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Districts that have successfully closed the achievement
gap and significantly raised the achievement of students
provide extra instruction time each day in addition to

core content instruction time.
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t was nearly 50 years ago on November 29, 1975,

that the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

(IDEA) was enacted to ensure that students with
disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education
in the least restrictive environment possible. Currently,
over 7 million public school students—about 15%—receive
special education services.! Despite great effort and sig-
nificant resources directed to providing supports, districts
continue to be challenged by a persistent achievement
gap between students with disabilities and students
without disabilities. A 2018 meta-analysis of 23 studies
found that, on average, students with disabilities per-
formed more than three years below their nondisabled
peers.? And this gap has likely been exacerbated by the
pandemic; there is evidence that students with disabilities
were among those most severely affected by the disruptions
to learning and to their ability to access the needed
supports.® The need to address improving outcomes for
our nation’s students with disabilities has never been
more urgent.

The good news is that best practices do exist and can

even be achieved cost effectively. Drawing on best-practice
research and nearly two decades of experience working
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with districts, District Management Group (DMGroup)
has created a framework encompassing seven key best
practices that can help students with mild to moderate
disabilities—as well as students without disabilities—
achieve higher levels of success while also making more
efficient and effective use of district resources.

Taking Action to Improve Special
Education: DMGroup’s Framework

District Management Group’s framework focuses on seven
key best practices that when implemented as an intercon-
nected system can improve outcomes for students with mild
to moderate disabilities as well as students without disabilities
(Exhibit 1). In creating this framework, we draw upon our
extensive research into best practices with emphasis on
research from the What Works Clearinghouse,* the National
Reading Panel,® and John Hattie’s Visible Learning research;®
our own research and benchmarking studies; and our
in-depth examinations of those districts most successful
in this area. In addition, this framework—and particu-
larly our choice of best practices—is significantly shaped
by our experience partnering with over 200 districts
nationwide over the past nearly 20 years.




The seven best practices in our framework will undoubtedly
sound very familiar to you. But it is putting these key best
practices into action, and doing so in an interconnected,
systemic fashion, that is central to success. In too many
districts, fear of noncompliance, uncertainty about reg-
ulations, and concerns about the deep sensitivities to
any changes have stymied the implementation of these
best practices. Adding staff and layering in programs has
been the path of least resistance; unfortunately, this
strategy has generally failed to deliver meaningful
improvement in outcomes for students. Making changes
to current practices to implement best practices is
challenging and arduous work—but with broad-based
engagement of stakeholders, coordinated effort, time,
patience, and commitment, a brighter, more equitable
future is possible for students with mild to moderate
disabilities. Here, we provide a brief overview of our
framework.

Provide rigorous general
1 education curriculum and
instruction

Rigorous general education instruction is critical for stu-
dent success. If general education core or Tier I instruction
is strong, all students benefit, including students with
disabilities (Exhibit 2). Providing students with rigorous
general education instruction taught by content-strong
teachers can increase the achievement of students with
and without disabilities.

In many districts, particularly in elementary schools,
students are often pulled from core instructional math
and ELA blocks for small-group instruction with a
special education teacher. While well-intentioned, this
practice may shift responsibility for student success away

Exhibit 1 DMGROUP’S FRAMEWORK FOR IMPROVING SPECIAL EDUCATION
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Source: DMGroup

The seven best practices in our framework will
undoubtedly sound very familiar to you. But it is
putting these key best practices into action, and
doing so in an interconnected, systemic fashion
that is central to success.
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from the general education teachers
when, in fact, students are best served

Exhibit 2 NAEP GRADE 4 READING PERFORMANCE BY STATE OF
STUDENTS WITH IEPS VS. STUDENTS IN GENERAL EDUCATION

academically when their general educa-

tion teacher takes primary responsibility
for their learning and provides a rigorous
general education curriculum to all
students. A recent study from the
University of Indiana showed that
students in high-inclusion education
settings scored 24 points higher on
ELA state tests and 18 points higher
on math state tests than students in
low-inclusion settings.” Interventions
are also often best provided by content-
strong staff, which is the hallmark of
a multi-tiered system of supports
(MTSS). Fundamentally, MTSS and

% of Students with IEPs At or Above Basic

efforts like it embrace rigorous general
education as the foundation for all

% of General Education Students At or Above Basic

students’ success. Creating strong collab-
oration between general educators and
special educators is critical to ensure
that students with disabilities receive the highest-quality
instruction possible from teachers with content expertise.

Supporting teachers to do this important work is critical.
The most effective means of improving Tier 1 instruction
is through professional development paired with strong
instructional coaching.® These supports can help teachers
to engage students in higher-order thinking, teach reading
using a science-based approach, use real-time short-cycle/
formative assessments to check understanding, analyze
student data to inform instruction, maintain grade-level
expectations for all students, and progress-monitor results.
These skills build teachers’ capacity to meet the wide range
of learning needs in their classrooms, including those of
students with disabilities.

Coordinated and sustained
focus on reading

Reading is the gateway to all other learning. Early reading
difficulties may contribute to the overidentification of
students for special education. Specific learning disabilities
account for approximately a third of all disability types
in the U.S., and nearly 80% of students with specific
learning disabilities are identified due to reading
challenges.’ Referral rates rise in third through sixth
grades when reading difficulties make it hard for students
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Source: DMGroup graph prepared with data from U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Reading Assessment, 2022.

to learn math, science, and social studies. And, as is well
known, an overwhelming majority of students who have
not mastered reading by the end of third grade will continue
to struggle throughout high school and beyond.*°

Key best practices for teaching reading include:

* 90 minutes a day of literacy instruction at the
elementary level.

* A science-based approach to literacy including the
explicit teaching of phonemic awareness and
phonics as well as comprehension at the elementary
level; explicit instruction in reading at the secondary
level when needed by struggling students.

o Identifying students who struggle to read beginning
in kindergarten and continuing at each grade level.

e One person in charge of reading at the district level
to ensure focus and consistency. With so many
approaches and stakeholders involved in reading
and with funding for reading programming and
interventions often stemming from a variety of
sources (operating budget, Title I, Title IIa, IDEA,
etc.), dedicating one person to be responsible and
accountable for integrating and coordinating
efforts, initiatives, and resources enables a district
to provide consistency and alignment district-wide.**




3 Extra time to learn

Students who have difficulty achieving grade-level
standards often need more instructional time to catch up
and keep up with their peers. They must master previous
content and may need current content explained a few
more times or explained in a different way.

In many schools, students with greater learning needs are
provided extra adults but not extra time. Students with
greater needs may receive
additional support from a
teaching assistant, parapro-
fessional, special education
teacher, or co-teacher while
staying in the same class-
room as their peers for the
same duration. Some schools
have specialized instruction
in place, but it is often not
in addition to the regular
period. For example, in some
schools, students with greater
learning needs may be assigned
to an “alternative” core class, a lower-level general educa-
tion class that covers less content with less rigor.

Districts that have successfully closed the achievement
gap and significantly raised the achievement of students
provide extra instruction time each day in addition to
core content instruction time.

o At the elementary level, students who have difficulty
with reading should receive at least 30 minutes a
day of additional reading instruction.'?

o At the secondary level, where the content is more
complex and the scope of prior learning is even
larger, the extra instruction time required for
students with additional learning needs to catch up
and master grade-level content is typically at least
60 minutes per day or one additional period per day.
This extra time can be used to pre-teach materials,
reteach the day’s lesson, address missing foundational
skills, and correct misunderstandings.

4 Targeted interventions

Interventions should be delivered through evidence-
based best practices in a manner that supplements
rigorous general education instruction. Intervention
support should be flexible and fluid, and tailored to
meet the unique needs of each student.

Throughout the intervention process, data meetings
and progress monitoring should drive decisions to adjust

Districts that have successfully
closed the achievement gap and
significantly raised the achievement
of students provide extra instruction
time each day in addition to core
content instruction time.

support and determine the next level of intervention
needed. This comprehensive and dynamic approach
maximizes learning opportunities for students, promotes
skill development, fosters self-efficacy, and facilitates
inclusion education experiences for students with
disabilities.

Some key things to remember:

e Intervention should be tightly connected to core
curriculum and instruction.

o Students should be dynamically grouped based on
identified needs.

e The training and background of the instructor, the
length of intervention time provided, and the type
of instruction presented during intervention are
more significant factors for increasing student
achievement than intervention group size.
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Content-strong teachers to
provide interventions and
support

5

Nothing matters more than the effectiveness of the
teacher.’® As standards have risen and the complexity of
the content has increased, a deep understanding and
mastery of content has become even more important. A
teacher who has engaged in extensive study and training
in a particular subject is more likely to have a wider
repertoire of ways to teach the material.

Students with additional learning needs should receive
targeted support from staff who are highly skilled in
the content area and have a
proven track record of success.
For example, students strug-
gling in math should be pro-
vided extra help by a math
teacher, and students struggling
in science should be provided
extra help by a teacher trained
in science. While this seems
like common sense, in many
districts, extra instruction is
provided by staff who may not
have the specific training or
certification in the content
area. In some cases, parapro-
fessionals or special education teachers are asked to provide
interventions despite their not having extensive expertise
within a specific subject area such as math, ELA, or reading.

Social-emotional and
behavioral supports

Meeting the social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) needs
of students is a prerequisite to meeting their academic
needs. Unmet social-emotional and behavioral needs can
impact a student’s executive functioning, self-efficacy,
persistence, prosocial behavior, grades, and scores on
standardized tests.’* The demand for SEB support con-
tinues to rise across the county; according to the National
Center for Education Statistics, more than 80% of public
schools reported that the pandemic has negatively
impacted students’ social, emotional, and behavioral
development.’*> With the increase in needs, it is more
critical than ever for schools to provide comprehensive
SEB support for students of all needs.
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Key to meeting rising student needs in the face of hiring
challenges and budget constraints is to maximize the
reach and impact of existing staff, partner creatively,
and ensure that IDEA funds are being fully leveraged.

Psychologists, social workers, counselors, and behaviorists
have many responsibilities. They play an integral role in
the identification and evaluation of special education
students, manage many [EPs and 504s, attend meetings,
coach teachers, communicate with parents, and of course,
directly support students. To expand the reach and
impact of these skilled staff, it is important to maximize
their time with students and their time spent supporting
teachers and staff. Guidelines need to be established to
specify the amount of time that should be spent supporting

In too many districts, if last year’s
efforts didn’t work as well as desired,
more staff, more paraprofessionals,
more co-teaching, and more hours
of service are added. These changes
seldom help students and always
cost more.

students and supporting teachers and staff. Examining
processes and working to streamline meetings and
paperwork can also significantly increase their time
available.

Partnerships are another effective way to expand
supports while minimizing costs to the district. Many
districts have formed successful partnerships with local
nonprofit counseling agencies, teaching hospitals,
graduate psychology programs, and insurance-funded
mental health counselors.

It is also valuable to review the district’'s IDEA Part B
spending and ensure that the district is making the most
of these federal funds. The complex law and the many
technical rules easily give rise to misunderstandings and
result in many districts taking a narrower interpretation
than specified by the regulations (see “Rethink IDEA
Service and Spending Opportunities to Make the Most of
Federal Funds,” page 26).



Data to track progress and
inform improvement

The focus must be on results, not on inputs. In too many
districts, if last year’s efforts didn't work as well as
desired, more staff, more paraprofessionals, more co-
teaching, and more hours of service are added. These
changes seldom help students and always cost more. If
the current approach isn't effective, current practices
must be reviewed and modified.

Performance data from short-cycle assessments should
be used as a way to inform instruction and progress-
monitor students. DMGroup has been partnering with
districts to address a wide range of challenges—from
improving math and reading to increasing attendance to
raising graduation rates—using short-cycle assessment,
frequent data-based progress monitoring, focused goals,
and team coaching; this approach, which we call our
Breakthrough Results program, is delivering measurable
results for students. Tracking progress motivates staff
and students alike and keeps the focus on continuing to
drive improved outcomes for students.

Tackling Change to Improve
Outcomes

Despite the many efforts over nearly 50 years, the
nation’s progress on raising educational outcomes for
students with disabilities has been disappointing. But
there is hope. Taking a systems-thinking approach to
implementing the key best practices outlined here can
make a difference. It is an arduous process and for many
districts involves making some large-scale shifts in
practices, staffing, scheduling, and roles and responsibilities.
It demands much collaborative, open, and frequent
dialogue among staff and with families. And it takes
time. Districts that have been able to implement these
improvements have generally devoted three or more
years to the effort, understanding that moving too fast
could erode trust and understanding, but also knowing
that waiting would only delay helping students in need.

District Management Group stands ready to support
districts in this challenging but critically important work.
Our work with districts includes examining current
practices, identifying areas of strength to leverage, making
recommendations on high-impact opportunities for

improvement, and working collaboratively to design a
methodical implementation plan to yield results for
students with mild to moderate disabilities, as well as
students without disabilities. Particularly after the last
few years of disrupted schooling, the need to take action
and get results is urgent. As we approach the 50th anni-
versary of IDEA, we look forward to partnering with
districts to help realize the goals of this legislation to
achieve a better future for students with disabilities and
for all students. ®
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