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INTRODUCTION
In winter 2017, Spokane Public Schools (SPS) contracted with the Urban Special Education Leadership
Collaborative (the Collaborative) at Education Development Center, Inc. (EDC), to conduct a
comprehensive review of programs and services offered by the school district to students with
disabilities. The district asked for the review because they want to have information and
recommendations to improve the district’s special education services. It is our hope that these
observations and recommendations will enable the district to strategically move to the highest level
of service when supporting their students with disabilities. 1
The Collaborative, which is housed at EDC, is a national network of 100 school districts committed to
improving outcomes for students with disabilities and other culturally and linguistically diverse
learners. In addition to over 20 years of experience in providing leadership development and
networking opportunities to its membership of special and general education administrators, the
Collaborative has organized and delivered technical assistance to more than 50 local education
agencies and state departments of education. The Collaborative approaches its work as a “critical
friend” by asking probing questions, examining data through multiple lenses, and offering concrete
recommendations with a full appreciation of what is already in place and working well. The goal of
this technical assistance work is to assist education agencies in their efforts to improve outcomes and
opportunities for students with disabilities and other culturally and linguistically diverse learners.
The Collaborative’s understanding of special education stems from the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), which states that special education services are to provide children with
disabilities a “free and appropriate public education” in the “least restrictive environment” to prepare
them for “further education, employment and independent living.” In addition, IDEA “ensure(s) that the
rights of children with disabilities and parents of such children are protected.” Dr. Thomas Hehir,
responsible for the most sweeping updates of IDEA in 1997 has stated, and we affirm, that special
education is meant to minimize the impact of disability and maximize the opportunities for children with
disabilities to participate in general education in their natural community (Hehir, 2005). Further, as the
law is clear that students should remain in the educational environment they would be in if they did not
have a disability and removal from this environment must be justified, we work with the assumption
that “special education is a service, not a place.” In response to the school district’s request for a
program and service delivery review, the Collaborative organized a team of experienced educational
leaders to identify organizational, programmatic, policy, procedural, resource allocation, and service
delivery improvements that the district might implement to enhance student outcomes, address gaps in
achievement for students with disabilities, and conform to standards of contemporary best practice.

Spokane is the second largest city in Washington State and is located along the magnificent
Spokane River. Spokane Public Schools enrolls approximately 31,000 students. Of those, 16.6%
receive special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The
racial makeup of the student population in Spokane is 68.2% white, 13.0% two or more races, 10.2%
Hispanic, 3.1% black/African American, 2.6% Asian, and 1.3% American Indian. Students receiving
free or reduced lunch comprise 56.7% of the population. The mission of Spokane Public Schools is “To
1

For a list and description of Collaborative team members see Appendix A.
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develop each student’s talents and skills to their full potential through high standards, rigorous
academics, real-life applications, and supportive relationships.” 2 The district’s guiding principles are
as follows: 3
•

“Each student can learn and deserves our best efforts.
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

High expectations and rigorous standards are essential to prepare students for their future
success.
Accountability is essential to ensure excellence for everyone.
Diversity in people and ideas enhances learning and strengthens our community.
A variety of learning environments, educational options, and instructional techniques
creates a setting where all students can succeed.
Education is a partnership involving students, parents, staff, and the community.
Transparent communication with all stakeholders is essential.
All decisions must be student-focused and data-driven.
Fiscal stability strengthens our schools and community.”

In order to conduct this study, we collected district, state, and national data, examined district
documentation, interviewed approximately 110 central office and school level staff and families and
visited 13 schools and approximately 40 classes. 4 We sent a survey to staff and received 792
responses and a survey to parents where we received approximately 60 responses. We also received
emails from parents and staff. We collected and analyzed our data during the fall and spring of 2016–
2017. While our interviews and focus groups occurred during this time, the quantitative data we
collected represented the 2015-2016 school year. As such, the data represent a snapshot of special
education at that time.

Spokane Public Schools: Strategic Plan (2014-2020). Retrieved from http://www.spokaneschools.org/Page/24474.
Spokane Public Schools: Strategic Plan (2014-2020). Retrieved from http://www.spokaneschools.org/Page/24474.
4
For a full list of interviewee roles, see Appendix B.
2
3
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AREAS OF STRENGTH
1. The district has been innovative and proactive in training campus resource officers working within
the schools. Additional trainings have been provided so officers understand how disability impacts
behaviors and how to respond appropriately in crisis situations. This work has led to a significant
decrease in the number of students who are arrested while at school.
We commend the work done to reduce the number of arrests in Spokane Public Schools. The
training the district provided to campus resource officers has produced tremendous results in
decreasing student arrests at school. Trainings provided to officers included an overview of disability
and how to respond to students when they are presenting challenging behaviors at school. Officers
were taught how to de-escalate students and to be called in as a “last resort” by school staff. Data
show Spokane Public Schools reduced the arrest rate in schools by more than 85%. During the 20162017 school year, there were 99 arrests compared to 806 arrests the year before. The training
model the district created for law enforcement working in SPS is one that could be replicated in
many urban districts where school arrests are high. We commend the district for placing a specific
focus on de-escalation techniques and understanding how certain behaviors are manifest in a
student’s disability, which requires an alternative and non-punitive approach.
While the district has done an excellent job reducing arrests, one concern remains with regards to
racial disparities in arrests that were made during the 2016-2017 school year. Data show that just
under half of the arrests made during the last school year were of students of color, yet students of
color make up only 32% of the population in Spokane Public Schools. It was noted that additional
training around cultural sensitivity will be provided to police officers; however, this warrants further
investigation from the district to ensure equitable practices are in place when students are arrested
at school.
2. It is clear that Central Office staff, specifically the Department of Special Programs understand
multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS).
During interviews and focus groups regarding multi-tiered systems of support, we noted the wealth
of information staff at central office had regarding MTSS. Central office teams discussed the variety
of interventions the district has available and how they are working to implement strong MTSS
models to reduce referrals to special education, while supporting students in general education.
While the central office staff have a thorough understanding of the MTSS model, challenges
remained with implementation at the building level. Central office staff were hoping to shift current
practices districtwide to promote fidelity of implementation of MTSS. As part of that work, central
office teams collaborated to build a tiered model of supports, with special education services as the
last resort for students. The Department of Special Programs had a strong understanding of
evidence-based interventions and supports needed for students struggling to make progress prior to
referring them to special education. Oftentimes, districts are working to develop a MTSS model;
however, SPS already had an MTSS model in place and was moving toward an implementation plan
and accountability at the building level for MTSS.
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3. The superintendent’s leadership team is knowledgeable and capable of building a culture that is
supportive and innovative in bringing the district closer toward meeting the goals in the district’s
strategic plan goals.
In interviews with central office staff, it became clear that the leadership team had a wealth of
knowledge. The current superintendent created this team to support new initiatives across the
district. Every person we spoke to was extremely knowledgeable in his or her area and working hard
to support the district in meeting its strategic vision. Furthermore, the district leadership team was
open to this review and constructive feedback. The leadership team wanted this review to
understand how to improve special education services and develop processes that would benefit
students to the maximum extent possible. The leadership team brings a vast amount of experience
and expertise to the district that did not go unnoticed by the Collaborative’s team.
4. The Special Education Department has a standard operating procedure manual (SOPM) that is not
only comprehensive and consistently revised, but includes video clips from the Special Education
Department. The interactive SOPM reviews special education law and regulations, as well as, new
information district staff (e.g. Central Office, building administrators, teachers, etc.,) must be
made aware.
We asked the Special Education Department to provide a copy of their standard operating
procedure manual (SOPM). Upon reading it, we were impressed by the level of work the
department puts into managing and updating the district’s SOPM for special education. The district
offers an online manual that provides updates to staff through both video and online resources. The
SOPM is available to all district employees and can be accessed anywhere. Often, we see paper
manuals from districts; however, this format allows for continual, real-time updates that are
disseminated quickly, without having to distribute paper copies to staff. Additionally, using video as
a means to review the regulations provides a more in-depth way to help staff understand special
education law. This is one of the first districts we’ve worked with that is using various forms of
technology to share information to make it easily accessible to all staff.
5. Secondary transition services have been in the district for over 20 years with a growing set of
options and positive outcomes.
Secondary transition services started in Spokane in 1995 with the IMAGES program for students
ages 19-21. The district now has IMAGES, STEP, and Project SEARCH, all programs that support
students with skill development in order to gain meaningful employment. There are currently 5
classrooms, 4 special education teachers, 1 Career and Technical Education teacher, and 11
classified staff supporting more than 50 student interns. The district works with programs in
Spokane Community Colleges, including PACE (People Accessing Careers & Education); program in
recreation, including East Central Community Center, Special Olympics, Therapeutic Recreation
Services (TRS), and NW Community Services (aka NOVA), programs supporting employment,
including Next Generation Zone, Spokane County Community Services, DVR (Division of Vocational
Rehabilitation), Skils’kin, The ARC of Spokane Employment Services, Plan to Work, and Spokane
Transit Authority Mobility Program; and programs advocating and supporting students, including
CORD (Coalition of Responsible Disabled) Youth in Power Club, People First, NW Autism Center,
Client Assistance Program (CAP of Washington), The ARC Parent to Parent, and PAVE (Partnerships
for Action Voices for Empowerment).
9

6. The district has implemented a program in Franklin Elementary School for students who are deaf
or hard of hearing. District staff are trained to work with these students and provide them with
inclusive educational opportunities. The program has been so effective that three area school
districts have decided to contract with Spokane and send students to Franklin Elementary.
SPS conducted a four-year study with the Center for Childhood Deafness and Hearing Loss to design
a program for students in the district who were deaf or hard of hearing. Based on the information
generated from this study, the district created a program at Franklin Elementary school for students
to receive instruction in reading, writing, math, history, and language arts in a program for students
who are deaf or hard of hearing while providing these students inclusive opportunities for the
remainder of the day. The district recently added two self-contained classes for students to receive
academics using American Sign Language (ASL). Students who are deaf or hard of hearing reported a
positive experience at school as they were able to talk to peers using ASL (with both students who
are deaf and students who are not deaf). ASL has become part of the culture at Franklin Elementary
School, and the district has been able to encourage students from three local school districts to
contract for their program services since the district received positive feedback from students,
families, and the community.
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I. DISTRICT ORGANIZATION AND INTERNAL STRUCTURES TO SUPPORT STUDENT
LEARNING
Central Office
Observation 1: Changes in district leadership and organizational structure are not always clearly
defined and clearly communicated to staff, both in and outside of Central Office.
From our interviews and focus groups with staff, it became clear that the organizational structure
changes frequently within Central Office. There are changes in the titles and roles of staff, as well as who
oversees specific departments. This appeared to create confusion for both Central Office staff and
building-level staff, as they did not know whom they should go to with specific questions or concerns.
When we requested the organizational chart from the district, we were provided with six different
documents, all with different structures. Changes in the organizational chart did not appear to be clearly
communicated to staff at Central Office or at the building level, which created significant confusion.
Even when staff were aware of the changes, they could not always say why these changes were made.
Overall, staff reported a communication gap between central office and schools. When staff do not
understand the organizational structure within their Central Office team, it creates confusion and
uncertainty. It is important for staff to understand the configuration of the district and why departments
have shifted or collapsed. It also supports strong collaborative structures when staff are aware of
organizational changes and the rationale for these changes. We would like to note for clarity that
references to “Central Office” or the “district” refer to the Spokane Public Schools central office team in
its entirety, including all departments working out of Central Office. If we are specifically referencing the
Special Education Department at Central Office, we specifically note “special education department” or
“department” throughout this report
In interviews with the Central Office staff, they expressed their openness to feedback on how to create
an organizational chart that would encourage collaborative structures to better support both the district
and schools. The Central Office structure is very important in a large school district and should be
organized in a manner that best supports the work done at the building level. When we spoke to staff in
April, we were told they made another change to the organizational structure in March that was
designed to maximize collaboration and include the Director of Special Education in more strategic
planning for the district. Prior to this change, the Director of Special Education did not sit on the
Teaching and Learning Team, which is a team made up of district leaders developing new initiatives for
the district around curriculum and instruction. We believe the Director of Special Education should be
on the Teaching and Learning Team as it is critical to create collaborative structures that combine—
special education, general education, curriculum, and instruction.
Observation 1a: Changes in leadership in the Special Education Department, specifically the
Director of Special Education, have created a culture and climate of uncertainty among staff
and families. Staff’s roles and responsibilities are unclear and sometimes duplicate roles and
responsibilities in other departments.
During interviews and focus groups with staff, we were told the district had gone through
several Special Education Directors over the last several years. One Central Office staff member
reported that there had been four Special Education Directors in the last five years. This has
created uncertainty within the department as each director has a different vision for special
11

education and how it should be managed. Staff reported initiatives were started by directors
and then changed as new directors came in. The same was reported for district protocols and
processes in special education. With each new special education director, the resulting
department changes created challenges for the staff in understanding their roles and
expectations. The current director was coming into her second year and has extensive
experience within the district. Given her institutional knowledge this has helped the department
streamline protocols and processes. However, staff still feel the Special Education Department is
always in flux and worry that special education directors will not remain in the role long enough
to implement the changes needed.
In reviewing the current organizational chart and phone list for the Special Education
Department, we noted the roles and responsibilities for special education staff were unclear. For
example, in the organizational chart four staff are listed with the title of Program Assistant and
in the phone list four staff are listed with the title of Program Assistant and one is listed as
Coordinator. Also, the difference between a Program Assistant and a Program Coordinator was
unclear as both roles were responsible for overseeing specific programs and schools in special
education. The phone list shows 11 Education Specialists; however, they are not listed on the
organizational chart and their roles within the special education department are unclear.
When we requested a job description for special education staff, we were told they did not keep
job descriptions in the Special Education Department, however, Human Resources had the job
descriptions since they manage the job postings.
It is important that the Special Education Department maintain and use job descriptions, which
typically include roles and responsibilities, for both practical and legal reasons. Job descriptions
are useful communication tools so staff know exactly what is expected from them in their roles.
They assist the director in identifying particular skills and abilities that are necessary for the
position. Also, job descriptions can be used for performance management when aligned to the
vision for the department.
In interviews and focus groups with staff that worked outside of the Special Education
Department, we found they often do not know who is responsible for which areas in special
education, which frequently led to confusion on whom to contact for support.
Furthermore, the roles and responsibilities of staff working with students with IEPs often
duplicated those in other departments working with students with 504 plans. The district
employs Behavior Specialists (now renamed Educational Specialists) and Behavior
Interventionists. It was our understanding that Behavior Specialists supported students with IEPs
in the Behavior Intervention (BI) program and students with IEPs in inclusion, while Behavior
Interventionists supported students with 504 plans in the BI program and students in the
general education setting who required behavioral supports. When we inquired further as to the
division in these roles and why it was structured this way, we could not get a clear answer from
staff. However, staff did say it was challenging at times to get the support they needed because
these two roles did not intersect. Staff often felt that they spent more time trying to figure out
whom to contact instead of supporting students in need.
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The divisions in staff roles created confusion at the classroom level as well, as two students in a
class with similar needs, such as behavioral supports, might receive these supports from two
separate staff members, each from a different department. When we spoke to the special
education department, it was reported that special education staff support all students in the
Behavior Intervention (BI) program, both students with IEPs and 504 plans. However, outside of
the BI program students with 504 plans received support from Student Services, while students
with IEPs received support from special education. This is typical for most districts, as students
with 504 plans typically receive general education supports. However, it is not always common
to see the Student Services department stand independent from special education. Typically,
these two departments work collaboratively, as state and federal regulations govern both of
these areas and students can receive benefit from general and special education supports and
services. In our discussions, it was unclear what collaborative structures exist between the
Department of Special Education and the Department of Student Services.
Observation 2: Minimal collaboration exists between departments responsible for academic and
social-emotional instruction regarding tiered interventions. Central office appeared to operate in silos,
but all are doing important work that should be shared across departments.
During focus groups with staff, we discovered there was a significant amount of knowledge and
experience within Central Office. However, challenges were noted with how staff in different
departments collaborated with each other. Many staff reported limited involvement with other
departments or did not know about initiatives going on outside their department. It appeared
departments mostly worked in silos, which created challenges for implementing new initiatives and for
following through with current processes. For example, we were told there was a strong Tier 1 system in
place for the district’s positive behavior interventions and supports (PBIS) model, but for Tier 2 and Tier
3, there was limited discussion, training and implementation at the building level. With regards to multitiered systems of support, we were told several schools, particularly at the secondary level, did not have
a tiered intervention model in place to support struggling students outside of the Special Education
Department. Furthermore, staff reported a lack of services and interventions for students outside of
special education. However, in discussions with Central Office staff we were told of several interventions
available for students that were struggling academically. This demonstrates the disconnect between
central office staff and building staff, as both groups reported very different information with regards to
academic and behavioral interventions. Part of the reason for this, many felt, was due to a lack of
training for both general education and special education staff around tiered inventions or accessing the
resources needed to implement the interventions. When departments operate in silos, it severely limits
the progress of these initiatives at the building level. The Central Office teams should collaborate across
departments to support schools on the ground.
It is important to note that the Central Office team knew that limited collaborative protocols were in
place and were starting to reorganize their departments shortly before this review began. As discussed
previously, the Special Education Department was brought into the Teaching and Learning Team, which
had not happened in the past. Spokane recognized they needed to build stronger collaborative
structures and were working to create that model through the redesign of the organizational chart.
Furthermore, Spokane was open to discussing additional suggestions on how to develop teams that
would benefit all areas of general and special education decision-making.
13

Department of Special Education
Observation 3: A strategic plan and vision, independent of the district’s plan, was not clearly defined
in the Special Education Department in Central Office to improve special education services and
outcomes for students with disabilities.
During interviews with staff at both Central Office and the building level, it became apparent that there
was no clear vision for the Special Education Department. Staff reported that several changes in
leadership made it challenging to have a clear vision and focus for the department. Some staff felt the
vision should be focused on developing stronger educators, in general education and special education,
to meet student needs. Many staff noted challenges when managing students’ behavior and wanted
more tools and training to support them in the classroom. There were several references to staff
needing more support on how to collaborate and consult with general education staff regarding special
education. Other staff felt it would be beneficial to have the Special Education Department take a more
active role at the building level, as they felt there was a disconnect between the two. Interestingly, there
were some staff who were nervous to speak about changes they felt would benefit the department
because of what was described to us as a culture of retaliation. Overall, it was clear a unified vision for
the department was needed.
We were told the Special Education Department is in the process of developing a vision and had invited
staff and parents to join the Special Education Vision-Mission-Values (VMV) Committee. There was a
letter that was sent to staff requesting a response to join the committee or join a venue to provide
feedback. Parents were also supposed to be a part of this committee; however, we did not know if a
letter was sent to parents or how parents were recruited to join this committee. The committee was to
be made up of the following:
•

Special Education Leadership team

•

1 school director

•

2 principals (1 elementary and 1 secondary)

•

6 teachers (3 elementary and 3 secondary)

•

2 paraprofessionals (1 elementary and 1 secondary)

•

2 educational support staff

•

2 Education specialists (1 elementary and 1 secondary)

•

2 parents of students with special needs

This committee represents a diverse mix of staff. It is also important to note the committee included a
place for parents, who are critical to developing a strong vision, mission, and values. It is important for
the Department of Special Education to recruit a diverse mix of parents, as well as, staff. In reviewing
the letter, it stated this committee was to have a final meeting in November; however, it was unclear if
this committee was actively in the process of developing a mission, vision and values. If the committee
was formed, we did not have any updates as to the progress of their work at the writing of this report.
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Observation 4: The collaboration between special education and building administration was minimal,
creating challenges with oversight and the planning, staffing, and programming for special education
at the building level.
From interviews, focus groups, and document reviews, there appeared to be a lack of communication
between the Special Education Department and staff at the building level. Based on the feedback we
received, building level staff felt the Special Education Department rarely came into their buildings and
did not know the daily challenges faced working with students with disabilities. Building-level staff also
noted that they lacked the training they needed to understand special education, both best practices for
curriculum and instruction and knowledge of legal considerations. Staff believed there was minimal
collaboration between the Special Education Department and the staff working in schools. It is
important for staff to feel connected to the Special Education Department and see Central Office as a
resource in supporting the work happening at the building level. Staff reported when they did reach out
to the Special Education Department, they often did not hear back, or if they did, it took a very long time
to receive a response and the support they needed.
Additionally, from interviews and focus groups with the Special Education Department, as well as, a
review of records, we noted that many professional development (PD) offerings were held during the
year by the Special Education Department. We were informed that these PD offerings were not
mandatory and therefore attendance at these PDs was often minimal. We were also told that principal
meetings were scheduled throughout the year for administrators. These meetings were mandatory,
however, special education was not an agenda item in these meetings. The Special Education
Department was only given time after the principal meetings to present new information with
attendance being voluntary for principals. The Special Education Department informed us that
attendance was minimal at their presentations following principal meetings. This indicated a clear
disconnect between the Special Education Department and building leaders that must be addressed in
order to build collaborative partnerships. By allowing principals to voluntarily attend presentations from
the Special Education Department, sends the message that these meetings are not important, which
should not be the case. The Special Education Department should be part of the agenda for these
meetings and have the opportunity to bring new information and upcoming professional development
offerings to building administrators. Currently, the Special Education relies on their digital SOPM to
provide updates to building level staff as it is updated regularly using video conferencing. However, this
does not allow principals to ask clarifying questions or troubleshoot challenges they may be
experiencing on the ground.
Observation 5: The Special Education Department lacks a unified data management system for
writing, reviewing, and managing data involved in the special education process, including evaluations
and individual education programs (IEPs).
Spokane has a special education data management system called SEEdoc, which was created by district
staff in 2006. At the time it was developed, it was quite sophisticated, and that level of sophistication is
even more impressive upon learning that one person spearheaded the work. Spokane should be
extremely proud of this accomplishment. At this time, however, when compared to current
commercially developed systems, Spokane’s systems have significant limitations, with the most
important one being a reliance on paper for many critical functions. As a preview, our recommendation
will be that Spokane consider investing in a unified data management system specifically for special
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education processes and documents in order to have one districtwide electronic point of access. Such a
system has several advantages. It will:
•

Limit duplicated paperwork

•

Reduce the time spent by special educators on writing IEPs

•

Guide district practices

•

Track compliance rates

•

Generate data for future planning

As stated, the main issue with SEEdoc is that the system relies on many paper-based components. While
some data is entered into SEEdoc, other critical components are hand-written on hard copies.
Evaluations are developed in yet another process using mergeable documents in Microsoft Word. All of
the above are scanned into PaperVision, a document imaging system. In terms of time spent on
paperwork, this process is inefficient and requires a great deal of clerical time and duplicate work. For
example, staff create separate documents that are pieces of the special education process. The case
manager must combine the individual documents and organize them at the IEP meeting and submit
them to clerical staff for additional data entry and scanning. Any changes require staff to write on the
document and rescan. The existing process requires input from various software and paper components,
and can lead to inefficiency.
While Spokane staff are clear that there is a need for an electronic system, they have found several
aspects of the SEEdoc system that are useful but not typically part of the industry standard. The function
most important to the district is the “Summary of Services Matrix,” in which a staff member is attached
to each service a student receives. This is important because the district can use this data to report to
the union the required data on staff caseload and exactly what the district is required to offer for
compensation. This data also helps the district staff their schools. There is, however, a concern with this
practice, in that it does not allow flexibility in either staffing or services. SEEdoc also contains Medicaid
billing, a transportation module, and intervention request module, and a restraint and isolation
reporting module. Some of these tools are available in commercial in data systems but often for an
additional cost, while others are unique to SEEdoc.
In terms of developing effective IEPs, Spoken would benefit from a system that guides all IEP team
members to focus on the district’s vision and allow the collaborative process of those working with the
student understanding and building off each other’s knowledge.
In the recommendation section of this report we will discuss the need for an updated system with
suggestions on how to implement.

II. DEMOGRAPHICS – CLASSIFICATION AND EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT
This section provides demographic information pertaining to students with disabilities who receive
special education services and have an IEP. Data are (1) summarized and compared to the state and
nation as they relate to overall percentages of students with disabilities and (2) disaggregated by
disability classification, race, English learner status, gender, and grade span. We examine students’
educational placements, or the amount of time students with disabilities are educated in general
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education classes alongside their peers without disabilities, and disaggregate these data by race and
disability categories.
Observation 6: Spokane’s classification rate of students with disabilities is higher than rates for both
the state and the nation.
We start with an in-depth examination of Spokane’s overall rate of students with IEPs. As shown in
Exhibit 1, 5 Spokane’s overall rate of students (ages 3–21) with IEPs is 16.8%, which is higher than
rates for the state (13.5%) and the nation (12.9%). Interestingly, the district reported the rate of
16.8%, which came from state data, was higher than the percent of students with disabilities they
believed were in the district. We were not able to verify the district’s lower rates, so our analysis
uses the state data of 16.8%. While Spokane and the state of Washington’s rates are higher than
national norms, there is no scientifically valid answer as to what is the “right” percentage of
students with disabilities. In fact, the majority of disability categories are subjectively determined.
That said, the measure that provides the standard from which states and districts are typically
compared is the percent of students classified nationally, as shown below at 12.9% for the 2014
school year. Spokane’s rate, which is close to 4 percentage points higher than the national average
and over 4 percentage points higher than the state average, is noteworthy and calls for more
Exhibit 1: Students with Disabilities as a Percentage of All Students: Nation,
State, District
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detailed analysis. During interviews with staff, it was brought to our attention that many students
with IEPs moved into the district annually. Last year, more than 300 students enrolled in Spokane
Public Schools with IEPs. When we inquired as to why, district staff explained they have some of
the best children’s hospitals in the state and the most group homes for displaced children.
Therefore, Spokane offers a broader continuum of services than neighboring districts. Therefore,
district staff attribute their high percentage of special education students to the large number of
students with IEPs that enroll in the district each year, not over-identification practices.

5
Sources: Nation: United States Department of Education. (2014–2015). IDEA section 618 data products: Static tables [2014–2015 Number of
children ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA, Part B, by disability and state] Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618data/static-tables/index.html; State: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. (2015–2016). Retrieved
from http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=1&reportLevel=State&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16;
District: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. Spokane School District (2015–2016). Retrieved from
http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=230&reportLevel=District&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16
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Observation 6a: Spokane’s rate of students with health impairments, developmental delays,
and communication disorders is higher than rates for the state and the nation. Students with
emotional/behavioral disabilities, intellectual disabilities, and specific learning disabilities are
lower than rates for the state and the nation.
In order to make sure we understand as much as we can about this information, we start
by disaggregating the data of students with disabilities by disability classification and
compare that to the state and nation. Exhibit 2 6 compares percentages of Spokane’s
students with disabilities by disability classification with Washington and the nation. When
examining data for students with autism, multiple disabilities, and low-incidence
disabilities in the “other” category, the rates between the district, state, and nation are
comparable. Spokane has a higher percentage of students with health impairments,
developmental delays 7, and communication disorders than the state or national rates and
a lower percentage of students with emotional/behavioral disabilities, intellectual
disabilities, and specific learning disabilities than the national and state rates. There may
be some relationship between the lower percentages of emotional/behavioral disabilities
and higher percentages of health impairments in that there is often confusion regarding
whether a student is classified with an emotional disturbance or ADHD, which is one
disability classification found within health impairment.
Exhibit 2: Percentage of Students with Disabilities by Disability Classification:
Nation, State, District
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*Other refers to deafness, orthopedic impairment, visual impairment, traumatic brain injury, and hearing impairment.

6
Sources: Nation: United States Department of Education. (2014–2015). IDEA section 618 data products: Static tables [2014–2015 Number of
children ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA, Part B, by disability and state] Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618data/static-tables/index.html; State: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. (2015–2016). Retrieved
from http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=1&reportLevel=State&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16;
District: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. Spokane School District (2015–2016). Retrieved from
http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=230&reportLevel=District&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16
7
While most states (incusing Washington) use the classification of Developmental Delay through age 9, there are some that use the
classification only through age 6; therefore, the comparison is not always based on the same criteria.
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Observation 6b: Spokane’s rate of students with disabilities disaggregated by race are similar
with the state and the nation.
Next, we disaggregated the data by race to see if this would further describe the
classification of Spokane’s students with disabilities. This data is collected to determine if
there are disproportionate rates of students with disabilities by race. As shown in Exhibit
3, the race/ethnicity of students with disabilities in Spokane is generally similar to the
race/ethnicity of the overall student population in Spokane. For example, African
American students are 2.9% of the overall student population, and 3.3% of the population
of students with disabilities.
Exhibit 3: Percentage of all Students by Race/Ethnicity and Disability Status
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Observation 6c: Spokane’s rate of students with disabilities disaggregated by English learner
status shows that English learners have lower rates of students with disabilities than the
general population.
We proceeded next to
Exhibit 4: Percentage of Students with Disabilities
disaggregate the data by English
by EL Status
learner status. As shown in
Exhibit 4, there is a smaller
20
percentage of students who are
18
English learners than the general
16
population in Spokane. This data
14
indicates that there may be
12
under-identification of students
10
who are English learners. To be
sure, assigning a disability label
8
to an English learner is perhaps
6
the most complicated area in
4
the special education evaluation
2
process. Furthermore,
0
identifying disabilities among
EL students
All students
English learners can be
complicated by the difficulty of distinguishing between language development and a
disability. Both under-referral and over-diagnosis can occur when the educational needs of
EL students are misunderstood, 8 so it is very important to carefully examine practices in
the district related to classifying English learners with a disability.

Case, R. & Taylor, S. (2005). Language Difference of Learning Disability? Answer from a Linguistic Perspective. The
Clearing House, 1278-131.

8
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Observation 6d: Spokane’s rate of students with disabilities disaggregated by gender shows a
higher rate for boys than for girls.
We disaggregate the data by
Exhibit 5: Percentage of Students with Disabilities
gender, and not unexpectedly, as
by Gender
shown in Exhibit 5, Spokane
70%
classifies more boys (64%) than
girls (36%) for special education
60%
services. This is also a national
50%
trend and one that is debated: Is
the disproportion subjective or
40%
objective? Are more boys
30%
classified because their
20%
disabilities seem to encompass
more external behaviors? Or are
10%
more boys prone to have
0%
disabilities such as autism or
Female
Male
ADHD. For the latter two
questions, the answer seems to
Female
Male
be yes for both. However, this is
important information to consider when reviewing district data and eligibility
determinations.
Observation 6e: Spokane’s students with disabilities show great variations when
disaggregated by grade span.
Finally, we disaggregated the data by grade span. Exhibit 6 shows the rise and fall of the number
of students with disabilities throughout the grade spans pre-K–K, grades 1–2, grades 3–5, grades
6–8, and grades 9–12. Each disability classification has different peaks and valleys, and for the
majority, the variations seem to correspond with appropriate trends. For example, for students
with multiple disabilities, autism, and intellectual disability, the rates stay generally constant
from grades pre-K–12. This is appropriate, as a student with severe low-incidence disabilities
would typically receive services from an early age and continue throughout their schooling.
Rates decrease for students with developmental delays and communication disorders. This is
appropriate as students may only be classified with a developmental delay through age 8, and
students with communication disorders should be receiving fewer services as their articulation
is addressed and their ability to use and understand language develops as they age.
Students with learning disabilities in Spokane follow the typical national trajectory and show an
increase in the 3–5 grade span. This is not atypical, as this is the time period when reading
becomes the way to learn, rather than students learning how to read. In other words, before
grade 3, students are learning to read, but after grade 3, they are reading to learn. As the
majority of students classified with a learning disability struggle with reading, this trend is not
surprising. That said, it is also not good. These data indicate the district does not implement,
with fidelity, a strong early literacy program and/or tiered interventions that catch students with
reading issues before they have reading difficulties. If the district begins to move from a
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discrepancy model toward a response-to-intervention model of identifying specific learning
disabilities, this issue should begin to resolve.
Students in Spokane classified with emotional/behavioral disabilities have rates that stay fairly
constant throughout the years, which is positive, as students who are validly classified with this
disability must show signs over a span of time. This is potentially a good sign, because, as stated
earlier, there may be some relationship between the lower percentages of
emotional/behavioral disabilities and higher percentages of health impairments due to
confusion regarding whether a student is classified with an emotional disturbance or ADHD (a
disability classification found within health impairment). For students with health impairments
in Spokane, the number steadily increases. This increase needs to be better understood. Why
are older students being classified? Is it poor health? Are students classified based on ADHD?
Exhibit 6: Number of Students with Disabilities by Disability Category
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The district has implemented several behavioral programs for students. These programs are
often created to provide supports for students with emotional/behavioral disorders, which is
considered a low-incidence disability, while students with ADHD generally can be supported
through an inclusion model. The lower percentage of students with emotional/behavioral
disorders should be further investigated to determine if students are being appropriately
classified and given the necessary supports. It will be important for the district to check whether
their classification criteria are up to date and their entrance criteria are well-developed, as well
as the fidelity of using those criteria to assure that students who are classified as having a
disability are done so appropriately, paying specific attention to the classifications of health
impairment, which are high in the district, and English learners with disabilities, which are low in
the district.
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Educational Environment
The purpose of the IDEA is to ensure all students with disabilities are provided with a free appropriate
public education (FAPE) that includes special education and related services designed to meet
students’ unique needs and prepare them for postsecondary education, employment, and
independent living. Furthermore, all services are required to be provided in the least restrictive
environment (LRE) appropriate for the student.
Research has consistently shown a positive relationship between effective and inclusive instruction
and better outcomes for students with disabilities, including the following:
•

Higher academic performance

•

Higher likelihood of employment

•

Higher participation rates in postsecondary education

•

Greater integration into the community

The 10-year National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS 2) described the characteristics,
experiences, and outcomes of a nationally representative sample of more than 11,000 youth, ages
13–16, who were receiving special education services in grade 7 or above when the study began in
2001. The study found that while more time spent in general education classrooms was associated
with lower grades for students with disabilities compared to their nondisabled peers, students who
spent more time in general education settings scored closer to grade level on standardized math and
language tests than did students with disabilities who spent more time in separate settings. Research
also shows that including students with a range of disabilities in general education classes does not
affect the achievement of their nondisabled peers.
IDEA requires local school districts to provide a continuum of special education services to their
students, ranging from special education supports and services provided directly or indirectly to
students in the general education classroom, where most students should be placed, to special
education services provided outside of the general education class and even outside of the general
education school. If a student’s need is so great that the district cannot provide supports, the district is
to provide this small population of students with an educational placement outside of the district that
meets their needs. Exhibit 7 provides a visual representation of a comprehensive continuum of special
education services.
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Exhibit 7: Continuum of Special Education Services
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Observation 7: In general, Spokane educates their students with disabilities in educational
environments similar to those in the state and nation.
Exhibit 8 9 shows the percentages of educational environments for Spokane in 2015-2016 compared to
2014-2015 Washington state and national rates. Starting with the national data, 62.6% of all students
with disabilities are educated at least 80% of the time in the general education classroom (full
inclusion). This is followed by 19.0% of all students with disabilities educated between 40% to 79% of
their time in the general education classroom (partial inclusion), less than 13.5% educated in general
education less than 40% of the time (substantially separate), and 5.3% educated in general education
less than 40% of the time (separate day and residential schools, referred to in many data sets as
“other” to describe the various types of separate day and residential placements).

9
Sources: Nation: United States Department of Education. (2014–2015). IDEA section 618 data products: Static tables [2014–2015 Number of
children ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA, Part B, by disability and state] Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618data/static-tables/index.html; State: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. (2015–2016). Retrieved
from http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=1&reportLevel=State&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16;
District: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction: Washington State Report Card. Spokane School District (2015–2016). Retrieved from
http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/summary.aspx?groupLevel=District&schoolId=230&reportLevel=District&yrs=2015-16&year=2015-16
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Exhibit 8: Educational Environment: Nation, State, District
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The national data show a trend moving from the majority of students with disabilities educated in the
general education setting for at least 80% of the school day, with fewer students as settings become
more restrictive. This is the trend to emulate.
Looking at the district, state and nation, and starting with the “other” category, it is clear that the
district and state have similar trends; very low rates of students enrolled in “other”, or out-of-district
separate day and residential placements. This is very positive, as districts should educate as many of
their students as possible in their neighborhood schools. It is best for students, and it is an important
fiscal consideration for school districts. Looking next at substantially separate settings (0%–39% of day
in regular classroom), Spokane (16.8%) had a higher rate than both the state (13.3%) and the nation
(13.5%). The goal is for students to be in the least restrictive placement possible, so a high percentage
of students in segregated special education classes is not optimal. Next, looking at students in partial
inclusion (40%–79% of day in regular classroom) combined with full inclusion (80%–100% of day in
regular classroom), we see that Spokane (82.2%), Washington (85.3%), and the nation (81.6%) are
comparable. These data highlight one of Spokane’s strengths; over 80% of students with disabilities
are educated in either partial or full inclusive settings.
Observation 7a: While close to 80% of elementary school students with disabilities are placed in
the general education classroom 80-100% of the time, this drops to 42% for middle and high
school students.
It is important to disaggregate the data in order to understand if the overarching trends
toward inclusive practices is the same for students regardless of their age, race or
disability classification. As shown in Exhibit 9, when disaggregating educational placement
data by age span, it is clear that Spokane has great success including students in the
general education class at the elementary level. As students move up in grades, their
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placement in the general education class decreases and placements in special education
classes increases.
Exhibit 9: Percentage of Students in Educational Environment by Gradespan
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Observation 7b: Students with disabilities in Spokane are placed in similar educational settings
regardless of their race, except for White students who have a higher likelihood of being placed
in other settings outside of Spokane public schools.
Exhibit 10 shows Spokane’s educational placement data disaggregated by race. In
Spokane, while white students are more likely to be placed in out-of-district placements.
This finding is positive. In many communities, students of color are more likely to be
placed in more restrictive settings than their White counterparts, and this is not found in
Spokane.
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Exhibit 10: Educational Environment by Race
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Observation 7c: Students classified with developmental delays, emotional/behavioral
disabilities, autism, and intellectual disabilities are educated in more restrictive settings than
those classified with other disabilities.
We next examined educational placement data by disability category. As shown in Exhibit
11, there is a great deal of variation of educational placements of students based on their
disability classification. The students with communication disorders are more likely to be
placed in fully inclusive settings (80%–100%); students with intellectual disabilities are
most likely to be placed in a substantially separate special education setting (0%–39%);
and a great deal of variation exists between these two.
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Exhibit 11: Educational Environment by Disability Category
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To examine this information more clearly, we disaggregated educational placement data
by individual disability categories. As shown, students with communication disorders are
overwhelmingly placed in the 80%–100% inclusion category (Exhibit 12). Students
classified with a specific learning disability mirror the national trend (Exhibit 13); however,
research is becoming clearer that students with learning disabilities should be included
more in general education classes, 10 and they also should be provided with targeted
instruction to address their learning disability. 11
Students classified with health impairments are students with a variety of health issues,
including ADHD, and they typically do not need a great deal of intensive services. As
shown in Exhibit 14, approximately 50% of students with a health impairment are
educated in special education settings. This trend needs to be evaluated. Students
classified with developmental delays include students who are ages 3 to 8. While the
majority of students are educated in full inclusion settings, there are still over 15%
educated in substantially separate or partial inclusion settings (Exhibit 15). The district also
needs to evaluate why more of these young children are not included in the general

Hehir and Associates. (August 2014). Review of Special Education in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts: A
Synthesis Report. Retrieved from http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/hehir/2014-09synthesis.pdf
11
National Center for Intensive Intervention. (n.d.) Retrieved from http://www.intensiveintervention.org/
10
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education setting for 80%–100% of their time. Students classified with
emotional/behavioral disabilities in Spokane are educated at a rate of approximately 60%
in special education settings (Exhibit 16). Students with this disability classification across
the nation are routinely segregated from their peers in general education classes and have
poor school outcomes. 12 Students classified with autism and intellectual disabilities are
least likely in Spokane to be educated in a general education classroom. As shown in
Exhibits 17 and 18, the majority of placements for these students is in a special education
class. There is a substantial percentage of students with autism educated in the general
education classroom, but this does not hold true for students with intellectual disabilities.
These trends need to be understood. For example, what services are provided in special
education classes, and why can they not be provided in the general education setting?
Exhibit 12: Educational Environment: Communication Disorder
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Exhibit 13: Educational Environment: Specific Learning Disability
Other
0-39% in gen ed
40-79% in gen ed
80-100% in gen ed
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Artiles, A. J., Harry, B., Reschly, D. J., & Chinn, P. C. (2002). Over-Identification of students of color in special
education: A critical overview, Multicultural Perspectives, 4, 3-10.
12
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Exhibit 14: Educational Environment: Health Impairment
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Exhibit 15: Educational Environment: Developmental Delay
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Exhibit 16: Educational Environment: Emotional/Behavioral Disability
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Exhibit 17: Educational Environment: Autism
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Exhibit 18: Educational Environment: Intellectual Disability
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The observations in this section reveal several ideas. First, Spokane does an excellent job
educating students in the district and not sending them to out-of-district placements.
Second, the overarching trends of placements for students with disabilities are
comparable to national norms. That said, there are considerations to address when
looking at the disaggregated data, specifically the higher rates of segregated special
education class placements for African American and Native American students, as well as
students classified with developmental delays, emotional/behavioral disabilities, autism,
and intellectual disabilities. What, if any, services are provided in these special education
classes that cannot be provided in the general education setting?
Observation 8: Spokane’s Collective Bargaining Agreement requires that any student with an IEP be
counted as 1 ½ students in a general education class, which could potentially limit the options for
students to be educated in their least restrictive environment.
According to Spokane’s Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), Section 30.A.3: Integrating Students into
General Education, when enrolling students in general education classes, “Any student with an active
academic or behavior IEP, in a class for longer than forty-five (45) minutes daily shall be considered as
one and one half (1 ½) student count.” 13 (See Appendix C for full text.) According to some we
interviewed, the Association bargained for and were proud that they had taken into consideration that
some students required more of the teacher. To address this, the union contractually required lowering
class sizes when there were students with IEPs, as they might require more effort on the part of the
general education teacher. According to the district, the weighting of students with disabilities was
negotiated by the teachers to limit class sizes in order to allow adequate time for redirection, repeating
directions, modifying assignments and homework, one-on-one time with students and other
instructional prompting and preparation in order to ensure that the teacher has adequate time for all
students to receive appropriate instruction. While the motive of providing teachers fewer students
when there is the potential of more need is positive, this provision has the potential to limit options for

Collective Bargaining Agreement between Spokane School District No. 81, Board of Directors and the Spokane
Education Association representing Certificated. (September 1, 2016-August 31, 2019)
Retrieved from
http://swcontent.spokaneschools.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=12459&dataid=30153&
FileName=Certificated%20CBA%202016-2019%20Final.pdf
13
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students to take advantage of their least restrictive environment. Students with disabilities have the
right to be educated in their least restrictive environment with the presumed placement a general
education class. However, during our interviews and focus groups, this provision was raised numerous
times as a concern related to the ability to have students move from self-contained special education
classes to general education classes, for part or the whole day. Without the space to enroll 1 ½ students
in class, staff have believed that they are unable to provide more inclusive opportunities to students.
Indeed, principals can add 1 student over the prescribed number allotted without the teacher approval,
however, we were told of teachers refusing to take a student. If there is no room in a class, students
must either wait for an available slot or are bussed to another school with the district paying the cost of
transportation. This creates an additional challenge as some students are sent to schools across the city,
far from their neighborhood school, in order to receive inclusive opportunities. Parents also voiced this
concern as it created an additional hardship for low-income parents to get to the school themselves if
they did not have transportation. To clarify, the district cannot use a contract to overrule the federal
requirement of least restrictive environment. If students are not afforded the opportunity to take part in
a general education class, if this is their least restrictive environment, then it could be considered a
violation of IDEA.

III. HIGH-QUALITY AND INCLUSIVE INSTRUCTION WITHIN A SYSTEM OF TIERED
SUPPORTS
Observation 9: Spokane has a strong Special Programs Team dedicated to developing multi-tiered
systems of supports. However, the process is not aligned with Instructional Programs, Learning
Support, or Assessment, and it is not implemented with fidelity at the building level.
From interviews and focus groups with Spokane staff, it was clear there was an understanding of MTSS
at the district level within some departments. However, when we inquired about MTSS at the building
level, we discovered most schools did not have MTSS in place or staff did not know how the process
functioned within their school. Some staff reported that there was no MTSS model in their school,
specifically at the secondary level. Others reported the MTSS model was stronger at the elementary
school level, where they were focused on reading skill development in the early grades. However, staff
at the elementary level felt they had limited interventions available to them. Both elementary and
secondary staff reported challenges implementing MTSS for students who were struggling academically
and/or behaviorally. In our observations at schools, we saw little evidence of tiered academic supports.
Since the implementation of MTSS was challenging across all levels, it is recommended the district
develop a systemwide plan for implementing MTSS across all schools. Students who are not provided
MTSS are often referred for special education and in some cases found eligible because there are no
other interventions that can be offered outside of special education. The team that oversees MTSS is
under the Director of Special Programs. This team was extremely knowledgeable about MTSS and how it
should be implemented, as well as, Title I supports for the district. The Special Programs Team had
several interventions available for use that should be widely disseminated to the staff at the building
level so they can take advantage of the wealth of knowledge the Special Programs Team has. Currently,
it seems the Special Programs Team and Curriculum and Instruction are operating in siloes. It is critical
these two departments work together to develop interventions and implementation plans at the
building level. Once an MTSS model has been developed the staff at the building level should be trained
and provided ongoing support implementing MTSS at both the elementary and secondary levels.
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Observation 10: It is the perception of many staff that schools receiving Title I monies have more
interventions and staffing to support students than schools that do not receive Title I funding, causing
staff at these schools to believe they cannot adequately provide interventions and supports unless
they are working in a Title I school.
Interestingly, in interviews and focus groups with staff, it was mentioned several times that schools
receiving Title I funding had significantly more resources than schools that did not receive this additional
funding. Title I funding is typically reserved for public schools with the highest percentage of low-income
families. Many staff reported schools that did not receive Title I funding felt they were left with very few
resources and therefore struggled to support students that required tiered interventions. Staff reported
challenges in implementing a full MTSS model or providing reading interventions as these schools did
not have the staff available to provide these supports. When asked specifically, it was reported that Title
I schools had more staffing and were able to offer more reading interventions to students who were
struggling.
Typically, it is uncommon to hear this; most Title I schools continue to struggle to find adequate
resources despite Title I funding as they are working with some of the most at-risk students. The
purpose of Title I is to provide additional resources to schools that have been identified as having a high
percentage of students in poverty. In discussions with the Special Programs Team that oversees Title I,
they were clear that Title I schools receive more resources as federal statutes require supplemental
services as part of Title I regulations. It was also explained to us that all elementary schools, including
schools that do not receive Title I funds, have a .5 reading intervention teacher funded by the state
Learning Assistance Program. We were also told Title I support was primarily in math intervention at the
elementary level so they do not supplant, given there is a reading intervention teacher already
supporting the school. Regardless, this should not mean schools do not implement an MTSS model to
support students. If there are concerns regarding staffing or available resources, Central Office should
work to support these schools in developing a model that fits within their budget. It is important for all
schools to have supplemental resources and supports for all students within the district, not only
specific schools.
Observation 11: There is little evidence of collaborative partnerships between special and general
educators.
In interviews and observations, we found little evidence of collaborative partnerships between special
and general educators. While there were individual general and special educators we spoke with who
collaborated and/or co-taught, there was no indication of a districtwide focus on common planning time
or co-teaching. Providing more inclusive and effective services requires a commitment on the part of the
district to support and build the expertise of the special and general education staff to work together.
General educators typically bring to the table content expertise and special educators typically bring to
the table expertise on disability and accessing the content. A blending of these skills has been shown to
benefit students with and without disabilities. 14 The district can also take advantage of the power of
Cole, C. M., Waldron, N., & Majd, M. (2004). Academic progress of students across inclusive and
traditional settings. Mental Retardation, 42(2), 136-144.
14
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collaborative planning and use consultation services to support students with disabilities. In this model,
the special education teacher or service provider acts as the consultant to the general education teacher
in the areas of IEP accommodations, application of skills across settings, progress toward goals and
other IEP related areas. This model is often overlooked, but is invaluable to general education teachers
who serve as content experts but may not always know how to support students with disabilities in their
classroom.
Observation 12: Special education staff funded by IDEA are under the impression that they are not
permitted to work with students without IEPs to receive incidental benefits from special education
staff, when federal and state laws do allow for students without IEPs to benefit from special
education staff.
Staff we interviewed were working under the assumption that special education personnel, particularly,
those funded under IDEA, could only work with students with IEPs. This is actually not fact. As long as
special education staff fulfill their responsibility of providing the supports and services to students with
disabilities, they can provide those without disabilities with what is called, “incidental benefit.” As stated
in IDEA:
Part B (non-CEIS) funds provided to an LEA may be used for the costs of special education and
related services, and supplementary aids and services, provided in a regular class or other
education-related setting to a student with a disability in accordance with the student’s
individualized education program (IEP), even if one or more nondisabled children benefit from
these services. Such usage, often referred to as incidental benefit, does not diminish an LEA’s
responsibility under Part B to ensure that FAPE is made available to each eligible child with a
disability. Under 34 CFR 300.208(a)(1), IDEA
Understanding that students without disabilities are able to benefit from special educators might
provide more flexibility in staffing and continuity of service in classrooms. This is typically seen through
the appropriate use of a collaborative planning and co-teaching model where the special education
teacher and general education teacher work with all students in the class in a flexible manner so all
students receive the supports they need.
Observation 13: The district has not implemented social/emotional learning (SEL) standards and does
not have a strong SEL curriculum or teacher training, thereby causing significant challenges when
supporting students with emotional and behavioral disorders, unless the student is assigned to the BI
program.
In interviews and focus groups with Spokane staff, we quickly noticed that the district had not
implemented an SEL curriculum, or if they had, it was not known to all staff at the building level. While
some schools had Second Step, staff admitted it was rarely used, and they did not know who was
responsible for delivering the SEL curriculum. Even when an SEL curriculum was used by staff, it was
used differently at every building, and most staff reported that it was not implemented with
consistency. Like any academic curriculum, an SEL curriculum must be used with fidelity in order to see
any long-term changes in student behavior. It should also be taught by staff trained to deliver the
curriculum to ensure appropriate implementation.
Additionally, during interviews and focus groups with staff, there was clear evidence that additional
training and support in working with students with mental health needs should be provided. Staff did
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not feel equipped to work with students who presented with behavioral challenges or students with
traumatic backgrounds. Many staff believed the only way for students with behavioral or mental health
challenges to receive support was to refer them to the district’s BI program or one of the programs at
Eagle Peak, the district’s school for students presenting with severe emotional and behavioral needs.
We also talked to the staff about the district’s use of positive behavioral intervention supports (PBIS),
which was still in the process of being reviewed and revised by Central Office. We were told oversight of
PBIS was recently moved to another department at Central Office, Curriculum and Instruction. This
department was working hard to implement a PBIS model in all schools and ensure training was in place.
When we reviewed the organizational chart, it was interesting to see the PBIS specialist was under the
Director of Elementary Curriculum, but there was no PBIS specialist under the Director of Secondary
Curriculum, which makes PBIS appear to be an elementary initiative. However, in discussions with
Central Office staff, we were told PBIS was being implemented districtwide.
Typically, districts use behavior specialists, school psychologists, or school counselors to support PBIS, as
these staff are trained to understand behavioral challenges and the function of these behaviors in the
school setting. They are also the staff who are typically involved in supporting students who are
struggling behaviorally, depending on the size of the district. Therefore, we could not determine the
rationale for having PBIS live under Curriculum and Instruction, and specifically under the Director of
Elementary Curriculum. Regardless of which department oversees PBIS, it is critical to have PBIS in place
to support schools in managing student behavior beyond using disciplinary practices. PBIS creates a
structure that provides rewards for appropriate behaviors, while moving away from negative
consequences, such as suspension, restraint, and isolation, unless absolutely necessary. The use of
suspensions should be done cautiously. The district also has used restraint and isolation when they felt a
student was posing an imminent threat to themselves or others. From our observations and discussions
with Spokane staff, it is clear that the district has provided legal guidance and Right Response training on
de-escalation techniques and the appropriate use of restraint and isolation. The district has also
provided training on the development of success plans, emotional regulation, sensory strategies, and
social skills and each month special education resource teachers receive targeted trainings on deescalation and behavior management. Still, for the 2016-2017 school year, in the district there were
over 3,000 incidents of restraint, isolation, or both involving approximately 2,700 students.
The implementation of social emotional standards and the development of a robust PBIS system for
students that require more behavioral supports and will help schools identify which students require
these intensive interventions. This best practice will no doubt increase positive behaviors and decrease
the use of suspensions, restraint, and isolation.
Observation 14: The Behavior Intervention (BI) program is in the process of changing at the
elementary level from a segregated program to a more inclusive model, however, there is a lack of
clarity as to how and what social-emotional and behavioral supports are provided in the program at
both levels.
The district has clearly been working to improve the BI program. In fact, this was one of the main
questions they had when starting this review. The BI program at the elementary school level is a full-day
self-contained special education placement. There is currently a pilot program at Logan Elementary
School that appears similar to a resource environment where students can go to a highly supportive BI
class as needed throughout the day. At the high school level, the BI program is what is called a
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“bookend” model where students check in at the beginning of the day and check out at the end of the
day. The district wants to shift into this model for all schools.
Staff expressed concerns with how students were referred to the BI program, particularly in secondary
schools and the process for how students are placed there. It appeared students were placed in the BI
program for varying reasons. In some situations, the DRC recommended the program and in other cases
it was done through the IEP process. Most students with 504 plans placed in the BI program were placed
there through the DRC process. However, it was unclear what protocols and parameters were used in
making these determinations. It appeared as though decisions to place students in the BI program were
not always made using data to determine if the current setting was meeting the students’ needs
through implementation of a Behavior Intervention Plan and data on the revisions to this plan before
placing the student in a more restrictive setting.
In interviews and focus groups with staff it was also evident there was significant confusion regarding
curricula that would provide social-emotional growth. No matter that there is a list of approximately 50
SEL programs the district has for staff to use, many staff did not know what was available to them to use
and made lessons on their own. Other staff said they had a variety of curricula to choose from but that
not all pieces were in their possession and that oftentimes they only had parts of the curriculum, making
it challenging to implement with fidelity. Other staff said that students refused to engage in the social
skills curriculum provided by the district because it was not relatable to an urban population. This
resulted in teachers not using any social skills curriculum because students refused to engage with the
lessons given. Lastly, some staff had little to no training in the available curricula presented so they were
working independently on creating lessons and “hoping they were doing it right”.
Staff in the BI program were clearly working to include students in the less restrictive general education
setting. However, challenges arose and staff reported they often received pushback when they wanted
to include students from the BI program in general education classes. It was apparent this occurred for
two reasons, 1) the teachers were at capacity for the number of students with disabilities they were
allowed into their class per their contract and 2) teachers did not want to have BI students in their class
because they did not feel they had the skills or additional support to work with these students in this
setting. Teachers that were at the contractual number of students with disabilities in their class could
accept more students and receive a stipend for doing so, however, many teachers refused to do this. A
common theme uncovered was staff did not feel there were enough mental health supports outside of
the BI program and limited training for working with this population of students, which led to the
challenges in providing these students the opportunity to be in a class with their non-disabled peers. The
staff within the BI program did an excellent job collecting data on how frequently students were
included in general education classes or electives. They also collected data on students’ self-regulation
skills using a checklist of skills they wanted students to master.
There was evidence of the use of restraints in some of the BI classes. We were provided with 6 months
of data and saw that the number of restraints in a school for student in the BI program started with a
low of 37 and went to a high of 192 The full list is: 37, 67, 78, 78, 87, 125, 190, and 192. Restraint should
be a last resort and according to the US Department of Education, “Physical restraint or seclusion should
not be used except in situations where the child’s behavior poses imminent danger of serious physical
harm to self or others and other interventions are ineffective and [restraint or seclusion] should be
36

discontinued as soon as imminent danger of serious physical harm to self or others has dissipated.” 15
We are aware that the district has provided training on de-escalation and restraint to staff in the BI
programs and Title I schools, however, it was unclear if there was a plan for all schools to receive this
training, which would be best practice. We support this and encourage the district to find more
alternatives to restraint and by providing staff with more intensive de-escalation training and mental
health supports in order to reduce the use of restraint. We also want to make clear that a districtwide
focus on SEL supports would likely be the most effective means of lessoning the use of restraints.
Observation 15: Eagle Peak is a Spokane Public School that enrolls a majority of students with
disabilities, yet seems to be disconnected from the Special Education Department and the district.
The Eagle Peak school enrolls students in 6 Programs: Trek, Eagle High School, 180∘, Transitions, Summit
High School, and Expedition. Three programs enroll students with IEPs and 504 plans (Trek, Eagle High,
Summit High) and three enroll students without disabilities (180∘, Transitions, Expedition). At the time
of this review, students with IEPs and 504 plans comprise approximately 100 students enrolled at Eagle
Peak and those without disabilities comprise approximately 50 students. The principal of Eagle Peak
reports to the Director of Student Services and Options Schools, which is not in the Special Education
Department. With the most restrictive special education placements and the majority of Eagle Peak’s
students with IEPs, it is concerning that there is not a direct line to the Special Education Department.
Students enrolled in Eagle Peak are done so without Eagle’s staff as an integral part of the decisionmaking process. A change of placement to the most restrictive school in the district should have distinct
entrance and exit criteria for all of their programs and there should be a representative who is wellversed in the program being considered as part of the team making this decision. In addition, there is no
established process to exit students from Eagle Peak and staff reported difficulties with returning
students to a less restrictive district school. This was based largely on staff throughout the district
feeling ill-equipped to deal with students that had social/emotional or behavioral challenges.
Staff at Eagle Peak expressed frustration at the disconnect between their school and the rest of the
district. In fact, they explained, they believed that Eagle Peak was actually not geographically in the
Spokane school district, but rather in Spokane Valley. While we were assured that Eagle Peak was, in
fact, within district boundaries, that fact that this was a comment exemplifies the disconnect.
Through observations, interviews, and information found in an evaluation report conducted in 2016 by
Raphael Guillory, staff at Eagle Peak have great strengths in building relationships with students and
deescalating problematic behaviors. To be sure, the district and Guillory noted safety concerns with the
use of the “bench,” where students are often sent to calm themselves, but is actually outside the school
building. That students can too easily leave the premises needs to be addressed as a safety concern.
That said, many staff at Eagle would be well-equipped to support teachers in the district to deescalate
negative behaviors and their skillset could be used to create a training model for district staff working
with students presenting with challenging behaviors.

15

U.S. Department of Education, Restraint and Seclusion: Resource Document, Washington, D.C., 2012. Retrieved
from www.ed.gov/policy/restraintseclusion
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Observation 16: Students with IEPs and 504 plans are placed within the same self-contained
classrooms in the BI program and at Eagle Peak in Trek, Eagle High, and Summit High, which raises an
issue of whether appropriate Child Find regulations for special education have been followed when a
student protected under Section 504 is removed from the regular class setting.
A review of the BI program and at Eagle Peak’s Trek, Eagle High, and Summit High, revealed there is a
mixture of students with IEPs and 504 plans placed into self-contained classes for students with
emotional/behavioral disorders. This practice raised questions for the reviewers. Students with an IEP
who are receiving specially designed instruction that is so intensive that a self-contained special
education class is required must have significant needs based on their disability. Students protected
under Section 504 are afforded accommodations, however, a self-contained class is not an
accommodation. When we asked staff about this, we were told that “small classroom” was written into
their 504 plans, which is how they were ultimately placed in the BI program. There were several staff
that expressed discontent with this process given students on 504 plans did not require specially
designed instruction and should have accommodations provided in the general education setting. Many
staff felt this made lesson planning and teaching very difficult as the span of needs within the
classrooms was broader. The practice of mixing special education and 504 students appears to provide
the same service for students with decidedly different needs and raises the issue of whether students
served under 504 went through the Child Find process and if they did, and were not deemed eligible for
special education services, how are they educated in the BI program? In this model, students who are
considered socially maladjusted, (e.g. conduct disorder) who may need generalized behavioral supports
are placed in a setting with students who have a disability that requires more intensive therapeutic
supports.
Observation 17: A higher percentage of students with disabilities receive suspensions (in all
categories) as compared to students without disabilities.
We examined suspension data for both the 2015-16 school year and the 2016-17 school year, as the
district had made a concerted effort to decrease suspensions. Exhibit 19 shows that for both years,
students with disabilities were suspended at higher rates than students without disabilities in all three
types of suspensions; in-school, short-term, and long-term. However, the total number of students with
disabilities who received suspensions did, in fact, decrease from 2015-16 to 2016-17 from 1,429
students to 1,202 students, a decrease of 16%.
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Exhibit 19: Percentage of Students Receiving Suspensions by
Disability Status 2015-16 and 2016-17
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Observation 17a: The total number of short-term suspensions dropped from 1859 to 1319
from 2015/16 to 2016/17; there was an increase from 196 to 441 in Failure to Cooperate over
the same time period.
We disaggregated the suspension data by type of suspension and examined short-term
suspensions in more depth. For this analysis, we looked at the total number of incidents rather
than the number of students. Because some students received more than one suspension, the
total number of incidents is higher than the total number of students. As shown in Exhibit 20,
the total number of short-term suspensions for students with disabilities has dropped from
1,859 in 2015-16 to 1,319 in 2016-17 (a drop of almost 30%). This is quite an impressive
decrease and positive trend. (The total number of students with disabilities who received a
short-term suspension decreased from 728 to 545, a drop of 25%.)
We disaggregated the data further and examined in greater detail two categories of behaviors
students are suspended for; disruptive conduct and failure to cooperate. It is important to note
the district has changed how behaviors are labeled, moving towards clearer and more
descriptive definitions for staff and students. The term ‘disruptive conduct' was dropped in
2016-17. In order to compare 2015-16 data with 2016-17 data, the district identified the
following behaviors as ‘disruptive conduct’ and we used those categories for this analysis;
hazing, misuse of social media, possession or distribution of pornography, profane or obscene
conduct or words, pulling false alarms, verbal or physical aggression. Similarly, the category of
'failure to cooperate' was dropped in 2016-17, and the district identified the following behaviors
as ‘failure to cooperate’; defiance of a reasonable directive, disrespect of authority,
misrepresentation/lying, and non-compliance.
As shown in Exhibit 20, when examining short-term suspensions for those behaviors found
within the disruptive conduct group, there was a drop by more than half from 2015-16 to 201617; from 695 to 257. In contrast, short-term suspensions for those behaviors identified as failure
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to cooperate more than doubled from 2015-16 to 2016-17. Suspensions for all other behaviors
dropped by 30% from 2015-16 to 2016-17, from 968 to 621. To summarize, while there has
been a decrease in suspensions for behaviors categorized under disruptive conduct and other
behaviors, there has been an increase in suspensions for behaviors categorized under failure to
cooperate. The district’s efforts to more clearly define the specific behaviors within ‘disruptive
conduct’ and ‘failure to cooperate’ appears to have mixed results. For example, 272 student
received short-term suspension for ‘defiance of a reasonable directive,’ which for students with
behavioral disabilities, and ADHD under Health Impairment could be a characteristic of their
disability. These data suggest that while there is positive movement, there needs to be even
greater attention to defining behaviors and developing alternative to suspensions for these
behaviors, particularly behaviors that may be a manifestation of student’s disability.

Exhibit 20: Total Short-Tem Suspensions by Behavior Type 2014/15 2016/17
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Observation 17b: A higher percentage of students with emotional and behavioral disorders
(EBD) receive suspensions (in all categories) as compared to other students with disabilities.
In order to gain as much information as possible from these data, we disaggregated the
suspension data by disability classification and race. Starting with disability classification, as
shown in Exhibit 21, students classified with an emotional/behavioral disability are suspended at
much higher percentages than their peers in any other disability category. Of 144 students with
emotional/behavioral disabilities, 37.5% received a short-term suspension and 24.3% an inschool suspension. Health impairment is the next highest category, and is where students with
ADHD are located. The question the district must ask is what special education supports are
students with an emotional disturbance or those classified with health impairment receiving,
especially with the understanding that their disability typically includes behavioral issues and
special education services should provide those supports.
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Exhibit 21: Percentage of students suspended by disability classification
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Observation 17c: The risk ratio for African American students with and without disabilities is
higher than for any other student group across all three suspension types.
Observation 17d: While we caution that the cell size is small, Native American students with
disabilities appear to have higher risk ratios. 16
Finally, we examined the suspension rates of students with and without disabilities and
disaggregated the data by race using relative risk ratios, which provide a comparison of risk for
suspension of one group in relation to the risk for all other groups. A risk ratio of 1 indicates that
there is equal risk. An increase in risk ratio is indicative of increased risk. As shown in Exhibit 22,
in 2015-16, the risk ratio for African American students with and without disabilities was higher
than for any other student group across in-school and short-term suspensions, ranging from 1.8
to 2.2. For example, when looking at in-school suspensions for African American students in
Spokane, with a risk ratio of 2.2, they are about twice as likely to receive in-school suspensions
than their peers. Native American students have similar risk ratios, ranging from 1.4 to 2.0. The
risk ratio for Hispanic and Multi-race students range from 1.2 to 1.7. The risk ratio for white
students with and without disabilities is less than 1.0 across both suspension types, ranging from
.67 to .72. Finally, in 2015-16, Asian students in Spokane were the least likely to receive inschool or short-term suspensions in Spokane, with risk ratios ranging from 0.2 to 0.9. As shown
in Exhibit 23, the 2016-17 school year yielded similar risk ratio trends as the 2015-16 school
year, aside from the notable shift of the risk ratio for in-school suspensions of Native Americans,
which rose from 1.6 to 3.1, a trend that should be looked into by the district.
See Appendix D for the number of students receiving in-school and short-term suspensions by race and disability
status 2015-16 and 2016-17

16
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Exhibit 22: Relative Risk Ratios for In-School and Short-Term Suspensions by
Race 2015-2016
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Exhibit 23: Relative Risk Ratios for In-School and Short-Term Suspensions by
Race 2016-17
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Special education services are meant to minimize the negative effects of a disability and maximize the
success of students with disabilities. Suspensions are not conducive to school success. Students
suspended lose academic time and there is no evidence to suggest that suspensions support the
development of positive behaviors. And further, any time out of school diminishes students’ opportunity
to learn, and students with disabilities are especially vulnerable to breaks in instruction. This data leads
to the question of whether students with disabilities are getting the appropriate social-emotional
supports they need to succeed in school or if they are suspended due to a manifestation of their
disability. We examined the data in manifestation determination review (MDRs) and found no
information on whether the suspension was a manifestation of the student’s disability. Using
information from MDRs would assist the district in understanding and addressing the higher use of
suspensions for students with disabilities. It is important for Spokane to develop alternatives to
suspension. Staff might need more training in positive behavioral supports and de-escalation techniques
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for both special and general education staff and how to use the manifestation determination review
process more effectively.
Observation 18: Instructional and assistive technologies live in two separate departments and while
staff do consult, the organizational structure is not designed to work in partnership for the benefit of
all students in the district.
There is an assistive technology department staffed with one half-time and one full-time AT specialists.
There is no dedicated time from other special education staff. There are close to 300 students in the
district who have technology assigned to them and close to 200 purchased apps and a list of over 400
free apps. Assistive technology is located in the Special Education Department and focuses on the
special education population. Instructional technology is located at the district level under Instructional
Programs and focuses on the general education population. While the departments have made great
strides in working together, technically, both departments work in isolation from each other, when
there are strong reasons to collaborate. To begin, there could be greater economy of scale should the
district combine the two divisions. We were told that funding was an issue for assistive technology. It
may also be an issue for instructional technology. Should these two divisions combine, they could decide
how to use their funds together. More importantly, there is great potential in sharing ideas and
resources. There are many innovative ideas related to instructional technology in special education that
could benefit all students and having the expertise of staff focused on instructional technology would
benefit students with disabilities.
Observation 19: Spokane’s students with disabilities performed at comparable rates to their peers in
Washington state on the Smarter Balanced English Language Arts and Mathematics assessments.
As shown in Exhibits 24–36, Spokane’s students with disabilities performed at comparable rates to their
peers in Washington state on the Smarter Balanced English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics
assessment. Each figure shows one grade for either ELA or math and three years of data disaggregated
by disability status. Overall, Spokane is following the state trends, which themselves are not
encouraging. In ELA, students with disabilities in Spokane and in the state, are anywhere from 15
percentage points (11th grade in 2015-2016) to 46 percentage points (8th grade in 2015-2016) lower
than their peers in general education at the state level and 19 percentage points (11th grade in 20152016) to 51 percentage points (6th grade in 2015-2016) lower than their peers in general education at
the state level. In mathematics, students with disabilities in Spokane and in the state, are anywhere
from 31 percentage points (3rd grade in 2014/15) to 42 percentage points (8th grade in 2016/17) lower
than their peers in general education at the state level and 25 percentage points (3rd grade in 2014/15)
to 43 percentage points (6th grade in 2015/16) lower than their peers in general education at the
district level.
With only three years’ worth of data, it is difficult to look at trends, but of the 7 tested grades in ELA, 4
had a decrease in scores followed by an increase (4th, 5th, 6th, 8th), 2 had steady decreases in scores (3rd,
7th), and 1 had a steady increase in scores (11th). Of the 6 tested grades in Math (there was not enough
data to analyze 11th grade), 2 had a decrease followed by an increase in scores (4th, 5th), 2 had steady
decreases (3rd, 6th), and 2 had an increase and then a decrease in scores (7th, 8th).
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Exhibit 24: Percent proficient or above, Grade 3 English language arts
state and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 201/17)
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Exhibit 25: Percent proficient or above, Grade 3 Mathematics state and
district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 26: Percent proficient or above, Grade 4 English language arts state
and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 27: Percent proficient or above, Grade 4 Mathematics state and
district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 28: Percent proficient or above, Grade 5 English language arts state
and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 29: Percent proficient or above, Grade 5 Mathematics state and
district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 30: Percent proficient or above, Grade 6 English language arts state
and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

State general education

Spokane general education

State SWD

Spokane SWD

Exhibit 31: Percent proficient or above, Grade 6 Mathematics state and
district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 32: Percent proficient or above, Grade 7 English language arts
state and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 33: Percent proficient or above, Grade 7 Mathematics state and
district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 34: Percent proficient or above, Grade 8 English language arts
state and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 35: Percent proficient or above, Grade 8 Mathematics state
and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Exhibit 36: Percent proficient or above, Grade 11 English language arts
state and district, by disability status (2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17)
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Observation 20: Spokane’s graduation rates for students with disabilities is lower than for their peers
without disabilities.
Our final observation in this section and a main goal for all students, are the graduation rates of
students with and without disabilities. As shown in Exhibit 37, in Spokane, students with disabilities’
graduation rates are lower than those without disabilities. That said, between 2014 to 2016, graduation
rates rose from 57.8% to 63.4%, which is a 5.6 point increase. Why are graduation rates lower for
students with disabilities than for students without disabilities? There is no one reason for this;
graduation rates encompass all items described in this review. Should Spokane address the issues raised
here and elsewhere, there is a very high likelihood that graduation rates for students with disabilities
will increase and the gap between students with and students without disabilities will decrease.
Exhibit 37: Spokane Graduation Rates 2014-2016 by Disability Status
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RECOMMENDATIONS
District Organization and Internal Structures to Support Student Learning
Recommendation 1: Create organizational charts using parallel terms and formats, define and name
people in roles, and include dates when new organizational charts are developed to record changes.
These organizational charts should be made public so all staff and administrators have access to them.
Following are the recommendations for revising the organizational charts at central office:
•

Use one format for all organizational charts: We recommend that the district use one format
for creating organizational charts. Out of the six to seven documents we reviewed, most were
formatted differently. With the Special Education Department, be sure to use agreed upon
terms and responsibilities.

•

Clearly define staff roles and responsibilities: We recommend that the Special Education
Department review the current job descriptions to ensure roles and responsibilities are clearly
delineated for all staff. It appeared there were several staff working in the Special Education
Department, but it was not clearly identified what their function was or if there were ways to
better utilize staff.

•

Date organizational charts: We recommend that the district clearly date each organizational
chart so it is evident to Central Office staff and building level staff when changes are made. The
district could also use the dated charts to monitor how often they are revising the district’s
organizational charts.

•

Determine the best organizational structure and maintain it for two years: Based on interviews
and focus groups, it was clear that staff across the district find constant changes in the
organizational structure to be challenging. This creates uncertainty within the department and
leads staff to constantly feeling they are “in flux” as changes are made without any clear
rationale. Furthermore, staff at the building level reported that they found out about these
changes secondhand, or when they reach out to a Central Office staff, only to find that person is
no longer working within a certain department. We recommend the Central Office leadership
team ensure all Spokane staff have access to the organizational chart and know whom to
contact when they need support. Once this is decided, we further recommend the Central Office
team try to adhere to this chart for at least two years before making any major revisions. This
will provide consistency and stability, not only for Central Office staff, but for building-level staff
as well.

•

Use the district’s essential function to organize staff: We were asked to give feedback to
Central Office on how they should organize their staff. While we do not have a specific way, the
district should structure its teams, we do recommend they consider the district’s essential
function, which is to have the capacity to develop and articulate both a vision and a set of
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practices that send a clear message of what the schools are about. 17 The district has a strategic
plan in place, which should manifest the district’s vision and establish the conditions necessary
for principals and teacher leaders to implement this plan. These conditions include the
following: 18
o

Aligning all policies and resources to the plan

o

Creating a collaborative and supportive working relationship with each school

o

Expecting and supporting the principal to become the school’s instructional leader

o

Communicating the vision and strategic plan to the public in a highly visible way that
provides the context for principals to make decisions supported by parents and the
larger community

The district’s organizational structure should be designed with these conditions in mind and
collaborative structures put in place to fulfill the district’s plan. From our interviews and focus groups,
we can see that the district has the expertise; however, the district needs to be structured in a way that
provides maximum benefit to school leaders to support their work with students. Many staff were not
aware of the district’s strategic plan and felt a collaborative relationship between schools and Central
Office did not exist. During our discussions with Central Office staff, we were not told of any practices in
place to support principals in becoming instructional leaders for their school. Many staff felt they lacked
the resources and training they needed to drive student achievement. Considering the size of Spokane,
we understand additional challenges present with communication between central office and schools.
Keeping that in mind, we believe the district can set up their teams for successful collaboration between
schools and central office. Regardless, whatever organizational structure they decide, the voice of
special education must be included in all planning and decision-making.
Recommendation 2: Develop collaborative structures across departments to support districtwide
initiatives and develop supportive processes at the building level.
Collaborative structures are critical to building a strong Central Office team. The Central Office should be
organized in a way that will improve the work in schools. In reviewing the district’s strategic plan, many
of these goals are in place. As discussed previously, during observations, interviews, and focus groups,
we could see a lack of collaborative structures between Central Office and the schools. Or if
collaborative structures existed, they were not being used in an effective manner to implement the
change the district wanted to see. Following are two strategies implemented by highly supportive and
collaborative school districts:

Southern Regional Education Board. (August 2010). The Three Essentials: Improving Schools Requires District
Vision, District and State Support, and Principal Leadership. Retrieved from
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Three-Essentials-to-Improving-Schools.pdf.
18
Southern Regional Education Board. (August 2010). The Three Essentials: Improving Schools Requires District
Vision, District and State Support, and Principal Leadership. Retrieved from
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Three-Essentials-to-Improving-Schools.pdf.
17
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•

Organize the Central Office—including special education, human resources, finance, curriculum
and instruction—to function cohesively to support principals and school leadership teams. The
district should hire a staff that fits the needs of the schools’ strategic plans, assists principals in
removing ineffective teachers, and either through Central Office staff or consultants, provides
technical expertise to schools in implementing their own strategic improvement plans.

•

Establish a collaborative presence in schools that is focused on building the capacity of principals
and teachers to own school problems and to implement proven solutions. 19

Research from the Southern Regional Education Board’s (SREB) document on improving schools through
district vision, district and state support, and principal leadership provides one example for how the
district can do this work. We describe this here as one suggested path the district could take. The SREB
authors outlined seven strategies districts can implement to help improve student achievement and the
learning environment. While this report focused mainly on middle and high schools, the same concepts
can be applied to all schools to keep them moving ahead on the road to continuous improvement. Part
of the improvement process includes special education, as special education is only as good as general
education, and therefore, collaborative partnerships are critical when implementing strategic plans. The
seven strategies Spokane Public Schools should consider when creating collaborative structures at
central office are quoted below:
•

Strategy 1: Establish a clear focus and a strategic framework of core beliefs, effective
practices, and goals for improving student achievement. Highly supportive districts provide
principals with a focused mission and vision of key beliefs and practices to guide school
improvement. This can be a short mission statement, such as “Striving for excellence—no
exceptions, no excuses.” Or it can be a living framework collectively developed and adopted by
district staff in collaboration with community members over a period of time and continuously
monitored and revised by an active school board. This work has been started in both Central
Office and the Special Education Department, as the current Director of Special Education has
created a cohort of people to assist in developing a vision for special education. This vision
should be aligned with the district framework to ensure continuity across all departments.
Central Office has created a strategic plan that clearly outlines their goals, this should be
revisited to measure the district’s progress towards meeting their goals.

•

Strategy 2: Organize and engage the school board and Central Office in support of each school.
In highly supportive districts, the school board continuously focuses on improving student
achievement, and Central Office personnel spend the majority of their time in the schools,
working with principals and teachers to create cultures of success uniquely suited to the
students’ needs and the faculty’s strengths. Principals are given the authority to make hiring and
firing decisions for their schools and are expected to be (and supported as) instructional leaders.
During observations, interviews and focus groups, we were told Central Office staff were not
often in the buildings. Some staff reported they had asked for guidance or support and did not
receive a response from Central Office teams. Staff requested more support and resources

Southern Regional Education Board. (August 2010). The Three Essentials: Improving Schools Requires District
Vision, District and State Support, and Principal Leadership. Retrieved from
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Three-Essentials-to-Improving-Schools.pdf.
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around classroom management, curriculum, collaboration with teachers, and the consultation
model for special education. This is important feedback Central Office can use to guide their
work in support of each other when reviewing their current strategic plan.
•

Strategy 3: Provide instructional coherence and support. Highly supportive district leaders
understand the challenging work principals must do and, in many cases, have been successful
principals themselves. These leaders support the principals’ focus on instruction and model that
priority by focusing on curriculum and instruction in school board and superintendent meetings.
They routinely engage school and teacher leaders in developing and using tools such as
walkthroughs; professional learning communities (PLC); and proven, research-based
instructional practices. Based on this feedback, we recommend Spokane develop a structure
that allows Central Office staff to support school leaders on the ground in targeted areas where
administrators feel their staff need more support.

•

Strategy 4: Invest heavily in instruction-related professional learning for principals, teacherleaders, and district staff. Highly supportive districts give principals the tools to be effective
instructional leaders and continuous learners. These districts set aside time for collective
learning and instruction-focused professional development and provide beginning principals
with induction and mentoring to increase their chances of success as effective instructional
leaders. During observations, focus groups, and interviews, we noticed some schools had strong
instructional practices in place and other schools appeared to require additional support in
developing lessons that were rigorous and engaging. This was evidenced across settings in both
inclusive classrooms and during small group, pull-out instruction. We also received feedback
that teachers in low-incidence classrooms felt they were lacking the curriculum and resources
they needed to develop strong lesson plans. Many felt they had to develop their own curriculum
because they were missing parts, the curriculum was not engaging or relevant to their students,
or they did not fully know how to use the curriculum. When we reviewed district documents, we
noticed there was a list of curricula adopted in the district that gives the impression there are
plenty of resources for staff. However, when we talked to staff and completed observations,
that was not the case. This is why it is critical for Central Office staff to develop structures that
allow them to support at the building level and observe classes and programs to gain an
understanding of areas that require more support

•

Strategy 5: Provide high-quality data that link student achievement to school and classroom
practices, and assist schools to use data effectively. Highly supportive districts have adopted
strategies to help principals disaggregate, analyze, and interpret their student achievement data
quickly to discern student deficits and identify weaknesses in school and classroom practices.
During our interviews and focus groups, we noted the importance of ensuring data are carefully
analyzed and used to inform practice. Some of the special education data from Spokane Public
Schools appeared to conflict with data reported by the Washington State Board of Education.
Specifically, the district reported a different percentage of students with disabilities than was
reported by the state. This is unusual, as the state typically pulls the data from the district. We
also noticed during school observations that the rigor between schools throughout the district
varied widely. Some classrooms had well-developed lesson plans with students engaged in their
learning, while other teachers appeared to struggle with classroom management or developing
lessons aligned to standards to make student learning meaningful. Regular school walkthroughs
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and professional learning communities, allow building leaders to coach their teachers to create
strong instructional practices across all classes. We encourage central office staff to participate
in these walkthroughs and support principals in becoming instructional leaders. Implementing
strong practices around data collection will allow building administrators and Central Office staff
to know where to target their support in developing staff at the building level. This is not meant
to be a punitive model, but a strategic plan on how teachers can be mentored and coached in
order to receive the support they are looking for from both building leaders and central office
teams.
•

Strategy 6: Optimize the use of resources to improve student learning. Highly supportive
districts provide principals with resources—human and financial—and the flexibility to use those
resources to address unique school needs while remaining consistent with school and district
improvement frameworks and strategic plans. Schools with greater needs receive greater
resources and assistance in assessing which school and classroom practices are working and in
eliminating ineffective practices. These schools also are supported by outside coaches and
facilitators who are skilled in assisting the school and teacher-leaders to address how lowincome and minority students are being taught and how instruction must change if achievement
gaps are to be closed. As discussed above, there was wide variability in the level of rigor
observed in the schools throughout the district. We also noted during our interviews and focus
groups several references to Title I schools receiving more resources from the district to support
students. It was noted that Title I schools had more staff, and specifically staff trained to support
reading, than non-Title I schools. While we understand Title I schools receive more resources as
guided by federal regulations, we encourage Central Office leaders to investigate why a
perception persists from teachers which causes barriers when providing interventions if the
district feels resources are fairly even across schools. We recommend that the Central Office
take a closer look at the resources available to each school and ensure that all students are
receiving the supports they need, both in special education and through the MTSS model. If
there are discrepancies between schools, we recommend the district work to ensure equitable
resources and supports are available to all schools and tailored to the needs of each school.

•

Strategy 7: Use open, credible processes to involve key school and community leaders in
shaping a vision for improving schools. Highly supportive districts engage the whole community
in setting a common vision for student learning. They seek principals’ and teacher-leaders’ ideas
on major decisions about district policies, changes in curriculum and instructional
improvements, use of professional development resources, and the district’s budget. They
encourage principals to use leadership teams to lead their schools and to engage the school
community in setting a vision and creating a school improvement plan. We compared the
strategic plan the district currently has in place to the strategies outlined above. The Spokane
Public Schools strategic plan consists of the following five goals, as quoted below: 20

Spokane Public Schools. (n.d.) Strategic Plan 2014-2020. Retrieved from
http://www.spokaneschools.org/Page/24474
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a. Strategic Goal 1 – Increase Student Achievement: Students will be provided rigorous
academic and real-life learning opportunities to become college and career ready.
Students will be provided high quality, individualized instruction through exceptional
teaching, consistent curriculum, and effective assessments.
b. Strategic Goal II – Provide a Safe, Productive Learning and Work Environment: Provide
a physically and emotionally safe learning and work environment in support of
continuous student improvement.
c. Strategic Goal III – Build and Maintain a Talented Workforce: Enhance student
performance by attracting, supporting, and developing a world class workforce.
d. Strategic Goal IV – Operate Efficiently: Enhance academic quality and student
outcomes through strong fiscal management, facility planning, and effective
governance.
e. Strategic Goal V – Ensure Public Support and Customer Satisfaction: Student learning
experiences will be supported and enriched by fostering effective communication as
well as purposeful internal and community partnerships.
We recommend the Central Office team take a critical view of their current progress toward meeting
these strategic goals and adjust their plan accordingly. We believe the district is set up for success;
however, we also believe there should be a stronger collaborative process between departments at
Central Office and school leaders at the building level. As part of this analysis, we recommend the
district look at the current initiatives and supports they have in place at the building level to develop the
capacity of these schools to meet the objectives outlined in the strategic plan.
Recommendation 3: Develop a vision and a strategic plan for the Special Education Department to
focus department initiatives over the next three years.
As part of this district’s collaborative effort, we recommend the Special Education Department follow a
similar process within their department and develop a vision and ensuing strategic plan for the next
three years. As stated, we are aware that the Special Education Department is in the process of creating
a Special Education Vision-Mission-Values (VMV) Committee and they have meetings scheduled for
October and November. We are encouraged by this and hope that this recommendation supports the
committee’s work.
There is a current strategic plan for the Special Education Department that consists of one goal and
three recommendations to meet this goal, as quoted below:
1. Goal: Decrease disproportionality in suspension and expulsion for students receiving special
education services, students with a 504 plan, or students who are at risk for requiring special
education services.
a. Recommendation 1: Data - Continue to gather and analyze data with regard to the
following:
i.
Identifying complementary indicators of data
ii.
Disaggregation of data
b. Recommendation 2: Calibration i.
Action and response
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c. Recommendation 3: Resources - Training/professional development beyond restorative
practices
i.
Liaison
ii.
Staffing
iii.
Environment
We recommend the Special Education Department develop a plan that moves beyond suspension and
expulsion practices and focuses on a broader vision. What is the district’s vision for providing students
with the best special education services? The vision should be specific to special education services and
students with disabilities, but aligned with the district’s plan. What are the goals that will get you to this
vision? What are the steps that you allow you to meet your goals. From the vision and goals, the
department can create a strategic plan that lays out the roadmap and tells the community what you are
going to do, when, and what data you will collect as evidence.
A strategic plan for the department should include a timeline of activities, communication plan,
performance metrics, and a map of what professional development staff might need and when and how
they will receive it. Many of the goals in the strategic plan can be pulled from the recommendations in
this report to help guide its development.
To move towards the vision, the department might conduct a needs analysis and spend time in
classrooms to identify areas for improvement. Many staff believed the Special Education Department is
removed from the day-to-day challenges of working with students with disabilities. Therefore, spending
more time in buildings will not only help the department determine which areas require more support,
but will also develop a stronger culture as staff feel they are supported in their roles.
We would like to provide two examples of strong strategic plans from Tacoma Public Schools 21 and
Syracuse City School District. 22 Tacoma has used recommendation from a review such as this to create
their strategic plan, timeline of activities, performance metrics, and communication plan. Syracuse did
the same and the document also shows how their plan aligns to the district’s overarching strategic plan,
but includes a theory of action and goals specific to the special education department. We suggest using
these and other districts’ work to help guide Spokane’s planning.
Recommendation 4: Consider investing in a special education data management system that moves
the district from a paper-based model to an electronically-based model that will have one districtwide
point of access, which can focus practice, cut down on unnecessary paperwork, track compliance
rates, and generate reports for future planning.
As described, the district’s special education data system is paper-based and requires a great deal of
staff time managing the documents that need to be scanned and saved and the writing that needs to be
started from scratch each time. In addition, the current system does not support a student-centered and
Tacoma Public Schools. (n.d.) Student Services: The Urban Collaborative: Information and Resources. Retrieved
from https://www.tacomaschools.org/se/Pages/Urban_Collaborative.aspx
22
Syracuse City School District. (n.d.) Special Education: 3-Year Strategic Plan. Retrieved from
http://www.syracusecityschools.com/tfiles/folder610/Special%20Education%203-Year%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
21
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collaborative approach, but rather an approach where each adult works in isolation until the IEP is
completed. We suggest that the district invest in an electronic special education data management
system that supports a special education process that is student-centered, collaborative, and requires
less paperwork and concurrently, staff time. An updated system will also allow staff at various levels to
track processes and generate reports to support future planning.
We are aware that the district has certain features to the IEP system, such as the “Summary of Services
Matrix,” Medicaid billing, a transportation module, and an intervention request module. The summary
of service module, as described, is important to the district because it helps with staffing and reporting.
However, there is a concern with this practice as well, in that it does not allow flexibility in either staffing
or services. These are issues that will have to be worked out as the district embarks on the process of
deciding which system to use. We suggest that the district steer away from developing a unique system
for Spokane, but rather, invest in a standard system, which will take less time to implement and cost less
to develop. We want to be clear that this will not be a simple process. Deciding on a system, finding the
funds to purchase such a system, transferring information form one system to another, and training
staff to use the new system are all heavy lifts, however, the shift to a new data management system can
and should be combined with a shift in processes and practices and can be used to drive these changes.
Recommendation 5: Culture and climate should be closely analyzed across the district to ensure staff
and families feel comfortable voicing their opinions and concerns regarding special education.
During focus groups, interviews, and reviews of survey data, we discovered a trend of both staff and
families feeling uncomfortable about speaking up if they had concerns. Both staff and families expressed
a fear of retribution if they spoke up and felt that they had to have a connection to someone at Central
Office if they wanted something to get done. Oftentimes in reviews of other districts, we hear this
concern from one or two people; however, this concern continued to be an underlying theme that we
heard from many staff and families. Since one of the strategic goals for the district is to “provide a safe
and productive work environment,” we recommend the district further analyze the current culture in
schools. Some staff reported certain schools were given preferential treatment during the district’s DRC
process. Other staff were nervous to talk to us during interviews and focus groups and wanted to be
sure that their feedback was anonymous. Based on this information, we recommend the district
examine the culture at the district and school levels to see how it can be rebuilt. Unfortunately, there
are few research-based tools to help leaders measure the health of their school’s culture. However, one
potential tool is the School Culture Triage Survey developed by Wagner (2006). 23 Wagner (2006) pointed
out three “culture behaviors” that must be considered as part of the School Culture Triage Survey, as
quoted below: 24
•

Professional collaboration: Do teachers and staff meet and work together to solve professional
issues - that is instructional, organizational or curricular issues?

Wagner, C. (2006). The School Leader’s Tool for Assessing and Improving School Culture. Retrieved from
http://www.mssaa.org/gen/mssaa_generated_bin/documents/basic_module/School_culture_triage.pdf
24
Wagner, C. (2006). The School Leader’s Tool for Assessing and Improving School Culture. Retrieved from
http://www.mssaa.org/gen/mssaa_generated_bin/documents/basic_module/School_culture_triage.pdf
23
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•

Affiliative and collegial relationships: Do people enjoy working together, support one another,
and feel valued and included?

•

Efficacy or self-determination: Are people in the school because they want to be? Do they work
to develop their skills as true professionals or do they see themselves as helpless victims of a
large and uncaring bureaucracy?

Wagner (2006) 25 also noted that these three culture behaviors provide insight into the overall learning
community, and specifically, into the culture of the school. In the vast majority of schools that used the
School Culture Triage Survey, the health or toxicity of the school’s culture correlated with student
achievement, either positively or negatively, respectively. 26 We recommend the district review this
survey tool or consider other usable survey tools to provide an anonymous survey to staff in order to
determine the health level of the school culture is at this time. A separate survey can be used specifically
for the Special Education Department staff to help the department pinpoint areas to target as part of
their strategic plan.
We also recommend the Special Education Department conduct another parent survey to better
understand how parents are feeling about special education programming. While we understand that
families who are unhappy are more likely to respond than families who are satisfied, we were surprised
by the feedback families provided. It seemed the Special Education Department felt parents, as a whole,
were satisfied with the special education services provided; however, when we reviewed the survey
data and spoke to parents in focus groups, they discussed several challenges they experienced with
regards to special education programming. Parents reported a lack of special education services were
available and that teachers did not understand or follow their child’s IEP. Parents also reported being
fearful to speak up about their concerns for fear of retribution or their child losing services. Overall, we
gathered there was a sense of mistrust regarding special education, with parents feeling they did not
have a voice in their child’s educational programming.

Demographics – Classification and Educational Environment
Recommendation 6: Evaluate criteria for classifying students with disabilities, checking to ensure that
classification criteria are up-to-date, entrance criteria are well-developed, and there is fidelity of using
those criteria to ensure that students who are classified as having a disability are done so
appropriately, paying specific attention to classification of health impairment, which is high in the
district and English learners with disabilities, which is low in the district.
Spokane classified higher rates of students with disabilities than Washington state and the nation.
Specifically, Spokane, classifies 16.82% of their student population, while Washington state classified
13.5% and across the nation, 12.9%. When Spokane’s data is disaggregated by disability classification,
there are high rates for health impairments, developmental delays, and communication disorders. When

Wagner, C. (2006). The School Leader’s Tool for Assessing and Improving School Culture. Retrieved from
http://www.mssaa.org/gen/mssaa_generated_bin/documents/basic_module/School_culture_triage.pdf
26
Wagner, C. (2006). The School Leader’s Tool for Assessing and Improving School Culture. Retrieved from
http://www.mssaa.org/gen/mssaa_generated_bin/documents/basic_module/School_culture_triage.pdf
25
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disaggregated by race, there are no apparent issues. Rates for English learners are low, for boys are
high, and rates vary across the grade span, some obviously appropriate, others raising questions.
To assure that Spokane’s classification rates are as appropriate as possible, we encourage the Special
Education Department to start by evaluating their criteria for classifying students to assure that they are
aligned with state regulations and current best practices. In particular, we want the Special Education
Department to move away from an overreliance on IQ assessments, as they are known to be culturally
biased and IQ results do not provide information that will support effective instruction for the student.
The Special Education Department must also better understand if there is any confusion over who
receives the classification of emotionally disturbed and who receives the classification of health
impairment. Finally, we encourage the Special Education Department to shift the model used for
classifying students with a specific learning disability from the discrepancy model to the response-tointervention model. This model will guide practitioners to continually provide interventions from the
start of a student needing support, assure that a child is not being referred to special education due to
lack of instruction, and move the district away from an overreliance on IQ assessments.
Once the criteria are clear, the Special Education Department should provide professional development
to assist practitioners in using these criteria appropriately. We also suggest the Special Education
Department track classifications, checking that there is fidelity of using those criteria to ensure that
students who are classified as having a disability are done so appropriately, paying particular attention
to health impairments, developmental delays, and communication disorders, as well as English learners.
Recommendation 7: Track educational placement data to better understand and address more
restrictive placements of students with health impairments, developmental delay,
emotional/behavioral disorders, autism, and intellectual disabilities and develop processes to make
decisions that are more inclusive.
Spokane’s overarching educational placement data is generally comparable to national norms, yet
much stronger as it relates to sending students out of the district to be educated. There are,
however, areas to better understand and find ways to address; namely the higher rates of
segregated special education placements for students classified with developmental delays,
emotional/behavioral disabilities, autism, and intellectual disabilities.
It is important for the Special Education Department to ask why? What services are provided in these
special education classes that cannot be provided in the general education setting? Are the students
who are disproportionality represented in more segregated placements from throughout the district
or from particular schools? Understanding the reason will allow the Special Education Department to
develop a targeted plan of action to address.

High-Quality and Inclusive Instruction within a System of Tiered Supports
Recommendation 8: Develop an MTSS model and disseminate it districtwide with an accountability
system in place to monitor implementation and provide training to staff.
Multi-‐tiered system of supports (MTSS) is a relatively new term for what we know to be good
teaching. MTSS has incorporated the idea that the more complex the learner is, the more intensive
support they need, both in academics and in the social-‐emotional realm. MTSS says all students must
have high-‐quality instruction (Tier 1). There will be a small group of students who need more
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support, and they might receive skill building in a small group (Tier 2). After high---quality instructional
and supplemental supports have been tried, there will be a smaller group of students who need even
more intensive supplemental supports (Tier 3). These multi---tiered supports should be offered to all
students for all academic subjects and social-- emotional supports.
The beneficial use of an MTSS 27 framework is that it draws from the strong research base that
highlights both Response to Intervention (RTI) and positive behavior interventions and supports (PBIS).
An MTSS framework implemented with fidelity integrates assessment and intervention in a school--wide, multi---tiered prevention system to “maximize student achievement and reduce behavior
problems.” 28
The MTSS framework relies on high---quality general education instruction, which is aligned to the
standards, whether they be Common Core State Standards (CCSS) or Washington State K-12 Learning
Standards and is differentiated to provide all students with a meaningful opportunity to learn. MTSS
builds on the standards to provide a framework and a set of critical and additional time to support
teaching and learning at differing levels of intensity, depending on the needs of the student. In this
way, the standards articulate the “what” in teaching, and MTSS provides a framework for “how and
when” to provide it. 29 As succinctly described by the Council of the Great City Schools 30
In short, MTSS employs a problem---solving process that helps match instructional resources and
focus to educational needs; makes the instructional adjustments necessary for continued
improvement in both student academic performance and students’ rates of progress; and
assesses the effectiveness of instruction/interventions on student outcomes. MTSS is also
designed to be preventive in nature because it uses a variety of early warning signs to ensure
that educators can work to accelerate student progress before it is too late. Furthermore, MTSS
provides an earlier and more appropriate identification of students who are not on track
academically, and allows differentiated instruction and intervention as soon as a need is
identified. So, students do not have to exhibit significant academic failure or behavioral
difficulties before they receive support.
Districts use the MTSS framework to ensure (1) the development of core curriculum and tiered
supports for all students; (2) that students identified as needing special education services have ample
opportunities to receive evidence---based instruction and interventions in reading, math, and social-Commonly, the term multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is used to refer to a framework that supports
academic achievement and positive behavior; the term is used in the federal Elementary and Secondary Education
Act.
28
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. (n.d.) Response to Intervention. Retrieved from
http://www.k12.wa.us/RTI/default.aspx
29
This reference to when to provide MTSS is not to be confused with any timing specified in school or district
pacing guides, which provide information on “when” to teach a concept or skill. See Gamm, S., Elliott, J., Halbert, J.
W., Price-baugh, R., Hall, R, Walston, D., Casserly, M. (2012). Common Core State Standards and diverse urban
students: Using multi-tiered systems of support. Washington, DC: Council of the Great City Schools.
30
Gamm, S., Elliott, J., Halbert, J. W., Price-Baugh, R., Hall, R, Walston, D., Casserly, M. (2012). Common Core State
Standards and diverse urban students: Using multi-tiered systems of support. Washington, DC: Council of the
Great City Schools. Retrieved from http://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/87/77-Achievement%20Task%20Force--RTI%20White%20Paper-Final.pdf
27
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emotional supports; and (3) that their disability identification (as needing special education services) is
not based on a lack of such opportunities. In this way, districts are also better able to mitigate any
disproportionality in racial/ethnic disability identifications due to lack of instruction. Research also
shows that the use of MTSS to support intensive interventions for all students leads to higher
achievement for students with IEPs. 31
When teaching and learning in general education is culturally competent, 32based on universal
design for learning, 33 and supports diverse learners, achievement for all students should
increase and the special education identification process should be more effective and free
from unintended bias. The process of developing a system-wide MTSS creates a shared sense
of urgency among all stakeholders to improve educational outcomes for all students and
articulate an accountability system for results.
Washington state has adopted the Washington State Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS), described
as, “an action framework that structures service delivery to assist staff and students to create a culture
for learning.” Exhibit 38 shows a visual representation of Washington’s MTSS model. 34 As shown, Tier 1
focuses on all students, Tier 2 focuses on some students, and Tier 3 focuses on a small number of
students.

See, for example, research published by the RTI Action Network, retrieved at
http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/research, and by the Center on Response to Intervention at American Institutes
for Research, retrieved at http://www.rti4success.org/search?keywords=research
32
“Cultural competence enables educators to work effectively across cultures their students represent.
Competence in school settings is a process based on a clearly defined set of core values and principles that support
policies, practices, behaviors, attitudes, and structures that enable educators to work effectively across the
cultures their students represent. The system must develop the capacity not only to value diversity, but to manage
the dynamics of diversity. A second element of cultural competence is to acquire and institutionalize cultural
knowledge and adapt to diversity in the contexts of the communities being served.” Elam, D., Robinson, S., &
McCloud, B. (n.d.). New directions for culturally competent school leaders: Practice and policy considerations.
Tampa, FL: University of South Florida, College of Education, David C. Anchin Center. Retrieved from
http://anchin.coedu.usf.edu/publication/policybrief/PolicyBrief_Issue_1-1.pdf
33
CAST. (n.d.) About Our Work. Retrieved from http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.VrFHz1KrbUk
34
Washington State Office of Superintendent of Instruction. (n.d.). Multi-Tiered System of Supports. Retrieved
from http://www.k12.wa.us/MTSS/pubdocs/MTSSgraphic.pdf
31
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Exhibit 38: Multi-Tiered Systems of Support

It is important also to understand that Tier 1 instruction should be based on the principles of Universal
Design for Learning (UDL). As shown in Exhibit 38, UDL is a framework that can be used to develop highquality, flexible learning environments that address the needs of all students and help all students
achieve to high standards. UDL helps educators by suggesting flexible goals, methods, materials, and
assessments that empower them to address student variability while maintaining high-achievement
standards for all students through multiple means of representation, action and expression, and
engagement. Exhibit 39 shows a visual representation of the UDL framework.
We want to be clear that UDL is not a special education initiative—it is an instructional framework. We
strongly recommend that general and special education teachers base their instructional practices on
the UDL framework, so instruction is designed to meet the needs of ALL learners. We recommend that
UDL be an integral part of the districtwide MTSS plan.
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Exhibit 39: Universal Design for Learning 35

To implement MTSS, we recommend Spokane develop a written structure and protocol to guide
implementation of a comprehensive MTSS for improved academic achievement and positive behavior
supports. As this is a general education initiative, we suggest that the Director of Special Programs and
the Teaching and Learning Team manage the development process, with input from the Director of
Special Education, as needed. Schools should then oversee and implement. It is recommended the
district’s plan include both academic and social-emotional instruction that (1) is inclusive of all grade
levels and students of all abilities, including students with disabilities and ELL students, and (2) addresses
culturally appropriate instruction. As part of this process, refer to the Center on Response to
Intervention, Response To Intervention – Guidance For New York State School Districts, as well as other
states and districts leading this effort.
When developing the three-year plan, Spokane should include school-based community participants
who are knowledgeable about MTSS and who represent different interests and expertise. They should
also consider giving students a voice regarding this process. We recommend the district establish a
mechanism for participants to provide input and feedback during the development and implementation
phase for MTSS.
Finally, we recommend there is an assessment of staffing needs related to MTSS/PBIS and a plan to
provide professional development to support staff during implementation.

35

CAST. (n.d.). UDL Guidelines. Retrieved from http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/udlguidelines/downloads
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Recommendation 9: Support collaborative partnerships between special and general education staff
by building planning time into staff schedules and providing professional development to support
effective collaborative and co-teaching practices.
To develop strong collaborative partnerships between special and general educators, Spokane will have
to provide time and support. These professionals need first to have dedicated time in their schedules to
plan. There are many demands on educators’ time and without a structure in place that protects a
regular schedule of planning time, the collaborative partnership will have a difficult time functioning.
Providing professional development is also important. There are models of co-planning and co-teaching
that could be helpful in developing the skillset of these professionals. There are also very real issues to
take into consideration when two professionals used to teaching alone are paired. Combining the
expertise of general and special educators can lead to powerful instructional practices and is therefore
worth the effort of providing appropriate planning time to provide support.
Recommendation 10: Create more flexible staffing roles that focus special education staff on their
responsibility to students with disabilities but allows for students without disabilities to receive
“incidental benefits.”
As stated, there is a misperception that special educators are only permitted to work with students with
disabilities. In fact, special education teachers can work with all students, as long as they meet their
responsibilities of providing the services to the student with a disability. To assure clarity, we will copy
the full text of a 2013 response from the federal Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) to the
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction Assistant Director of Special Education. 36 When asked, “May
special education personnel provide formal interventions (tier two or three interventions; longer term
beyond “incidental”) in the context of MTSS to students within a small group comprised of students with
and without disabilities?” OSEP responded:
It is not possible to provide a clear “yes” or “no” response to this question, as it depends on the
nature of the duties to be performed by the personnel funded by IDEA Part B (non-CEIS) funds.
Pursuant to 34 CFR §300.208(a), special education teachers fully funded by Part B (non-CEIS)
funds may perform duties for children without disabilities if they would already be performing
these same duties in order to provide special education and related services to children with
disabilities. For example, a special education teacher is assigned to provide five hours of reading
instruction per week to three students with disabilities consistent with those students’ IEPs. The
IEPs provide that the students need specialized reading instruction that is at grade level but
handled at a slower pace because of auditory processing issues. The school decides that,
although they are not children with disabilities, there are two general education children who
would benefit from this instruction. The special education teacher must prepare lesson plans
for each of these classes regardless of the number of children in the class. She may do so and

US Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (n.d.) March 7, 2013 to
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction Assistant Director of Special Education Troy Couillard. Retrieved from
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/letters/revpolicy/tpusefds.html
36
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conduct the class for all five children because she is only providing special education and related
services for the three children with disabilities and the two children without disabilities are
benefiting from that work. However, if fully funded by Part B IDEA (non-CEIS) funds, this teacher
may not grade papers, spend time on parent teacher conferences, or perform any functions for
the children without disabilities not otherwise required as part of the provision of special
education and related services to children with disabilities. In other words, 34 CFR §300.208(a)
does not permit special education teachers fully funded by Part B (non-CEIS) funds to perform
duties other than special education and related services.
An LEA or school may wish to consider split funding teachers from special education funds,
general education funds, and CEIS funds. This funding mechanism offers full flexibility for a
particular teacher to work with diverse groups of students, regardless of disability or
intervention status. If a teacher is providing special education, general education, and RTI
interventions and is supported by funds from several sources, an LEA must document
separately, consistent with OMB Circular A-87, the amount of time the teacher spends providing
services to students with disabilities, services to students who are not currently identified as
needing special education or related services but who need additional academic and behavioral
support to succeed in a general education environment, and services to nondisabled students
who do not need additional support, to ensure that IDEA Part B funds are properly expended.
See OMB Circular A-87, Cost Principles for State, Local and Indian Tribal Governments
(05/10/2004), Attachment B, 8.h., relocated to 2 CFR Part 225, Appendix B, 8.h.
This clarification makes clear that there are likely more flexible ways for Spokane to use their special
education staff. It will be important for the district to assess staffing structures of special and general
educators in order to see if there are other possible and more flexible staffing configurations, with a
focus on inclusive practices.
Recommendation 11: Ensure that all students with disabilities are afforded the opportunity to receive
their special education supports and services in their least restrictive environment.
As stated, Spokane’s Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA) states that “Any student with an active
academic or behavior IEP, in a class for longer than forty-five (45) minutes daily shall be considered as
one and one half (1 ½) student count.” 37 (See Appendix C for full text.) While the motive for this may
have been supporting teachers by lowering class size for those who might require more effort, there are
several issues. Most importantly, this provision has the potential to limit options for students to take
advantage of their least restrictive environment, which is a student’s right protected by the federal
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). A union contract cannot overrule the federal
requirement of least restrictive environment. If students are not afforded the opportunity to take part in
a general education class, if this is their least restrictive environment, then it could be considered a
violation of IDEA. The district must ensure that students’ access to more inclusive settings is not
Collective Bargaining Agreement between Spokane School District No. 81, Board of Directors and the Spokane
Education Association representing Certificated. (September 1, 2016-August 31, 2019)
Retrieved from
http://swcontent.spokaneschools.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=12459&dataid=30153&
FileName=Certificated%20CBA%202016-2019%20Final.pdf
37
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hampered by the CBA and if they find it is, work collaboratively with the Spokane Education Association
to address.
Recommendation 12: Identify a districtwide social-emotional learning (SEL) curriculum at both the
elementary and secondary level, with a focus on providing training in trauma-sensitive teaching and
behavior management and review the current PBIS model to ensure it is implemented at all levels.
Designate appropriate staff to support implementation of PBIS at the elementary and secondary
levels.
Based on our review of documents and interviews with staff, there is significant emphasis on getting
PBIS up and running in all schools. The district has identified someone to oversee the PBIS initiative for
the district; however, the person identified as the PBIS specialist for the district is under the Director of
Elementary Curriculum. It would be our recommendation that this initiative live under the person who
oversees counselors for the district or consider having the behavior specialists in the district support
this initiative. Currently, PBIS appears to be implemented in fragments; therefore, it is critical to
identify staff that can support PBIS on the ground, at the building level. This would include additional
training and supports for tiers 2 and 3, which staff indicated is currently lacking in the PBIS model.
We recommend that Spokane continue the development a districtwide, researched-based, socialemotional learning curriculum (SEL) integrated with positive behavioral interventions and supports
(PBIS).
Further, we recommend that this plan be included in the districtwide MTSS plan. We suggest that
the plan include the following:
•

Schoolwide positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) to increase teacher efficacy,
reduce disciplinary incidents, and improve classroom and school climates. The PBIS website
contains a great deal of information and tools: http://www.pbis.org/.

•

Evidence-based SEL competencies to strengthen social support networks and improve academic
performance. Consider adhering to the CASEL principles:
o

Self-awareness

o

Self-management

o

Social-awareness

o

Relationship skills

o

Responsible decision-making

o

Collaboration with community providers on coordinated services to enhance or
reinforce SEL competencies

o

Facilitated home-school collaboration

o

Required systemwide de-escalation and crisis training for all staff and principals

In addition to supporting students socially, emotionally, and behaviorally, an integrated PBIS + SEL
model will also support students diagnosed with ADHD. As referenced earlier, many staff noted
challenges managing behavior in the classroom and requested additional resources and training.
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Creating a strong PBIS/SEL model that helps students self-regulate and manage their own behaviors
may help reduce referrals to special education for students who have been diagnosed with ADHD, as
these skills directly correlate to executive functioning skills, which are often lagging in students with
ADHD.
To provide guidance with decision-making, we share research from the Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), which has determined that SEL programming in schools can
have a positive impact on students’ academic performance. Social and emotional learning is “the
process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and
skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve goals, feel and show empathy
for others, establish and maintain positive relationships and make responsible decisions.” 38
Implementation of SEL in schools provides a safe learning environment in which all students can learn.
Research also demonstrates that promoting students’ social and emotional development is effective in
reducing the likelihood of risky behaviors (e.g., drug use, violence, bullying, dropping out). Key findings
on effective SEL in schools provides evidence of the following:
•

Improved academic achievement: Students involved in SEL programming experienced
significantly greater academic achievement than students who did not receive SEL.

•

Improved school attitudes and behaviors: SEL instilled greater motivation to learn, a deeper
commitment to school, increased time devoted to schoolwork, better classroom behavior, and
improved attendance and graduation rates.

•

Fewer negative behaviors: Among students receiving SEL instruction, disruptive class behavior,
noncompliance, aggression, delinquent acts, and disciplinary referrals decreased significantly.

•

Reduced emotional distress: Reports of student depression, anxiety, stress, or social withdrawal
significantly decreased among students receiving SEL instruction. 39

SEL principles work well within the framework of PBIS, which states, as does MTSS, that there be tiered
support and interventions. Therefore, teaching the SEL principles of self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making within PBIS will simply require
avenues of support depending on student need.
It is further recommended as part of the SEL adoption and development, the district consider
conducting trainings on trauma-sensitive teaching. There are several books that discuss how to create
trauma-sensitive environments for students. Given Spokane is an urban district with a transient
population, a training focused on teaching with trauma in mind would be beneficial. We recommend the
district look at the work done by Eric Jensen, regarding how to work with students in poverty or
students that have experienced trauma. The two books he wrote focus on the nature of poverty and
how it impacts student behavior and academic performance. Jensen further outlines success factors at
both the school and classroom-level. He also follows up with how to develop purposeful engagement

Social and emotional learning competencies. (2015). Retrieved from http://www.casel.org/social-and-emotionallearning/core-competencies
39
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. “Guidelines on implementing social and
emotional learning (SEL) curricula.”
38
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strategies that teachers can use to support and expand students’ cognitive capacity, increase motivation
and effort and develop deeper understandings of content. 40 It is critical for teachers working in Spokane
to understand these factors and develop classrooms and schools that are sensitive to the needs of
students living in poverty. The strategies outlined in Jensen’s work are currently being used in other
states as a professional development tool, where schools are identifying leaders to become trainers for
the district to model the strategies discussed in Jensen’s work.
Recommendation 13: Improve the Behavior Intervention (BI) program by developing more inclusive
options and by focusing on providing effective options for supporting positive behaviors and socialemotional growth.
The district has been working diligently to improve the BI program, especially at the elementary level. In
fact, one of the main questions they had when starting this review was how they could improve the BI
program specifically. One idea from the district was to create a more inclusive model at the elementary
level. This year one elementary school is piloting this model in which the BI program is used as support
for students that need it throughout the day where students are participating in general education
classes and utilizing the BI supports throughout the day as they need them. The special education
department is hoping to use this model in more schools over the next few years. We support this move
at the elementary grades and encourage the special education department to continue to expand this
model. While moving towards an inclusive model is best practice, we found that staff did not believe the
social-emotional curricula was strong enough or that it was age-appropriate and culturally competent.
This may create challenges when trying to move students to more inclusive settings if they have not
mastered the skills needed to function in a larger group setting. Therefore, we encourage the district to
search for curricula and other supports that can assist their teachers in this work. The district might form
a committee with teaching staff in order to get their input and buy-in during this process. We
recommend this committee include general education teachers as well, so they learn how to best
support students with social/emotional needs in an inclusive setting.
Further, we encourage the district to provide more training for their teachers in de-escalation
techniques and alternatives to suspensions and restraints. We suggest that the de-escalation training in
particular occur for all teachers, not just those in the BI program, as this may work to decrease referrals
to the BI program. The district also provided trauma-sensitive teaching to Title I schools, however, we
recommend this training happen at all schools across the district, as teachers have expressed their
challenges supporting students presenting with maladaptive behaviors. We commend the district’s
current efforts in providing training at the elementary level using several evidence-based programs (e.g.
Zones of Regulation and Superflex), both of which have been implemented in schools with great success.
The district is also piloting a new social skills curriculum at the middle school level and are hoping to roll

Jensen, E. (2013). Engaging with poverty in mind: Practical strategies for raising achievement. Alexandria,
VA:ASCD, & Jensen, E. (2009). Teaching with poverty in mind: What being poor does to kids' brains and what
schools can do about it. Alexandria, VA:ASCD,
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this out for the high schools next year if the program is proven successful. It is important for continuity
across programs, grades and schools.
Recommendation 14: Eagle Peak must be better connected to the district and to the Special Education
Department and can be used as a resource to the district.
Eagle Peak is a district school housing 6 programs. The staff at Eagle Peak have expertise in de-escalation
and developing relationships with students with developing social-emotional skills. As the school houses
the district’s most restrictive special education program, it is our recommendation that Eagle Peak
develop specific lines of communication with the Special Education Department. It is also our
recommendation that there are detailed entrance and exit criteria for students to attend any of the
programs at Eagle and a representative of the program be a part of the IEP team when making the
decision. It is our understanding this has been an inconsistent practice in the district. Therefore, we
recommend the Special Education Department develop guidance on how they will work collaboratively
with Eagle Peak as students transition in and out of the programs there. If Eagle Peak staff are unable to
attend meetings, then we recommend the staff have the opportunity to provide feedback to the team
as entrance and exit decisions are made. Further, we suggest that the district create processes so that
moving a student from a program at Eagle into a less restrictive district school is clear. Finally, we
suggest that the district take advantage of the skills of the staff at Eagle to create a training model for
district staff working with students presenting with challenging behaviors.
Recommendation 15: Ensure that when students are enrolled in the BI program or at Trek, Eagle High,
and Summit High in Eagle Peak, Child Find regulations are followed.
As stated, a review of the BI program and at Eagle Peak’s Trek, Eagle High, and Summit High, revealed
there is a mixture of students with IEPs and 504 plans placed into self-contained classes for students
with emotional/behavioral disorders and that this practice raised questions for the reviewers. It is
important to understand that students protected under Section 504 are afforded accommodations. The
BI program and Eagle Peak’s Trek, Eagle High, and Summit High have all of the characteristics of a selfcontained special education program, however, the district states that students with 504 plans are
receiving the accommodation of a small class. As it stands, students with 504 plans and with IEPs appear
to have the same services. This raises the issue of whether students served under 504 went through the
Child Find process. This process, according to Washington State’s Office of Superintendent of Public
Instruction (OSPI), requires the district to gather, “information from a variety of sources… about the
student’s functioning and development in all areas of suspected disability. The assessments used during
an evaluation may look at cognitive, behavioral, physical, and developmental factors, as well as other
areas of suspected disability.” 41 If a student is not deemed eligible for special education services, what
services are the BI program or at Trek, Eagle High, Summit High in Eagle Peak providing that is different
than if they received special education services? It is important for the district to clarify this practice.

Washington State Office of Superintendent of Instruction. (n.d.). Evaluations. Retrieved from
http://www.k12.wa.us/SpecialEd/Families/Evaluations.aspx
41
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Recommendation 16: To decrease the suspension rates of students with disabilities, ensure that
students are not being suspended due to behaviors manifest in their disability and that the services
they are receiving are effective.
The special education process guides staff to ask whether a student’s behavior is a manifestation of their
disability and asks two questions: Was the conduct caused by, or did it have a direct and substantial
relationship to the child's disability? Or, was the conduct the direct result of the district’s failure to
implement the student’s IEP? This process is required for any student with a disability suspended for
more than a total of 10 days, but can be used in all cases. We suggest using the MDR guidance to better
understand why there are more students with disabilities suspended than students without disabilities.
If the answer to whether a student’s conduct was not caused or related to their disability or any failure
of the district to provide services, then disciplinary procedures may be applied in the same manner they
would be for students without disabilities. If the answer to whether a student’s conduct was caused by
or related to their disability or any failure of the district to provide services is yes, then the student
should not be suspended and must be returned to their educational placement. Additionally, the staff
must assure that a behavior intervention plan (BIP) is in place and review to assess whether it is
addressing the behavior. If there is no BIP, one must be developed. A Success Plan used for students
with 504 plans is comparable.
This process will require more staff to develop BIPs and/or Success Plans. This is possible with training
and the understanding that BIPs do not have to be conducted by psychologists, but rather, less formal
and less intensive BIPs can be created by staff that know the student well. The main components are a
description of the behavior, the purpose or function of the behavior, the positive interventions and
supports needed to reduce the behavior. These are considerations that must be asked when
contemplating a suspension whether or not a BIP is developed. The information in these informal BIPs
can be saved and used to better understand what supports are working for the student. To be clear, we
are not suggesting a legal or formal process, but rather a process across the district to address the
disproportionate number of students with disabilities suspended. In addition to this process, it is
important for Spokane to develop alternatives to suspension. Staff might need more training in positive
behavioral supports and de-escalation techniques for both special and general education staff.
Recommendation 17: To decrease the rates of restraining and secluding students with disabilities,
follow the state’s guidance and the guidance outlined in the US Department of Education’s Restraint
and Seclusion: Resource Document. 42
As discussed, there was evidence of the use of restraints in some, but not all of the BI classes. We did
not see if there was restraint data for other programs in the district. It is our recommendation that the
district use the US Department of Education’s Restraint and Seclusion: Resource Document as a guide to
help better understand the appropriate use of restraints. In addition, and similar to our
recommendation for decreasing suspensions, we encourage the district to find alternatives to restraint
by providing staff with more intensive de-escalation training and mental health supports.

42

U.S. Department of Education, Restraint and Seclusion: Resource Document, Washington, D.C., (2012). Retrieved
from https://www2.ed.gov/policy/seclusion/restraints-and-seclusion-resources.pdf
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Recommendation 18: To provide the best instructional and assistive technologies for all students,
develop collaborative structures that combine the instructional and assistive technology departments.
There is expertise in both the instructional and assistive technology departments and we suggest that
these departments merge. In doing so, we believe that there will be two benefits. First, there will be
economy of scale. Working collaboratively with two budgets will allow for more flexibility in purchasing.
Second, we believe that this collaboration would widen the expertise of the district. At this time, there
are limited options for technologies to address the issue of accessing the general education curriculum
and while there are options available for assistive technologies related to communication, these options
are quite limited. We further suggest that the district partner with other districts or universities in order
to share the latest technologies and best practices. We offer New York City’s assistive technology
website 43 as one example where each district might learn from the other.
Recommendation 19: The district should consider creating an alternative program or alternative
school that can meet the needs of students at risk for educational failure that is separate from a
special education school.
According to the report from the Institute of Education Science Alternative Schools and Programs for
Public School Students at Risk of Educational Failure: 2007-08: 44
Alternative schools and programs are designed to address the needs of students that typically
cannot be met in regular schools. The students who attend alternative schools are typically atrisk of educational failure (as indicated by poor grades, truancy, disruptive behavior, pregnancy,
or similar factors associated with temporary or permanent withdrawal from a school). (p. 1)
•

Alternative schools are usually housed in a separate facility where students are
removed from regular schools.

•

Alternative programs are housed in regular schools.

Approximately 64 percent of all public school districts offer an alternative school or alternative program
to students at risk for educational failure. 45 At this time, Spokane does not offer an alternative school or
program to meet the needs of the population of students that require this support. There are smaller
programs at Eagle Peak, but not a program solely dedicated to supporting students at risk separate from
special education services. This is largely the reason the district has chosen to place students with 504
plans in the BI program. The challenge with this model is students with true emotional impairments are
mixed with students who are socially maladjusted. The two populations of students can have an adverse
effect on each other as they require two different types of supports to be successful in school and
beyond.
It is recommended the district collaborate with other area school districts to see how they structure
their alternative models. Spokane can create an alternative program or school to meet the needs of at-

New York City: Assistive Technology: https://sites.google.com/site/district75technologysolutions/
Rouse Carver P., Lewis, L., & Trice, P. (2010, March). Alternative Schools and Programs for Public School Students
at Risk of Educational Failure: 2007-08. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.
45
Rouse Carver P., Lewis, L., & Trice, P. (2010, March). Alternative Schools and Programs for Public School Students
at Risk of Educational Failure: 2007-08. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.
43
44
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risk students. Ideally, in a district the size of Spokane, an alternative school would create an option for a
larger population of students that require this level of support. Most districts start their alternative
programs at the secondary level; however, there are some that start programs as early as elementary
school. The district should conduct an audit of the students currently placed in the BI program that have
504 plans and of other students within the district who need supports outside of what the general
education setting can provide.
In developing an alternative model, Spokane should review the research on best practices for alternative
schools and programs. Following are characteristics of successful alternative programs (Bland, Church,
Neill, Terry): 46
•

Alternative schools should operate separately from the traditional education setting.

•

Alternative schools should be non-competitive environments where student progress is
measured in terms of self-improvement rather than grades and recognition.

•

Alternative schools should provide smaller enrollments, smaller school setting, smaller class
sizes and individual student instruction.

•

Alternative schools should offer a personalized relationship between staff and students that
reflects mutual respect, teamwork and a caring environment.

•

Alternative schools should offer flexibility in scheduling and learning time.

It is further recommended that the district administration who would be involved in planning for an
alternative school or program watch Paper Tigers, 47 which is a documentary on Lincoln Alternative High
School, a highly successful alternative school located in Walla Walla, Washington. This documentary
reviews how one school was able to create a model of trauma-informed education and highlights how
other schools can create a similar model to support at-risk students who have been exposed to trauma.
If Spokane is unable to create an alternative school or program, it is highly recommended that the
district work with a district that offers an alternative program and see if they can develop a partnership
to share an alternative school option or create a collaborative with a private entity that offers an
alternative program to support this population. It is recommended that the district discontinue the
current practice of placing students that are at-risk or on 504 plans with students on IEPs who have been
identified as having emotional impairments. As part of this initiative, it is further recommended the
district examine the District Review Committee (DRC) process and refine their current practices. It
seemed the DRC was more powerful than an IEP team, which should not be the case. Additionally, the
DRC team is not in a position to place a student on a 504 plan in the BI program without showing
evidence of an evaluation for special education services having been completed.
It is also recommended the district consider splitting the alternative program from a separate special
education. Meaning the alternative school/program should be separate from a substantially separate

Bland, P., Church, E., Neill, S., Terry, P. (n.d.) Lessons from Successful Alternative Education: A Guide for
Secondary School Reform. Retrieved from http://castle.eiu.edu/edjournal/successfulalternativeeducation.pdf
47
For information on the film, visit the Paper Tigers website at http://kpjrfilms.co/paper-tigers/
46
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special education program. This is recommended because students presenting with
emotional/behavioral disorders require a different set of services and supports than students that are
behavioral, at-risk, or socially maladjusted. Separate special education schools, like Eagle Peak, are
extensions of the school district and are designed solely for students with disabilities that require the
most intensive supports and interventions. Special education programs are largely modeled after
private-day programs but give the district the opportunity to keep students in-district so they can more
fluidly move through the continuum of supports the district provides. This is different from alternative
schools/programs, which are open to students with disabilities and students without disabilities that
require additional supports, including but not limited to, a small group setting with staff trained in
working with at-risk youth. Both of these models are necessary for Spokane Public Schools, but how
these models are set up is important to provide the maximum benefit possible to these two different
populations of students.

Systemic Change
Recommendation 20: In order to create effective and sustained changes, situate the work in a systems
change framework.
We realize that in implementing some or all of these recommendations, the district will have to
implement changes across the entire system of Spokane Public Schools. This will require both technical
and adaptive shifts. To be sure, the work is complex, but possible. To provide a framework to help guide
the district, we offer here what we have found to be a useful framework for making systemic change.
In Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership 48, authors Bolman and Deal suggest that
effective and sustainable cultural and structural change occurs when leaders address several fronts, or
what they call frames, concurrently. Following is a summary of each of these four frames—symbolic,
structural, political, and human resource.
Symbolic – Values and Culture. Leadership focused on the symbolic approach looks to values and
culture. The symbolic value of a vision suggesting that students with disabilities can meet high
expectations can help guide people to believe in raising the bar for students with disabilities. Adopting
symbolic language, such as the saying “special education is a service, not a place,” can help to shift
thinking about what special education services are and how they can be provided. Providing
instructional professional development within an MTSS framework shows that the district embraces an
“all means all” philosophy. Using students’ native language shows students that their culture is
important. Symbolism is powerful; however, on its own, it is not effective.
Structural – Organization and Policies. Leadership focused on the structural approach looks to the
district’s organization and policies, the structural elements within the district as well as how these
structural elements are implemented. Changing institutional structures is effective when goals are clear,
the relationships of cause and effect are understood, and there is little uncertainty or ambiguity.
Creating clear roles and responsibilities, as one example, can guide systemic changes in special
education as well as provide an accountability tool. Training staff on policies concerning appropriate
Bolman, L., and Deal, T. (1997). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice, and leadership. San Francisco: JosseyBass.
48
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evaluation and placement procedures can help decrease any inappropriate classifications. A vision and
policies are more powerful together than alone, however, not effective without examining the district’s
political structure.
Political – Power Structure. Leadership focused on the political approach examines the power structures
within the district and with external stakeholders. Looking within, is special education included in district
leadership so that decisions are not siloed? Are there chasms between the administration and teaching
staff that need to be addressed? How does the district develop partnerships with local community
organizations and universities? Can the district partner with outside agencies? Does the district work
together with community leaders to help develop and support culturally relevant strategic plans? How
can students have a voice in the district? Understanding and attending to the political context allows
acceptance of the vision and policies. That said, all of this is not possible without people to do the work.
Human Resource – People. Leadership focused on the human resource frame focuses on people. This
approach emphasizes support, empowerment, staff development, and responsiveness to employee
needs. Do the staff understand what they are being asked to do and why? Are they being given
professional development to improve their craft? Do they have time within the school day to collaborate
with their colleagues? How are staff evaluated?
Systemic reform can take place by attending to the needs of the people doing the work, attending to the
power structure where the work will occur, creating policies and organizational structures that support
the work, and most important of all, knowing the vision and the goals of the work. In our experience,
using this guide to frame activities of a strategic plan can lead a district to sustained improvements.

Conclusion
The Spokane Public Schools requested that the Urban Special Education Leadership Collaborative
(Collaborative) conduct a comprehensive review of programs and services offered by the school district
to students with disabilities. This request was made in effort to support the district in understanding
where improvements could be made to support best practices in special education. Since special
education is only as good as general education, we approached this review from a systemic lens to
ensure all areas impacting special education were addressed. With this focus in mind, the Collaborative
focused on three critical areas: district organizations and structures to support student learning,
demographics – classification and educational environment, and high quality instruction within a tiered
system of supports. We collected district data and conducted focus groups and interviews with
approximately 110 central office and school level staff. We visited 13 schools and approximately 40
classrooms, in addition to analyzing 60 survey responses from staff and parents. We found several areas
of strengths and weaknesses with a willingness on the part of the district to work on areas of
improvement. We believe this report and the accompanying presentation can support the work of the
district and look forward to watching special education evolve in Spokane Public Schools.
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Appendix A – Collaborative Team Members
Lauren Katzman, EdD. is the Executive Director of the Urban Special Education Leadership Collaborative.
Prior to this work, she served as the Assistant to the Superintendent for Special Education Services for
the Newark Public Schools and the Executive director of special education in the New York City
Department of Education. In both of these positions, she developed and led significant reform efforts,
increasing academic achievement, inclusive educational and experiential options, reliable data
management, and statutory/regulatory compliance. She worked to develop strong interdisciplinary
partnerships between districts, states, universities, advocacy groups, and communities to build the
foundation for deep and sustaining systemic reforms. Prior to these two high-level and demanding
school district leadership positions, Dr. Katzman served as Associate Professor of Special Education at
Boston University and co-authored the book Effective Inclusive Schools: Effective Inclusive Schools:
Designing Successful Schoolwide Programs with Dr. Thomas Hehir, former Director of the Office of
Special Education Programs at the U.S. Department of Education. She was also a special education
teacher for 14 years in St. Louis, New Jersey, and New York City and has conducted program evaluations
of the special education services for the District of Columbia Public Schools, the state of Massachusetts,
Ithaca Public Schools, and the New York City Department of Education.
Jennifer Baribeau, Ph.D., currently serves as the Special Education Supervisor for Springfield Public
Schools, the second largest urban district in New England. Prior to this work, Dr. Baribeau was the
Interim Director of Special Education for Holyoke Public Schools and previously Director of Student
Support Services for a start-up charter school. In these various leadership roles, Dr. Baribeau led
program management and reform and developed policies and practices to support special education
students at the district level. She has a B.S. in Business Management and received her M.Ed. and Ph.D. in
Special Education from the University of Massachusetts. She previously served on a task force working
towards developing best practices for assessing and identifying English Language Learners with
disabilities and served on the board for the Massachusetts Council for Exceptional Children. Prior to her
leadership roles in special education, Dr. Baribeau managed several grant-funded projects for ganginvolved and emotionally disturbed youth in Massachusetts and co-taught graduate courses in Special
Education at the University of Massachusetts, Harvard Graduate School of Education, and Springfield
College. Her current research is focused on issues with enrollment, placement and compliance in special
education for both traditional public schools and charter schools.
Alexis Morgan has spent the past 10 years advocating for students with disabilities. She began her
career as a special education teacher, before joining the New Jersey Department of Education as a State
Interventionist/Special Education Specialist. Most recently she served in the role of Executive Director of
Instructional Supports for the Office of Special Education for The Newark Public Schools in Newark, NJ
where she lead a reform to decrease the number of students in separate settings. Alexis believes that
because some students have a different starting place in life, it is up to school leaders and education
policy makers to ensure that educators achieve equity before they can strive for equality. Currently, she
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is a doctoral candidate at Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Caroline E. Parker, EdD. is the Director of Research in the Leadership for Learning Innovation unit of the
Learning and Teaching Division at Education Development Center. Her work focuses on applied research
and evaluation to improve programs and policies for students with disabilities and English learners. She
is PI of the evaluation of the Think College Transition Model Project, an innovative dual enrollment
program for students with intellectual disabilities, funded by the Investing in Innovation (i3) program.
She also led the evaluation of
Connecticut’s Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Algebra I Curriculum. As the co-PI of the NSF's STEM
Learning and Research Center (STELAR) at EDC, she is working with a team to deepen the impact of the
national ITEST program through technical support, dissemination, and broadening participation to
better prepare a diverse, skilled, and innovative STEM workforce. She is also co-PI of the NSF-funded
Technology Observation Protocol-Science (TOP-Science) project, which is designing and piloting a
classroom observation protocol to measure the impact of innovative technology integration on high
school science teaching. In her capacity as Researcher for the REL Northeast & Islands' English Language
Learners Alliance, Parker has published four studies looking at academic achievement of English
learners. Parker received a BA in English literature from Williams College, an MEd from Framingham
State College, and Ed.M. and EdD. degrees from the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Leanne Trujillo spent three years as a special education teacher and teacher leader in New York
City. During this role, Leanne helped implement a new curriculum into her high school/middle school as
well as lead part of a school turnaround from a failing to “A-rated” high school. Additionally, Leanne
worked with the NYC Teaching Collaborative, using a research-based teacher development model to
train and coach first year special education teachers across the Bronx and Brooklyn. Currently, Leanne
helps use data to inform recommendations for special education district reviews, as well as help run a
randomized control trial analyzing the impact of a transition program for students with severe cognitive
disabilities. Leanne has an MS.Ed in Special Education from Hunter College and an Ed.M from the
Harvard Graduate School of Education.
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Appendix B – Interviewee Roles
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Superintendent
Associate Superintendent
Directors
Curriculum Directors
Special Education Director and Program Directors
Chief Financial Officer
Special Programs Director and Coordinators
Special Education Program Assistants
Special Education Techs and Secretaries
Director of English Language Development
Director of Safety
Student Services
Chief Human Resources
Systems Data Analyst
Behavior Interventions and Coordinators
Education Specialists
Teachers – General and Special Education; Elementary and Secondary
Principals
Speech and Language Pathologists
OT/PT
Psychologists
Parents
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Appendix C –Collective Bargaining Agreement between Spokane School District No. 81, Board of Directors and
the Spokane Education Association representing Certificated. (September 1, 2016-August 31, 2019)

Full text of Spokane’s Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), Section 30.A.3
3. Integrating Students into General Education
a. Any student with an active academic or behavior IEP, in a class for longer than forty-five (45)
minutes daily shall be considered as one and one half (1 ½) student count.
b. After completion of fall staffing (first ten [10] days of school), if a currently enrolled student is
thereafter identified as eligible and receiving special education, the student may not be
transferred from the class or the school, based on a 1.5 student count. Adjustments may be
made to other student schedules to balance class size while maintaining the goal of teacher
continuity.
c. Secondary exemptions and special provisions.
i. The teachers of the secondary subjects listed below will be informed prior to the
placement of students with disabilities in excess of the maximum, and the
administrator/designee will be available for discussion regarding the placement of such
students. Students with disabilities shall not be counted as 1.5 FTE in the following classes:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Secondary art
Senior high music lab
Middle school music
Secondary PE
Senior high health
Vocationally funded classes
Applied art
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Appendix D - Number of students receiving in-school and short-term suspensions by race and disability status 2015-16 and 2016-17
Number of students receiving in-school suspensions by race and disability status 2015-16 and 2016-17
African American
2015201616
17

Caucasian
2015201616
17

Hispanic or Latino
2015201616
17

Asian/Pacific
Islander
2015201616
17

Multi-racial
201516
2016-17

Native American
2015-16

Total

2016-17

2015-16

2016-17

Number suspended general education

103

98

982

1071

203

235

64

81

294

333

32

36

1678

1854

Number suspended special education

37

38

388

354

78

84

*

*

130

122

14

24

653

631

Total number suspended

140

136

1370

1425

281

319

70

90

424

455

46

60

2331

2485

All students

872

946

20904

21018

3101

3159

1218

1311

3943

4004

425

394

30463

30832

*n<10

Number of students receiving short-term suspensions by race and disability status 2015-16 and 2016-17
African American
2015201616
17

Caucasian
2015201616
17

Hispanic or Latino
2015201616
17

Asian/Pacific
Islander
2015201616
17

Multi-racial
201516
2016-17

Native American

Total

2015-16

2016-17

2015-16

2016-17

Number suspended general education

98

58

1071

663

235

163

81

44

333

212

36

31

1854

1171

Number suspended special education

38

29

354

316

84

72

*

*

122

108

24

14

631

544

Total number suspended

136

87

1425

979

319

235

90

49

455

320

60

45

2485

1715

All students

872

946

20904

21018

3101

3159

1218

1311

3943

4004

425

394

30463

30832

*n<10

