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Background 

 
 The Seattle Public Schools (SPS) is the largest K-12 school system in the state of Washington 
serving approximately 49,800 students in 95 schools.  There are approximately 8,000 staff members 
serving the district’s 59 elementary schools, nine middle schools, 12 high schools, 10 K-8 schools, and 
five service schools.  The Seattle School Board of Directors is an elected body of individuals representing 
seven different regions throughout the city.  The academic vision of SPS focuses on improving academic 
achievement for ALL students and ensuring that ALL students graduate from high school prepared for 
college, career, and life (“Every Student.  Every Classroom.  Every Day”). 

 
 In December, 2013, the SPS requested proposals for “an individual or individuals with 
demonstrated expertise in analyzing relevant data and making recommendations regarding other urban 
and metropolitan school districts nationally in the provision of appropriate special education services.”   
SPS was required to hire outside Consultants to help implement the Comprehensive Corrective Action 
Plan (C-CAP) issued by the Washington Department of Education, Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction (OSPI).  TIERS Group, in association with Accelify Consulting proposed to conduct a study of 
the SPS Special Education Program, including significant data collection through structured interviews 
and surveys; as well as provide some targeted Technical Assistance to the SPS Special Education 
Leadership.  In early February, TIERS Group was notified that it had been selected as the vendor for SPS, 
and Accelify executed the Contract with SPS in April, 2014.   

 
Introduction 

 
 The study TIERS Group/Accelify conducted of the SPS Special Education Program is based on two 
key assumptions.  First, SPS and OSPI agreed that four root causes have contributed to SPS’s current 
determination level of needing substantial intervention to meet special education compliance.  These 
root causes include (a) de-centralization of SPS’s Special Education Department, (b) lack of consistency 
in SPS’s Special Education Department leadership personnel, (c) problems in successful transition to a 
new IEP system, and (d) an increasing student population with stagnant personnel resources.  The 
Special Education Comprehensive Corrective Action Plan for the Seattle School District (C-CAP), 
approved in October, 2013, was designed to correct noncompliance with the individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) and move SPS’s status determination toward meeting the requirements and 
purposes of IDEA.  Previous reports noted in the C-CAP have documented special education 
noncompliance in 2011 through 2013 and the need to create a culture of system-wide accountability.  
While recommendations have been consistently provided in these reports, no plan for strategic 
execution, no commitment to execution, no acknowledgement of the need to incorporate 
implementation science in corrective actions, no actionable strategies for implementation, and no 
action plan for leadership capacity building were included in prior reports.   

 
 A second assumption holds that system-wide accountability begins with the Superintendent and 
Cabinet and extends to the school building level, all responsive to the oversight and policies 
promulgated by the SPS school board.  For the C-CAP to be implemented, and IDEA Compliance 
achieved by SPS, change must occur at ALL levels and affect school building leaders and all SPS 
operations.  School building leaders are a critical link between what the Education Directors and central 
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administration has agreed to implement in the C-CAP and what actually happens in schools.  TIERS 
Group/Accelify believes that culture change can occur and these root causes effectively addressed by 
operationalizing a Theory of Action that posits If school leaders (a) have accurate and timely data on 
special education compliance and student and system results and, (b) have a consistent protocol for 
correcting/preventing noncompliance and supporting improvement and, (c) believe that special 
education compliance and results are a priority for the Superintendent, Central Office, and School Board, 
and, (d) are supported by effective accountability structures at the Central Office level, Then the needed 
cultural changes will occur, the C-CAP will be effectively implemented, student results and community 
support will increase, and IDEA Compliance will be achieved. These root causes are premised on the 
belief that students with disabilities receiving special education are general education students first, and 
that special education can only be transformed as part of system wide improvements articulated in the 
SPS Strategic Plan. 

 
 Based on these assumptions, TIERS Group/Accelify formulated a study design with a 
methodology which would investigate specific factors in SPS underlying the aforementioned Theory of 
Action, including providing technical assistance, based on this report and, in part, based on analysis and 
integration of data from previous evaluative reports of the SPS Special Education Program1.  The study 
and preliminary technical assistance were organized in four distinct week-long consultations on-site 
within SPS.  Week #1 was initially designed to collect information leading to a brief report and 
actionable recommendations with three remaining weeks allocated for technical assistance tied to this 
report.  However, SPS Special Education Leadership requested that TIERS Group/Accelify collect 
additional data and expand the number of interviews as well as conduct public input sessions with key 
stakeholders.  This request caused a significant change in activities, including TIERS Group/Accelify 
dedicating a second on-site visit to data collection.  Moreover, OSPI staff requested that TIERS 
Group/Accelify meet with OSPI in Olympia during each on-site visit to SPS to ensure a close working 
relationship between SPS, OSPI, and TIERS Group/Accelify.   TIERS Group/Accelify staff, therefore, 
amended the Scope of Work for Phase 1 of this Project to incorporate SPS requested additional work 
and visits to OSPI offices in Olympia during each on-site visit.  
 

The aforementioned expanded methodology ensured the broadest representation of 
stakeholders and sampling of schools and related personnel in data collection activities for this Project.  
During meetings with OSPI leadership it was recommended that a Steering Committee to oversee the 
work on the C-CAP be created.  TIERS Group/Accelify staff worked with SPS Special Education Leadership 
to create a Steering Committee with key Stakeholder representation.  The third on-site visit was spent 
meeting with this Steering Committee to recommend revisions to the C-CAP, which were required by 
OSPI and based on data collected by TIERS Group/Accelify staff during prior visits and document 
reviews.  Revisions to the C-CAP were made to 1) more closely align with the four targeted outcomes 
OSPI required in the C-CAP, 2) specifically address the four root causes, and 3) provide measurable 
outputs of progress for the Project and the Revised C-CAP (RC-CAP).  The fourth on-site visit is scheduled 
to allow TIERS Group/Accelify to present and disseminate this Report of findings and actionable 
recommendations.  

 
The methods of collecting data, of analyzing data, and the results of the data analysis are 

presented in Appendix A.  The section below reports the findings of the data collection and analysis. 

                                                           
1 See Appendix C for a copy of the TIERS synthesis of reports.  
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Findings 

 Information on the current state of the SPS Special Education Department and special education 

services was gathered from interviews, surveys, open forums, and document reviews described in more 

detail in Appendices A (Methodology) and B (Interviews, Surveys, and Focus Group Items) of this Report.  

The Findings section describes the themes generated from the examination and comparison of 

information gathered from each group involved in the data collection process and compared across 

groups, as well as an aggregation of specific items related to the themes and C-CAP outcomes.  

Central Office Interviews 

 The analysis of the Central Office interview responses revealed several common areas of 

concern. These areas included concerns about data and data reports, compliance checks, evaluations, 

communications, and special education services provided in private school settings.  

 Data and Data Reports.  There are two main databases for collecting individual student 

information for students with disabilities receiving special education services – PowerSchool and IEP 

Online.  PowerSchool is the Student Information System (SIS) which contains data on all SPS students 

including: demographic and education data (e.g., attendance, achievement, etc.).  IEP Online is a special 

education database, which contains the Automated IEP system used throughout SPS.  Concerns about 

the current data systems documented during the interviews included: lack of coordination between the 

databases; that is, there are identical data that must be manually entered into both databases. 

Accessing and extracting data from these databases is not generally user-friendly.  Ad hoc reporting is 

difficult in IEP Online.  Interviewees also expressed their concern about the accuracy of the data stored 

in IEP Online and the exchange of data between IEP Online and the SIS. Redundancy of data entry, 

difficulties in migrating data, and difficulties exchanging data between the two data bases are examples 

of concerns expressed by staff interviewed. 

 Compliance Checks.  There is a heavy reliance on designated Central Office staff checking 

evaluation/reevaluation and IEP compliance requirements from data in IEP Online using the IEP Review 

Form and the Evaluation/Reevaluation Review Form from OSPI (See Appendix D). However, these OSPI 

developed compliance forms used by Central Office personnel have not been widely disseminated 

among school personnel.  There are no   written procedures for ensuring the forms are used reliably 

from one reviewer to the next.  There is a lack of inter-rater reliability due to this absence of written 

procedures on the use of these forms.  Data reports that reflect evaluation/reevaluation and IEP 

timeline compliance are routinely run, yet, there is not a calendar or schedule indicating important 

timeline dates based on date of consent for evaluations, dissemination for reevaluation, and previous 

year’s IEP for IEPs publicly available to school personnel.  Results of the interviews conducted indicated 

there is a paucity of knowledge about the requirements of the C-CAP outside of the Central Office.  In 

other words, the overwhelming majority of building personnel (including Special Education personnel) 

were unaware of the C-CAP when interviewed. 

 Evaluations and Provision of Related Services.  There is a lack of a formalized and written policy 

and procedures for the IEP process following eligibility determination.  Although there is a 

Superintendent Procedures document (Superintendent Procedure 2161SP, Special Education and 

Related Services for Eligible Students) accessible via a link on the Contact Us page for Special Education 
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and on the School Board area of the Seattle Public Schools website; the actual operational procedures 

for referral to evaluation seem unclear to both Central Office staff and school personnel.  This also 

includes procedures for how the Student Intervention Teams (SIT) operate.  There seems to be 

confusion concerning related services and how caseloads are determined and how special education 

and related services provided are documented.  

 Communications.  Internal and external communications were identified as problematic during 

the interviews conducted.  Specific concerns about communication between SPS special education staff 

and stakeholders, including the general public, were expressed.  Internal communication within SPS 

between Special Education Central Office leadership and SPS School personnel were also identified as 

problematic.  Lack of clarity in distinguishing the roles of the Executive Director and Director of Special 

Education, were identified as contributing to blurring lines of communication internally.  Several staff 

commented that the personnel evaluation process is perfunctory and meaningless because each is 

assigned too many people to evaluate such that working knowledge of each supervisee’s performance is 

impossible.  Interview data also produced evidence of concern that input from Central Office staff is not 

frequently sought in Central Office decision making by Central Office Leadership.  Moreover, interview 

data indicated that when decisions are made within SPS Central Office, they are not uniformly nor 

universally communicated.  Lack of clarity in disseminating and communicating decisions made 

internally leads to lack of execution of these decisions and inconsistent implementation of Central Office 

decisions.  There is no written, formalized process to handle parent complaints originating from parents 

of students with disabilities.  This lack of communication and absence of internal policies and 

procedures was buttressed by the fact that during the interviews conducted, there were four separate 

and distinct descriptions of how parent complaints are processed by SPS special education personnel. 

School Building Interviews 

The review of school building interview responses revealed several areas of concern.  The 

predominant concerns expressed were the need for professional development, lack of equitable access 

to appropriate instruction for students with disabilities, difficulties using IEP Online, and lack of Central 

Office leadership.  Each of these areas of concern is discussed in greater detail below. 

Need for Professional Development.  School building leadership interviewed reported that 

professional development (PD) is neither widely available at the school building nor district level.  They 

also noted that the available PD is not considered meaningful or relevant to the jobs and responsibilities 

of teachers and principals.  The recent reduction in number of PD days from four to two and the current 

SPS PD focus on Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and special education compliance have 

contributed to the lack of PD opportunities that are considered relevant and useful for providing 

services to students with disabilities (e.g., appropriate instruction, progress monitoring, etc.).  

Opportunities for follow-up support and coaching are not available to school building personnel and 

opportunities for professional learning or professional development provided by outside experts are 

rare.  A common finding from interviews was the opinion expressed by school building personnel that 

ALL school staff should be provided with additional professional learning focused on instructional needs 

of students with disabilities.  
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Lack of Equitable Access for Students with Disabilities.  Individuals interviewed in the schools 

reported a lack of equitable access to appropriate and effective instruction for students with disabilities.  

Interviewees reported insufficient time for special education teachers and general education teachers to 

collaborate to plan for effective instruction and support of students with disabilities.  Common planning 

time between special education and general education personnel was noted to be missing and 

insufficient.  In many general education classrooms there appears to be what is perceived as a 

disproportionate number of students with disabilities.  There was a perception expressed that some 

general education teachers are receiving larger numbers of students with disabilities than other 

teachers in the same grade in the same building.  This results in the resources of the teachers and these 

classrooms being taxed, despite adding instructional aides, leading to diminishing returns from the use 

of limited resources with large numbers of students with disabilities..  Methods for tracking progress 

toward IEP goals are varied and inefficient, according to interviews.   Data critical to the development 

and provision of special education services and supports, such as progress monitoring data in academic 

and behavioral domains, are generally not used when planning for special education services and 

supports making data based judgments of accountability and efficacy impossible.  The current service 

models for students with disabilities create awkward groupings of students and contribute to equity 

concerns related to the services and supports that should be available and/or provided to these 

students.  It was implied that the special education service model and instruction are often based on the 

IDEA disability category instead of being individualized based on student needs.  Diagnosis for eligibility 

purposes must be enhanced by an equal focus on diagnosis for instructional purposes in eligibility 

determination and classroom instruction. Many schools reported vacancies for special education staff 

resulting in inadequate services and supports provided to many students with disabilities who are 

entitled to receive those services. 

IEP Online Concerns.  While many special education teachers interviewed at schools expressed 

positive opinions regarding some aspects of the IEP Online system, concerns remain regarding its utility 

and effectiveness.  Training on the use of IEP Online was provided when the system was first deployed in 

SPS and review sessions are available through online videos and Central Office support.  However, 

support beyond the basics must be specifically sought by individuals who desire that training; and 

trainings on the more advanced features of the IEP Online database are not perceived as readily 

available.  Interviewees reported that IEP Online trainings focus more on what not to do rather than 

showing good examples of what should be done to use this system effectively.  Inadequate training in 

the use of IEP Online is seen as contributing to noncompliance with IEPs and other data elements 

entered into the system, such as information related to evaluations and reevaluations.  This lack of 

training results in users incorrectly submitting information to IEP Online.  Specific issues identified from 

interviews with school personnel concerning utility of the IEP Online system itself include: required 

duplication of information input when completing an IEP; IEP at-a-glance documents that are not 

descriptive enough to be helpful for teachers when planning instruction and support in the general 

education classroom; inability to open and view pages for functional behavior assessments (FBA), 

behavior intervention plans (BIP), and manifestation determination reviews at the same time; inability 

for multiple users to work on separate components for a student without waiting for a specific 

component to be completed; and the goals built into the system are not compliant with standards for 

well-written goals that are used by Central Office personnel when completing monthly IEP compliance 

reviews.  Another common concern raised by teachers and principals, particularly in high school 
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settings, is the lack of utility of IEP Online for creating appropriate transition plans for students with 

disabilities.  

Central Office Leadership.  Specific questions were asked of school building staff regarding the 

quantity and quality of Central Office Special Education Leadership and support.  Chronic and frequent 

turnover within the Central Office Special Education Department leadership was reported to be a 

significant concern.  Frequent turnover in leadership results in a lack of consistent direction and 

continuity of vision, mission, and purpose.  Turnover in special education staff at the Central Office often 

results in school personnel not knowing which Program Specialist or Regional Supervisor is assigned to 

their school.  Central Office turnover also results in the need to rearticulate issues like vision, direction, 

mission, and impairs progress due to frequent interruption in direction articulated by particular leaders.  

Some school building personnel did not know who the current Executive Director of Special Education is; 

and expressed that they did not know the role of the Executive Director.  Many reported that they had 

never met the Executive Director and had not seen her at their school.  It was also reported that 

Program Specialists spend more of their time dealing with crises or immediate needs and are not able to 

focus on providing long-term direction and support to schools in other areas related to special 

education.  When requests for support or assistance are made (both major, minor, and ‘mission 

critical’), support is often not provided by the Central Office in a timely manner or not at all.  Many 

school personnel reported special education positions within their schools remain vacant for long 

periods of time, and a lack of urgency to recruit and retain personnel to fill school building vacancies 

including Central Office staff was also reported. 

Regarding the C-CAP, communication from Central Office to schools is poor to nonexistent, 

according to the results of interviews conducted by TIERS Group/Accelify.  For example, most school 

personnel interviewed were unaware of the results of the most recent OSPI monitoring visit related to 

the C-CAP.  School special education staff were aware of monthly compliance monitoring of IEP, initial 

evaluation, and reevaluation records, completed by central office personnel.  Yet, many building 

personnel were unaware of whom to contact with questions about these monthly compliance 

notifications. 

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support.  Additional concerns expressed by school building personnel 

included concerns about the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) model currently being piloted in 

SPS.  Interview data indicated that there is no formalized MTSS process for the district and MTSS is 

currently not required by SPS.  Schools lack  resources and knowledge that would allow them to provide 

evidence based interventions for struggling students in need of support and make data-based decisions 

for improving their response to instruction; all elements of a successful MTSS implementation.  

Furthermore, while (SIT) exist in many schools, there is no formalized process for SITs across SPS. There 

appears to be a variety of interpretations regarding the function of SITs across schools.  There is no 

method for determining the effectiveness of SITs in SPS.  These prerequisites for an effective MTSS 

system appear to be absent, and implementing these components will allow SPS to reduce 

inappropriate referrals to special education and increase the ability of general education to improve the 

response of struggling students to academic and behavioral interventions. 

Surveys 
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 School Building Level.  The “SPS School Building Survey” developed for this project by TIERS 

Group/Accelify had 45 items.  901 SPS personnel responded to the survey.  No demographic data were 

collected on the respondents to ensure respondent anonymity.  

 The review of survey responses from school building level personnel focused on examining 

items on which they generally agreed versus those on which they generally disagreed.  Table 1 below 

shows a comparison: 

Table 1: Comparison of Responses to items on the SPS School Building Survey 

Generally Agree (≥60%) Items Generally Disagree (≥60%) Items 

12.  I have seen the majority of students with 
disabilities in my school improve academically 
within the last three years. (n=703; 63.2%) 

1.  I am familiar with the Special Education 
Comprehensive Corrective Action Plan’s (C-CAP) 
requirements of SPS. (n=891; 74.2%) 

13.  I believe SPS has not effectively provided 
professional development on compliance 
requirements. (n=714; 80.77%) 

2. I know how to access the C-CAP as a resource 
document for planning my work. (n=893; 90.6%) 

19. I am familiar with how to develop compliant 
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). (n=718; 
66.8%) 

3.  I have an understanding of the OSPI findings 
that led to the C-CAP. (n=891; 69.0%) 

26.  I am comfortable with my skills to enhance 
parent/family involvement in a student’s 
educational program. (n=710; 78.6%) 

4.  I have an understanding of the major goals of 
the C-CAP. (n=884; 80.6%) 

27.  I am satisfied with current working 
relationships between general and special 
education staff in my school. (n=712; 61.4%) 

5.  I am familiar with the components of the C-
CAP that affect my duties. (n=888; 81.6%) 

30.  I know who to go to or access for questions 
about special education compliance 
requirements (n=718; 65.3%) 

6.  I know specific activities in which I must be 
engaged this year according to the C-CAP. 
(n=889; 84.2%) 

33.  The majority of professionals within my 
school are willing to change or adjust current 
practices in order to improve results for students 
with disabilities. (n=658; 75.2%) 

7.  I have already taken action of specific 
activities from the C-CAP. (n=888; 83.9%) 

35.  I have been provided with adequate 
resources to improve practices for students with 
disabilities. (n=664; 75.2%) 

10.  Overall, I think special education services are 
resulting in students with disabilities graduating 
from high school college or career ready. (n=699; 
63.8%) 

37.  I think students with disabilities in my school 
are provided with special education services in 
the least restrictive environment (LRE). (n=660; 
72.4%) 

23.  I am proficient in conducting FBAs 
[Functional Behavioral Assessments]. (n=708; 
62.7%) 

42.  Staff at my school have expressed 
commitment to improving practices for students 
with disabilities. (n=638; 82.7%) 

29.  Discipline procedures for students with 
disabilities are effective for preventing future 
disciplinary incidents in my school. (n=680; 
60.37%) 

 36.  The resources available to me are 
appropriately allocated to ensure the effective 
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Generally Agree (≥60%) Items Generally Disagree (≥60%) Items 

service delivery for students with disabilities. 
(n=659; 71.1%) 

 39.  SPS Central Office staff are aware of school 
building-level initiatives to improve results for 
students with disabilities. (n=605; 74.1%) 

 40.  SPS Central Office staff solicit input from 
individuals at school buildings about how to 
improve special education services. (n=626; 
84.4%) 

 41.  SPS Central Office staff follow up on 
suggestions and requests from individuals at 
school buildings. (n=605; 80.2%) 

 
 Table 1 above shows items upon which most respondents generally agree relate to “my school” 
(items 12, 27, 33, 37, 42). While the table shows that most of the items on which respondents generally 
disagreed can be aggregated into two major areas of concern: 1) lack of Central Office communication 
(items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 39, 40, and 41); and 2) concerns about special education service provision and 
equity (items 10, 23, 29, 36). 
  
 An item was included in the survey asking respondents who generally agreed with item 7 (see 
Table 1 in the generally disagree column) to provide an example for actions taken related to the C-CAP.  
As noted above, almost 84% of respondents disagreed with the item 7 statement, indicating that most 
respondents have not taken actions related to the C-CAP.  Of those who responded the item of actions 
taken related to the C-CAP (n=144), a number referenced writing compliant IEPs and evaluation reports.  
Some examples included: 
 

 I have attended trainings in how to write compliant IEPs and transition plans. 

 Reviewing IEPs and evaluations. 

 After receiving training on Indicator 13 and writing effective transition plans, I 
incorporated strategies from that training into my IEPs. 

 IEP reviews 

 The only aspect [of the C-CAP] I am aware of is that some portions of our IEPs do not 
meet compliance standards. 

 
 Many respondents, however, indicated they were not aware of specifics of the C-CAP. 
Responses included: 

 

 NOTHING has officially been communicated to teachers in my school. NOTHING. 

 I am guessing that although I have taken an [sic] brief IEP training this year, at no time 
was I told why…or anything about the CCAP. 

 I don’t actually know. I was hoping to find a link to the CCAP on the website but instead 
just read the highlights which lead me to this survey. 

 I don’t know where to access the C-CAP. 
 



 
 

10 
Foundation for a Brighter Future: Essential Needed Improvements 

 
 

 There were four additional open-ended items.  Below is a summary of the findings from the 
open-ended items.  Item 31 asked about “most significant barriers to providing students with disabilities 
an appropriate education.”  The most frequent response – 27% of the 530 responses – was either a lack 
of support or a need for support.  Examples include: 

 Not enough support personnel. 

 Enough staff to provide consistent support needed.  

 Lack of teacher support from spread-thin ESA’s and hardly present “consulting teachers.” 
 
 Item 32 asked about “strengths of my school” in the provision of special education services.  The 
word “support” was used in 21% of the 478 responses.  Examples of statements using the word 
“support” include: 

 The service delivery models used for the inclusion of students with disabilities in general 
education classes provide adequate levels of support to allow these students to participate 
appropriately. 

 Excellent support from the entire staff [sic] each teacher is very caring and offer their support to 
the special education students and the general education as well. 

 Excellent staff who form supportive relationships with general education staff. 
 

 Similar to item 32, was item 43 that asked for examples of “things that your school does well in 
providing special education services.” Staff or staffing was cited as something that the school does well. 
(22% of 332 responses). Examples include: 

 Extra help from staff and other students. 

 Meeting with parents, excellent staff, collaboration. 

 Data collection, caring staff, inclusion. 

 Strong bonds between students and staff. 
 

 The final open-ended response items asked for “any additional comments that could improve 
special education services in your school.” Again similar to items 31 and 32, the word “support” was the 
most frequent single response in sentences and phrases (24% of 309); however, for this item, support 
was used in statements indication something in need of improvement.  Examples of support statements 
include: 

 More support for IEP students in gen. ed. classes 

 Principal being supportive of the special education team. 

 The district support is minimal. 

 Actual support from Central Office personnel – communication between them and the school 
staff (in ADVANCE of telling parents what’s happening) Who are our leaders in the central office? 
Where are they? 
 

 Parent/Community Members.  A review of items addressing the “Schools’ Efforts to Partner 

with Parents” from the survey provided results from 125 respondents.  The geographic distribution of 

the respondents was - 

 South Region – 22.2%,  

 North Region – 54.4%, and  

 Central Region – 23.3% (n=103).   
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By the grade level of the student, the respondent distribution was - 

 

 Pre-K – K – 15%, Elementary (1-5) – 40%,  

 Middle (6-8) – 15%, and  

 High School (9-12+) – 30%.   

 

The exceptionalities most frequently identified by the parents who responded to the Survey were –  

 

 Autism – 34.7%,  

 Specific Learning Disabilities – 16.8%, and  

 Multiple Disabilities – 14.9% (n=101).  

 The results for this survey were compiled and are reported in a similar manner to that of school 

personnel by examining the items on which parents generally agreed versus those on which they 

generally disagreed. See Table 2 below: 

Table 2: Comparison of Responses to items on Schools’ Efforts to Partner with Parents 

Generally Agree (>60%) Items Generally Disagree (>60%) Items 

2.  Written information I receive is written in an 
understandable way. (n=122; 68.0%) 

3.  I was given information about organizations 
that offer support for parents of students with 
disabilities. (n=121; 71.1%) 

5. My child’s IEP tells how progress towards goals 
will be measured. (n= 121; 71.1%) 

11.  Administrators seek out parent input. 
(n=121; 69.4%) 

6.  Special education teachers make 
accommodations and modifications as indicated 
on my child’s IEP. (n=120; 66.7%) 

16.  I was offered special assistance (such as child 
care) so that I could participate in the 
Individualized Educational Program (IEP) meeting. 
(n=106; 77.4%) 

8.  Teachers are available to speak to me. (n=122; 
73.8%) 

19.  The school gives me choices with regard to 
services that address my child’s needs. (n=118; 
72.0%) 

12.  The principal sets a positive and welcoming 
tone in the school. (n=121; 63.6%) 

20.  The school offers parents training about 
special education services. (n=117; 87.2%) 

14.  School personnel show sensitivity to the 
needs of students with disabilities and their 
families. (N=120; 60.0%) 

22.  The school gives parents the help they need 
to play an active role in their child’s education. 
(n=116; 62.1%) 

15.  School personnel encourage me to 
participate in the decision-making process. 
(N=120; 60.0%) 

23.  The school provides information on agencies 
that can assist my child in the transition from 
school. (n=108; 74.1%) 

 24.  The school explains what options parents 
have if they disagree with a decision of the 
school. (n=112; 66.1%) 

 

 Table 2 above shows items upon which most respondents generally agree are related to “my 
child” or “my child’s school” (items 5, 6, 8, 12, 14, 15).  The table also shows that when respondents 
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generally disagreed, there were two major areas: 1) – lack of support for parent involvement and 
education (items 3, 11, 16, 20, 22, and 24); and 2) concerns about the provision of special education 
services (items 19 and 23). 
 
 The Parent Survey concluded with an open ended item asking for “any additional comments.”   

The comments provided additional information related to the aforementioned areas of general 

agreement and disagreement including: 1) a need for greater communication from the Central Office 

especially related to placement concerns such as the Riser process; and 2) an untimely evaluation 

process (evaluations not being conducted in a timely manner).  Also, it should be noted that many 

parents have had a positive experience with their child’s current school even as problems were noted 

regarding their experiences outside their child’s school. 

 

Examples of comments expressing general agreement related to these areas include: 

 We have personally been very fortunate in having exceptional special ed teachers all the way 

through elementary, middle school, and high school.  

 My student is at XX [name omitted] school, and I have been exceedingly pleased with how she 

has been supported in Gen Ed and Special Ed. 

 I think that the teachers [are] working with special education at my school are working very hard 

to do the best they can do to serve the students with special education service needs. 

 I have answered primarily with respect to our particular school and the relationship and inclusive 

culture that my daughter’s school has toward kids with disabilities. 

Examples of comments expressing general disagreement related to communication and an untimely 

evaluation process include: 

 Broken riser [sic] process for preschoolers moving to the Access program for kindergarten. 

 I feel the evaluation process is a joke. As I was told… ’Your child is at or approaching the bottom 

of the scale, so he does not qualify for assistance.’” 

 Placement is one of the most problematic areas in the district. Nobody knows what program is 

where, or why their kid will be assigned. 

 A HUGE issue I have is the lack of available information. I should be able to readily find out (from 

the school district website, for example) what ALL the available programs are, with definitions of 

terms, and where they are located. 

Feedback Groups 

 Parent Open Forums.  Oral comments at the open forums for parents were captured by TIERS 

Group/Accelify staff who served as recorders, while other staff served as facilitators.  These comments 

were combined and reviewed together with other comments that were provided to the TIERS 

Group/Accelify team at the meetings or through other informal discussions, including some email 

received from concerned citizens and parents.  Student placement issues concerning Service Model, 

program placement, and school placement were also apparent from comments made in the forums.  
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These areas of concern were reinforced by the letter and charts presented by the Director of the Office 

of the Education Ombudsman Office.  That letter includes, in part,  

When we look at the issues that families contact us about within the area of special education, 

the majority of calls are related to placement issues.  We distinguish placement from school 

assignment in our data collection, and generally mark this category when parents are concerned 

about the amount of time their child is (or isn’t) spending with typical peers...we also have a 

number of complaints about overly segregated placements, a lack of access to general education 

instruction, increased isolation as a behavioral intervention, and not enough opportunities for a 

student to engage meaningfully with their peers. 

The Ombudsman’s chart showed that 37% of special education cases from Fiscal Year 2012-2013 and 

2013-2014 (to 4/23/2014) were about placement.  The placement issues include a range of concerns 

from the amount of time spent in general education, to changing schools for placement, moving 

students to more restrictive placements because of behavioral issues, as well as where special education 

“programs” are located.  One parent noted the district seems to be “treating all our children with the 

philosophy that special education is a PLACE and not a SERVICE.”  This statement implies what is 

perceived about special education is the opposite of what the SPS special education services declares on 

the special education to be on their website - Special Education: A service, not a place. 

 School Psychologist Focus Group.  Information obtained from a review of previous reports and 

recommendations provided to SPS by other agencies (see Footnote 1) and responses from school 

building and Central Office interviews suggested the need to obtain additional information from Team 

Leads for School Psychologists and school psychologists themselves.  Based on this premise, a set of 

questions was developed to guide discussion during a focus group for school psychologists.  These 

questions addressed issues that included: communication, professional development, resources, 

supervision, SIT process, and data systems.  Ten school psychologists attended the focus group and 

provided feedback.  The list of topics were made available to all school psychologists via their listserv 

and school psychologists wishing to provide additional feedback were encouraged to respond. Seven 

school psychologists provided additional feedback that mirrored the sentiments and feedback expressed 

by the focus group participants.  

 Communication.  Overall, the group of school psychologists expressed strong consensus and 

provided positive feedback regarding their experiences working with the Team Leads who are 

considered part of the Central Office Special Education Department staff.  One primary concern was the 

diffuse nature of communications from the Central Office leadership.  The school psychologists stated 

that there is inadequate communication from the Central Office regarding district changes in special 

education policies and procedures and the effect those changes will have on school psychologists’ work 

in the schools.  School psychologists also reported that they are not well-informed by the Central Office 

regarding which Service Models and supports are available in their schools.  School psychologists 

reported that inadequate communication regarding changes to the Service Model descriptions and 

which schools offer each Service Model creates confusion and inconsistency in IEP development and 

student placements.  Additionally, school placement decisions for students are viewed as being made by 

the Central Office with no clear understanding about which Central Office personnel make those 

decisions, and how those decisions are made.  Poor communication and knowledge of special education 
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services and Section 504 accommodations and modifications at the school building level results in 

decreased accountability and lack of fidelity of implementation for these services and supports.  

 The focus group participants also reported dissatisfaction with the lack of availability of 

interpreters and translators and the inefficient system currently used to request these services for 

students and families whose primary language is not English.  School psychologists also expressed a 

need for more communication between school administrators and teachers at the building level and for 

school administrators to have a greater focus on special education services, supports, and students with 

disabilities within their schools.  Within school buildings, school psychologists feel that they are seen 

only as evaluators and are not expected to provide mental health services to students with disabilities 

who require those services.  In addition, school psychologists reported that they are often prevented 

from providing needed mental health services due to a focus on their role in conducting evaluations to 

determine eligibility for special education.  Evaluation issues also included confusion about the triennial 

reevaluation process and the use of reinstrumentation, or excessive use of testing related to what is 

required by IDEA to determine continued eligibility of special education. This concern leads to 

constricted exit rates from special education. 

 Professional Development.  One hundred fifty hours of PD are required by the Washington 

State Department of Education every five years for school psychologists to maintain their certification.  

However, according to data obtained from school psychologists in SPS, minimal PD is provided by the 

school district for school psychologists.  The PD opportunities offered at the district level are not related 

to the practice of school psychology and are not seen as valuable for advancing knowledge and skills of 

school psychologists.  The PD that has been provided for special education personnel in recent years has 

focused on the C-CAP and compliance.  PD days can be requested and are often granted for school 

psychologists, yet most of these PD opportunities must be sought and paid for by school psychologists 

themselves and time must be taken away from their daily responsibilities within the schools they serve.  

Opportunities for PD that include follow up, coaching, feedback, and support are not available.  PD 

sessions provided to school psychologists in previous years are not replicated for new staff, resulting in 

varying levels of understanding among school psychologists regarding topics covered via PD provided 

from SPS.  

 Focus group participants expressed the need for PD for all school administrators and staff 

regarding special education.  More specifically, school psychologists noted that PD in special education 

should cover topics including providing instruction and support to students with disabilities and the role 

of school psychologists.  School psychologists also reported that there is a need for prioritized time to 

meet as a group to cover topics related to their practice and receive follow up support subsequent to 

SPS-provided PD. 

 Resources.  School psychologists reported that resources are limited in terms of necessary 

evaluation tools and materials requisite to conducting evaluations for special education eligibility and re-

evaluation.  In addition, school psychologists reported problems with adequate work space, access to 

translation and interpreter services, technology (such as updated computers and software and access to 

district and school-based data systems), administrative support for school psychologists, and clear and 

efficient systems for procuring the aforementioned required resources.  School psychologists must share 

test kits as there are not enough for everyone to have an achievement test kit and a cognitive test kit.  
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Some necessary scoring software is only available at two sites within SPS creating inefficiencies in use of 

personnel time.  Many school psychologists are in need of new laptop computers, but are unable to get 

them due to financial constraints.  When resources needed to conduct required evaluations and re-

evaluations are requested, the system for purchasing needed materials and equipment is not clear. 

Orders can take months for processing and receipt of ordered materials.  This will become critical in 

2014-15 when several of the most frequently used tests are published in updated format.  Current tests 

will become invalid requiring the purchase of the most current versions of those instruments and test 

protocols. 

Supervision.  School psychologists receive no formal supervision from another school 

psychologists. More specifically, Team Leads are not allowed to supervise other school psychologists 

within SPS.  The relationship between school psychologists and the Team Lead to whom they are 

assigned is a collaborative one.  Evaluations of school psychologists’ job performance are conducted by 

Special Education Department Regional Supervisors.  Focus group participants asserted there are 

inherent problems with the process of having Regional Supervisors conduct evaluations of school 

psychologists.  More specifically, the lack of Regional Supervisor knowledge about the role of a school 

psychologist in general and minimal contact between Regional Supervisors and school psychologists 

limits the ability of Regional Supervisors to conduct meaningful evaluations of school psychologists.  

SIT Process.  SPS does not have a systematic process for implementing a MTSS model 

throughout the District.  The closest approximation to the data-based decision making teams associated 

with MTSS are SITs.  School psychologists serve a variety of roles within their schools’ SITs and the 

degree to which the SITs function effectively, and deploy evidence based practices, varies widely across 

schools.  The function of the SIT is not well-understood by many schools and a manual describing SITs 

from 15 years ago was reported to exist, but no manual for the SIT process is currently in use 

throughout SPS.  Participants in the school psychologist focus group expressed the need for a formal set 

of guidelines for managing and participating meaningfully on SITs.  Sentiments regarding the need for 

MTSS in schools in SPS, and the desire of school psychologists to be a part of a comprehensive and 

effective MTSS system were often repeated during the focus group. 

Data Systems.  Participants from the School Psychologist Focus Group reported several concerns 

and challenges related to data systems in SPS; specifically IEP Online and PowerSchool.  These two 

databases are not integrated with each other, creating the need to separately access both systems to 

retrieve data for students such as evaluation referral information, previous evaluation reports, 

Functional Behavioral Assessment and Behavior Intervention Plan information, current IEPs, student 

demographic data, attendance history, behavior referrals, etc.  School psychologists also reported 

difficulties accessing both systems including limited access to data due to limited and inconsistent 

internet access in school buildings and restrictions to accessing these systems placed on individual 

school psychologists by the district.  For intervention data in academic and behavioral domains, there 

are no district-wide databases or progress monitoring tools available. 

When IEP Online was initially adopted by SPS Special Education Central Office, training was 

provided as reported by other groups, but there are no opportunities for additional training beyond the 

“booster sessions” offered.  Participants suggested that multiple opportunities for training be provided. 

The preschool assessment team does not have access to a data system of any kind, such as IEP Online, 
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requiring them to create their own system for tracking referrals.  It was stated that IEP Online processes 

do not align with the referral process established in SPS.  Additionally, school psychologists are unable to 

access a list of initial evaluations and the associated timelines in IEP Online.  

School psychologists are provided no formal training in the use of PowerSchool and are limited 

in their access to critical information in PowerSchool.  They reported receiving pushback from the 

district when requesting expanded access to PowerSchool.  Expanded access to PowerSchool is needed 

to extract information critical for conducting evaluations and reevaluations (e.g., attendance, 

achievement, etc.).  Migrating data from PowerSchool on variables including attendance and discipline 

records, as well as state high stakes testing results, are requisite in conducting evaluations for special 

education eligibility.  Finally, when students transfer between schools within SPS it is not possible to 

easily transfer student information from one school to the next using the current version of 

PowerSchool.  School psychologists reported mobility of students with disabilities receiving special 

education where records did not easily transfer from the referring school to the receiving school is a 

significant detriment to maintaining compliance with applicable section of IDEA in these areas. 

Document Reviews 

 On the SPS website on the page titled “Special Education Services, Programs, and Projects: Birth 

through 21” there is a list of 10 links, one of which is titled Procedures.  This link takes you to a second 

link titled Special Education Procedures.  This link, in turn, leads you to a 27 page document with the 

page 1 title of Special Education and Related Services for Eligible Students (dated 2/11).  The first 

paragraph states, “The purpose of the district’s Special Education Program procedures is to address 

program areas where state and federal regulations require specific local procedures or permit local 

discretionary choices.”  Yet, it goes on to say in paragraph 2, “These procedures do not address all 

requirements established in the regulations.”  There is no reference to where to find additional 

procedures or information about other requirements.  

 Below the list of 10 links is a section titled, “Service and Program Locations by Middle School 

Attendance Area and Service Descriptions.”  This section has the 2014-2015 Seattle Public School 

Continuums of Special Education Services that shows the service model, the staffing ratio and 

student/need/focus of service.  While there are descriptions of each service model, it is unclear how IEP 

Committees can specifically utilize this information.  For example, for SM3, K-12, it states, “Although 

some students may spend significant portions of the day…”  The questions that arise from just this part 

of a sentence include which students? and what is a significant portion? Clearly, SPS lacks a coherent, 

easily accessible set of internal special education policies and procedures. 

 The SEAAC Position Paper Compliance That We Care About (Draft 5/11/2014) was also reviewed 

by TIERS Group/Accelify.  Numerous issues were identified including: equitable access to neighborhood 

schools, service placement decision making, access to general education, transportation, and resource 

allocation, among others.  Access to neighborhood schools or a school close to the residence of the 

student was noted as a problem with the “assignment plan.”  The placement decision-making process 

seems to rely on instructions that do not clearly give decisions about the setting in which the student 

with a disability is to receive services to the IEP Committee.  The paper states, “Students with disabilities 

are general education students first.  The district clearly falls short.”  The paper notes 10 areas of need.  
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Transportation concerns focus on length of transport time, early dismissal of students with disabilities 

from school for ease of transportation, lack of sufficient “snow routes,” and inconsistent bus times.  In 

the area of resource allocation, the SEAAC position paper notes there is a “chronic failure to prepare and 

provide classroom materials for students in self-contained settings.” 

 OSPI provided review forms or checklists (IEP Review Form and Evaluation/Reevaluation Review 

Form) to SPS for use in reviewing records to ensure compliance with relevant sections of IDEA (both 

statutory and regulatory).  It is unclear whether the SPS used these review forms unchanged or modified 

them.  What is clear, is that some confusion may have arisen with the Evaluation/Reevaluation Review 

Form because there is no distinction in items between what is required for an initial evaluation and a 

triennial re-evaluation.  There was no evidence that the evaluation form nor the IEP Review Form was 

completed in paper format and maintained with the record reviewed.  An electronic log has been 

developed for the random review of IEPs.  This log consists predominately of yes/no checkboxes that do 

not have drop-down boxes for narrative explanations of “no” responses.  

 The PowerSchool and IEP Online database review revealed that PowerSchool has several 

“special education” specific fields.  The first field is labeled “Optional Fields – Not used for State 

Reporting” and has a yes-no dropdown box to indicate whether the student is receiving special 

education.  The second field is labeled “Common Fields” and does have a dropdown to select Disability 

Status, that is, the category of disability.  The third field is under CEDARS Special Education Information 

and includes three items: 1) Initial Washington Service Date, 2) Initial Referral Date, and 3) Initial 

Eligibility Date.  The fourth field is P223H Information and includes dates for IEP, evaluation, and IFSP 

eligibility.  There is also a section titled “Special Education Service Enrollments” (P223H) which includes 

Service Model information.  The final section is “Special Education Enrollments and Exits”.  Our inquiry 

revealed that there do not appear to be any electronic data validations. For example, without an 

electronic data validation an IEP date could be entered into the IEP Online database that is before the 

date the student was referred for special education eligibility determination.  It is also unclear to what 

extent PowerSchool data are currently used by the Special Education Department within SPS.  

 The Internal Audit Report of Special Education conducted by SPS legal personnel for the period 

of September 1, 2013 through April 30, 2014 reviewed four areas: Student Files, Personal Services 

Contracts, Policies and Procedures, and Financial Approval Authority.  Our review of this Audit focused 

on Student Files and Policies and Procedures.  In the area of Student Files, the report examined 

compliance with IDEA, and the use of IEP Online.  Recommendations for compliance included ensuring 

“that all the required signatures are present in the student’s file once the evaluation is complete and 

once the IEP is finalized” and “devise a procedure to ensure that student files are updated periodically to 

reflect review of the student’s IEPs and their progress towards their annual goals.”  In reference to IEP 

Online, the Audit recommended that 1) “special education supervisors be provided with the system 

capabilities necessary to pull their own reports and review IEPS and evaluations for compliance 

purposes,” 2) “with the exception of the physical signature page …for all evaluations and IEPs, the 

department eliminate the maintaining of physical student evaluation and IEP files,” and 3) “the district 

prepare the CEDARS and P223h reports directly from data in the IEP Online system, rather than reenter 

the data into the PowerSchool system.” 
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 In the area of Policies and Procedures, the SPS Audit report recommended developing internal 

procedures, including a “Special Education Process Handbook.”  The Audit also noted that there is a 

need to “develop a clear channel of communication so that future productivity strains can be avoided” 

and similarly to “designate a staff member to track and monitor all special education compliance 

requirements.”  The last recommendation of the SPS Audit included strategies for involving site-based 

teaching staff in the writing of procedures “so that the best practices of each process can be shared and 

adopted by the department as a whole.” 

Conclusions: Overall Themes 

Data from the interviews, surveys, group feedback sessions, and documents were reviewed to 

identify common themes within and across groups.  Four primary themes emerged as areas of 

opportunity for transforming the Special Education Program in SPS: Leadership, Infrastructure, 

Communication, and Professional Development.  Each of these themes was used to categorize more 

specific information related to three of the four OSPI C-CAP outcomes.  The three C-CAP outcomes used 

to organize the results were 1) establish and implement an effective, equitable, and systemic strategic 

plan for the provision of a free appropriate public  education (FAPE) to students eligible for special 

education and related services at the district-level in full compliance with corresponding federal and 

state regulations, 2) create and maintain a uniform mechanism for Special Education Program and 

administrative accountability which includes a centralized system of internal controls and informed 

decision-making, and 3) recruit, hire, and maintain stable leadership for special education at the district-

level.  

 The four overall themes – Leadership, Infrastructure, Communication, and Professional 

Development - were developed following aggregation of the findings from the aforementioned data 

sources.  Leadership refers to characteristics and practices of those persons in leadership roles within 

the SPS Central Office, especially the Special Education Department.  Infrastructure is broadly defined as 

the structure and systems used by the SPS Special Education Program, in areas such as quality 

standards, data, technical assistance, and accountability/monitoring.  Communication, also broadly 

defined, refers to the degree to which information is effectively and efficiently communicated within the 

Central Office Special Education Department and between that department, other components of the 

Central Office, and stakeholders throughout the District (schools, related service providers, families, and 

the communities of Seattle) and includes informing stakeholders of important information regarding the 

C-CAP such as how to access the C-CAP, C-CAP activities, and responsibilities of individuals for 

completing C-CAP activities.  Professional Development includes learning and development 

opportunities that are provided to ALL staff across SPS, particularly the special education staff 

throughout the District, including Central Office leadership in special education.  It must be recognized 

that, even as the outcomes and themes are described in seemingly linear fashion, there is an interaction 

and interrelationship among the four root causes, four outcomes, and four themes. 

Details for each theme within each of the first three Outcomes2 of the C-CAP are outlined below. 

Outcome 1: Establish and implement an effective, equitable, and systemic strategic plan for 

the provision of a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to students eligible for special 

                                                           
2 Outcome 4 of the C-CAP pertains to funding and is not pertinent to the recommendations in this report. 
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education and related services at the district-level in full compliance with corresponding 

federal and state regulations.  

 Leadership.  At the district level it is evident that there is a lack of vision for FAPE to be provided 

to students with disabilities within SPS.  This lack of vision is evident from interviews with school 

building leadership, and permeates the individual school buildings due to a lack of vision being 

promulgated from Central Office leadership from the Superintendent, Education Directors, and the SPS 

Special Education Program.  Central Office leadership roles and responsibilities for key personnel 

including SPS Special Education Department are unclear, causing school personnel to be unsure of 

whom to contact regarding issues or questions related to FAPE.  Leadership matters, and the newness of 

the Education Director organizational structure and frequent turnover in SPS Special Education 

Leadership (eight Special Education Directors in the past five years) contributes to a lack of continuity in 

leadership and absence of vision driving the mission and focus of the SPS Special Education Program as it 

relates to FAPE being provided to students with disabilities and their families. 

 Infrastructure.  Widespread concerns were expressed during interviews and documented from 

survey data regarding the paucity of systems and structures in place at the district level to ensure 

provision of FAPE for students with disabilities.  There are no universal districtwide Response to 

Intervention/MTSS/ Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports structures in place for providing 

effective instruction to struggling students, which would additionally reduce inappropriate referrals to 

special education in SPS.  Reducing inappropriate referrals would allow the Special Education Program to 

focus on providing FAPE for students with disabilities determined to be eligible for the specially designed 

instruction required by IDEA.  The provision of FAPE is also hindered by the current service model 

structure that emphasizes place rather than services and the lack of adequate and equitable access to 

resources to assist schools in implementing these service models or more appropriate design of service 

delivery. 

 There appears to be a lack of an integrated system to provide FAPE for students with disabilities, 

as evidenced by the lack of an easily accessible and transparent internal Policy and Procedures Manual 

(including disciplinary procedures) for special education services, unclear decision rules for most 

procedures, transportation issues, addressing and reducing disproportionality, lack of access to 

interpreters or translators, and a lack of individuals at the Central Office who are responsible for 

communicating and disseminating information regarding special education to all stakeholders.   

 There is a lack of appropriate planning by principals in collaboration with Education Directors 

and Special Education Leadership to ensure that FAPE is provided in EVERY SPS building.  The lack of 

planning between Central Office leadership and building principals creates inequity in the provision of 

FAPE, where some buildings appear to be doing a much better job of providing FAPE than others.  This 

lack of equitable services must be eliminated, and FAPE must be provided in EVERY building where 

special education services are delivered to students with disabilities.   

Speech/language pathologists are evaluated by the Central Office yet assigned to school 

buildings.  This results in a disconnect of accountability between the building principal and the related 

service person assigned primarily to their building.  Further, supervision by central office is vested in one 

person for over 60 related services professionals, resulting in an essentially meaningless process that 
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distracts from priorities that are focused on providing integrated services and supports.  Proportionate 

Share procedures for allocating IDEA funds to non-public schools in Seattle are unclear; the system for 

proportionate share is not integrated into the system for special education funding for services, and 

staffing for handling the large numbers of students who fall within the scope of services for 

proportionate share is inadequate. 

 Additionally, there are concerns about the data infrastructure, specifically PowerSchool and IEP 

Online databases. PowerSchool does not seem to be accessible by most Central Office special education 

staff.  It is unclear what data are shared between PowerSchool and IEP Online.  It is clear, however, 

there is the potential for duplication in the databases because they are neither linked nor fully 

integrated.  IEP Online is a relatively new database for which training was initially provided, yet, ongoing 

routine updating of information and skills is not scheduled.  Technical assistance can be requested, yet, 

is most frequently provided via virtual learning videos without ready access to answers to questions.  

Lack of training on the use of PowerSchool and IEP Online inhibits the ability of SPS special education 

personnel to document that FAPE is being provided to students with disabilities receiving special 

education.  

 Communication.  There is a lack of awareness among special educators and general educators 

throughout SPS regarding general and/or deep knowledge of the C-CAP, its purpose, and the necessary 

changes in general and special education classrooms that would create a system in which FAPE is 

assured for students with disabilities.  This lack of communication prevents school personnel, both 

general education and special education personnel from addressing necessary areas of the C-CAP. 

Within the parameters of Outcome 1 of the C-CAP, communication issues are centralized to placement 

of students in appropriate Service Model classrooms and to IEP development and implementation of 

services for students with disabilities.  What parents hear is that special education is a place not an 

individualized system of services designed to provide specially designed instruction uniquely suited to 

the needs of their child with a disability.  There is a failure on the part of the district to consider the 

neighborhood school (the school that the child would attend if s/he did not have a disability) as a first 

option, as well as a failure to provide a clear justification when the neighborhood school is not deemed 

appropriate.  Some in the public have the perception that decisions are made for the convenience of 

adults rather than to meet the needs of children.  

 Performance feedback regarding the quality and compliance of IEPs and evaluations to special 

education case managers at school buildings and personnel completing evaluations and reevaluations is 

not provided in a timely manner and/or is not adequate for preventing future, similar instances of 

noncompliance.   For students with disabilities, the modifications and accommodations determined by 

their IEP committee in instruction and assessment are often not communicated to general educators, 

creating a situation in which FAPE is denied to students with disabilities.  IDEA requires that students 

with disabilities have access to the general education curriculum, participate in that curriculum, and 

make progress in that curriculum.  Failure to engage the general education community in IEP planning 

and implementation produces an environment where FAPE is denied.  While SPS has developed and 

disseminated a Strategic Plan, it is not clear that this plan consistently applies to students with 

disabilities.   
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 Professional Development.  Inadequate PD across SPS has resulted in a general lack of 

awareness that students with disabilities are general education students first and that many students 

struggle to learn and need interventions.  It is evident that there is a lack of understanding about the 

requirements of IDEA, placement options and service model descriptions, compliance for evaluations 

and IEPs, 504 programs, and providing appropriate instruction to students with disabilities when they 

are receiving services in the general education classroom.  There is inadequate PD to assure 

interventions for struggling learners, quality special education services, appropriate modification of IEP 

goals from one year to the next, appropriate placement decisions, and appropriate methods of behavior 

management for students with disabilities.  Failure to use existing data when conducting reevaluations 

results in lengthy reevaluation processes (termed reinstrumentation) that waste limited resources of 

schools.  All of these factors documented during interviews, site visits, and meetings with stakeholder 

groups throughout SPS contribute to the lack of FAPE being provided to students with disabilities in SPS.   

Professional development, when it is high quality, effective, job embedded, sustained, and integrated 

into the District coupled with job-embedded coaching and feedback can assure that FAPE is being 

provided to all students with disabilities, along with high levels of accountability.  

 

Outcome 2: Create and maintain a uniform mechanism for special education program and 

fiscal accountability which includes a centralized system of internal controls and informed 

decision-making. 

Leadership.  There is an obvious and chronic lack of a sense of urgency to improve compliance 

and results at the school level.  This begins with the lack of alignment between the District Strategic Plan 

and the Special Education Department and how this department works with the Cabinet to provide 

leadership for the education of students with disabilities throughout SPS.  As a result there is a lack of 

clarity regarding roles and responsibilities for special education Central Office personnel leading to a lack 

of internal controls and fiscal accountability.  There is also a lack of clarity in the roles and 

responsibilities from Education Directors to principals and the relationship with special education 

Central Office personnel. Lack of clarity in the special education organizational chart creates confusion in 

the direct reporting of staff within the Special Education Department.  Lines of authority within the 

Special Education Department are unclear to many of the staff and leadership in and outside of the 

Central Office.  There is also no systematic and routine review by the SPS leadership (general and special 

education) of status and progress data related to special education compliance or student outcomes.  

Fiscal accountability is improving with the recent hiring of a Special Education Budget Analyst, 

and coordination between the fiscal staff in the Special Education Department and the general Budget 

Office is improving.  The lack of a centralized system of internal budgetary controls was evident in 

interviews, site visits, and meetings with stakeholders.  The chronic underfunding of the Special 

Education Program in SPS was noted, and recent efforts appear to be restoring funding for special 

education.  This increase in funds will require increased internal controls deployed via a centralized 

system in the Central Office, with oversight provided by leadership within the SPS Special Education 

Program.  An example of the lack of fiscal accountability, internal controls, and informed decision 

making relates to difficulties in SPS accessing the High Cost funding provided by OSPI to reimburse LEAs 

for excess costs incurred in providing services to students with disabilities who require services 

exceeding certain fiscal thresholds.  SPS has not received funds they could have received if more 
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effective and efficient systems were in place, and if a centralized system of internal controls with fiscal 

accountability were executed with fidelity.  The dollars received from OSPI from this High Cost fund 

should be used for special education purposes aligned with the informed decision making which has 

historically been absent in SPS. 

Infrastructure.  SPS, as a major urban school system, lacks coherent infrastructure to support 

compliant implementation of FAPE.  Fragmentation and oral traditions are hallmarks of this school 

system instead of a school system that is smoothly integrated, transparently and conspicuously 

documented in all processes, and laser-like focused on results.  There is a lack of urgency, fiscal 

transparency, service provider accountability, distinct procedures for monthly reviews of IEPs and 

evaluations/reevaluations, and support for the use of IEP Online that hinders the development and 

implementation of an accountability system for SPS.  Concerns exist regarding fiscal accountability and 

budget transparency.  Several district and school building personnel reported inadequate funds or lack 

of knowledge for procuring resources needed to ensure that students with disabilities can receive the 

services to which they are entitled.  No uniform system exists for related service providers to record the 

hours of service they provide for each student, thus, reducing accountability for providing services 

required in IEPs.  Failure to have such infrastructure for related services significantly raises the risk of 

undetected noncompliance and creates inequity in services provided and a lack of uniformity across the 

District in terms of related services provided to students with disabilities as mandated by their IEPs.   

For monthly IEP and evaluation/reevaluation reviews, there are inconsistent procedures for 

collecting and recording the data obtained regarding issues of identified noncompliance.  There are 

compliance review forms or checklists, yet no written procedures, no standard documentation, or 

management feedback loops which results in a lack of informed decision making.  The requirements for 

correcting errors are also not standardized or recorded consistently across Central Office staff assigned 

to review these documents.  Interrater reliability is not determined, increasing the probability of data 

quality issues. Some school building personnel do not know how to correct identified noncompliance or 

whom to contact when there are questions regarding the identified instances of noncompliance.   

The IEP Online system, the critical infrastructure of the Special Education Program, is often 

difficult to access, use, and be understood by users.  Failure to have adequate infrastructure using IEP 

Online systemically leads to a lack of uniformity in assessing and documenting accountability for 

compliance purposes.  Moreover, this lack of data infrastructure makes it impossible to deploy a data 

driven decision making model (D3M) for identifying and solving systemic problems in the SPS Special 

Education Program.  Special education in SPS has been crisis-oriented and chaotically managed. While 

improvements are being made, much is left to accomplish.  Lack of access to IEP Online and 

PowerSchool by special education staff results in a lack of consistency in achieving accountability.  

Special education staff need to directly generate reports and submit required state and federal data 

reports.  Adequate qualified staff to run reports necessary for school personnel to ensure compliance 

and for the Central Office leadership to monitor both compliance and student progress is vital for 

accountability. 

Communication.  Communications by the Central Office Special Education Leadership are 

sporadic and lacks coordination.  Poor communication has resulted in inadequate knowledge of the C-

CAP among special education and general education personnel, as well as confusion in individual roles 
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and responsibilities within SPS Special Education Program regarding how to accomplish the goals and 

objectives contained in the C-CAP.  Inadequate knowledge of the C-CAP creates a situation in which 

accountability is nearly impossible, as individuals within SPS Central Office and school buildings are 

unaware or unsure of the C-CAP in general and the activities required to improve services for students 

with disabilities.  School personnel are often unaware of who is responsible for what and to whom 

questions should be directed.  There is limited communication regarding accountability between the 

Central Office and school buildings and Seattle communities.  Lack of accountability for school buildings 

results in a lack of equitable services for students with disabilities as school building staff are not 

uniformly held responsible for the provision of services for students with disabilities.  Issues of 

accountability are not communicated with Seattle communities, resulting in a lack of awareness 

regarding the implementation of activities designed to meet the objectives of the C-CAP.  The District 

Organization Chart is not clearly communicated to SPS personnel and Seattle’s communities by district 

leadership, reducing the likelihood that individuals are held accountable for responsibilities.   

Outcome 3: Recruit, hire, and maintain stable leadership for special education at the district-

level. 

Leadership.  Instability of leadership for the SPS Special Education Program is evident by the 

simple fact that eight people have served in the role of Executive Directors over the last five years.  The 

current Executive Director was recruited and hired by the a Superintendent who is leaving soon, making 

it imperative that maintaining this current leadership become a priority for the District leadership and 

School Board.  OSPI is committed to ending the chronic turnover in Special Education Leadership by 

supporting the District’s effort to maintain the current leadership for the Special Education Program.   

There is a lack of clear lines of authority and responsibility for Central Office Special Education 

Leadership, specifically differentiating the Executive Director and the Director of Special Education.  

Results of interviews with SPS personnel indicated that some school personnel reported that they did 

not know the name of the Executive Director of Special Education or the Director of Special Education.  

While most school personnel knew the names of the Regional Supervisor and Program Specialist, they 

were often unclear whom to call under what circumstances.  Lack of clarity in roles and responsibilities 

of Special Education Leadership contributes to this culture of fragmentation, uncertainty, and ambiguity.   

Building level personnel and leaders are frustrated with the instability in leadership of the Special 

Education Program, and confused about lines of authority, including who is the right person to contact 

for specific programmatic and/or fiscal concerns.   

Significant improvement is needed in leadership knowledge about collaboration, coordination, 

leading, and supervising.  Stakeholders, particularly parents of students with disabilities, expressed 

concern that leadership did not understand how to provide individualized services, how to deal with the 

increasing diversity of the student population, and complained that there appears to be a lack of cultural 

competence displayed by some of the Central Office Special Education Leadership. 

To maintain stability in leadership of the SPS Special Education Program, TIERS Group/Accelify 

staff have provided the Executive Director and key leadership extensive executive coaching, mentoring, 

modeling, and support during Phase 1 of this engagement.  Joyce and Showers’ (1980, 2002) research 

outlined five components of professional learning in order of impact from low to high: presentation of 
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theory, demonstration or modeling, practice in simulated setting, structured feedback, and coaching; 

coaching having the most impact for sustained implementation.  The emphasis of the coaching has been 

on the clear delineation of roles and responsibilities of the Executive Director and the Director.  

Coaching of the Special Education Leadership is critical to achieving a cohesive, focused team who are 

actively contributing to better results.  In addition, work has been initiated with the Special Education 

Leadership team regarding their roles and responsibilities as it relates to the implementation of the 

District Strategic Plan (“Every Student.  Every classroom.  Every day”) and the C-CAP.  

Infrastructure.  High rates of Central Office personnel turnover and frequent changes to position 

titles and descriptions result in poor leadership and confusion within the Central Office Special 

Education Department and between the district, school buildings, and Seattle’s communities.  

Individuals with supervision or evaluative responsibilities are required to supervise and evaluate too 

many personnel, many of whom perform job responsibilities that are not well-understood by district 

personnel responsible for conducting those personnel evaluations (e.g., school psychologists being 

evaluated by Regional Supervisors with no training in school psychology and no well-defined functional 

job descriptions).  Too many supervisees per special education administrator lessens a focus on 

priorities for improving results and creates a paper pushing mentality, where supervision and evaluation 

are seen as perfunctory rather than important elements of behavior and performance enhancement.  

Lack of clear organizational structure depicted in the current special education organizational 

chart, which provides a template that is often not deployed with fidelity, adds to the lack of 

infrastructure in the leadership of the SPS Special Education Program.  Research on systemic change in 

education (Fullan, 2001; Honig et al, 2010; Joseph & Reigeluth, 2010) supports the contention that it 

takes 3-5 years to make systemic change in education within a District’s culture.  These problems are 

chronic and will require sustained commitment to change.  The frequent turnover in leadership within 

the SPS Special Education Program has not allowed an infrastructure to be articulated, implemented, 

and sustained.  The newly hired Director of Special Education and addition of Program Specialists to the 

Central Office will add capacity to the infrastructure, but clear roles and responsibilities for each of these 

individuals must be articulated, communicated, and installed in the District’s infrastructure in order to 

ensure better results and positive impact of these new hires.  

Communication.  Internally, communication has been uncoordinated and inconsistent. There 

have not been routine communications from the Central Office to the school and Seattle’s communities 

to inform and connect.  Leaders are not well recognized by school personnel and community members 

as experts in special education.  Indeed they are frequently unknown.  

Professional Development.  District PD opportunities have provided only surface-level 

awareness of the C-CAP, as evidenced by responses from interviews and surveys.  District leadership has 

not provided opportunities for PD which would serve to develop skills and knowledge in areas critical to 

working with students with disabilities throughout the District.  
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Actionable Recommendations 

Leadership  

 Commendations:  Michael Tolley leads a Teaching and Learning team that includes Education 
Directors and the Teaching and Learning, English Language Learner, and Special Education departments.  
They routinely meet to coordinate strategies to improve results.  His vision is that this team builds 
shared accountability for special education compliance and improved results.  The current Executive 
Director of Special Education and Director of Special Education are committed to staying in their 
positions and creating stability in these leadership roles. 
 
Guiding Question: Who owns responsibility for the education of students with disabilities in SPS?  The 
Special Education Department alone cannot create the conditions for equity and excellence for students 
with disabilities in SPS. 
 

Recommendation #1 – Accountability for the Vision: The Superintendent consistently sets and 
communicates the expectation that the Cabinet holds the responsibility for ALL students, 
including students with disabilities and works to align general and special education to ensure 
equitable access.  Establish firm, consistent accountability for the provision of FAPE to all 
students with disabilities by setting a standing item for meetings of the Superintendent’s 
Cabinet to report on each measurable component of the Revised Comprehensive Corrective 
Action Plan (RC-CAP).  Precisely describe in Superintendent’s Policies and Procedures the 
accountability of Education Directors and building principals for ensuring compliance with the 
Revised C-CAP, provision of FAPE, correction of non-compliance, and improved academic 
outcomes and results for students with disabilities.  

 
Recommendation #2 – Clear Leadership Roles: Build leadership capacity by clearly defining and 
differentiating the roles of the Executive Director of Special Education, the Director of Special 
Education, Regional Supervisors, and Program Specialists, and related services personnel and 
disseminate these role descriptions throughout the school system.  This dissemination should 
also include parents of students with disabilities in SPS.  Reinforce the leadership capacity by 
periodically reviewing the efficiency and effectiveness of Central Office special education 
personnel in meeting the goals of the RC-CAP and improving results for students with 
disabilities. 

 
Infrastructure 
 
 Commendation:  Charles Wright brings a sincere, data-based decision-making orientation to his 
work in SPS.  His commitment to improving the data infrastructure within SPS provides the first essential 
component of improved compliance and results for ALL students, including students with disabilities. 
 

Recommendation #3 – Useful and Usable Data: Ensure multiple measures are available to guide 
decisions.  Make collecting and using high quality data an Urgent district-wide Imperative.  
Significantly improve the capacity of Central Office special education staff to produce, access, and 



 
 

26 
Foundation for a Brighter Future: Essential Needed Improvements 

 
 

use timely data reports.  The data need to be organized into user-friendly reports, readily available 
to the Special Education Central Office and school personnel in order to increase data quality and to 
implement data-based decision-making for the Special Education Program.  The current IEP data 
system needs to be linked to measures of progress so that effectiveness of services can be 
transparently evaluated.  Student registration must be integrated with special education data needs 
and accuracy must be greatly improved.  Further, SPS data systems need to be upgraded to capture 
actual service delivery of instruction and related services by provider and student to increase 
accountability.   
 
Recommendation #4 – Data Use Culture: Instill, reinforce, and reward a culture of data-based 
decision-making in all Central Office and school functions with a special emphasis on improving the 
quality of instruction for all students, particularly students with disabilities.  Utilize the deep 
evidence base on effective instruction, progress monitoring, coaching, and interventions to enhance 
instruction for ALL students.  This will result in narrowing the achievement gap between students 
with disabilities and their non-disabled peers, as well as students traditionally underserved in their 
communities throughout SPS. 
 
Recommendation #5 – Services, Not a Place: Carefully reconsider the proposed structure and 
process of delivering special education services, known as the 2014-2015 Seattle Public School 
Continuums of Special Education Services, in light of individualized student needs, placement in the 
neighborhood school when appropriate, and flexibility of service delivery options.  Further, carefully 
reconsider the proposed A Full Continuum of Services: An Environment of Innovative Urban Practice 
for Excellence, Equity, and Engagement. These careful reconsiderations must be undertaken to 
assure that a Free Appropriate Pubic Education (FAPE) is provided in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) to each and every student with a disability in SPS, regardless of category of 
disability. 
 
Recommendation #6 – Functional Job Descriptions: Develop and disseminate detailed functional 
job descriptions for all job roles in the Central Office including special education, articulating clear 
lines of authority and co-responsibility for all job functions.  Establish clear lines of authority and 
rules for decision-making that are transparent to staff and Seattle’s communities.  Education 
Directors, responsible for the performance of all students in their region, should access resources 
within Teaching and Learning to ensure effective services are delivered. 
 
Recommendation #7 – Manage Operations First: Create a focus on management of special 
education operations with orderly data-based decision-making.  Address causes of poor system 
performance rather than symptoms. Sharpen the focus of upper management on operations by 
immediately reducing the number of supervisees in need of annual evaluation by the Director of 
Special Education to no more than eight.  Make similar adjustments for all Special Education Central 
Office Leadership, in some instances, by changing the classification of personnel eligible to 
supervise.  Study the feasibility of allocating one administrative position to monitor accountability 
for speech/language services.  Transfer supervision of speech/language pathologists to building 
principals. 
 
Recommendation #8 – Eliminate Any Personnel Vacancies: Ensure that FAPE is provided to all 
students with disabilities by holding Human Resources accountable for filling every allocated special 
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education position in a timely manner and rapidly fill any vacancies that occur during the year.  This 
will require accurate and timely data on personnel. 
 

Communication 
 
Commendation: The Executive Director for Special Education has attended SEACC meetings in an effort 
to engage the families of students with disabilities in SPS.  We commend her for attending SEACC 
meetings and encourage the continuation of this outreach to families in SPS. 
 

Recommendation #9 – Communicate with Customers: Develop and implement a written customer-
oriented communications protocol regarding all aspects of the Special Education Program in SPS, 
which results in high ratings of satisfaction by families, the communities of Seattle, and educators.  
This communications protocol must reflect the diversity of the stakeholders and the demographics 
of the SPS learning community and the communities of Seattle. 
 
Recommendation #10 - Trust and Seattle’s Communities: Build strong relationships with families 
and communities attending SPS by filling relevant positions, routinely monitoring and responding to 
family and community inquiries, and maintaining a reoccurring solicitation of ideas for improving 
quality of services and results.  Hire at least one Parent Liaison who will be the link between SPS 
Central Office Leadership and the stakeholders in parent communities.  This liaison will attend 
SEAAC meetings, work with the Ombudsman Office, and address the needs and wants of families of 
students with disabilities.  Ensure that members of the Cabinet attend SEACC meetings so key 
stakeholders, e.g. parents of students with disabilities, see the commitment of SPS leadership to 
students with disabilities.   
 

Professional Development 
 
 Commendation: Michael Tolley has allocated a significant amount of time and resources 
through the Executive Director for Leadership Development for the internal coaching of the Special 
Education Central Office Leadership team. 
 

Recommendation #11 – Plan Professional Learning: Develop using the Teaching and Learning team, 
with broad-based involvement of communities, and implement a long-term (3 to 5 years) plan of 
professional learning and development for all educators aligned with the District’s Strategic Plan 
that emphasizes use of data, data action teams, data-based decision-making, and the use of 
evidence-based practices such as progress monitoring and interventions to assure that FAPE is 
provided to improve results and outcomes  for students with disabilities in SPS and reduce any 
achievement gaps. 
 
Recommendation #12 – Coach to Excellence: Develop expanded leadership capacity by providing 
internal and external executive coaching to the Special Education Leadership team leading to 
effective implementation of the SPS’ vision for all students to achieve better results, including 
students with disabilities and their families. 
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Concluding Comments 
 

In conclusion, every system is perfectly designed to achieve the results it is getting.  The Seattle 
Public Schools has been getting poor results from special education services and is in need of urgent, 
substantial and significant improvement in the structure and delivery of services to students with 
disabilities and their families.  While the leadership for special education services has stabilized and the 
morale of much of the Central Office special education staff is high, the delivery of technical assistance 
and support to schools is often crisis-oriented, chaotic, and perceived poorly by building staff, families, 
and the communities of Seattle.  Opportunities for improvement exist throughout the Central Office, 
beginning with the role of the Superintendent, the Cabinet (especially the Education Directors), and in 
many schools and are urgently needed.  The recently approved Revised Comprehensive Corrective 
Action Plan (RC-CAP) sets the stage for initiating widespread and much-needed improvements where 
accomplishments can be celebrated and staff remain precisely accountable.  Implementing the 
aforementioned Recommendations, including establishing clear roles and accountability, working with 
the Steering Committee on the execution of the RC-CAP during the 2014-15 school year, obtaining 
School Board Approval for the RC-CAP, and embracing the Targeted Monitoring from OSPI next year will 
help transform the Seattle Public Schools and its Special Education Program and improve results for all 
its students.  There is no time to waste and significant change is achievable. 
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