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Improving Special
Education

Making the Most of the Overlooked Resource of Time

Hannah Cain

pecial education teams across

the country are stretched thin.

Beyond student instruction,
special education teachers and service
providers juggle IEP meetings, progress
monitoring, compliance paperwork,
family communication, and coordi-
nation with paraeducators and general
education staff. Staff feel overex-
tended, turnover is high, and open
positions have become increasingly
difficult to fill.*

As student needs become more com-
plex and budgets tighten, making
the most of time—an invaluable and
too often overlooked resource—has
never been more important. The
lengthy list of essential but time-
consuming responsibilities crowds out meaningful work with students. Understanding the demands on staff and
trying to ease or streamline compliance tasks, improve collaboration or student grouping structures, and strengthen
inclusion efforts are ways in which district and school administrators can help make more efficient use of time,
leading to stronger outcomes for students.

National studies of time such as the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) examine overall teacher workload and
compensation,? while Random Moment Time Studies (RMTS) have often been used in special education to document
activities for Medicaid reimbursement.® These studies are valuable but can lack detail due to small sample sizes or the
methodology of capturing only a single moment in time. As part of District Management Group’s special education
work with districts, we conduct a detailed time study that differs from the ATUS and RMTS in that we review schedules
of all staff supporting students with disabilities. Using our proprietary DMPlanning® software, staff spend 5 to 10
minutes per day over the course of one week entering their schedules exactly as they live them. In addition to collecting
daily activities, the platform also gathers information on setting, group size, and topic, providing districts with a
detailed snapshot of how, where, and with whom staff are investing their time.
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THE POWER OF TIME

When used effectively, time becomes a powerful lever:
it allows educators to focus more directly on students
and their growth, while enabling districts under
financial and operational pressure to maximize the
resources they already have.

Administrators are often surprised to find that staff time from 23-98%, suggesting inconsistent workloads
is not always spent in the way they had assumed. Some or undefined role expectations (Exhibit 2).

eye-opening findings have included the following:
* Special education coordinators from another

* One district found that mild-to-moderate special district reported spending over half of their time
education teachers spend 80% of their time in on IEP compliance tasks, leaving limited capacity
separate settings, reflecting a reliance on pull-out for providing coaching and professional develop-
models rather than inclusive instructional practices ment to staff.

(Exhibit 1).
* One district’s speech language pathologists and

* In another district, special education resource social workers were found to spend nearly two-
teachers across all grade levels reported spending thirds of their time supporting students in group
only 1% of their time collaborating with sizes of one or two, potentially limiting their reach.
colleagues, potentially limiting the effective
inclusion of special education students in the Not only were these findings insightful, but they were
general education classroom. found to be highly actionable. With an understanding of

how staff spend their time, administrators were able to

* The amount of time paraeducators in one district reconsider working structures, identify gaps in role
reported working directly with students varied clarity, monitor staff workloads, and see how guidelines

Exhibit 1
Direct Service Settings of Elementary Special 80% of time
Education Teachers (Mild-to-Moderate) is spent in
separate settings.

6% 14%

. Push-In . Pull-Out Self-Contained Special
(not Co-Taught) Resource Education Classroom

. Co-Taught

Source: District Management Group and Anonymized District Data; SY 2024-25
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Exhibit 2

Percentage of Time Spent on Direct Service
by Paraeducators (Mild-to-Moderate)

—1_98%

l
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Significant variation
in time spent by
paraeducators.

A
72%
Average

Source: District Management Group and Anonymized District Data; SY 2024-25

or policies may be implemented differently across their
district. When used effectively, time becomes a powerful
lever: it allows educators to focus more directly on
students and their growth, while enabling districts
under financial and operational pressure to maximize
the resources they already have.

Redefining the Role of the
Paraeducator in Chelmsford Public
Schools (MA)

Findings from a 2023 Special Education Opportunity
Review for Chelmsford Public Schools conducted by
DMG resulted in a two-year effort by the district to
redefine the role and responsibilities of paraeducators in
their district.

The initial review of time data highlighted specific
challenges with how paraeducators in the district
supported students with disabilities:

Direct Service Inconsistencies: Paraeducators
spent varying amounts of time working with
students across grades and schools.

Instructional Support Misalignment: Paraeducators
reported introducing new material to students
when supporting academics.

Notable Subbing Duties: Paraeducators spent
notable amounts of time subbing in lieu of their
typical duties with students.

Supporting Students Without Disabilities:
Paraeducators often worked with students without
disabilities who were not on their caseload.

Unclear Reporting and Direction Structures:
Paraeducators and certified staff expressed confusion
about whom paraeducators report to and who
provides day-to-day direction.
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The district convened a Working Committee of school
administrators, teaching staff, and paraeducators to take
action on these findings. In year one, with the support of
DMG, the committee redefined the role of paraeducator,
making updates to the job description that outlined a
clear vision for the role, clarified the reporting and man-
agement structure, and outlined responsibilities in
student support and instruction. During this time,
special education district administrators worked to plan
and develop materials for professional development so
the redefined role of paraeducator could be shared with all
staff in the district, including general education teachers.

In year two, implementation of this work began. At the
start of the school year, the district hosted a collaboration
workshop with all staff, focused on explaining the
changes to the paraeducator role and sharing strategies
for teachers and paraeducators to work together.
Throughout the year, additional professional development
was provided specifically for paraeducators, where the
expectations for their work with students were reiterated
alongside additional development content for supporting
diverse student needs.

To gauge the success of these efforts, paraeducators
participated in a follow-up DMPlanning® time study at
the end of year two. Sample findings found that paraed-
ucators were spending more time working directly with
students and were generally not introducing new
academic content. Additionally, a survey was conducted
to gauge paraeducators’ understanding of the redefined
role and assess effective collaboration with special
education and general education teachers. Overall,
paraeducators shared that they understand and believe
in the changes to their role and are able to effectively
collaborate with teachers in their school. With clearer
responsibilities and improved collaboration with both
general and special education teachers, paraeducators
are now providing focused, coordinated support that
helps students with disabilities make progress toward
academic and social success.

Protecting Time to Collaborate in
Kyrene Elementary School District (AZ)

During a 2024 Special Education Opportunity Review
with Kyrene Elementary School District, a DMPlanning®
time study led the district to pursue more intentional
collaboration time between special and general education
staff. Analysis of school-provided data showed that a
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large portion of middle school students with IEPs were
being placed in co-taught classrooms. However, the time
study data, reinforced by focus group interviews, high-
lighted that special education and general education
co-teachers had little time to collaborate, leaving the
special education teacher functioning more like a
paraeducator than a true co-teacher.

In the year following this review, the district began
efforts to prioritize intentional collaboration time
between general and special education teachers to better
support students with disabilities. Following Lead
IDEA’s best practices for collaboration and co-planning,*
the district is working with DMG to build and imple-
ment a pilot model for the upcoming school year where

* Time for collaboration is established and protected
within the regular workday,

* All educators are provided with professional learning
opportunities for supporting students with
disabilities and resources for collaboration and
co-planning, and

e District leadership intentionally supports collabo-
ration and co-teaching by embedding it in school
culture.

Poorly implemented co-teaching leads to inequitable
roles, isolated student groups, inconsistent grading, and
missed opportunities to leverage both teachers. When
teachers truly co-plan and co-teach, each teacher’s
expertise is fully leveraged, both focus on instruction
instead of administrative tasks, and the workloads are
fairer and more balanced. Most importantly, all students in
the classroom receive inclusive, high-quality teaching.®
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