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A Brief Overview
In the Fall of 2019, Washoe County School District 
(WCSD) reached out to partner with WestEd in an 
effort to establish and better define its priorities 
serving student with disabilities. WestEd is a non-profit 
organization that provides technical assistance and 
consulting and conducts research and evaluation 
studies to build capacity to improve developmental 
and academic outcomes for students with disabilities. 

Washoe County School District began this journey 
with an unprecedented restructuring of its Office 
of School Leadership (OSL). It was important to the 
leadership to establish, early in the process, important 
core beliefs to frame the work. As such, the following 
were shared and articulated often throughout all work 
with stakeholder groups and task force groups:

OSL Core Beliefs
•	 People Come First

»» Know people

»» Respect people

»» Challenge people

»» Support people

»» Serve people

•	 Believe that motivation stems from vision  
through principle-centered leadership

•	 Lead with integrity and by example

•	 �Embrace communication, build trust,  
and deliver inspiration

•	 �Improve through persistent  
accountability and responsibility
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Stakeholder Voice
Washoe County School District is acutely aware of 
how of how important stakeholder input is to inform 
the district of how best to support schools and 
families in reaching successful outcomes for children 
and youth with disabilities. In order to best gain 
perspective and understanding, focus groups were 
conducted to gather information, both adaptive and 
technical, about educating students with disabilities*. 
To help prompt thinking, questions centered around; 
culture and climate, compliance with State and 
Federal statutes and regulations, communication, 
talent development and management, data systems 
and other pertinent information.

Focus group participants included Special 
Education Teachers, Related Service Providers, 
Education Service Professionals, School and District 
Administrators, and Family Members. Analysis of 
the feedback identified key priority areas that are 
discussed in this improvement plan as themes 
that formed the four basic components of the 
infrastructure and ultimately framed the necessary 
action steps to move the organization forward  
towards systemic change.

*Note: data were collected prior to the impact  
of COVID-19 on WCSD families and educators.
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Why this resource?
This resource was initiated by the Washoe County 
School District in an effort to re-align, re-design and 
improve outcomes for students with disabilities.  
This resource was developed in partnership between 
WestEd, Special Education Policy and Practice Division 
and the Washoe County School District, Office of 
Special Education Finding and Implementation Plan.

Identified leadership and through the restructuring of 
OSL led the partnership between WestEd and Washoe 
articulated a three-phase approach to improving 
services for students with disabilities.

Phase 1: January – April 2020
•	 Review and refine Office of School Leadership (OSL)

•	 Collect data to understand specific challenges, 
successes for improving outcomes for children  
with disabilities (CWD)

Phase 2: May – July 2020
•	 Develop systemic Support Plan to set goals and 

determine approach for desired outcomes

Phase 3: August – July 2023
•	 Implement Systemic Support Plan

•	 Re-organize approach

•	 Early Childhood to Post Secondary Transition focus
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What is the strategic 
framework for this 
action plan?
The infrastructure components presented in this 
resource serve as the framework for improving 
systemic issues specific to the Washoe County 
School District special education system. However, 
they are not all that is needed for a well-functioning 
system. And they do not replace other essential 
conditions for effective systems, such as effective 
leadership and a supportive culture. Yet, as 
illustrated below in figure 1.1, without such basic 
components, having a well-run special education 
program — and, equally important, being able to 
continuously improve it — is more challenging.

The four components are as follows:  
Special Education Programming, Policy and 
Procedures, Capacity of district Leadership  
and Capacity of site leadership.

 

These four components are also integral to 
effective implementation of the framework for 
serving all students and building systems such  
as a multi-tiered system of support and  
Universal Design for Learning.



8Serving Students with Disabilities: Washoe County Office of Special Education Action Plan

What is the strategic framework for this action plan?

The infrastructure components presented in this 
resource serve as the framework for improving 
systemic issues specific to the Washoe County School 
District special education system. However, they are 
not all that is needed for a well-functioning system. 
And they do not replace other essential conditions for 
effective systems, such as effective leadership and a 
supportive culture. Yet, as illustrated below in figure 1.1, 

without such basic components, having a  
well-run special education program — and,  
equally important, being able to continuously  
improve it — is more challenging.

The four components are as follows:  
Special Education Programming, Policy and 
Procedures, Capacity of district Leadership  
and Capacity of site leadership.

These four components are also integral to  
effective implementation of the framework for  
serving all students and building systems such  
as a multi-tiered system of support and  
Universal Design for Learning.

Strategic Framework 

Mission
Our Purpose

Vision 
What we want  

to create

OSL Values
People (students, staff, parents) come first

Know, Respect, Challenge, Support,  
Serve People

Believe in motivation through vision and 
principle-centered leadership

Lead by example and with integrity

Embrace communication, build trust  
and deliver inspiration

Be persistent, accountable and responsible

Special
Education

Programming

Policy 
and 

Procedure

Capacity 
of District 

Leadership

Capacity  
of Site

 Leadership
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What are the basic components of  
the Washoe Special Education Framework?

The following basic components make up the essential components that 
Washoe has determined must be  in place for its special education system, IF 
that system is to operate effectively. Although the components are numbered 
for ease of reference, they are equivalent in importance. The components are:

1. Special Education Programming
Establishes a robust data collection process that  
can inform the system timely and accurately of  
student academic and behavioral needs.

2. Policy and Procedures
Defines clear roles and responsibilities of site teams 
to include Special Education Facilitators (SEFs) to 
collaborate, coach, provide decision-making and 
streamline effective practices.

3. Capacity of District Leadership
The existence of Special Education Administrators 
(SEAs) and Special Education Facilitators (SEFs) is  
to build coherent models of process, procedures  
that build  robust pre-referral system, such as a  
multi-tiered system of support, creates trustful 
relationships between staff, students and community 
and clarifies the continuum of special education 
options and supports.

4. Capacity of Site Leadership
The SEAs and SEFs will work with site leaders  
to build a coherent model of process, procedures  
and a communication loops that create trustful 
relationship between schools and Office of School 
Leadership teams.
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How we are using 
the Special Education 
Improvement Plan
The special education improvement plan creates 
a structured process for the office of special 
education leaders to identify progress and gaps 
in implementation of the prioritized actions 
(called change ideas). The action plan indicates 
implementation efforts of the four components 
within the Washoe special education framework. 
The Action to Change form completed by the 
Office of Special Education provide progress 
of evidence for each change idea and provides 
further clarification for the leaders by answering the 
question, “Who, What, When and How will we know 
if the change idea has been put in place?”

After completion of the action plan the team 
determines the implementation status for each  
of the four components and reflects on their  
efforts for implementation.

After considering the examples of evidence for each 
change idea, the team uses the tool’s three-category 
assessment, with its ratings of Not Yet (i.e., none of the 
examples of evidence are present), Partial (i.e., one 
or more of the examples of evidence are present), 
and Established (i.e., all examples of evidence are 
present), to determine the degree to which the 
subcomponent is present in your system. Using the 
second and third sections of the Action Plan to review 
implementation ratings for all subcomponents allows 
the team to reflect on where it might want to focus  
its improvement efforts.
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What’s Next: 
Improving Washoe 
Infrastructure
As you think about how to improve your existing 
special education infrastructure, consider using 
continuous improvement methods, such as 
improvement science or design thinking, to develop 
change strategies and guide your improvement 
efforts. Improvement science is a methodology that 
uses disciplined inquiry to solve a specific problem 
of practice; at its heart is continuous inquiry and 
learning, resulting in efficient and useful feedback 
to inform system improvements.1 Design thinking 
is a process for problem-solving that uses creative 
activities to foster collaboration and solve problems 

in human-centered ways.2 Teams might also consider 
using implementation science to help guide the 
successful implementation of new roles, processes, 
and tools for each prioritized basic component 
or subcomponent. Implementation science is an 
improvement method that concentrates on how 
education changes are carried out, to ensure that the 
implementation process accounts for local variables in 
schools and other relevant contextual factors in order 
to be successful in any setting.

1  �Park, S., & Carver, P. (2013). Continuous improvement in education. Stanford, CA: Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching. Retrieved from https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/continuous-improvement-education/; Regional 
Educational Laboratory West. (n.d.). Improvement science [webpage]. Retrieved from https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Topic/
ImprovementScience.

2  IDEO. (2020). What is design thinking? [webpage]. Retrieved from https://www.ideou.com/blogs/inspiration/what-is-design-thinking.

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/continuous-improvement-education/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Topic/ImprovementScience
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Topic/ImprovementScience
https://www.ideou.com/blogs/inspiration/what-is-design-thinking
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Supplemental resources for planning  
and prioritizing improvement efforts

Action-Planning Table. An action-planning table  
like the one below can be used to help organize 
the actions, people, time, and resources needed to 
instate or improve your prioritized component(s) or 
subcomponent(s), and to determine how you will  
know if OSL has successfully implemented them.

Prioritized Basic 
Components/ 
Subcomponents

Actions Opportunities 
for Alignment/ 
Integration with 
Other Processes 
or Initiatives

Person(s) 
Responsible

Resources 
Needed

Timeline Evidence of 
Successful 
Completion

Impact-Effort Matrix. An impact-effort matrix is 
a tool that can help teams decide where to start 
their improvement work, by assessing the potential 
value of a specific action, compared to the degree 
of effort entailed in carrying it out. Impact is the 
action’s possible effect on an LEA’s priorities or 
existing initiatives (e.g., improving student learning 
experiences and outcomes, or building staff capacity). 
Effort refers to the resources (e.g., time, funding, 
opportunity cost) required to implement that action. 
The Impact-Effort Matrix on the following page 
consists of four quadrants: 

•	 Quick Wins: Actions that are high impact, low effort

•	 Major Projects: Actions that are high impact,  
high effort

•	 Fill-Ins: Actions that are low impact, low effort

•	 Thankless Tasks: Actions that are low impact,  
high effort

The following criteria, adapted from the Institute for 
Healthcare Improvement,3 can help you determine, 
for each category (i.e., impact and effort), what makes 
something high or low:

Impact:

•	 Evidence: Is there evidence that this kind of 
change has made a difference in other contexts?

•	 Contribution: How much would this change 
contribute to our overall objectives?

Effort:

•	 Speed: How quickly could we do this?

•	 Resources: What resources would it take  
to implement?

•	 Acceptability: Would this change likely be 
supported by system stakeholders?

3 �  �Institute for Healthcare Improvement. (2018). Improvement Coach Professional Development Program [Professional learning materials]. 
Boston, MA: Author.
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Instructions:

In deciding how to strengthen your special education 
infrastructure, use the Impact-Effort Matrix to help 
identify the actions on which your LEA might want  
to focus first. Place each action identified in the  
Action-Planning Table into a quadrant, based on what 
you think its level of impact will be once it is strongly 
established, and, also on the amount of effort you 
think it will take to instate, establish, or improve it. 
Your LEA should prioritize the actions in the Quick 
Wins quadrant first, followed by the actions in the 
Major Projects quadrant.

Quick Wins

Fill Ins

Major Projects

Thankless Tasks

Impact/Effort Matrix

EFFORT

IM
PA

C
T

LOW

LO
W

HIGH

H
IG

H


