well through reading, that there’s something for them.” A prominent theme running throughout the interview data is that of differentiating instruction to meet individual student needs. For example, a high school teacher elaborates on this practice, “We differentiate instruction – not just because of the special ed students, but because we have students from varying backgrounds and, from reading levels from third to eleventh grade, all sitting in one class. So regardless of whether I have an ESL student, a special ed student or even a general student, everything is differentiated for each student.” A general education teacher offers the following example of taking the lead in organizing the content to address the multiple levels of students in her class. “I do it based on what I know about them as mathematicians. So we do a lot of assessment … that’s the information that drives small group planning. … I usually work with the top and the bottom so that if we have six groups … the teachers will work with the middle so that they can design one-mini lesson and tailor it up and down.” Similarly, an elementary school principal notes, “You will go into all of our ICT’s, and there is no understanding of who’s on what side of the classroom because we use lots of different models of teaching in there – parallel teaching, station teaching, co-teaching – the students are divided up according to needs, and therefore, there is mixed grouping to the extent possible.” Best practice schools focus on getting inclusion right. As part of an inclusive mindset, teachers’ content knowledge and instructional skills are prioritized in a professional community that encourages sharing of experiences, insights and expertise around how to best differentiate instruction to meet the needs of all students. An elementary school principal describes the importance of the collaborative nature of inclusion preparation, “…instruction is modified to the needs of those students. The teachers collaborate with planning, share materials, and plan lessons to the needs of the students. But our teachers will work with both general education and special education students.” Emphasis on differentiating instruction permeates some schools, and extends beyond the expectations for teachers in ICT classes or those working with students with disabilities. A UFT chapter leader explains, “We have a tremendous emphasis on differentiated instruction here in the school … even in our regular classes, we try to differentiate between the different levels of the students … in a special education setting or an ICT setting, it would just be magnified, the amount of different levels that you would have.” Teachers rely on having materials to accommodate reading levels that span several years. A general education teacher provides an example, “so, differentiated instruction [requires] lots of visuals, readings that might be different and also exposing all students to the different materials we have in class with the same concept. Getting the ideas across to them by different means is very important.” Teachers describe the benefits of planning for multiple levels of learners for their students and for themselves. “You have to be able to modify your lessons to meet the needs of all students in your class … if you don’t you are
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going to have half of the class that is not going to get anything. I basically became the best teacher I could be… without a doubt”



School Culture and Strategic Partnerships  Finding 6: There exists a school-wide belief that the entire school is responsible for all students. That is, best practice schools embrace a culture that embodies the idea “these are all our kids.” A supportive school culture emerged as one of the important factors shaping the practices integral to achieving successful inclusion. In schools where inclusion is done well, school staff understand, adopt and internalize the Reform’s core principle of inclusion with a team approach to improving the outcomes for students with disabilities and all students. This middle school teacher explains the school’s approach, “I feel like there’s been a nice, sort of, blurring of kids with IEP’s…generally looking at students individually and assessing their needs…but a more holistic approach to looking at a classroom with the students and figuring out how to use the adults and the resources that we have to best meet everybody’s needs.” A high school assistant principal describes the school culture: “…we have this culture, like these kids are our kids…whoever needs the guidance, or the extra support will get it regardless of their identification.” School staff collaborate with a shared sense of purpose and are welcomed as partners where they share a philosophy about inclusion for all. Special and general education teachers are integrated in the classroom with minimal hierarchy and equal levels of respect. “One of the things that we have always, always done here is that, for the most part, no one in that class knows who is special ed. The ICT teacher works with absolutely everyone because let me tell you something – we have just as many gen ed kids who need the resources that the special ed kid next to them needs. And that’s a fact. So that special ed teacher is the one who will be able to identify that, and be able to give them those resources,” explains a high school principal. Inclusive practices at best practice schools share a strong sense of community with the purpose of supporting every child according to their need whether the student has an IEP or not. A principal explains, “… the mission of our school is really to integrate a culturally diverse group of students academically, emotionally, socially and physically … that includes all children … we believe in never being satisfied in pursuit of excellence, that everybody has to participate in order for us to succeed… the belief is that for all of our general [education students], all of our special education students should be accessing the same curriculum.” The key to success for many best practice schools is to find the right balance between high expectations and support, and pushing students to their capacity.  Finding 7: Best practice schools seek expertise from District 75, Nest programs and community partnerships to enhance the knowledge of school staff pertaining to students’ disabilities and management techniques. A strong school wide inclusion philosophy motivates staff to seek out information and expertise when it is not available in house to fully meet the needs of their students. An elementary school principal says, “You can’t do this work alone. But you really have to believe that these children are entitled to the very best education that we can give them, and it’s not all right to foster them off to someone else because it’s too hard, or you don’t have the resources, or any of the above.” Another elementary school principal expands on this idea: “It makes it complex, but 36



it makes it exciting, because you just don’t know what’s keeping a child from being successful…it’s an intellectual enterprise…and then you put that teacher in there, and I want them to be a dog with a bone; I don’t want them to stop until that student is making progress with reading.” Such schools learn about cultural, pedagogical and behavioral structures to support the educational potential of their students with disabilities and organizations that surround them. Interviewees discuss the benefits of working with a District 75 school or Nest program housed in the same building: “There have been days where…I’ve been the (only) one to help a kid who’s in crisis…and a light bulb went off in my head…I’m living in a school of people that this is what they’re experts in, behavior,” recalls an elementary school principal, “so I walked down the hallway, and I always had a good relationship with the (District 75) principal, and I said, I need your help. I don’t know what to do, and she gave me this really good advice…it was just that thought that I wasn’t alone trying to figure this all out that was really very helpful.” Another elementary school principal says, “Nest program has made me a better principal, in addition to providing a quality education for children on the autism spectrum, the ASD Nest structure has improved the education of all students in my school. The best analogy I can give is this, the Nest program has acted like a big rock that is tossed into a pond. The excellent structures and strategies outlined in this program have spread to include the entire school community. From the team meeting structure, to the language and strategies of Nest, we are a better school because of the ASD Nest program.” This approach also translates into a holistic vision for the school and its students. The same principal also says, “We’re teaching children who will be future adults to be more tolerant and understanding…we work very hard here in this school to make sure that everyone understands that everybody’s different, and it’s all OK.” An elementary school guidance counselor describes how resources in the community are utilized: “Children with special needs very often have a combination of needs…there very often are emotional needs. For the last 25 years I’ve worked very closely with a child psychiatrist, local and excellent and we still work with him…he’s a quasi part of our school…There are kids who find school more difficult and more stressful because of their disability.” These administrators and staff look beyond the latest initiative to make the most of all the resources that they can find and use this information to inform their teaching and relationships with their students and families. The attention to detail and level of specificity with regards to better understanding students’ struggles through the creative use of external resources is laudable. Whether it involves attending lectures, reading books about executive function, or studying whether a lack of reading comprehension or working memory is interfering with a child’s ability read, their approach makes these schools better able to serve their students.  Finding 8: The schools that are the most successful at Reform implementation have created a strong professional community and school culture that acknowledges the importance of students’ racial and ethnic background. Interview data suggest that the organizational culture of schools has implications for student outcomes. Data provides important support for the claims that the organizational culture of schools is an essential element of successful Reform efforts. This high school principal comments, “…the social worker…she knows kids’ phone numbers. It’s a game we play sometimes, and we’ll name a name, and she’ll tell you what the kid’s phone number is, because she’s constantly calling the house for this, that…But it’s always been part of the culture of this school…and I try to push it…this is a friendly place, this is a warm place, this is an inviting place. Some kids need more nurturing, and they need a little more TLC and that’s something that I think that the teachers have all bought in to, the staff has all bought into…” 37



Strong school organization cultures have robust professional communities where teachers have a shared sense of purpose spearheaded by a visionary principal. A solid body of educational research suggests that the healthiest and most effective professional communities have a sense of trust, belonging, strong collaboration, continually develop professionally and take collective responsibility for students’ learning.59 In many ways, the characteristics listed are important elements in schools that are successful at implementing Reform and serving students with special needs. For example, school administrators, staff and teachers at best practice schools are conscious and explicit about issues of race and culture, not shying away from the reality that achievement differences by race exist. These schools do not discourage, but facilitate conversations about weighty topics, including race and class. “…I mean we have the luxury of just focusing on poverty….if you think about a school in Ohio that has like eight percent special ed, you know, 30 percent students of color, and a fairly traditional breakdown of SES…they’ve got to focus on enough. We actually have an advantage…we have an advantage in that all our students are needy...I also think we have a very high vision of our school. It’s unique, with the CTE,” says a high school principal. An important aspect of the school culture is that it promotes a clear, positive vision for the future and a shared focus on achievement with high expectations for all students. School staff address issues of inequity and race head on, which is critical for children in poor schools and communities. Interview data highlights the importance of a strong professional community in laying the groundwork for a safe, trusting and respectful space in which to have these conversations. Talking about race and educational inequality in a school can be difficult. Often, school staff and leadership express doubt and fear over raising matters of race and privilege and inequality and it is often the case that there needs to be a strong sense of trust and support for this to occur. A strong professional community with strong teacher-administrator and teacher-student relationships facilitates this critical dialogue. One school moved beyond surface level strategies of integrating diversity in the school. When asked about race, this elementary service provider noted, “…Oh, that’s always a big conversation, because I know the school is trying to increase diversity in the school. And I know that they do outreach into certain communities to attract families of color. Also socio-economic – you know that’s another area where they’re trying to have a more diverse group of people coming in. Because unfortunately the school is predominantly white – Caucasian…but I know the school is making a concerted effort to attract families because they want the school to reflect more of the community.” A special education teacher talks about staff diversity, “Teacher positions became vacant, which gave us the opportunity to take a look at hiring practices. And so we have a new committee…which is the undoing racism committee, and it's a committee of staff, or people who work here, who have gone to Undoing racism training.“ Racial and cultural barriers between students and teachers, for example, can present challenges as students adapt to school expectations, which can lead to inappropriate placements and impede positive student outcomes. This paraprofessional reflects on a cultural mismatch between students and teachers in the school: “Personally, I feel that some of our teachers can’t really relate to our students…I think we need more teachers that can relate to our students working in the school. Because I’ve noticed me and Tara, and actually all the paras are people – we’re ethnic, we’re people of color…and obviously, it is – that’s what our students are. So I feel that we can understand our students better, and they can understand us better. So it makes it easier for them to communicate with us, and build relationships. Like we’re talking about teachers that are coming from the suburbs, or Caucasian, compared to where we are all from the same neighborhood in a sense. So I think that’s a challenge, and I think that’s a difference, a huge one.”
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 Finding 9: Best practice schools embrace family-school-community engagement (FSCE). School staff are honest and collaborative with parents, and innovative strategies promote school-wide cultural awareness. Best practice schools firmly believe that understanding and appreciating the families, neighborhood, and cultures that surround their students is an integral part of knowing and teaching them well. This means strategically breaking down barriers that typically contribute to disengaged families, stereotypes, and stigmas when schools rely solely on parents to come to them. “We do a lot of outreach to the parents…we are part of a whole team,” says an elementary school social worker. “I always say that we have the trifecta. We have a great administration, great teachers, and great parents; all of those things are working together…you really have a learning community where people want to try new things, learn new things,” remarks an elementary school reading specialist. Parents are considered partners in their child’s education. When a student is identified for intervention services, the parents’ role throughout the process is considered key to its success, and communication about student progress is constant. An elementary school RTI coach says, “We have interim conversations with parents to let them know where their child is in this stage of RTI. So it’s nice for a parent to see, wow, your child’s in Tier two, and they’re going to be here for X amount of weeks, and here’s what we’re going to work on, and we assessed some of these areas, and they’re moving or they’re not moving…I think it gives parents a clearer sense as to the path that we’re going to take their child on.” At IEP meetings, parents feel that staff are not only thorough in reviewing their child’s progress and goals but also value their questions and concerns, intentionally inquiring about the parent’s unique perspective of the child’s home life to see if anything can be done differently. “They go over everything. They tell you the progress of your child, how they’re doing…they go over the goals that they’ve had in the past…what to expect, what their next goals are…if you have any questions, are they having difficulties at home, is there anything that you may think they need to work on,” says a middle school parent. School staff are clear with parents in defining their positions and raising awareness about services available both within and outside of the school. “I’m very honest with parents in terms of my role as a guidance counselor. I’m not a psychologist, I’m not a therapist, I’m not a psychiatrist. So if there’s bigger things going on that I feel need addressing, I will recommend outside counseling,” says a high school guidance counselor. “Educating the community is very important, and educating the parents early on in the year, saying ‘Yes, we have these services for your child. It might be something you want to explore if they’ve been identified.’ So that’s another part of the Reform. Letting the parents become educated on what it’s about is very important,” explains a high school general education teacher. “I feel like it’s my job to let them know, you have this resource out there. And you have this resource in the school…because sometimes they’re not even aware of what’s out there…I think my job is to empower them…let them know, you have options,” says another high school guidance counselor.
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Best practice schools often breach the limits of the classroom and school building to creatively involve staff in meaningful and effective family engagement. In one example, home visits are used as a strategy to make parents of diverse backgrounds feel more comfortable with school involvement. A social worker explains “We need to dig a little bit deeper. And the parent didn’t like coming to school…so we just went one day to visit them, and we sat in their kitchen and talked about some of these issues…when you have someone in your home, it talks about their willingness to work with you, and be there with you in that space, and in the end it was something positive.” Another social worker from the same school discusses the practice: “For a parent to come to the school, for some parents, it’s a threat, they don’t know much about the school system, and it’s scary, especially if they are immigrants who don’t speak English…and going to their house, it’s like we are now vulnerable to them, we are showing them, this is OK,” says an elementary school social worker. In regards to raising cultural awareness among staff an elementary school principal describes their partnership with a community based organization (CBO) working with teachers to improve home-school relationships and intentionally explore the teachers’ responsibility in that partnership. “What the group discovered along the way was that they had some ideas about the children in front of them, or not even – had no idea…for instance, many of our Mexican families are living tripled up in homes, and they didn’t really stop to think about the impact that has on student learning…many of our Arabic families who are Muslim, religion plays a really big role in that culture and boys and girls are not to touch, so what do we do when the kids are doing ballroom dancing?” In another program facilitated by a CBO, school staff are encouraged to understand their students’ everyday surroundings and again consider its impact on their lives and their learning. “A lot of our teachers do not live in XXX, they’re commuting in mostly from Park Slope or downtown Manhattan, very different neighborhoods, so we brought experts in from the cultures to speak to them (teachers) and group leaders each week left them with a challenge. Go out and take a walk around the neighborhood. What do you see? What are the resources for your families here? What are the supports they have? And now that you know that, how does that affect the way you are going to teach these children?”



Budget and System-Level Support  Finding 10: Best practice schools often have principals who find creative and innovative ways to meet their staffing needs, but most believe they have insufficient staff to fully support the programmatic and instructional needs of students with disabilities. Creating, monitoring and managing a budget is paramount to successful reform and overall school success. Budgetary decisions heavily influence teaching, learning, governance, relationships, reform efforts and student achievement. New York City has adopted a decentralized funding system, a student-based budgeting framework driven by student enrollment. In best practice schools, savvy principals stick to a budget as best they can while still 40



allowing for budget revision and flexibility in order to allocate resources where they are needed within the new funding model. This elementary school principal describes how he organizes monthly teacher and instructional staff planning time. For this principal, the allocation of staff, time, and money goes hand-in-hand with high levels of student performance, “…but this year, we wanted to give teachers the opportunity to make sure all of their units of study were, in fact, prepared properly before they began. So, this week, and part of next week, we brought in…six subs to handle…the second grade teachers, two in each class, ok, and that releases those six teachers to sit down for the day and work on the reading and writing components of the next unit of study. And that’s done through all of the grades, K through five. …at the end of unit two, we’ll get six subs in our rotating basis…to come in and help them prepare for unit three. So on and so forth, until you get to the end of the school year…” This strategy provides teachers with sufficient review and planning time with all grade level staff, and allows the principal control over staffing, substitute teacher expenses and creates a climate that values collaboration and sharing. He continues, “…so that funding will pay for all those subs to come in, because it costs approximately $155 a day to have a sub. So, we’re allocating, roughly a little over $930 for just that. So, we felt this was a better use of our funds…because it gets teachers together to plan, and it’s also team building.” High quality teaching is critical to the success of Special Education Reform and schools look for ways to manage the ever-increasing demand to provide it without undermining Reform. In one interview, an elementary school special education coordinator explains this challenge. “… We know what some of the children want or need. We don’t have those programs nor do we have the financial ability to implement those programs. So how can I as a school service those needs…with those children coming in on the spectrum and I just don’t have the facility, the manpower, the placement for them. So, we’re doing the best that we can and we’re helping fulfill their needs knowing that this is not the placement for them. So, if someone could help guide us in, ‘Gee, I think we need this type of program, how do I go about it,’ that would be great…knowing that there would be a financial obligation on the other side because all these programs that they have for children with those such needs cost a lot of money.” In some schools, supports to teach students with disabilities at high levels with their non-disabled peers are not where they need to be. School leaders may need additional support in figuring out how to better leverage their funding and staffing classrooms with qualified teachers. In spite of that, they find ways to make it work. This middle school special education teacher shares her thoughts about how Special Education Reform has had an impact on this issue in her school, “I think it has had an impact, because I think we are not staffed. We’re not able to service the children in everything that is needed, because of staffing, because we have to make it work for kids coming in…So if a kid comes in now in third grade who really needs a 12:1:1 class…, because that’s how they will learn best, we don’t have that program. Now will we make it work? Yes, we’ll make it work. We’ll have a teacher, we’ll have as many periods as we have available to go into that classroom to help. But that child is going to be in a classroom of XX or XX students, and that’s not the best environment for that student. But we don’t have that class, and we still have to make it work.”  Finding 11: Best practice schools receive adequate professional development, help with technical assistance and the use of data to monitor and improve student learning, but ask for more help with flexible programming. Networks were implemented to replace seemingly dysfunctional school districts and support principals by providing instructional and operational support. They are the line of communication between the central office and schools. Interactions between schools and Networks play a crucial role in Reform initiatives and influence Reform
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implementation in a variety of ways. As reported in the previous report, the flow and management about information pertaining to the Reform is provided to schools primarily through Networks. A parent describes how she got information about the Reform, “I was lucky enough to be on the School Leadership Team for the last two years, so we did have someone from the Network come and speak to us about the special education reform last year.” A high school principal was asked where he gets support for students with special needs, “Well, you know, we have a Network. We have point people that are…whose role is to support schools within the context of special ed.” Almost all schools have positive working relationships with their Network leaders, however, the texture of the relationships vary. For example, in almost all schools Networks provide regular professional development and feedback about professional practice. This led to deeper understanding of Reform and alternative methods of instruction within entire schools and school clusters. As a high school special education coordinator put it, “Well, our Network has some pretty good people, you know…they’ve been on us regarding…what’s coming up, what changes need to be made. And basically what I’ve come to understand is that it really requires a granular approach towards each kid.” An elementary school special education coordinator explains, “So whenever there is PBIS training that I go to and then there’s the special ed training, and if I don’t go we have a lead teacher for special ed and she goes…very helpful. You know, especially for someone like me who doesn’t have the special ed background…so that’s extremely helpful, but the PDs have been really good.“ Although most schools report receiving effective guidance with instructional strategies and technical support, in a few cases, support for effective staffing was insufficient. For example, a middle school principal explains his struggles with staffing, “Last year...they reduced us to four days, for both social worker and school psychologist. And this year we were reduced even further. So we are not in compliance with initial referrals, because the only way I’m going to get the services back is having that on record and documented. So, you know it's a catch -22. We’re still working to do the best for our students…I contact my Network. I have emails and memos to prove all my correspondence. Because I know I’m going to be out of compliance, I’m covering myself and my school community to make sure I’ve reached out for help. I’m yelling. Hey we’re drowning! We need help! ...So the bottom line is nothing can be done. That’s all that they’re telling me this year. Nothing can be done for this year.” Student placements and the kind of services students receive are decided by student IEP teams. However, the responsibility to find flexible ways to mix and match specialized instruction and services based on student needs falls under the purview of the principal. Many principals expressed frustrations about insufficient resources and guidance with flexible programming. “Here we do some flexible programming where we can. I’ve had students leave after the close date. So if they left, I don’t necessarily fill those seats; that gives me the flexibility to move a student….but again, budgetary, they might tell me in July, you need to fill every seat, because they’re going to see one vacancy,” says a middle school principal. This principal later adds, “I think nobody really was able to tell us how to do some flexible scheduling, especially in a school of our size…our students travel around in cohorts…that homeroom travels together, and that’s a challenge….and sometimes I’m like rearranging the whole program for one student here and another student there, and it severely limits our ability to move other things around….if anything could be done on a citywide level to address programming that would be a wonderful thing. And the Network has not been effective in that. Nobody at central can really do it.”
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 Finding 12: The effectiveness of Reform implementation is, in part, dependent on the relationship between the Network team and the Principal. Networks serve as facilitators of school change and reform implementation by offering an array of instructional and operational options designed to be responsive to individual school communities. This includes special education, attendance, student safety and school budgets. Some principals either evade Networks to their benefit or learn how to negotiate with Network teams within the system. This dynamic affects how Networks choose to spend funds and support schools and in turn how effective Principals and school administrators can be in their pursuit to uphold the requirements of the Reform. Most schools have strong working relationships with Networks and receive regular assistance and customized advice via workshops and help with data collection, SESIS and professional development trainings. This high school special education coordinator explains, “[Our Network] has given us a great amount of training. To the point where – we were trying to get into a couple of training sessions that they had, but sending our staff out all the time wasn’t a great idea, either. So, we reached out to them, and Donna and Tom60 have come and done individual training sessions here for our school, and for Facing History, and for Hospitality and Management…we’ve had a great amount of support from them regarding what we had to do.” A middle school assistant principal comments, “The staff here gets a lot of professional development. Teachers are going on professional development that’s been facilitated by our Network, that’s being facilitated by central DOE, or even Teachers College. So teachers get out a lot and get the professional development.” An elementary school IEP coordinator shared, “…because they are so busy with numbers, and compliance, and whatever. There’s really, very little professional training. They occasionally will throw us an email that there’s something somewhere. It usually costs money and its usually after-hours.…and I don’t think the teachers are trained. I think … they’re putting the cart before the horse.” All schools, and in particular principals, are required to problem solve and negotiate how to best support students with disabilities and their staff, but the success of these negotiations seems to be based on distinctive factors like the ability of a principal to creatively budget and manage politically sensitive relationships with Network leaders. Managing these relationships well is critical because Network teams provide resources, instructional and organizational support for special education. As this principal explains, “So budgetary wise, District 75 is more supportive and a little bit more generous because, you know, they were addressing more severely challenged students…So that is in fact a large juggling act in many respects because I’m dealing with a lot of different people still who don’t understand how my school is put together and all the different things it entails. So it creates a challenge in itself with that. Is it more work? Yes it is.” An elementary service provider notes, “I’m not sure that I fully understand it. But, I think the change in the school system, a change from districts to CFN’s has been detrimental to the running of the schools…I think the ambiguity of District 75…it’s caused a great hole in special ed services in the elementary schools…but I’m not a big fan of how the school system is structured.”
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CAUTIONARY CHALLENGES



Even best practice schools experience challenges seen in Phase One schools. Many school staff interviewed feel that an unanticipated increase of students with a wider range of disabilities that are more severe is the underlying cause of many of these challenges. In this section, we first identify themes that cut across our data on schools’ struggles, and then highlight areas of focus including budget constraints, engaging parents, and behavior management. Best practice schools have a strong sense of identity as defined by their internal school mission, external reputation, admission process and student body. Though they have adopted successful organizational strategies and contributed positively to student achievement, greater access for more students with more severe disabilities (through the Reform’s home zone provision) present a new struggle for schools. Consistent with the forthright communication style at best practice schools, all interviewees were very honest about the ways in which the Reform causes them complications. The self-reflective nature of best practice schools allows them to easily identify problems, creatively craft solutions, and confidently explain where gaps remain. Responses from best practice schools to increases in students with more severe disabilities varies. Most embrace the additional students but are conflicted when they lack resources to provide for their needs. Their dilemma is rooted in their desire to always move beyond technically fulfilling legal requirements to meet the needs of all students. Others are not accepting of students they are not accustomed to. This discrepancy in understanding the schools’ responsibility for taking ownership of all students illustrates the conflicting interpretations of DOE’s Reform message and lack of accountability for ensuring successful Reform implementation that prioritizes the student’s needs. Further, some schools feel pressured to change already successful practices to accommodate the Reform goals. Negative unintended consequences of a fragmented system include when schools are encouraged to craft and implement IEPs around schools’ availability, not students’ needs, and less than honest parent communication. These exemplify policies that may not be compatible and pull school staff in different directions. In this way, students are now granted access to their community school, but not allowed mobility to transfer when necessary. In considering how best practices can be shared system-wide, it is important both at the central and the school level to heed the following pitfalls and ongoing challenges.



Budget Constraints Best practice schools share the concerns heard from Phase One schools about their sense of inequity and the inadequacy of funding to fully implement the Reform. The school’s ability to match programs to the student’s best interest is still a point of great concern to schools. As we found in interviews with Phase One schools, the belief that the current per capita funding formula (previously restructured early on in the Reform) contributes to a reduction in services to students is widely held. Further, interviewees express similar doubts about whether saving money was the Reform’s real purpose. Many express an especially firm belief in the necessity of monitoring student progress constantly and placing supports accordingly. This approach is seen as particularly important during periods of transition such as the movement towards less restrictive class settings. When they fall short, school staff and administrators are very clear that IEPs are driven by what is available, not always what is needed. Interviewees perceive that this pressure to conform IEPs is attributed to the Reform’s compliance-oriented mindset, further perpetuated by Networks that lack practical advice for crafting effective programming solutions. 44



As a result of the Reform, interviewees describe higher levels of administrative involvement to align service provisions and budget allocations. Staff understand that the process has changed, requiring all services as dictated on the IEP to be provided in the school building. They express concern that their principals are held to an impossible requirement that negatively impacts the psychologists’ ability to conduct evaluations and make appropriate service recommendations.



Engaging Parents Ethical dilemmas about a perceived gap between available resources and appropriate programming carries over to the ways schools engage parents of students with disabilities. Best practice schools are accustomed to engaging parents in open discussion, going above and beyond to ensure they are partners in their child’s education and in the IEP process. However staff are not always confident in the proper support-level of students’ placements, given the constraints of perceived budget-strapped programming within their school buildings, where the Reform requires them to serve all students within their home zone. As a result, they are unclear and conflicted about how to communicate with the parents at IEP meetings and set realistic expectations Though this was also a concern in Phase One schools, this communications dilemma is emphasized further in best practice schools where practices recommended by the central administration appear them to conflict with their school philosophy. Psychologists, teachers, and administrators all express discomfort when services do not line up with students’ needs. Staff have to earn and maintain parents’ trust, so they need to be able to make recommendations based on students’ needs, not schools’ available services, and feel comfortable that the recommendations that they make can be implemented. School staff express genuine confusion about exactly what they should tell parents when they believe that resources are not properly aligned to programs. This concern is particularly acute for parents and students with diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Best practice schools understand that just providing a parent their legal rights is not enough. If they cannot understand and navigate the process, they will not be able to challenge it.



Behavior Management Best practice schools continue to struggle with students who have behavioral and emotional challenges. In some best practice schools, staff struggle to understand and define students’ behavioral challenges and effectively differentiate instruction for them. Concern about adequate training for teachers is also described, both in terms of classroom instruction and their expected role at staff team meetings. Teachers themselves also request more information about teaching students with a wide range of needs. In particular, they seek help to better understand a community that struggles with violence and substance abuse. Other best practice schools are concerned about increasing numbers of students with disabilities who don’t fit neatly into their discipline policy and potentially blemish the school’s reputation. In these schools, it is implied that school staff perceive a distinct difference between new students who are classified as emotionally disturbed and the majority of the general education population to whom they are accustomed. This contributes to an authoritative approach to behavior, low expectations for the student, and frustration with students’ families. The tendency for some to sympathize with the well-behaved students, while alienating and pushing out those that exhibit disruptive behavior is also evident. In these instances, the burden to change so that academic expectations are met falls on students, not staff. Some staff also doubt students’ placement in the school, and do not feel responsible for the issues that may arise. In these cases, some administrators focus on academic curriculum as a solution. Especially at the middle and high school levels, expectations for academic success can outweigh concern for students’ social and emotional needs. 45



As the Reform takes hold, the students in greatest need of emotional well-being seem to be continuously overlooked and treated separately. While practices around behavior management were not specifically a part of our selection criteria for all 15 schools, this reveals that schools with a good reputation and successful student achievement data can be prone to fighting inclusive measures because they prefer to enroll students that are already high performing and well behaved. Though strict procedures can be a successful element of behavior management, discipline devoid of best practices can ultimately push students further away rather than draw them in, especially within a competitive setting where students are expected to fend for themselves.
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PART THREE: RECOMMENDATIONS
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In this section, we put forth our recommendations for ways the city and schools can better serve students with disabilities. Craig Haas, a licensed special education administrator, once wrote, “Too often, special education is viewed as a place or static state, when the truth is that special education is a series of interventions, modifications, and accommodations afforded to students who are unable to access a curriculum under routine circumstances.” 61 Our recommendations are essential to understanding how teaching and administrative practices together form school-wide and system-wide structures conducive to better inclusive practices with higher performance for students with disabilities.



City Level Recommendation 1: We recommend that the DOE continue to expand the process for seeking out best practices among New York City public schools and make information about best practices accessible system wide. Information sharing should include reports made available centrally as well as hands on learning through professional development workshops and conferences. Further, learnings from best practices can be helpful in crafting policy and resource allocations that meet the needs of schools and guide schools in using their resources wisely. Recommendation 2: In the face of increased staffing needs due to the Reform, the DOE should increase efforts to partner with city agencies and workforce programs to tie the need for more related service providers to job seekers and training programs. The DOE should target additional funds to areas of the greatest need, including funds for more teachers, service providers, assistive technology, and data systems. This strategy should also include incentives for bringing highly qualified staff to low performing schools and hard-to-staff schools. Recommendation 3: The DOE’s support structure for schools must be defined by supportive, open, and transparent relationships between staff at both the school and the Network levels. Central office needs to increase and improve communication across relevant divisions and recognize when school-level policy is effective and sometimes get out of the way of those already doing great work. We also reiterate Recommendation 8 from our previous report62 which states that the Networks must uphold their responsibility to assist when administrators struggle to create quality programs for their students. Recommendation 4: The DOE should continue to expand the publicly available materials and practices clearinghouse that pools resources pertaining to understanding and educating students with various disabilities. This can include programs, practices, books, and articles. It should be publicly available and easily accessible to schools through a web-based portal. Sharing information internally across programs, between schools, and from community based organizations should be emphasized at the school-level. Recommendation 5: The DOE should expand support systems that enforce positive behavior strategies which incorporate the students’ social and emotional health alongside their academic growth. School staff must be given the tools to understand the classification of emotional disturbance and implement effective behavioral practices. DOE should provide schools with detailed information to better understand, classify, and monitor behavioral challenges for all students. Doing so should help ensure that students are not left behind in the movement towards less restrictive environments.



Craig Haas, 2013. Licensed Special Education Administrator, Edwards Middle School Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 61 62
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Recommendation 6: The DOE should facilitate and continue to provide supports for school-based professional development that clarifies what successful implementation of rigorous curriculum looks like. Professional development around the instructional core is necessary to ensure teachers have a deep understanding of the intersection between themselves, students, content, and the central task at hand. This should contribute to teachers’ ability to differentiate instruction and make rigorous curriculum accessible to improve student learning. This should also be applicable to a classroom with a group of students that has a wide range of needs. Recommendation 7: We reiterate Recommendation 16 from our previous report,63 which states that “funding mechanisms need to support schools in serving students well while reinforcing the Reform as a DOE priority.” Further, we repeat our recommendation that transition funding should be instituted in such a way as to both “incentivize Reform implementation while also ensuring that there are sufficient resources to provide students with needed support.”



School Level Recommendation 1: School leadership must put time, space and resources in place that foster collaborative exchanges, planning, and a commitment to policy goals amongst all members of the school community. This kind of collaboration and communication should lay the groundwork for all other practices, systems, and structures. The goal should be to build a professional community that encourages teamwork and student-centered planning. Recommendation 2: School staff must take a detailed and data driven approach to understanding each student’s strengths and weaknesses using the least restrictive appropriate setting. This applies to students who require intervention services (such as RTI) and those that already have an IEP. Regular team meetings, specific timelines, and shared knowledge among staff should all contribute to understanding students’ specific strengths and weaknesses, considering the least restrictive setting appropriate, and constantly monitoring progress to make adjustments accordingly. Recommendation 3: In building a strong sense of professional community, schools should be explicit in their exploration of race, culture and class in the classroom and throughout the school. Further, cultural awareness and family engagement should be emphasized as schools strive to develop trusting relationships with students and families rather than alienate them. School leaders should think through the possibilities as well as difficulties of explicitly addressing race and educational equity. This knowledge should pertain to the individual needs of each student, and schools should support the work of staff who address these issues successfully. Recommendation 4: Schools should be held accountable by first ensuring that the IEP matches the students’ needs, then checking for the provision of those services, evaluating that the services offered are of high quality, and lastly, monitoring student progress. Schools should not let compliance responsibilities solely define their work, funding allocations, and programming. Recommendation 5: Schools should look for ways to creatively repurpose existing resources to meet the needs of all students with disabilities. As we have learned from best practice schools, schools must think creatively about their existing resources. When schools receive new financial resources, they should also be aligned towards specific objectives and used strategically. In this way, schools should be creative and purposeful in regards to their budgetary planning. Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 63
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Recommendation 6: Parents’ input needs to be prioritized at IEP meetings and parents should be made aware of their right to bring someone who can help them. This recommendation from our previous report64 extends school-family engagement beyond the legal requirement of a parent’s signature on their child’s IEP to account for the spirit of the law. Parents should be provided thorough access to information and supports so they can effectively advocate for their child and be respected partners in this process. We also emphasize that parent advocates speak the parent’s home language and be familiar with the IEP process.



Perry and Associates, Inc. December 2013. Getting it Right: School-Level implementation of New York City Department of Education Special Education Reform. http://www.perryandassociatesinc.com/NYC-SpecEd-12-3-13_FINAL.pdf 64



50



QUANTITATIVE DATA



The following fourteen tables and descriptive analysis include data from four groups of schools: (1) All Phase One Schools refers to the 260 schools that participated in Phase One of the Reform in the 20112012 school year; (2) Comparison Schools refers to the non-Phase One public schools chosen by the DOE in the 2011-2012 school year for the purpose of statistical comparisons. The schools were selected on the basis of their student demographics and performance are similar to those of Phase One schools; (3) 25 Phase One Schools refers to the schools that participated in data collection for our last report, Getting it Right; and (4) 15 Best Practice schools refers to the schools that participated in data collection for this report. Tables 1 - 4 report data on all schools, Table 5 reports data on best practice schools, Tables 6-11 report data by elementary, middle and high schools, respectively, and Tables 12 through 14 report data on Graduation and Dropout Rates. Tables 1 and 3 are summary tables; they summarize all the quantitative data we received on students with disabilities for the 2011-12 and 2012-13 school years, with the exception of Graduation and Dropout data, which is summarized in Table 12.



** In 2012 New York City adopted Common Core Standards and administered new tests. These new tests are more rigorous, use different metrics than previous tests and provide a new and different baseline from which to judge student learning. Thus, we do not compare test score results from 2011-2012 with those from 2012-2013. For these reasons, test score results are displayed only and excluded from any further analysis.
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TABLE 1: DATA SUMMARY 2011-2012 All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 SwD Data1 All Phase One Phase One Schools Comparison Schools Demographics/Background Total Enrollment2 142,182 159,343 3 Total SwD 22,234 24,623 Percent SwD 16% 15% Percentage Students w/ IEPs Present 89% 89% Percentage Students w/ IEPs Absent 11% 11% Recommendations4 to LRE5 4620 4791 5 4 Percent LRE of Recommendations 67% 64% Recommendations4 to MRE6 2,301 2,654 6 4 Percent MRE of Recommendations 33% 36% Achievement Data** ELA and Math Exams SwD Tested Grade 3-8 ELA 2012 9,146 11,386 SwD Proficient Grade 3-8 ELA 2012 1,195 1,370 Percent SwD Proficient Grade 3-8 ELA 2012 13% 12% SwD Tested Grade 3-8 Math 2012 9,148 11,380 SwD Proficient Grade 3-8 Math 2012 2,790 3,233 Percent SwD Proficient Grade 3-8 Math 2012 30% 28%



25 Phase One Schools



15 Best Practice Schools



12,262 2,184 18% 90% 10% 441 67% 218 33%



10,086 1,611 16%



868 103 12% 867 251 29%



530 214 40.4% 530 315 59.4%



93.2% 6.8%



457 80% 114 20%



Regents Exams Comprehensive English Total SwD Taking 2012 Regents SwD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SwD Scoring 65 or greater on Regents Percent SwD passing Regents7



2,268 1,477 791 35%



2,390 1,522 868 36%



186 96 90 48%



177 66 111 63%



Integrated Algebra Total SwD Taking 2012 Regents SwD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SwD Scoring 65 or greater on Regents Percent SwD passing Regents7



3,889 2,869 1,020 26%



4,052 3,095 957 24%



327 203 124 38%



408 285 123 30.1%



This table contains data for elementary, middle, high, secondary, K-8, and K-12 schools. Data on enrollment is based on the Audited Register (AR) for October 31st, 2011. 3 Data on students with disabilities (SwD) was pulled from the Child Assistance Program (CAP) register data snapshot for 2011-12 pulled on August 2, 2012. 4 Includes reevaluations and triennial evaluations 5 Here LRE is defined as recommendations to a setting other than a self-contained setting for the majority of the school day. 6 Here MRE is defined as recommendations to a self-contained setting for the majority of the school day. 7 Although 65 is the pass rate for Regents exams for students w/o IEPs, more students with IEPs than are indicated here would have passed the Regents as a result of the different thresholds for students with IEPs. 1 2
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Table 2 includes 2011-2012 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations) from Table 1. These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:  



Daily attendance is roughly the same for all schools with the exception of best practice schools, where the daily attendance rate is considerably higher (93%). Best practice schools have the lowest percent of recommendations to the Most Restrictive Environment (MRE) (20%) and the highest percentage of recommendations to the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) (80%).



Table 2: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 SwD Data



All Schools 2011-2012 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 15 Best Practice Schools 50%



25 Phase One Schools All Phase One Schools



40%



Phase One Comparison Schools 30% 20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Recommendations



Percent MRE of all Recommendations
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TABLE 3: DATA SUMMARY 2012-2013 All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2012-2013 SwD Data1 All Phase One Phase One Schools Comparison Schools Demographics/Background Total Enrollment 129,327 156,733 Total SWD 22,741 27,374 Percent SWD 17.60% 17.50% Percentage of students with IEPs Present 87.5% 86.9% Percentage of students with IEPs Absent 12.5% 13.1% Number of Initial Referrals 2,201 2,414 Initial Referral Rate 1.7% 1.5% Recommendations2 to LRE3 4,883 5,006 3 2 Percent LRE of Recommendations 68% 65% Recommendations2 to MRE4 2,267 2,643 4 2 Percent MRE of Recommendations 32% 35% Achievement Data ELA and Math Exams SWD Tested Grade 3-8 ELA 2013 8,074 11,314 SWD Proficient Grade 3-8 ELA 2013 384 548 Percent SWD Proficient Grade 3-8 ELA 2013 4.8% 4.8% SWD Tested Grade 3-8 Math 2013 8,145 11,406 SWD Proficient Grade 3-8 Math 2013 657 881 Percent SWD Proficient Grade 3-8 Math 2013 8.1% 7.7% Regents Exams Comprehensive English Total SWD Taking 2013 Regents SWD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SWD Scoring Greater than or equal to 65 on Regents Percent SWD Passing Regents w/ 65 or higher5 Global History Total SWD Taking 2013 Regents SWD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SWD Scoring Greater than or equal to 65 on Regents Percent SWD Passing Regents w/ 65 or higher5



25 Phase One Schools



15 Best Practice Schools



12,876 2,509 19.50% 89.2% 10.8% 202 1.6% 553 69% 251 31%



10,878 2,110 19.40% 89.8% 10.2% 100 0.9% 454 79% 122 21%



944 45 4.8% 949 75 7.9%



553 76 13.7% 555 151 27.2%



1,939 1,188



2,214 1,394



166 93



158 68



751



820



73



90



38.7%



37.0%



44.0%



57.0%



2,224 1,567



2,058 1,435



202 115



191 109



657



623



87



82



29.5%



30.3%



43.1%



42.9%
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Integrated Algebra Total SWD Taking 2013 Regents SWD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SWD Scoring Greater than or equal to 65 on Regents Percent SWD Passing Regents w/ 65 or higher5 Living Environment Total SWD Taking 2013 Regents SWD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SWD Scoring Greater than or equal to 65 on Regents Percent SWD Passing Regents w/ 65 or higher5 U.S. History and Government Total SWD Taking 2013 Regents SWD Scoring Less than 65 on Regents SWD Scoring Greater than or equal to 65 on Regents Percent SWD Passing Regents w/ 65 or higher5



All Phase One Schools



Phase One 25 Phase One Comparison Schools Schools



15 Best Practice Schools



2,895 1,860



3,199 2,084



274 142



298 157



1,035



1,115



132



141



35.8%



34.9%



48.2%



47.3%



2,234 1,444



2,254 1,433



223 121



189 79



790



821



102



110



35.4%



36.4%



45.7%



58.2%



1,622 967



1,861 1,229



196 110



139 57



655



632



86



82



40.4%



34.0%



43.9%



59.0%



1This



table contains data for elementary, middle, high, secondary, K-8, and K-12 schools. reevaluations and triennial evaluations 3Here LRE is defined as recommendations to a setting other than a self-contained setting for the majority of the school day. 4 Here MRE is defined as recommendations to a self-contained setting for the majority of the school day. 5 Although 65 is the pass rate for Regents exams for students w/o IEPs, more students with IEPs than are indicated here would have passed the Regents as a result of the different thresholds for students with IEPs. 2 Includes
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Table 4 includes 2012-2013 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations) from Table 3. These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:   



Daily attendance has remained roughly the same in all schools, with no major change from the previous year. The percent of recommendations to the Most Restrictive Environment (MRE) and the percent of recommendations to the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) remained virtually the same in all schools, with no major change from the previous year. It is notable that the percent of recommendations to the Most Restrictive Environment (MRE) is lowest in best practice schools (21%) compared to all other schools and the percent of recommendations to the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) is highest in best practice schools (79%), with no major change from the previous year.



Table 4: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2012-13 SwD Data



All Schools 2012-2013 100% 90% 80% 70% 60%



15 Best Practice Schools



50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools



30%



Phase One Comparison Schools



20% 10% 0% Percent students Percent LRE of all Percent MRE of all with IEPs Present Recommendations Recommendations
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Table 5 includes 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 percentages from our 15 best practice schools on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations) from Tables 1 and 3. These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:  



The percent LRE of recommendations, and the percent MRE of recommendations are relatively stable and consistent between the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years. There is a four percentage point decline in daily attendance rates from 93% in 2011-2012 to 89% in 2012-2013.



Table 5: 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 SwD Data



Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 & 2012-2013 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 2011-2012 15 Best Practice Schools



50% 40%



2012-2013 15 Best Practice Schools



30% 20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Recommendations



Percent MRE of all Recommendations
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS Table 6 includes 2011-2012 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:   



Data across all elementary schools in 2011-2012 shows that attendance is relatively homogeneous across all school types, with a slightly higher percentage in the 15 best practice schools (94%). However, the percent LRE of recommendations is higher among the 15 best practice schools, (75%) compared to (58%) for the 25 Phase One schools, (59%) for All Phase One schools, and (60%) in Comparison schools. The percent MRE of recommendations is also lowest in best practice schools, (25%) compared to (40%) in Comparison schools, (41%) in All Phase One schools, and (42%) in 25 Phase One schools.



Table 6: Elementary Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 SwD Data



Elementary Schools 2011-2012 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 15 Best Practice Schools 50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools Phase One Comparison Schools



30% 20% 10% 0% Percent students Percent LRE of all Percent MRE of all with IEPs Present Recommendations Recommendations
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Table 7 includes 2012-2013 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:    



Data across all elementary schools in 2012-2013 shows that daily attendance is relatively homogenous across all school types, with a slightly higher percentage in the 15 best practice schools (94%). In the 15 best practice schools the percent LRE of recommendations (75%) remained the same across the 2011-2012 and 2012 -2013 school years. However, the percent LRE of recommendations is higher in the 15 best practice schools, (75%), than the 25 Phase One schools (63%), All Phase One schools (60%), and Comparison schools (60%). The percent MRE of recommendations continues to be lower in the 15 best practice schools (25%) as compared with the other schools, 25 Phase One schools (37%), All Phase One schools (40%), and Phase One Comparison schools (40%).



Table 7: Elementary Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2012-2013 SwD Data



Elementary Schools 2012-2013 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 15 Best Practice Schools 50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools Phase One Comparison Schools



30% 20% 10% 0% Percent students Percent LRE of all Percent MRE of all with IEPs Present Recommendations Recommendations
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MIDDLE SCHOOLS Table 8 includes 2011-2012 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:   



In 2011-2012, the best practice middle schools registered 63% LRE of recommendations, compared to 75% for best practice elementary schools and 93% best practice high schools. The percent MRE of recommendations also seems slightly elevated in comparison to the data on elementary and high schools. Best practice middle schools recorded 37% MRE of recommendations, as compared to 25% in best practice elementary schools and 7% in best practice high schools. The 25 Phase One schools have the highest percent LRE of recommendations at 70% and the lowest percent MRE of recommendations at 30%.



Table 8: Middle Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 SwD Data



Middle Schools 2011-2012 100% 90% 80% 70% 60%



15 Best Practice Schools



50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools



30%



Phase One Comparison Schools



20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Percent MRE of all Recommendations Recommendations
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Table 9 includes 2012-2013 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:  Best practice schools have the highest percent LRE of recommendations (75%).  Best practice schools jumped from 63% LRE of recommendations in 2011-2012 to 75% in 2012-2013 and Comparison schools jumped from 52% LRE of recommendations in 2011-2012 to 60% in 20122013.  The percent MRE of recommendations for best practice middle schools fell from 37% to 25% in 20122013.



Table 9: Middle Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2012-2013 SwD Data



Middle Schools 2012-2013 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 15 Best Practice Schools 50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools Phase One Comparison Schools



30% 20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Recommendations



Percent MRE of all Recommendations
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HIGH SCHOOLS Table 10 includes 2011-2012 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all recommendations, and Percent MRE of all recommendations). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:  



High school data for 2011- 2012 illustrates that the percent LRE of recommendations is higher in high schools than in elementary and middle schools. Best practice schools reported 75% LRE of recommendations in elementary schools vs. 93% in high schools. There is a notable dichotomy between the percent MRE of recommendations across schools: 7% in best practice schools and in 25 Phase One schools, 21% in All Phase One schools and in Comparison schools.



Table 10: High Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2011-2012 SwD Data



High Schools 2011-2012 100% 90% 80% 70% 60%



15 Best Practice Schools



50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools



30%



Phase One Comparison Schools



20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Recommendations



Percent MRE of all Recommendations
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Table 11 includes 2012-2013 percentages on selected variables (Daily attendance, Percent LRE of all students, and Percent MRE of all students). These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:   



In the 2012-2013 high school data, we observe a slight decrease in the LRE of recommendations in best practice schools. Best practice schools decreased from 93% in 2011-2012 to 87% in 2012-2013. Concurrently, there was also an increase in percent MRE of recommendations in best practice schools. Best practice schools increased from 7% to 13%. We observe the percent MRE of recommendations for all Phase One schools and Phase One comparison schools almost doubles from the 2011-2012 to 2012-2013 school years.



Table 11: High Schools: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2012-13 SwD Data



High Schools 2012-2013 100% 90% 80% 70% 60%



15 Best Practice Schools



50%



25 Phase One Schools



40%



All Phase One Schools



30%



Phase One Comparison Schools



20% 10% 0% Percent students with IEPs Present



Percent LRE of all Recommendations



Percent MRE of all Recommendations
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TABLE 12: GRADUATION AND DROPOUT RATES BY COHORT All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, and 2011-2012 SwD Data



Graduation Data 2010-2011 (August 2011) SwD in Cohort Total Graduates Graduation Rate SwD Dropout Rate SwD Graduation Data 2011-2012 (August 2012) SWD in Cohort 2012 Total Graduates SWD 2012 Graduation Rate SWD 2012 Dropout Rate SWD 2012



All Phase One Schools



Phase One Comparison Schools



25 Phase One Schools



15 Best Practice Schools



1,458 570 39% 21%



1,518 683 45% 20%



65 47 72% 10%



95 48 50.5% 14.7%



1,536 639 41.6% 22.5%



1,709 760 44.5% 22.5%



101 65 64.4% 7.9%



92 60 65.2% 10.9%
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Table 13 includes 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, and 2011-2012 percentages on Graduation Rates from Table 12. These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:    



In the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohort, there is a notable difference between graduation rates between Comparison schools (45%), All Phase One schools (39%), 25 Phase One schools (72%) and 15 best practice schools (51%). In the same cohort, the 25 Phase One Schools have the highest graduation rates (72%). In the 2011-2012 school year, best practice schools have slightly higher graduation rates than other schools – best practice schools (65.2%), 25 Phase One schools (64.4%), Comparison schools (44.5%), and All Phase One schools (41.6%). Data for all best practice schools across both cohorts and schools years shows that graduation rates have increased significantly from 51% in the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohort to 65% in the 2011-2012 school year.



Table 13: Graduation Data: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, and 2011-2012 SwD Data



Graduation Rates 2010-2011* & 2011-2012** 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 50% Graduation Rate 2010-2011



40%



Graduation Rate 2011-2012



30% 20% 10% 0% 15 Best Practice Schools



25 Phase One Schools



All Phase One Schools



Phase One Comparison Schools



* Based on Graduation Data collected for 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohorts ** Based on Graduation Data collected for 2011-2012 school year
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Table 14 includes 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, and 2011-2012 percentages on Dropout Rate from Table 12. These are some noteworthy points we observed from the data:    



The 25 Phase One schools have lower dropout rates than all other schools for both cohorts and school years. In the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohort, the dropout rate was (10%), as compared to best practice schools (15%), Comparison schools (20%), and All Phase One schools (21%). In 2011-2012, the dropout rate was (7.9%), as compared to best practice schools (10.9%), Comparison schools (22.5%), and All Phase One schools (22.5%). Data for all best practice schools across both cohorts and school years show that dropout rates have declined slightly from 15% in the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohort to 11% in the 2011-2012 school year.



Table 14: Dropout Rate: All Phase One, Comparison, 25 Phase One, and 15 Best Practice Schools 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, and 2011-2012 SwD Data



Dropout Rates 2010-2011* & 2011-2012** 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 50% Dropout Rate 2010-2011 40%



Dropout Rate 2011-2012



30% 20% 10% 0% 15 Best Practice Schools



25 Phase One Schools



All Phase One Schools



Phase One Comparison Schools



* Based on Dropout Data collected for 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 cohorts ** Based on Dropout Data collected for 2011-2012 school year
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DEFINITION OF TERMS FOR QUANTITATIVE DATA AND ANALYSIS What is an IEP? An Individualized Educational Program (IEP) describes the special education and related services specifically designed to meet the unique educational needs of a student with a disability. An IEP is the guiding document for a student's educational program. It includes all of the goals, objectives, present levels of performance and related services that are recommended for the student. What is Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)? The definition of LRE refers to a programmatic setting and varies by context and student. IDEA defines Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) as "to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily" (Sec. 612 (a)[5]). In this report, the data used as a measure of LRE, consisted of recommendations made during reevaluations and triennial IEP meetings to any setting other than a self-contained classroom environment for the majority of the school day. What is Most Restrictive Environment (MRE)? In this report, the data used as a measure of MRE, consisted of recommendations made during reevaluations and triennial IEP meetings to self-contained classrooms for the majority of the school day. How is Graduation Data defined and calculated for students with disabilities? High School graduates with an IEP are defined as those students earning a local, Regents, or Advanced Regents diploma and exclude those earning either a special education (IEP) diploma or GED.65 The New York State calculation method was first adopted for the Cohort of 2001 (Class of 2005). The cohort consists of all students who first entered 9th grade in a given school year (e.g., the Cohort of 2006 entered 9th grade in the 2006-2007 school year). How is Dropout Data defined for students with disabilities? A dropout is an individual who was enrolled in school at some time during the previous school year; was not enrolled at the beginning of the current school year; has not graduated from high school or completed a state- or district-approved education program; and does not meet any of the following exclusionary conditions: transfer to another public school district, private school, or state- or district-approved education program; temporary absence due to suspension or school-approved illness; or death.66 How is Daily Attendance defined for students with disabilities? The variable “Percent Students with IEPs Present” refers to student daily attendance.



Source: DOE. Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), "NCES Common Core of Data State Dropout and Completion Data File," School Year 2008-2009. 65 66
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APPENDIX
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS In this report, Bridging the Gap, we focus our analysis on 15 best practice schools. For this work we sought schools that represented an array of successful approaches and experiences educating students with disabilities under New York City Special Education Reform. The study uses a mixed method design which concurrently includes quantitative and qualitative methods to provide multiple metrics and contextual information to analyze best practices. Qualitative indicators School sample We used a purposive sampling method to identify best practice schools:     



Geographic variability. Schools chosen were distributed across all five boroughs of New York City. School level variability. We took care to include elementary, middle and high schools in the sample selection. Children First Network variability. Network leaders from each Network were asked to recommend two best practice schools in their Network for the study. Quantitative data. We analyzed 2011-2012, and 2012-2013 DOE school- and student-level quantitative data on daily attendance, graduation rates, dropout rates, and movement to least and most restrictive environments. Anecdotal and public information about schools that serve students with disabilities well was deliberately taken into account in school selection (such as Inside Schools list of Noteworthy Special Education Schools).



School interviews Using the above mentioned criteria, from May through June and September through October 2013, P&A visited and conducted confidential in-depth interviews in 15 best practice schools. At each school, interviews were conducted with the principal, teachers, paraprofessionals, a special education coordinator (such as an assistant principal), an IEP coordinator (usually a school psychologist), a service provider (such as a guidance counselor or social worker), a United Federation of Teachers (UFT) chapter leader, parents, and students at the high school level. At total of 142 interviews were conducted in best practice schools, and a total of 269 interviewees participated. School visits were conducted over a two-day period by one member of the research and interview team. Perry and Associates Inc. (P&A) took steps to ensure the privacy of individual research subjects and individual schools remain anonymous. Principals were asked to select interviewees that matched P&A’s selection criteria. Most interviews were 45- 60 minutes and principals had flexibility in selecting many of the interviewees. Principals were interviewed twice – at the start and end of the school visit. Interviewees were asked about the following topics: Special education goals, implementation, reform resources, support and professional development, students with disabilities, college and career beyond high school, perceived reform/policy challenges and successes, and best practices. For copies of best practice interview protocols, please contact P&A using the information listed on the inside cover. Analysis All 142 interviews were transcribed and entered into qualitative data analysis software, ATLAS.ti. This included field notes and observations from the research team after each school visit. Interviews were divided among four coders and coded for important themes. Themes were synthesized, analyzed, and findings emerged. Qualitative data analysis is an ongoing process, focusing data, organizing it, drawing and verifying conclusions. Continual reflection, 69



reorganization and recreation of themes and codes with the research team members contributed to this study’s validity. Findings were selected for their salience and relevance to practice and policy, rather than just their frequency. Conclusions are substantiated by multiple quotations from participants, field notes, and observations.



TABLE 1 Count of Best Practice 2012-2013 schools by school type and borough



Elementary Middle High school K-8 Total



Manhattan Bronx



Brooklyn Queens



1 1 1 0 3



3 1 2 0 6



0 0 1 0 1



2 1 1 1 5



Staten Island 0 0 0 0 0



Total 6 3 5 1 15



List of Networks with “Best Practice Schools” interviewed for this Study N102, N106, N202, N203, N205, N209, N404, N405, N408, N531, N535, N563, N605, N751 Note: This reflects Network affiliations during the 2012-2013 school year and reflects Network changes since the 2009-2010 school year. Quantitative indicators In addition to the geographic, Network and school tier criteria, quantitative criteria were used in selecting best practice schools. Percent enrollment of students with disabilities in best practice schools ranged from seven percent to thirty five percent, with an average of seventeen percent. In addition to the abovementioned selection criteria, the following data were considered: A) B) C) D) E) F) G) H) I) J) K) L)



Number of Students with Disabilities (SwD) tested and proficient in ELA. Number of SwD tested and proficient in math. Graduation rates. Dropout rates. Referral rates. Percentage of students with IEPs present. Percentage of students with IEPs absent. Percentage of student recommendations to Least Restrictive Environments (LRE).67 Percentage LRE of school. Percentage of student recommendations to More Restrictive Environments (MRE).68 Percentage MRE of school. Percentage of students passing Regents in Comprehensive English.



Here LRE is defined as recommendations to a classroom setting other than a self-contained classroom for the majority of the school day. 68 Here MRE includes recommendations to a self-contained classroom setting for the majority of the school day 67
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M) N) O) P)



Percentage of students passing Regents in Integrated Algebra. Percentage of students passing Regents in Global History. Percentage of students passing Regents in Living Environment Percentage of students passing Regents in U.S. History and Government



Limitations Test Score Data In 2012 New York City adopted Common Core Standards (CCS) and administered new tests aligned with them. These new tests are more rigorous, use different metrics than previous tests and provide a new and different baseline from which to judge student learning. Because it is impossible to measure growth or conduct any valueadded analysis, it is important not to compare test score results from 2011-2012 with those from 2012-2013. Scores on Common-core aligned standardized tests are significantly lower than expected. Common core supporters say the drops in scores do not reflect a drop in student performance. Critics say the tests are poorly constructed and the roll out was mishandled. For these reasons, test score results are displayed only, but no analysis is conducted across years on this data. Suspension Data Being sensitive to suspension data, we requested suspension data from the New York City Department of Education. Although we did receive suspension data from the DOE, three quarters of the suspension data provided to us is suppressed, as per FERPA regulations.69 Our preliminary analysis with limited data was incomplete and inconclusive. Despite these limitations, this report provides valuable insights into performance, educational setting, enrollments, graduation and dropout rates for students with disabilities.



69



Suppression is used to remove all data below a specified population size. In this case, no data are to be released for values below a population size of 10.
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