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Executive Summary

In the spring of 2015, the Office of Student Support Services reorganized its leadership positions
to include a Chief Student Support Services Officer and two Executive Directors. An immediate
priority of the newly reorganized leadership was to listen to families and practitioners about their
perceptions of the state of special education in the WCSD. To accomplish this task, a series of
discussion meetings were held with certified staff, classified staff, and families of students who
receive special education services. This report describes a summary of the prevailing discussion
topics across each of these important stakeholder groups.

Prevailing Topics among Special Education Certified Staff

General Education and Special Education

There was a strong consensus among special education certified staff about the dedication
of school staff to meet students’ needs, support for inclusionary practices, and support
greater access to general education classrooms and school activities.

The perception of the level of responsibility, or “ownership,” general education staff have
for students within special education was mixed among special education staff.

Lack of time for common planning, communication, and collaboration between general
and special education staff was noted.

There was concern about inconsistent implementation of Multi-Tiered Systems of
Support, especially at the secondary level.

Concern for the ability of special education teachers to provide instruction required to
meet students’ learning needs was noted. Teachers cited the challenge of having a wide
range of needs in single classrooms, large caseloads, and the priority of case management
over instruction.

Individualized Education Plan (IEP)

Direction for writing IEPs was described as inconsistent among file monitors,
implementation specialists (IS), and other leadership members.

Some teachers worried that accommodations for which the school does not have
resources to implement are not written into IEPs.

Teachers felt they are often blamed for not being in compliance. Non-compliance was
thought to be the result of poor communication, changing expectations, and misdirection
from district-level support staff.

Mental health was mentioned as a rapidly growing area of need among students and
teachers worried that they were ill-equipped to respond.
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Transition
e Teachers believed transition practices need to be improved to better support special
education students’ movement between school levels (ES to MS to HS) and between
schools.

Organizational Support for Staff

e Certified staff described inconsistent direction and expectations from district leadership
and support staff.

e Although many teachers appreciated the support provided by Implementation Specialists
(1S), many commented that the IS program needs improvement. Specifically, the request
was made for ISs to have strong backgrounds in special education and to be more
familiar with the individual needs and practices of the schools they serve.

e There was consensus among teachers that caseload versus workload needs to be
considered when determining allocations and caseload assignments.

e Many teachers stressed the importance of quality support staff, such as instructional
aides, to meeting the needs of students and providing administrative support.

e Teachers asked for leaders and other support staff, including coordinators, ISs, and
paraprofessionals, to have experience and training in special education.

e Many teachers requested compensation for time spent working outside of contract hours.

Professional Development
e Certified staff expressed a desire for targeted, individualized professional development
targeted to their specific roles within special education.
e Special education certified staff requested training for general education teachers on
special education topics, such as intervention strategies for specific disabilities.
e Teachers asked for professional development to be delivered by district staff who are
leaders in the field.

Special Education Staff Morale
e Teachers repeatedly described having concern for the persistent low morale experienced
by special education teachers and staff.

Celebrations
e Nearly all teachers were extremely positive when talking about students and families.
e Positive working relationships with co-teachers, general education teachers, parents, and
administrators were noted.
e The special education staff’s dedication and commitment to their work in supporting
students was a prominent theme across all discussion groups.
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Certified Staff Suggestions for Improvement

e Improve communication between district-level staff and school-based personnel.

e Provide recognition and support for special education teachers. Change evaluation
process to recognize the dual roles of special education positions (i.e. instructional and
case management responsibilities).

e Conduct an audit to determine severity of student needs and number of students who
require services per school (one person framed the need as an equity issue).

Prevailing Topics among Classified Staff

Staffing
e Job descriptions were described as vague and sometimes misleading.
e Onboarding of new staff members was described as critical to reducing turnover.
e Classified staff believed the timing of placement contributes to uncertainty of where
support employees will be housed and causes stress.
e Some staff felt that there is sometimes a lack of qualified employees in school buildings
to respond to unexpected situations.

Expectations and School Culture
e Staff noted an inconsistency across schools in how support staff members are utilized.
e Culture of respect for special education was thought to contribute to a positive work
experience and positive student outcomes.

Relationships between Teachers and Support Staff

e A productive relationship between classroom teachers and support staff was believed to
be critical to accomplishing daily tasks and long-term goals.

e Staff described characteristics of teachers with whom they work well, which included
openness to new ideas, persistence in meeting student needs and goals, ability to provide
positive feedback to aides and assistants, practice of offering opportunities for leadership,
is consistent in their practice, and has genuine respect for support staff.

General Education Teachers
e There was the perception among some staff that general education teachers do not
understand the particular needs and behaviors associated with disability types.

Professional Development
e Staff members expressed they would appreciate more opportunities for professional
development. Non-violent crisis intervention training and the Three R’s courses were
specifically mentioned as beneficial to the roles of support staff.
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e More opportunities were requested for certified and classified staff to learn together.

Transition Process
o Staff members noted that there is often a delay in the transmission of student information
from one school to another.

Individualized Education Plan (IEP)
e The level of involvement of support staff within the IEP process was described as varying
widely across schools.

Communication
e Staff members felt they are not receiving information about policy changes, changes to
protocols, and updates relevant to their roles in a timely manner.

Classified Staff Suggestions for Improvement

e More opportunities for collaboration with special and general education teachers.

e Dedicated time for teachers and support staff to discuss individual students’ progress.

e Continuous professional development opportunities to expand ability to respond to
changing expectations and demands.

e Professional development sessions for teachers and support staff combined.

e Increased wages and benefits for support staff in special education.

e Streamlined process for requesting transportation (i.e. busses and vans).

e Detailed information about any changes made to special education policy in the WCSD.

e Current Student Support Services organizational charts.

e Up-to-date materials for educating students.

e Avenues to provide input about the delivery of special education in the WCSD, such as
periodic surveys and quarterly discussion groups.

Prevailing Topics among Family Members of Students

Staffing
e Staff turnover was a major concern among parents.
e Support staff were recognized as having a potentially strong influence on students’
educational experiences; however, some expressed concern about the range of skill level
across staff and the short duration of time staff have with each student.
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General Education
e Parents had varying sentiments about how well general education teachers meet their
child’s learning needs. This sentiment was coupled with the fear that some teachers have
low expectations of students who have an IEP.
e Some parents felt disconnected from the decision-making process about their children’s
goals and did not feel valued by the district.

Transitions and Consistency
e Parents observed inconsistent delivery of classes and programs across schools.
e Inconsistent practices among teachers coupled with having a different teacher assigned to
their children each year was described as a source of frustration for parents.

Academics

e Several changes to the curriculum were requested by parents, including aligning
curriculum to Nevada Academic Content Standards, incorporating engaging instructional
strategies, providing high quality work appropriate for the students’ skill levels, and
promoting full inclusion.

e Parents questioned the emphasis on life skills within the curriculum as opposed to a
greater emphasis on academics.

e The appropriateness of academic standardized testing for some students was a concern
among parents.

e Some parents suspected that goals and accommodations are determined by what is doable
for the school, rather than what is best for each student.

Law and Advocacy
e There was a perception that teachers and staff are generally unfamiliar with law
pertaining to special education.

Communication
e Parents felt communication from schools is sometimes unclear about what pertains to
students who receive special education.
e There was some uncertainty about how to access district programs and resources among
parents.
e The timeliness of communication by the district and school staff was described as poor.

Assistive Technology
e Parents appreciated assistive technologies, but noted several barriers to its use. Cited
barriers included lack of knowledge of how to use them among parents and staff and
reliance on outdated technologies.
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School Size and Safety

Overcrowding and safety were two additional concerns among some parents.

Parent Suggestions for Improvement

Provide incentive pay to teachers and aides within special education to promote longevity
and high quality applicants.

Advocate at state level to increase funding for special education staff.

Provide professional development for all special education staff and general education
teachers to ensure they are knowledgeable of disability types, inclusive practices, and
instructional practices for students with cognitive disabilities.

Uphold high expectations for all students by teachers and staff.

Ensure general education teachers are adhering to the IEPs for students in their
classrooms.

Assign case managers to students and ensure their consistency, particularly for high
school students as they approach graduation.

Promote consistent programming across schools.

Hold all school staff accountable for their understanding of and responsibilities within the
IEP for each student.

Educate district administrators and trustees, school police, and school staff about
appropriate responses to behavioral incidents among students with disabilities.

Provide child-directed education to meet individual student learning needs.

Create opportunities for parents to assist each other in navigating the educational process,
share resources, and exchange experiences and insights.

Provide training to all staff about laws that govern special education, particularly laws
that emerged from the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.

Assist parents in being better advocates for themselves.

Foster positive relationships between parents and district staff.

Allow texting as a communication tool with teachers and aides.

Create roadmap for parents that outlines how and where to get support for disability
types. Provide guidance about supports to indicate range on spectrum appropriate for
diagnosis of each disability.

Distribute information about all available programs within the WCSD, including program
goals and features, and requirements for enroliment.

Allow for more open communication between aides and families, so that aides can
discuss learning progress and IEP specifics.

Ensure staff are proficient at using assistive technology.

Provide 1-2 trained aides on every bus.
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2015-16 Student Support Services Town Hall Meetings

In the spring of 2015, the Office of Student Support Services reorganized its leadership positions
to include a Chief Student Support Services Officer and two Executive Directors. The expansion
of leadership is part of the larger goal to improve the continuum of services provided to students
who receive special education services in the Washoe County School District (WCSD). An
immediate priority of the newly reorganized leadership was to listen to families and practitioners
about their perceptions of the state of special education in the WCSD. To accomplish this task, a
series of discussion meetings were held with certified staff, classified staff, and families of
students who receive special education services.

The Office of Accountability was charged with the task to collect and summarize
prevailing discussion topics that emerged within the town hall events. Information gathered from
these discussions provides district leadership with information directly from families to guide
priorities for improvement and raise questions for further investigation. Summaries of the
dominant discussion points from certified staff, classified staff, and families of students within
special education follows.

Certified Staff Town Hall Meetings

Seven town hall meetings were held in April and May 2015. Four types of certified practitioner
groups were invited to participate, including special education teachers, classroom teachers who
are involved with special education, school staff whose work touches special education (e.g.
counselors, psychologists), and school administrators, which totaled 662 staff from across the
district. Non-certified staff was invited to participate at the Picollo/Turning Point meeting.
Participation was remarkable: Over 200 people attended the meetings and provided written and
verbal feedback. Attending certified staff were also invited to complete an anonymous, open-
ended online questionnaire, of which 69 people responded (10% response rate).

The town hall meetings were facilitated using the World Café format. That is, certified
staff gathered in groups to respond to a question on butcher paper and then rotated until everyone
had an opportunity to respond to all of the questions. At the end of the last rotation, everyone
came together in a single group to describe the dominant responses to each question. The
discussion questions were 1) what areas do you need support or resources, 2) what barriers
prevent the implementation of quality individualized education plans, and 3) what is working
well within Student Support Services. A fourth place holder, or “parking lot”, was available for
people to add additional information that did not apply to the three questions. Staff from the
Department of Professional Learning organized and facilitated the meetings with support from
the Office of Accountability.
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Certified Staff Prevailing Discussion Topics

Relationship Between General Education and Special Education

There was strong consensus about the dedication of school staff to meet students’ needs,
support inclusionary practices, and expand access to general education classrooms and
school activities. Many certified staff members conveyed their deep appreciation for general
education teachers who collaborate well and, in turn, share the responsibility of meeting special
education students’ needs. However, it was noted that support among general education teachers
for special education is not universal. Several people described a lack of collaboration and
“ownership” for all students within their buildings and asked that general education teachers be
held accountable for their legal obligations to support Individualized Education Plans (IEP).
Others suggested that support among general education staff for special education can be
improved by increasing communication about special education goals, providing professional
development to all staff about disability types and special education practices, and increasing
expectations for all staff to support all students.

A challenge mentioned by certified staff is lack of time for common planning,
communication and collaboration between general and special education staff. Staff
members also noted a need for more focused professional development for general education
staff and paraprofessionals to better support students with IEPs and to more effectively
collaborate with special education staff. Suggested professional development topics included
disability types and characteristics, management of behavioral issues, provision of in-classroom
support, curriculum accommodations and modifications, instructional delivery to students with
special needs, IEP process, and expectations of general education teachers to support IEP goals.

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) was described by several people as
inconsistently implemented, particularly at the secondary level. Some suggested that the
eligibility process is not fully understood by general education staff. Additional training for
MTSS was requested, particularly pertaining to behavior and interventions for behavior. Several
people requested additional training for school building administrators to become well-versed in
MTSS so they can better support the framework.

Concern was expressed for the ability of special education teachers to provide
instruction required to meet students’ learning needs in classes or groupings where there is a
wide range of ages and ability levels:

“Go visit a full 1st through 6th CLS [Comprehensive Life Skills] class and tell me that it
is developmentally appropriate for the students, families OR TEACHER. It is AWFUL -
especially since the majority of highly impacted students have behaviors as well...”

Certified staff members acknowledged a need for instruction to improve for students receiving
special education. One person perceived there to be an influx of special education teachers who
are not highly qualified (HQ) in English or math who are assigned to resource classes. The
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person stated “This is harmful to SE students who should be getting better, more
individualized/small group instruction. In reality a less than HQ teacher is working with the
students who need the most help.” Several people believed they could benefit from training in
core content areas and how best to incorporate the Nevada Academic Content Standards.

There was concern that special education teachers are over-burdened with non-
instructional duties: “Case management is part of the job, but it shouldn't be the main focus. At
this time, case management seems to take priority over teaching.” One person described the
demand of the case management role as severely limiting their ability to provide instruction:
“What I am finding is that the job of being a case manager is far more time consuming than that
of being a resource teacher. They are, in fact, both full time jobs.”” Perhaps adding to the case
management role, mental health was repeatedly mentioned as a growing area of need and some
recognized that the continuum of services and training to staff must be expanded to meet this
challenge. One person suggested that a solution for providing mental health services to students
must be found.

Individualized Education Plans

Direction for writing IEPs was described as inconsistent between file monitors,
implementation specialists (IS), and other leadership members. One person provided an
example of his/her experience that corresponded to accounts shared by others:

“Files have been monitored multiple times this year and the information received is
always different. Our SpEd teachers are learning one thing at defensible IEP trainings
and then information is contradicted when files are monitored. One file monitor comes in
October and gives directives that are then different than the directives given in December
by another file monitor. We even had a SpEd Area Admin help with the development of
an IEP and then a month later, that file was reviewed and found to be not in compliance.
Who do you listen to? What directives do you follow?”’

The same person continued to describe the effects of inconsistent directives, suggesting that it
contributes to low morale and a lack of confidence in the Student Support Services leaders:

“There is a punitive feeling to special education when file monitors come to school sites
demanding that IEP's be revised because, "If you don't, we will lose funding™... When a
sped teacher is told to revise an IEP, the directive is coming from people who don't seem
to understand the amount of time and energy it takes to revise an IEP (parent contact,
prior notice, time to revise the document, scheduling the meeting...)”

There is a perception that sometimes there are not systemic resources to implement and
test a full variety of accommodations in specific IEPs. Several people expressed concern that
potential accommodations may not be implemented in an IEP because the school does not have
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resources to fully enact them. One person described the influence of staff insecurity to written
accommodations at their school this way: “The case managers are hesitant to write in specially
designed instruction, co-teaching support, or behavior modification programs when there is not
the guarantee of staff to provide the services.” Described as “demoralizing,” this practice
contributes to the sense that staff members are not always doing what is best for students.

Certified staff members requested district leadership to recognize that compliance
to IEPs is a systems issue, rather than placing blame on teachers for non-compliance. One
person asked the question:

“When the people who are supposed to be supporting me as a resource teacher are
unavailable to answer questions, get my students what they need, or give me the updated
information on paperwork then how am | supposed to be expected to do everything as
perfectly as it needs to be done?”

Other barriers to effective IEP implementation included inconsistent and infrequent
progress monitoring and lack of time to dedicate toward thoughtfully writing the IEP. Time
devoted to compliance issues and processes was described as a distraction from providing quality
support to students. Several people described needing more time to be creative and to think
deeply about how to best support students. Additionally, the challenges to implementing quality
IEPs affect many other areas of work for special education staff. Several people stated that these
challenges negatively impact their time management, morale, confidence in district leadership to
provide accurate information, ability to adequately meet student needs, and transition of students.

Transition

Transition occurs when students experience a change in status or programming, including
movement from one school to another, from educational levels, and from program type to
another. Several certified staff members commented that transition practices need to be
improved to better support special education students’ movement from elementary school
to middle school and from middle school to high school. Some did not know if written
procedures are in place for transition from one level to the next. It was suggested that the “when,
who, and how” for the transition process is not well known or consistently practiced across
schools. Concern was also expressed about a lack of continuity of special education services
across elementary, middle, and high schools. One person described the challenge of supporting
IEP goals across schools:

“You can have an IEP at one school that is totally different when at a new school, no
fluidity, they would mention one program and we wouldn’t have it when that student
came by, our school had Aimsweb with goal around Aimsweb, but if other schools don’t
have it, we have to develop a new goal to replace that one.”
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Transition challenges are related to the IEP process and inconsistent messages and practices
across schools regarding special education. Staff members asked for more consistency in these
areas across schools suggesting consistency could be fostered by improving leadership and
support for staff in schools.

Organizational Support for Certified Staff

Strong leadership is important at the district and school levels. Certified staff were
appreciative of school administrators who had backgrounds in special education and felt their
backgrounds allowed them to be stronger leaders for all students in the school building. One
person described their administrator this way: “We have a wonderful administrator
knowledgeable in behavior management and sped laws! | feel supported and appreciated at my
school site.”” Supportive school administrators were also described by certified staff members as
being (a) protective of staff time for Intervention Assistance Team participation and
collaboration with general education teachers, (b) willing to release special education staff to
participate in professional development and other out-of-school special education related
functions (e.g. town hall meetings, conferences, training events), and (c) committed to upholding
inclusionary practices.

Certified staff would like administrators and district leadership to educate the
public about offered programs and to couch reasonable expectations. Although parents and
guardians were valued by staff, some felt that parents often do not understand the special
education process and can complicate the delivery of services to students. Others requested that
district leadership advocate for special education in the district. One person requested that district
leadership “Continue to listen to us and lobby for hard changes.”” Many expressed a sense of
hopefulness regarding the reorganization of special education in the WCSD, but cautioned that
they need to see positive changes before heralding the reorganization as a success.

Inconsistent direction and expectations from district leadership and support staff
was described as a significant barrier to effectively performing job functions. Although
several district individuals were identified as effective communicators, a resounding complaint
was there is not an effective process of information dissemination regarding special education.
Many people described instances of having received different answers to the same question from
district-level staff: “We get different answers to big questions from different people, the right
never knows what the left is doing.” The importance of consistent messaging was expressed by
one person this way: “Mixed messages need to be eliminated as to prevent ongoing violations
and difficulties involving related services, specially designed instruction, [and]
accommodations/modifications.” Additionally, several people noted how school-based personnel
do not have confidence in district leadership with respect to their knowledge of special education
practices, protocols, and compliance.

Although many certified staff members appreciated the support provided by ISs,
some commented that the IS program needs improvement. Staff would like for ISs to have
strong backgrounds in special education, to respond to questions in a timely manner, and to be
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physically present more often at their school sites. Several people asked for 1Ss to spend more
time at their assigned schools in order to become more knowledgeable about school specific
issues. One person mentioned they would like to have an avenue to provide feedback regarding
how the IS program is serving their school. Several people suggested replacing the IS model
altogether with site-based facilitators because they would be able to develop deep knowledge of
the schools they serve and have relationships with students, parents, teachers, and administrators.
This valuable knowledge was thought to better position site facilitators to review IEPs,
proactively, before execution, to ensure they meet compliance, and to monitor timelines.
Although there are challenges within the current IS model, many staff members recognized the
positive role the IS has within their schools” work: ““When the IS for our site is able to come for a
monthly training, it is a helpful and productive time with our team.”

The importance of quality support staff, such as instructional aides, to meeting the
needs of students and providing administrative supports was emphasized: “Without our
support staff we are often unable to teach important content.” Several instances of schools
losing highly desired staff, as a result of organizational shifts and low pay, were recounted.
Certified staff demanded additional pay for support staff to incentivize these positions and
requested that aides have stability in their placements and “not be switched around.” A need for
substitutes for teachers, aides and other staff was also expressed. Substitutes are needed for short
and long-term absences, for staff to attend training events, and allow time for staff to complete
necessary job functions outside of the classroom (e.g. paperwork, IEP meetings). Finally, access
to translators was described as limited and staff members asked for increased availability of
translators to assist in IEP meetings and in communicating with families.

Certified staff members asked for leaders and other support staff, including
coordinators, ISs, and paraprofessionals, to have experience and training in special
educa