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I. INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
Public Consulting Group (PCG) thanks the many individuals from the Princeton Public Schools who 

contributed to this review, including its Director of Student Services, Micki Crisafulli; its retired 

Superintendent, Steven Cochrane; its interim Superintendent, Barry Galasso; its Board of Education; 

its Special Education Parent Advisory Group; its Parent Teacher Association; and the countless 

teachers; parents; and students who participated in this review. 

INTRODUCTION 
Princeton Public Schools (PPS) is a public-school district located in central New Jersey.  In the 2019-
20 school year, it served approximately 3,859 students in pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade.1 
Located in Princeton, NJ, the community has a population of approximately 31,187 residents.2   
 
According to the district: 

Our mission is to prepare all of our students to lead lives 

of joy and purpose as knowledgeable, creative and 

compassionate citizens of a global society. 

PPSô motto, reflective of its educated citizenry that is invested in primary, secondary, and 
postsecondary education is: 

Live to Learn, Learn to Live 

Local Context 

PPS has six schools in its district: Princeton High School (grades 9-12); the Princeton Unified Middle 
School, formerly known as the John Witherspoon Middle School (grades 6-8); Community Park 
School (grades PK-5); Johnson Park School (grades PK-5); Little Brook School (grades PK-5); and 
Riverside School (grades PK-5).  PPS has a sending and receiving agreement with Cranbury 
Schools, NJ in which Cranbury enrolls approximately 280 of its students at Princeton High School.3   
 
In the 2019-20 school year, approximately 16.4% of PPSô students were classified with a disability 
and have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).4  This is slightly lower than the 2019-20 state 
average of 17.4%.5 
 
Of its students with IEPs ages 5-21, 196 are female and 420 are male; of its students with IEPs ages 
3-5, 19 are male and less than 10 are female.  In total, of its students with IEPs, 31% are female and 

 

1 https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/district/detail/21/4255/demographics?lang=EN 
2  
3 https://www.boarddocs.com/nj/pps/Board.nsf/files/AXWLAQ51A596/$file/Princeton%20Cranbury%20Fact%20Sheet%204-17-
2018.pdf 
4 https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/district/detail/21/4255/demographics?lang=EN 
5 https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/state/detail/demographics?lang=EN 
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69% are male.  This ratio differs slightly from the state ratio in which over 34% are female and over 
65% are male. 
 
In addition, of the entire student population in PPS, 12.8% are considered Economically 
Disadvantaged Students and 4.9% are considered English Learners.6  This differs from the state 
averages, where over 37% students are considered Economically Disadvantaged Students and 7.4% 
are English Learners.7 

Highly Regarded School District 
According to Niche.com, a commercial website that ranks school districts across the United States, 

PPS is ranked 1 out of 243 ñbest school districts in New Jerseyò and 1 out of 378 ñdistricts with best 

teachers in New Jersey.ò8  In addition, Littlebrook School was one of nine New Jersey public schools 

recognized in 2017 as a Blue Ribbon School by the United States Department of Education. 

 

In Princeton, the median value of owner-occupied housing units between 2015-2019 is $866,200.9  

The median household income is $137,672.10  Over 81% of its adult residents age 25 and over have 

a bachelor's degree or higher.11  Home to Princeton University, many of the communityôs residents 

with students enrolled in the district are connected to the university faculty, visiting scholars, graduate 

students, or staff.  Its connection to the university (due to short term faculty residencies or graduate 

studies), leads to a transient student population which unique challenges in the special education 

program. 

 

Princeton consistently is ranked as having an extraordinarily educated population ï 80.6% of its adult 

residents have a bachelor's degree or higher and 56.4% of its adult residents have a graduate or 

professional degree.12 

Challenges Outside of the Control of Special Education Administration that 
Have a Direct Impact on Special Education Programming 
The following paragraphs in this section will address a number of key operational challenges in 

supporting students with IEPs in PPS:  

(1) Building-level Culture and Climate of Shared Responsibilities for Students with 

Disabilities;  

(2) Disproportionate Overidentification of Hispanic Students for all classification areas for 

Special Education Services;  

(3) Disconnects in Activities to Support Struggling Learners and Special Education Pre-

referral;  

(4) Challenges with Dual Language Immersion Programming and Supporting Students with 

Low Incidence Disabilities; and 

(5) Leadership Changes. 

A unique characteristic of all these operational challenges is they are predominately overseen by 

leaders outside of the PPS Special Education Department.  Yet, and most importantly, have a 

profound impact on the overall quality and support of services for students with IEPs in PPS. 

 

6 Id. 
7 https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/state/detail/demographics?lang=EN 
8 https://www.niche.com/k12/d/princeton-public-schools-nj/rankings/ 
9 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/princetonnewjersey,mercercountynewjersey,NJ/PST045219 
10 Id. 
11 Id. 
12 https://www.nj.com/data/2020/03/these-are-njs-most-educated-towns-see-how-yours-stacks-up.html 
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Although addressing these key challenges will require leadership from the Special Education Director, 

fully realizing the actionable recommendations at the conclusion of this report will require significant 

leadership and buy-in from the incoming Superintendent of Schools, the incoming Assistant 

Superintendent of Schools for Curriculum and Instruction, and existing school Principals.   

Building-level Culture and Climate of Shared Responsibility for Students 
with Disabilities 
According to teachers, administrators, and parents, one of PPSô most significant challenges has been 

supporting a culture and climate of shared responsibility at the building level, specifically middle and 

high schools.  According to information gathered from interviews and focus groups, some building 

administrators continue to struggle in defining their role to better foster an environment of inclusivity 

for students with disabilities.  This is especially apparent in building-level beliefs around consistent 

adherence to a positive behavior system, prioritization of professional development, and 

implementation of co-taught instruction, differentiated instruction, and developing systems to support 

struggling high school students with IEPs.  During the 2019-20 school year, according to building 

administration, approximately 89% of all students with Ds or Fs in classes on their report cards are 

students with IEPs.  

Disproportionate Overidentification of Hispanic Students for Special 

Education Services 

Between the 2014-15, 2015-16, 2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19 school years, PPS was cited by the 

New Jersey Department of Education for the overidentification of Hispanic Students for special 

education services.  For five years, the district was required to set aside 15% of its Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA) funds it receives via the New Jersey Department of 

Education (NJDOE) for Coordinated Early Intervening Services (CEIS).  In the 2018-19 school year, 

PPSô CEIS set-aside was approximately $169,262 and was one of eighteen school districts in New 

Jersey required to set aside these resources because of a disproportionality finding.  PPS used its 

CEIS resources to fund two interventionists whose role was to pilot a Multi-Tiered System of Support 

(MTSS) within its Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) programming.   

 

In the 2018-19 school year (effective 2019-20 school year), PPS was no longer found by NJDOE to 

have a disproportionality issue and was no longer required to set aside 15% for CEIS programming.  

Although the district invested resources to support prereferral programming, the district still struggles 

to engage in consistent practices around pre-referral supports.   

Disconnects in Activities to Support Struggling Learners and Pre-referral 
The district engages in three primary activities to support struggling learners and engage in data-

informed pre-referral interventions: (1) Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS); (2) Accelerated 

Intervention Services (AIS); and (3) Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS), which is also sometimes 

referred to within the district as Response to Intervention (RtI).  Within this report, we will define and 

discuss each of these.  Although these are general education initiatives, they play an important role in 

supporting students who may potentially have a disability.  Within PPS, although commendable it has 

been working to increase these efforts, it is doing so in a manner that is misaligned, inconsistent, and 

siloed in the areas of both implementation and oversight. All the while, as stated earlier,  key 

initiatives that support special education referrals fall outside of the purview of the Special Education 

Department. 

Misalignment in these activities can have negative impacts ï both on supporting struggling students 

as well as students who may have disabilities.  Having cohesive prereferral programming is especially 

important to avoid the potential disability-overidentification of all students, including students who are 

a racial minority.  Adding to these challenges, a significant number of parents whose children have 

IEPs are unaware of the districtôs prereferral interventions and responded to PCGôs parent survey 

indicating they were not aware of its existence and/or if their child participated prior to being referred 

for special education services. 
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Challenges with Dual Language Immersion Programming and Students with 
Low Incidence Disabilities 
One of PPSô schools, Community Park Elementary School, is entirely a Dual Language program.  

According to the district,  

ñéstudents in Kindergarten through 5th grade spend approximately 50 percent of their core 

academic day learning in Spanish and the other 50 percent learning in English. This means 

every DLI student has two main teachers, one for English instruction and one for Spanish. In 

our program, students learn math, science, and Spanish language arts in Spanish, and 

language arts and social studies in English. Specials, such as physical education, music, or 

library, are taught in English. This 50-50 model allows students to maintain proficiency in their 

native language while adding a second language. Around mid-year students will speak only 

in Spanish during the Spanish class and only in English during the English portion of the day. 

At the completion of elementary school, students will be on their way to becoming biliterate 

and bilingual in both Spanish and English. Research has shown that this DLI model is highly 

successful at teaching grade-level content while developing impressive levels of language 

proficiency in students.ò 

Although the school is presently a 50-50 model, the district has expressed an interest in it becoming a 

100% fully immersive DLI program; yet it has not fully analyzed the impact this could have on 

students with disabilities in the Community Park feeder pattern.   

Unlike other districts which may configure its dual language immersion program as a magnet school 

or a school-within-a-school, Community Park is the feeder school for specific neighborhoods in 

Princeton.  According to parents, teachers, and administrators, this configuration can be particularly 

problematic for children with disabilities who may struggle with learning in a second language.  This 

configuration causes families of children with disabilities to choose sending their child to another 

elementary school in the district (outside of their neighborhood school).  Alternatively, according to 

information shared by staff and parents, children may begin programming at Community Park but 

struggle mightily because there are so few special education resources to support students, 

especially students with low incidence disabilities, in the Community Park dual language environment.  

Consequently, there are reportedly few students with low incidence disabilities at Community Park.  

As noted by district administration, Community Park has added a bilingual special education teacher, 

has increased In Class Resource (ICR) support where needed and increased special education 

teaching staff. 

Leadership Changes 
In February 2020, after six years as PPSô leader, the districtôs former Superintendent of Schools 

announced retirement from the district.  The district hired an interim Superintendent who will be 

staying in that role until June 2021.  Near the same time as the Superintendentôs retirement, the 

districtôs long-time Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction retired and its high school 

principal resigned for a new opportunity in another district.  Furthermore, in the 2019-20 school year, 

the district hired a new Business Administrator. The districtôs new Superintendent of Schools will 

begin on July 1, 2021.  In addition, the present Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and 

Instruction is an interim; a permanent Assistant Superintendent will be later identified. 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 
This report describes the current state of the special education program in PPS and is designed to: 

(1) inform program implementation; (2) determine gaps; and (3) offer recommendations for the 

continued improvement of the PPSôs special education programs and services.  Program evaluation 

efforts are aligned with the following areas that have been identified by the district: 

1. Program Offerings/Continuum of Services  

2. Special Education Code NJAC 6A: 14 (Monitoring & Compliance)  

3. Professional Development for Staff  
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4. Consistency in Procedure, Process & Programming, and Articulation Between 

Schools  

5. Resources  

6. Parent Relations 

It should be noted that information and/or insights reflect the overall objectives of this district-wide 

program evaluation which are associated with the overall goal of improving special education 

programs and services, as well as, minimizing associated risks.  It further examines the following 

evaluation questions and areas of focus: 

EXHIBIT 1: PCG GUIDING QUESTIONS AND PPS RFP SPECIFICATIONS 

¤ PCG Guiding Questions ¤ PPS RFP Specifications 

Á How is the District's continuum 
of services organized to support a 
Free and Appropriate Education 
(FAPE)?  

¤  

Á Program Offerings / Continuum of Services 
Á Special Education Code NJAC 6A;14 

(Monitoring and Compliance)  
Á Professional Development  

Á To what degree do students with 
disabilities have access to the 
general education curriculum?  

¤  

Á Program Offerings / Continuum of Services 
Á Special Education Code NJAC 6A;14 

(Monitoring and Compliance)  
 

Á How are funds budgeted and what 
are the major cost drivers? 

Á Resources 

Á How are inclusive practices 
employed?  

¤  

Á Consistency in Procedure 
Á Program Offerings / Continuum of Services 
Á Special Education Code NJAC 6A;14 

(Monitoring and Compliance)  
 

Á To what extent does PPS organize 
and utilize its human capital 
resources to provide adequate 
services for students with 
disabilities to support student 
learning outcomes?  

Á Consistency in Procedure 
Á Process & Programming, and Articulation 

Between Schools  

Á How has PPS's school and district 
leadership fostered a culture that is 
focused on improving outcomes 
and post-secondary preparation? 
 

Á Consistency in Procedure 
Á Process & Programming, and Articulation 

Between Schools  
Á Resources  
Á Parent Relations Professional 

Development  

Á To what extent does PPS meet the 
needs of students with disabilities 
and their families in the area of 
compliance with state and federal 
regulations?  

Á Special Education Code NJAC 6A:14 
(Monitoring and Compliance)  

Á Professional Development 
¤  

METHODOLOGY 
The PPS special education program review was designed before the COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

impacted the operations of school districts.  It was originally expected that PCG would complete its 

evaluation of PPSô special education program at the end of the 2019-20 school year, however, due to 

the complications caused by the pandemic, adjustments to the review methodology were mandated.   
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The pandemic limited traditional access to school buildings, staff and parents. However, the PPS 

administration must be recognized for their response to this crisis as well as maintaining an on-going 

collaborative engagement with PCG for the purposes of continuing this review.  As a result, all of the 

evaluation activities (e.g. interviews, focus groups and observations) were implemented via a virtual 

platform.  With the collaboration of the PPS administration, dedicated staff and families, the shift from 

an on-site to virtual context was nearly seamless and did not affect the ability or quality of this 

program review.  

Central to this program review was the recognition that special education is infused within the overall 

provision of general education and must be compatible with district systems of accountability.  From 

December 2019 through May 2021, PCG conducted this study with revisions in timelines, a shift from 

in-person to virtual meetings, and a change in classroom visit protocols.  

Mixed-Method Approach to Evaluation Data 

The overall research design used in this program and system evaluation may be characterized as a 

collaborative non-experimental, or even naturalistic, program study within which a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis was implemented, often referred to as mixed 

methods.  This methodological diversity allowed for a variety of data collection initiatives, both 

qualitative and quantitative, to be identified using the parameters of the stated research questions.  

This enabled PCG to assure the rigor of the review included impact, process, and outcomes.   

Qualitative Methods 
This review of special education services within the Princeton Public Schools used a robust 

qualitative approach with an emphasis on formative program evaluation.  The evaluation data has 

three sources: semi-structured interviews (including focus groups), observations, and document 

review (i.e. policies, procedural manuals, etc.).  These qualitative sources of data are the most 

frequently used within program evaluations. In particular, interviews are used to identify information 

that cannot be directly observed.13  The method and sources of data are triangulated to increase the 

validity of the conclusions, in this case, regarding program implementation, identification of gaps, and 

recommendations for the continued improvement of PPSô special education programs and services. 

Subjects that were selected to be interviewed or participate in small focus groups (3-6 participants) 

were identified using recognized sampling procedures.  Information-rich Cases; and homogenous 

samples were used as the primary approach to choosing those to be included in the interviews/focus 

groups. In addition, under certain circumstances or discovery, extreme case sampling was used to 

yield information regarding any stark contrast between constituent groups and to develop a theory or 

explanation of these very different impressions. 

Data Analysis 
Data was collected from a variety of sources using different methods, thereby, strengthening the 

conclusions by comparing the range of information obtained from independent sources and exploring 

any inconsistencies via triangulation.  Therefore, the findings, commendations, and recommendations 

related to programs, policies, and practices resulted from a comprehensive analysis of a variety of 

data sources. Sources included: (1) Data and Document Analysis; (2) Focus Groups and 

Interviews; (3) Student File Review Focus Groups; and (4) Targeted Surveys.  The overall 

analysis drew from the most current research and practice literature, as well as, up to date 

interpretations of state and federal laws/regulations to inform the findings and recommendations. 

PCG used publicly available achievement and financial information to compare key PPS statistics 

against local district, state, and national data.  

Population Trends, Programs, Achievement, and Outcomes Analysis 

 

13 Patton, Michael Quinn. 2002. Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. 3rd Edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications 
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As part of this review, PCG analyzed special education population trends, programs, and 

achievement outcomes. Through analysis of assessment data, educational setting data, and other 

indicators, the team compared student identification rates and outcomes by disability, ethnicity, 

gender, and other demographic variables. Data included in the report also compare students with 

IEPs to their typically developing peers. 

Population and program placement trends are significant equity indicators of the extent to which there 

is overrepresentation of any group in the special education population. They also provide important 

information about the distribution of the special education population in placements that represent the 

least restrictive environment. Population trends were analyzed to show, where possible, changes 

over time by grade level/age, race/ethnicity, disability categories, level of service, and combinations of 

variables. Student performance data were analyzed to provide a comparative examination of 

performance by both students with and without disabilities. 

Document Review & Analysis 

PCG reviewed nearly 100 district-provided documents for information related to district and school 

structures, programs, policies, and practices. Documents reviewed were in the following general 

categories: 

¶ Quantitative Data 

o Student Level data 

o Graduation rate, dropout rate, and exit rate 

o Achievement 

o Personnel 

¶ Qualitative Data 

o Organization 

o Instruction 

o Improvement planning 

o Multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) 

o Referrals 

o Setting 

o Interventions 

o Configuration of programs 

o Instructional supports 

o Professional development 

o Staffing Allocations 

o Related Services 

o Paraprofessionals 

o Standard Operating Procedures 

o Due Process 

o Budget 

o Parent Engagement 

o Accountability 

o Collective Bargaining Agreements 

Organizational and Administrative Focus Groups and Interviews 

Between April 9, 2020 to June 20, 2020, PCG conducted 11 interviews and focus groups which 

included two board members and 10 central office administrators.  On December 3 and 4, 2020, PCG 

individually interviewed all six building principals.  

PCG worked closely with PPS to determine the best outreach and communication methods for focus 

group and interview participation. PCG provided a sample schedule and list of positions required to 

participate. Student file review focus groups for special education teachers and related service 
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providers were scheduled during the school day. The district also sent an announcement to 

parents/families inviting them to participate in a virtual evening focus group session.  

Within this report, no focus group or interview participants are personally referred to, although 

position titles may be referenced in some cases when necessary for contextual reasons. 

In order to gain an understanding of how special education programs operate broadly within the 

district, organizational focus groups and interviews were designed to include a range of stakeholders. 

Focus groups generally consisted of 6 to 8 participants. Supervisors did not participate in the same 

focus group or interview sessions with their staff members, in order to give all staff an opportunity to 

speak candidly.  

Classroom Visits 

For all students, including those with IEPs, to meet high academic standards and fully demonstrate 

their knowledge and skills in reading, writing, speaking, listening and mathematics, their instruction 

must be flexible, yet challenging, and incorporate scaffolds and accommodations to overcome 

potential learning barriers. It is essential that the curriculum be designed to enable all students to 

successfully access and engage in learning without changing or reducing instructional goals.  

In order to meet the needs of all diverse learners in the classroom, it is important to implement 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (in the general education classroom as solid core instruction), 

Differentiated Instruction, Accommodations and Modifications, and Specially Designed Instruction 

(SDI) to support the access and success of the learners. Implementing a balanced mix of appropriate 

supports while maintaining the integrity of the curriculum can be challenging but needed to support 

diverse learners.  It is for these reasons that classroom observations are such an important part of the 

PCG special education review process. 

From February 8 to February 12, 2021, PCG engaged in 17 remote classroom visits. PCGôs 

classroom visit process narrows the targets of the observation to include practices considered 

essential to the effective instruction of students with IEPs; are easily observable; and includes a 

pre/post teacher discussion to assure impressions are accurate.  PCGôs observation is seeking 

evidence of the presence and implementation of (1) Elements of Universal Design for Learning / 

Differentiation of Content, Process and Product; (2) Use / Evidence of a System of Tiered Support; 

(3) Implementation of Accommodations; (4) Specially-Designed Instruction; (5) Inclusive Instructional 

Special Education Practices  and (6) Co-Teaching Practices.  PCGôs process is designed in a similar 

manner to the Harvard University Clinical Supervision Model that assures that the teacher is included 

in the observation process and remains fully aware of what the observers are looking to validate.  

However, the classroom visits were not evaluative in nature and the notes from PCGôs visits, as well 

as notes from pre and post meetings, were not shared with PPS. 

Student File Review Focus Groups 

On February 16 and 17, 2021, PCG conducted six file review focus groups.  Each group included 

approximately five Child Study Team (CST) members and typically 1-2 teachers. PCG conducted a 

series of student-centered file review focus groups that allowed for conversation about school-based 

practices, through the review of IEPs and IEP progress reports. Through this records review, PCG 

addressed a number of themes related to special education management, student identification, 

programs and services, curriculum and instruction and staffing, while addressing specific process 

questions about the development of IEPs, their implementation, and documentation. Participants 

included special education teachers and related service providers and individuals who both knew, 

and did not know, the student. 

Student records were selected at random by PCG and included a wide cross-section of schools, 

ages, gender, and disability categories. It also included a combination of students with disabilities 

who were English Learners and those who were not. Approximately 3-4 student records were 

discussed during each focus group session. 
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Parent Focus Groups and Interviews 

On November 17, 19, and 23, 2020, PCG held three virtual parent focus groups in which 53 parents 

registered.   

Student Focus Groups  

On March 10, 2021, eight students with IEPs from both the middle school and high schools 

participated in a virtual focus group.  Students were asked about their experiences with the supports 

they receive as part of their special education programming. 

Parent and Staff Surveys 

PCG administered an electronic survey for both PPS staff and parents of students with IEPs.  Survey 

items were drawn from the research and practice literature in special education and clustered to 

acquire data from each stakeholder group regarding the extent to which these groups perceived that 

policies and practices shown in the literature to support effective programming, parent involvement, 

and positive results for students with disabilities were evident in PPS.  

The district reviewed the survey items to verify their relevance and added items where appropriate.  

The parent and staff surveys incorporated five-point rating scales, yes/no questions and included 

open-ended text areas. For reporting purposes, the five-point rating scale was consolidated into three 

categories: agree (which includes strongly agree, and agree); disagree (which includes strongly 

disagree and disagree); and donôt know or not applicable (where this option was provided to 

respondents). 

The district worked collaboratively with the PCG team to facilitate a survey process that would result 
in the highest possible rate of return. In order to encourage participation, all potential participants 
were informed of the purpose of the survey and provided with instructions for accessing the survey 
online. An invitation letter was drafted, and two reminder emails were sent to parents as well as a 
reminder directly from the district.  
 
The following outreach methods were used for the parent survey:  

¶ Emails went out to all parents of students with IEPs.  

¶ Two reminders were sent to parents. 

¶ Special Education PTO sent out information in newsletters. 

The following outreach methods were used for the staff survey: 

¶ Emails went out to all teachers, administrators, and paraeducators.  

¶ Two reminders were sent to staff. 

 

Approximately 30% parents with students who have an IEP completed the parent survey14. 

Approximately 60% of all special education teachers and approximately 20% of all general education 

teachers participated in the staff survey.  

Characteristics of survey respondents are included in Appendix. 

PCG FOUNDATIONAL APPROACH 
PCGôs approach to its work with state, county, and district organizations is as a thought partner. That 

is, we act as an outside agent, with an objective perspective, who works alongside educational 

entities to identify challenges and provide recommendations for improvement. We follow a mixed 

methods Collaborative Program Evaluation model that is systematic, based upon both qualitative and 

 

14 200 surveys out of approximately 650 households.  It is important to note, this is an approximate number, as more than one 
member of a household may have taken the survey. 
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quantitative research methods, and produces credible and valid data that proactively informs program 

implementation, determines gaps, and offers recommendations for the continued improvement of the 

program.  We value the importance of developing trust, open communication, and fostering 

collaboration between the review team and program staff. 

Our philosophy for guiding the transformation of special education in schools and districts is driven by 

the U.S. Department of Educationôs Results Driven Accountability (RDA) framework and rooted in key 

tenets of the Schoolwide Integrated Framework Transformation (SWIFT) model. 

Results Driven Accountability 

In 2013, the U.S. Department of Educationôs Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) 

recognized that the educational outcomes of children and youth with disabilities have not improved as 

much as expected even with intensive federal regulatory oversight and funding provided to address 

closing achievement gaps. The Department subsequently announced movement toward prioritizing 

improvement of outcomes for students with disabilities, from a one-size-fits-all, compliance-focused 

approach to general supervision to a more balanced system that looks at results and outcomes.15 

This approach, known as Results Driven Accountability (RDA), is consistent with the IDEA, which 

requires the primary focus of monitoring to be on improving educational results and functional 

outcomes for students with disabilities, and ensuring that states meet IDEA program requirements. 

RDA fulfills these requirements by bringing into focus the educational results and functional outcomes 

for students with disabilities while balancing those results with the compliance requirements of 

IDEA.16 When providing guidance to school districts, PCG offers recommendations that strike this 

balance as well. 

Schoolwide Integrated Framework Transformation (SWIFT) Model 

Based on research related to the improvement of achievement and social/emotional outcomes for 

students with disabilities, the SWIFT model has received recognition by and support from OSEP.   

SWIFT refocuses existing traditional educational approaches to general and special education and 

expands inclusiveness for students covered by Title 1, those from low-income backgrounds and 

English Learners (ELs). 

According to researchers and practitioners at the University of Kansas, and as validated by members 

of the PCG review teamôs experience working with districts nationally, there are six critical issues 

facing public schools, especially chronically low-performing schools, which have suppressed 

academic and social/emotional outcomes for students and must be addressed to reverse this trend: 

1) fragmented support ñsilosò and lack of family partnership with schools; 2) achievement gaps 

between subgroups of students based on social, language and/or disability characteristics; 3) lack of 

student engagement and behavior that impedes learning; 4) lack of implementation of both systems 

level and student-level evidence-based interventions with fidelity; 5) lack of knowledge sharing and 

resource availability; and 6) lack of sustainability and replication of successful schoolwide models of 

inclusive education. 

SWIFTôs five core domains for school and district improvement are backed by research and growing 

evidence that addressing the above six issues is critical for improving outcomes for SWDs. The 

domains include a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS), which provides interventions and 

support for students at varied levels of intensity and focuses on the importance of good first teaching, 

and a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) curriculum and instruction. It aims to build school capacity 

to provide academic and behavioral support to improve outcomes for all students through equity-

based inclusion. The domains, in detail, are: 

 

15 April 5, 2012, RDA Summary, U.S. Department of Education. https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/osep/rda-
summary.doc 
16 Id. 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/osep/rda-summary.doc
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/osep/rda-summary.doc
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¶ Administrative Leadership. A deeply engaged administrative leadership that is committed to 

transformative inclusive education. 

¶ Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). Use of a MTSS where all academic and behavioral 

instruction is delivered through a schoolwide data-driven system utilizing universal design at 

all grade levels. 

¶ Integrated Educational Framework. A strong and positive school culture creates an 

atmosphere in which everyone feels like they belong. To the extent possible, all students 

participate in the general education curriculum instruction and activities of their grade level 

peers. Schools embrace ways to redefine roles of paraeducators and teaching assistants to 

support all students. 

¶ Family/Community Partnerships. Family and community partnerships are formed, and 

families are actively engaged in both the organizational makeup of the school as well as their 

child's education. 

¶ Inclusive Policy Structure & Practice. District-level support and integrated policy structure are 

fully aligned and remove barriers and misconceptions surrounding implementation. 

In addition, PCG emphasizes the need for intentional support that takes into consideration studentsô 

linguistic and cultural diversity. Districtwide and schoolwide practices based on these components 

provide a practitioner-focused, research-based, and federally recognized approach to improving 

academic/social emotional outcomes for all students, including students with disabilities and other 

students who have not achieved at or above expected levels of proficiency. 

REPORT STRUCTURE 
The following chart maps the research questions to the most pertinent sections of the report. The 

report begins with a review the student-centered focus of teaching/learning and progresses to 

examine the ways in which PPS operates to support this essential function. It is intentionally 

structured in this manner in order to group interrelated topics together. As such, some answers to 

research questions are covered across several sections, as noted below. 

EXHIBIT 2: PCG RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND CORRESPONDING REPORT SECTIONS 

Research Questions 
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1. How is the District's continuum of services 

organized to support a Free and Appropriate 

Education (FAPE)?  

X X      

2. To what degree do students with disabilities 

have access to the general education 

curriculum?  

X       

3. How are inclusive practices employed?  X X      
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4. How are funds budgeted and what are the 

major cost drivers? 
     X  

5. How has PPS's school and district leadership 

fostered a culture that is focused on 

improving outcomes and post-secondary 

preparation? 

   X    

6. To what extent does PPS meet the needs of 

students with disabilities and their families in 

the area of compliance with state and federal 

regulations?  

      X 

PCG FOUNDATIONAL APPROACH 
PCGôs approach to its work with state, county, and district organizations is as a thought partner. That 

is, we act as an outside agent, with an objective perspective, who works alongside educational 

entities to identify challenges and provide recommendations for improvement. We follow a mixed 

methods Collaborative Program Evaluation model that is systematic, based upon both qualitative and 

quantitative data, and produces credible and valid data that proactively informs program 

implementation, determines gaps, and offers recommendations for the continued improvement of the 

program.17 We value the importance of developing trust, open communication, and fostering 

collaboration between the review team and program staff. 

  

 

17 Donis-Keller, C., Meltzer, J., and Chmielewski, E. (2013). The Power of Collaborative Program Evaluation, A PCG Education 
White Paper. Available from http://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/media/1272/pcg_collaborative_evaluation.pdf 

http://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/media/1272/pcg_collaborative_evaluation.pdf
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II. PRE-REFERRAL, REFERRAL, ELIGIBILITY, AND 
CHILD FIND 

 

Strengths Opportunities 

Å The district has attempted to further 

study the root causes for its prior 

disproportionality finding 

Å District created I&RS for the high school 

Å District has site leaders responsible for 

I&RS 

Å ICR courses offered in all grades at the 

middle school 

Å Need for a consistent, districtwide MTSS 

Å Need for a consistent, districtwide I&RS 

Å Need for a consistently aligned MTSS, 

I&RS, and AIS to support struggling 

students 

Å Need for ownership of pre-referral 

initiatives within offices outside of special 

education 

Å Students can receive AIS services and 

have an Individualized Student 

Acceleration Plan -- this could potentially 

be confusing for student who may need 

IEPs 

Å No districtwide positive behavior system 

Å ICR only offered in courses "required to 

graduate" at the HS 

Å IEP PLAAFP statements, IEP goals, 

accommodations, and progress reports 

need attention. 

 

PREREFERRAL 
In New Jersey, when a child is identified as possibly having a disability, their matter is referred to the 

districtôs special education administration who then subsequently refers it to the districtôs Child Study 

Team (CST).  Referrals may be submitted by instructional, administrative and other professional staff 

of the local school district, or parents and state agencies, including the New Jersey Department of 

Education (NJDOE), concerned with the welfare of students.18  However, in New Jersey, when it is 

first identified that a child is struggling, districts first engage the support of its Intervention and 

Referral Services (I&RS) team. 

Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) 
As stated in code, interventions in the general education setting are to be provided to students 

exhibiting academic difficulties and shall be utilized, as appropriate, prior to referring a student for an 

evaluation of eligibility for special education and related services.19 When it is determined through 

analysis of relevant documentation and data concerning each intervention utilized that interventions in 

the general education program have not adequately addressed the educational difficulties and it is 

believed that the student may have a disability, the student shall be referred for an evaluation to 

 

18 N.J.A.C. 6A:10A-3.3(a)3ii 
19 N.J.A.C. 6A:14-3.3 
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determine eligibility for special education programs and services.20 In New Jersey, the staff of the 

general education program are required to maintain written documentation, including data setting 

forth the type of interventions utilized, the frequency and duration of each intervention, and the 

effectiveness of each intervention.21   

The New Jersey State Board of Education adopted rules in April 2001 to provide district boards of 

education with standards for the delivery of Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS).22 The 

requirements set forth in these regulations are intended to provide schools with direction in 

formulating coordinated services and team delivery systems to address the full range of student 

learning, behavior, and health problems in the general education program. I&RS is designed to be a 

student support service approach that helps school-based staff and parents address ñearly 

identification and intervention of problems at the elementary, middle and high school levels.ò23 Under 

these regulations, New Jersey schools have the flexibility to choose the most appropriate team 

configuration to perform I&RS services for their buildings. In addition, they have the flexibility to 

choose appropriate interventions. 

I&RS regulations in New Jersey pre-date the national movement toward a Multi-Tiered System of 

Support (MTSS) framework.24 However, the intent of the work is aligned: to provide a ñcoordinated, 

formal, and well-articulated system of supportive activities and services for staff who have identified 

student difficulties and those who will be involved in the amelioration of the identified educational 

concerns.ò25 

I&RS in PPS 
In PPS, I&RS is overseen by the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction.  According 

to district administration, for 2014-15, 2015-16, 2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19 PPS was required to 

set aside Coordinated Early Intervening Services (CEIS) by NJDOE because it was found have a 

disproportionate representation of Hispanic students identified for special education services.26  In the 

2018-19 school year, PPSô CEIS set-aside was approximately $169,262 and was one of eighteen 

school districts in New Jersey required to set aside these resources because of a disproportionality 

finding. 

PPSô Special Education Department engaged in a self-study of its elementary school I&RS practices 

between 2017 to 2020.  It did this as part of its disproportionality finding. 

During the five years that PPS was found to be disproportionate, it used CEIS funding for one 

interventionist positions to reduce referrals to special education. 

According to district administration, the goal of these CEIS funded positions was to support teachers 

providing interventions in the general education class, implement individual or small group targeted 

 

20 Id. 
21 Id. 
22The regulations state that Districts must ñé establish and implement a coordinated system in each school building for the 
planning and delivery of intervention and referral services that are designed to assist students who are experiencing learning, 
behavior, or health difficultiesé" [N.J.A.C. 6A: 16-7.1(a)]; and which are designed to:  "éassist staff who have difficulties in 
addressing students' learning, behavior, or health needs." [N.J.A.C. 6A:16-7.1(a)].  
23 I&RS Resource Manual. In February 2014, the New Jersey State Board of Education re-adopted N.J.A.C. 6A:16, with 
amendment to the regulations at N.J.A.C. 6A:16-8 that establish intervention and referral services (I&RS). The 2008 I&RS 
manual is being updated to reflect these changes and will be posted to the stateôs website upon completion.  
24 RTI is a systemic, multi-tier approach to help support students with learning and behavior needs and seeks to prevent 
academic failure through early identification, frequent progress monitoring, and increasingly intensive research-based 
instructional interventions for children who continue to struggle. The RTI method was developed as an alternative to the 
discrepancy-model, which requires children to exhibit a discrepancy between their ability (as measured by their IQ) and their 
demonstrated academic achievement (http://www.rtinetwork.org/). 
25 I&RS Resource Manual. 
26 When a district receives such a finding, it is required to set aside 15% of its IDEA grant funds for Coordinated Early 
Intervening Services (CEIS).  Coordinated early intervening services (CEIS) are services to help children who need additional 
academic or behavioral support to be successful in school. They can include professional development and educational and 
behavioral evaluations, services, and supports (see 34 CFR §300.226(b); 34 CFR §300.646(d)(1)(i)) 

http://www.rtinetwork.org/
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interventions for 6 weeks at a time with data collection to determine efficacy of the intervention, and to 

attend all elementary I&RS meetings to ensure the following: interventions were put in place with a 

monitoring/data collection tool; fidelity to the data tool and collection period; a team approach to 

supporting students; increased awareness of language acquisition implications on learning and the 

required interventions; use of individual testing tools to guide interventions provided in general 

education; involvement of the Behaviorist to support students demonstrating signs of behavioral 

issues to determine the cause of the issues with supports put in place. 

PPS provided PCG with analysis of its I&RS data collected by interventionists.  According to the 

district, ñéthe highest number of I&RS referrals came from Kindergarten through 3rd grade.  This data 

correlates with an increase in curricular rigor as students learn to read (1st grade) and transition to 

reading to learn (3rd grade).   There is a decrease in referrals for 4th and 5th grade students.ò 

EXHIBIT 3: PPS I&RS REFERRALS DURING 2017-2020, PROVIDED BY PPS 

 

Looking deeper at elementary school I&RS supports, it found that the district was supporting higher 

numbers of students of color via I&RS. 
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EXHIBIT 4: PPS I&RS REFERRALS, WHITE VS. STUDENTS OF COLOR, PK-5, 2017-2020 (PROVIDED BY 

PPS) 

 

Although the district engaged in a review of its I&RS practices over the course of five years and was 

required to commit 15% of its CEIS resources which it used to support interventionist positions, the 

district did not have a formalized I&RS at its high school until the 2018-19 school year.   

According to the parent survey, of the 129 parents who responded to the question: ñBefore being 

referred for a special education evaluation, did your child receive interventions in their general 

education program and/or supports through their schools I&RS?ò over 24% responded ñyes,ò over 

54% responded ñnoò and over 20% responded ñdonôt knowò. 

According to building administration: 

¶ ñOur I&RS system is somewhat effective, some donôt work very well; the procedural process 

is not well oiled; some of our teacher need work in Tiered 1 instruction.  The process works ï 

if a teacher wants to bring a child; the teacher takes data, information, etcò. 

¶ ñWe didnôt have an I&RS system prior to last year; this year it is a really good committee; the 

committee gathers information from the teacherò. 

According to special education administration: 

¶ ñThe I&RS committee hasnôt met regularly so kids have been referred; it got better as the 

year went on . . . but they have a good diverse committeeò 

¶ Increasing number of black students being referred to I&RS; 50% classification rate for black 

students in the district; in the 2020-21 SY is 32%ò 

Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) 
The provision of instruction/interventions and support to students within a framework of Multi-Tiered 

System of Supports (MTSS) improves educational outcomes for all students, including those with 

Section 504 and IEP plans.27  It is designed to be a general education initiative.  The framework 

 

27 See the Council of the Great City Schoolôs document, Common Core State Standards and Diverse Students: Using Multi- 
Tiered Systems of Support that outlines the key components of an integrated, multi-tiered system of instruction, interventions, 
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focuses on prevention and the early identification of students who may benefit from instructional and 

behavioral interventions, as well as acceleration that remove barriers to learning.28 When 

implemented as intended, MTSS leads to increased academic achievement by supporting rigorous 

core instruction and strategic/targeted interventions, and improved student behavior. Furthermore, the 

framework has been successfully used to support a reduction in disproportionate special education 

referrals of students based on race, gender, or EL subgroups. 

Reflecting on the growing recognition of MTSS as a system wide framework for supporting student 

achievement and positive behavior, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) includes MTSS as a 

permissible usage of Title I funds. The Act defines MTSS as ña comprehensive continuum of 

evidence- based, systemic practices to support a rapid response to studentsô needs, with regular 

observation to facilitate data-based instructional decision-making.ò29 MTSS provides an overall 

framework for structuring and coordinating the provision of core instruction along with the additional 

behavioral supports, such as behavior modifications or mental health supports, some students require 

so that all are successful. MTSS is centered on a tiered system of support, where every student 

receives high quality core instruction, known as Tier 1. Some students need supplemental instruction, 

which is referred to as Tier 2, and a small cohort of students receive the most intensive intervention 

and supports, known as Tier 3. Movement among these tiers should be fluid. A student with acute 

needs does not need to progress through the tiers to get individualized support, and a student who 

needs extra support should not miss general instruction that is provided in Tier 1. 

Under the MTSS framework, core instruction is evidence-based, rigorous and of high quality. By 

utilizing a universal design for learning system, learning differences are considered proactively rather 

than reactively. The instruction is culturally relevant and linguistically appropriate and is implemented 

with integrity for all students. The framework is based on a presumption that some students require 

additional instruction in order to achieve grade level standards. Increasingly intensive tiers of 

academic and social/emotional support are targeted to meet student needs based on data-based 

problem-solving and decision-making; instruction is adjusted to continually improve both student 

performance and the rate at which it progresses. Furthermore, the process is used to assess (using 

student responses to the instruction) the effectiveness of the tiered instruction/interventions being 

implemented. Many states have established intervention systems that align to the core tenets of the 

MTSS process and branded them accordingly.  In New Jersey, MTSS has been adopted as the New 

Jersey Tiered System of Support (NJTSS). 

NJTSS is a framework of academic and behavioral supports and interventions to improve student 

achievement based on the core components of multi-tiered systems of support (MYSS) and the three 

tier prevention logic of Response to Intervention (RtI).  It builds upon the Intervention and Referral 

Services (I&RS) model and gives schools a structure to meet the academic, health, enrichment, and 

social emotional needs of all students.  The tiered system involves the systematic development of 

nine essential components in schools for the effective implementation of the framework with fidelity 

and sustainability.  Those components include: 

1. Effective district and school leadership; 

2. Family and community engagement; 

3. Positive school culture and climate; 

4. High-quality learning environments, curricula, and instructional practices; 

5. Universal screening; 

6. Data-based decision making; 

7. Collaborative problem solving teams 

 

and academic and behavioral supports needed by school districts in the implementation of the Common Core State Standards. 
The document is applicable also to school districts in states that have not adopted these standards. 
28 MTSS reflects the merger of response to instruction/intervention (RTI2), which typically focuses on academic achievement, 
and a system used to focus on improving positive behavior support. 
29 Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as reauthorized in 2015. 
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8. Progress monitoring; and 

9. Staff professional development.30 

EXHIBIT 5: NEW JERSEY TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORT (NJTSS) PYRAMID, 2020-21 SCHOOL YEAR 

 

Multi Tiered System of Support in PPS 

In PPS, MTSS is overseen by the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction.  According 

to data gathered from interviews and focus groups with the Director of Special Education and Special 

Education Supervisors, the use of a tiered system of support (MTSS) is not formalized across the 

district.  In addition, some in the district refer to MTSS as Response to Intervention (RtI).  The district 

committed CEIS resources to support interventionists whose role was to support the infusion of an 

MTSS into its I&RS.  According to information provided by the district, its Tiered System of Support 

includes the following three tiers with corresponding interventions: 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

30 New Jersey Tiered Systems of Support, https://www.state.nj.us/education/njtss/brief.pdf  

https://www.state.nj.us/education/njtss/brief.pdf
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EXHIBIT 6: PPS TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORT, 2019-20 (DISTRICT PROVIDED) 

 

Elementary school administrators had a greater awareness of the interventions noted within PPSô 

pyramid; this is no coincidence, as the districtôs CEIS funded initiative focused on elementary schools.  

Nevertheless, there were also inconsistencies between what is within the pyramid and Tier 2 and Tier 

3 supports that administrators discussed.  Specifically, many referenced Accelerated Intervention 

Supports (AIS) as a Tier 2 and Tier 3 intervention; yet it is listed exclusively in Tier 2.  Furthermore, 

items within Tier 2 are often considered quality core Tier 1 instructional practices (e.g. journaling, pre-

teaching). 

According to special education teachers who participated in the staff survey: 

¶ Over 78% agree or strongly agree that before a student is referred for special education, 

every attempt is made to meet the studentôs needs through general education interventions. 

¶ Over 64% agree or strongly agree that their school Before a student is referred for special 

education, every attempt is made to meet the studentôs needs through general education 

interventions. 

¶ Over 49% agree or strongly agree that their school provides sufficient Tier 1 general 

education behavior intervention support. 

However, according to general education teachers who participated in the staff survey, there were 

some notable differences: 

¶ Although over 53% of teachers agrees or strongly agrees their school provides sufficient Tier 

1 general education reading intervention support, over 25% responded they donôt know. 

¶ Only approximately 22% of teachers agree or strongly agree PPS provides sufficient Tier 1 

general education math intervention support; over 16% disagree and over 39% responded 

they do not know. 

According to parents who participated in the parent survey, of 127 parents who responded to the 

question ñMy child received interventions through the Response to Intervention (RtI) processò over 

14% responded yes, over 53% responded no; and over 32% responded ñdonôt knowò. 
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Building administrators spoke to the issue of overidentification, stating: 

¶ ñWe struggle with making sure that a student is not referred if they only need a Tier 1 or 2 

process.ò 

According to special education administration: 

¶ ñWe donôt have a strong RTI model which we can use.ò 

¶ ñProgress Monitoring ï we donôt have a formalized systeméò 

¶ ñConsistency is our biggest target, specifically Tier I and Tier II.ò 

According to a district administrator: 

¶ ñAs hard as we have worked to help teachers understand differentiation, getting teachers to 

understand that every student assigned to them is their student and they need to differentiate 

and tier for them; not all teachers are there yet.  Professional development, follow up, and 

accountability might strengthen what we do for kids in the classroom.  The excuse: ñhe 

doesnôt fit in my class so what are you going to do with himò is too frequent.  Tier 1 may occur 

in the general education classroom, but what are teachers doing to make that happen? How 

is it being evaluated? What accommodations are being made?ò 

Based on the classrooms PCG visited, the existence of a coordinated system of tiered support (RtI, 
MTSS) to address struggling students was not evident in any of the classroom visits nor was any 
system of support identified during the pre/post visits.   

Accelerated Intervention Services (AIS) 
Operating outside of I&RS and MTSS, PPS offers Accelerated Intervention Services (AIS) at all of its 

elementary schools and middle school.  AIS is not a special education initiative; it is managed by 

building leaders, according to the district, PPSô AIS program ñéprovides supplemental instruction to 

the accelerate students' learning so that they are able to meet grade-level benchmarks in reading, 

writing, and mathematics. Students are selected to participate in the AIS program based on a set of 

criteria for each grade level.ò  According to the district, students can receive AIS in grades 6-8.  

Students who participate in AIS receive an Individual Student Acceleration Plan (ISAP) ï not to be 

confused with an Individualized Education Plan for students with disabilities.   In addition, there is a 

fall ISAP meeting for families to discuss their childôs needs. 

According to the district, ñéstudents in grades K-5 receive AIS instruction during the Focus Period, 

which provides a time for all students to engage in activities that support or challenge students' 

strengths and needs. By receiving AIS instruction during the Focus Period, we ensure that students 

don't miss out on critical general classroom instruction.ò  The district indicates that in grades 6-8, 

ñéstudents enroll in a "workshop" class for mathematics, reading, and/or writing, depending on their 

academic need. Workshop classes allow students to be nurtured in a smaller class setting and work 

on targeted skills. Based on students changing academic needs, students may enter or exit the AIS 

program periodically during the school year.ò 

The district indicates that AIS ñéis the supplemental portion of our general education program.  It is 

not replacement instruction.  Students receive their full Language Arts and Math instruction with their 

classroom teacher.  AIS offers extra help to students in addition to this classroom instruction.  The 

program is based upon the individual needs of the students being served.  Therefore, the focus of 

each AIS class will change with those needs.  The instructional format is established in collaboration 

with the classroom teacher. The targeted weaknesses and goals identified will drive the AIS 

instruction.   It will focus intensely on specific areas in need (i.e. fluency, phonological development, 

or comprehension).  Students will receive this extra help either in their classes or on a pull-out basis.ò 

According to the parent survey, of 136 students who responded to the question: ñBefore being 

referred for a special education evaluation, did your child receive supports in AIS?ò over 25% 

responded ñyes,ò 75% responded ñnoò and 19% responded ñdonôt know.ò 
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Positive Behavior Support System 
PPS does not have a formal school-wide system in which data is collected and analyzed either 

infused into its MTSS or outside of it.  However, there are mixed perceptions regarding the need for 

more comprehensive, formalized and consistent behavior support approaches.  According to building 

administrators, there is no school-wide positive behavior support system; no consistent format for 

addressing individual problem challenges; and classrooms behavior is managed by the teacher.   

Although PPS has a tiered system of support, it does not infuse a positive behavior support system 

within it. 

According to general and special education teachers who participated in the staff survey: 

¶ Among general education teachers, over 50% of teachers agree or strongly agree their 

school provides sufficient Tier 1 general education behavior intervention support; however, 

over 30% responded saying they did not know. 

¶ Among special education teachers, over 50% provided the same response; however, 28% 

disagreed with that statement. 

According to teachers who participated in the staff survey: 

¶ Over 75% of general education teachers agree or strongly agree that before a student is 

referred for special education, every attempt is made to meet the studentôs needs through 

general education intervention; however, over 17% did not know. 

¶ Over 78% of special education teachers agree or strongly agree that before a student is 

referred for special education, every attempt is made to meet the studentôs needs through 

general education intervention; however, over 12% did not agree. 

A building principal explained the interplay between I&RS, MTSS, and AIS in the following manner: 

¶ ñWe have an RTI model; I donôt think that it is a formal or followed as closely as it can.  

Teachers use Tier 1 practices and if they see a student struggling then a referral to the I&RS 

system (meets once a month);  then after the IR&S process and still no progress then we use 

AIS which is the Tier 2; the teacher will make the referral to the CST to be evaluated; or the 

parent can refer;  there is a document (multi-page document) provide data, scores, work 

sample, etc.).ò 

Disproportionality and Risk Ratio 

As stated earlier, the district was previously cited by NJDOE for disproportionality.  One of the most 

useful, informative, and proactive methods used to calculate disproportionality "is the risk ratio, which 

compares one racial/ethnic group's risk of receiving special education and related services to that of 

all other students."31 The risk ratio can be used to calculate disproportionality at both the state and 

district levels. The analysis below is intended to provide PPS with a tool to calculate risk ratios in 

order to monitor trends and identify areas of continued concern. 

The risk ratio tool tells school personnel how the risk for one racial/ethnic group compares to the risk 

for a comparison group.32 It can be used to assess:  

¶ How much more likely is it for Hispanic students to be classified with a disability compared to 

all other students; 

 

31 Bollmer, J. Bethel, et al. (2007). Using the Risk Ratio to Assess Racial/Ethnic Disproportionality in Special Education at the 
School-District Level. The Journal of Special Education, Vol 41, Issue 3, pp. 186 ï 198. 
32 Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Special Education: A Multi-Year Disproportionality Analysis by State, Analysis Category, and 
Race/Ethnicity, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, U.S. Department of Education, February 2016. 
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¶ How much more likely is it for Hispanic students with disabilities to be suspended for more 

than 10 days compared to all other students with disabilities; 

¶ What the likelihood is that a student from a particular racial or ethnic group will be classified 

with a disability, be given a specific disability classification, or placed in a most restrictive 

environment; 

¶ What the likelihood is that a student with a disability from a particular racial or ethnic group 

will be suspended for more than 10 days. 

As a concept, "risk" looks at the general enrollment data for each racial group along with the number 

of students from that group who were identified for a specified category and calculates the likelihood 

that a student from that racial group would be found in that particular category. The general risk 

equation is as follows: 

EXHIBIT 7: RISK RATIO CALCULATION 

   

As shown below, a risk ratio greater than 2.0 or a racial/ethnic group indicates a higher risk of over-

representation, while a risk ratio of less than 1.0 indicates a higher risk of under-representation. The 

threshold for identification of significant disproportionality is established by each state. 

PCG conducted a risk ratio analysis of PPS data to identify areas where over-identification of 

students with disabilities based on disability, race, and discipline may be occurring. The risk ratio 

calculated is not designed to replicate New Jersey's significant disproportionality methodology. The 

intent of this calculation is to provide a formative data point to assess the extent to which identification 

rates and educational placement decisions are impacted by students' race/ethnicity. This tool can be 

used to inform ongoing analysis and monitoring.  

As displayed in the exhibit below, Hispanic students were close to three times more likely to be 

identified with a specific learning disability and two times as likely to be identified with a speech or 

language impairment. Black or African American students were over twice as likely to be identified in 

the following areas: other health impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language 

impairment. 33 

 

33 Data provided by PPS in 2020 
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EXHIBIT 8. RISK RATIOS BY RACE/ETHNICITY AND DISABILITY, 2019 -2034 

 

REFERRAL 
Following a referral for special education services, the parent or guardian is provided notice to a 

meeting to determine the need for an evaluation.  By law, this meeting occurs within twenty calendar 

days of receipt of the written request by the district to determine if an evaluation is warranted.  During 

this meeting, existing evaluation data on the student are reviewed.  In addition, current classroom-

based assessments and observations are shared.  Per code, if the CST determines an evaluation is 

not warranted, within fifteen days the parent is provided written notice. If the CST determines that an 

evaluation is warranted, the student is considered identified as potentially being a student with a 

disability and a case manager is assigned. 

According to teachers who participated in the staff survey: 

¶ Over 63% of general education agreed or strongly agreed they fully understand the steps and 

timelines associated with the referral process and over 69% agreed they are comfortable 

recommending a student be referred for a special education evaluation. 

¶ However, over 44% of general education teachers reported that staff in their school(s) fully 

understand the steps and timelines associated with the referral process.  This statement is 

consistent with special education teachers; over 40% those who participated in the survey 

agreed with that statement. 

According to parents who participated in the parent survey, of the 127 parents who responded to the 

question: ñWho initiated the request for an evaluation for special education for your child? 

 

34 Data for the following race/ethnicity and disability categories were suppressed due to n<5: Asian - 
Emotional Regulation Impairment, Multiple Disabilities; Black or African American ï Emotional 
Regulation Impairment, Multiple Disabilities; Hispanic ï Emotional Regulation Impairment, Multiple 
Disabilities; Two or more races ï Emotional Regulation Impairment.  

Asian
Black or African

American
Hispanic White

Autism 1.18 1.72 1.31 0.63

Emotional Regulation Impairment 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Multiple Disabilities 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.33

Other Health Impairment 0.33 2.46 1.59 1.03

Specific Learning Disability 0.22 2.43 2.83 0.75

Speech/ Language Impairment 0.43 2.21 2.06 0.78

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

Lower/ No Risk

Higher Risk - Over identification

Higher Risk - Under identification
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¶ Over 48% reported the parent; over 30% reported the school; over 17% reported their child 

had an IEP from another district and transferred into PPS; and over 3% came from a Head 

Start Program. 

According to parents who participated in the parent survey, of the 127 parents who answered the 

question: ñDo you believe the referral for a special education evaluation was made in a timely 

manner?ò 

¶ Over 80% responded ñyes;ò over 19% responded ñno.ò 

According to special education administration: 

¶ ñThere are a significant number of parent referrals; also, situations where my childôs teacher 

or counselor told me to write this letter.ò 

¶ ñThere is a need to us[e] the I&RS process more frequently.ò 

¶ ñThe goal is to make a data informed eligibility determination.ò 

EVALUATION AND DETERMINATION OF ELIGIBILITY 
When a CST determines that a child may have a disability, within fifteen days following their meeting 

with the childôs parent, the district seeks a written request for consent from the parent (or adult 

student when they are age 18 or older).  When the assessments are completed, a written report of 

the results of each assessment is prepared. A copy of the evaluation report(s) and documentation 

and information that will be used for a determination of eligibility shall be given to the parent not less 

than 10 calendar days prior to the meeting. After consent for initial evaluation has been received, the 

evaluation, determination of eligibility of services, and, if eligible, the development and 

implementation of the IEP are to be completed within ninety calendar days.  

Of the respondents of the teacher survey: 

¶ Over 90% of special education teachers agree or strongly agree that special education 

evaluations are sufficiently comprehensive to identify studentsô specific strengths and needs. 

¶ Over 77% of special education teachers agree or strongly agree the results of special 

education evaluations are shared with me in ways that provide meaningful insights into 

studentsô educational needs. 

Of the 128 parents who responded to the parent survey question: ñI was provided materials (such as 

reports, data for IEP goal development) prior to my childôs most recent IEP meeting.ò 

¶ Over 89% responded ñyes;ò over 10% responded ñno.ò 

Of the 114 parents who responded to the parent survey question ñI was provided adequate time to 

review these materials prior to my childôs IEP meeting.ò 

¶ Over 95% responded ñyes;ò over 4% responded ñno.ò 

Furthermore, parents who participated in the survey shared positive responses with their overall 

experiences regarding the eligibility and evaluation process: 

EXHIBIT 9: PARENT SURVEY RESPONSES REGARDING ELIGIBILITY AND EVALUATION 

 
Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree  
Don't Know  Responses  

  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  

The 
school/district 
fully explained 
the 

51  39.8%  62  48.4%  6  4.7%  6  4.7%  3  2.3%  128  
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eligibility/IEP 
process.  
The initial 
evaluation(s) 
conducted by 
PPS were 
comprehensive 
and addressed 
Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
needs.  

51  40.5%  49  38.9%  15  11.9%  7  5.6%  4  3.2%  126  

 

In addition, parents shared strong positive experiences regarding the overall process regarding IEP 

meetings: 

EXHIBIT 10: PARENT SURVEY RESPONSES REGARDING OVERALL IEP PROCESS 

 
Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree  
Don't Know  Responses  

  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  

During my 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ 
IEP 
meeting, I 
felt I was a 
valued 
member of 
the team 
and my 
opinion was 
respected.  

68  53.1%  45  35.2%  5  3.9%  6  4.7%  4  3.1%  128  

During my 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ 
IEP 
meeting, 
the team 
discussed 
my child 
receiving 
special 
education 
services in 
the general 
education 
class to the 
maximum 
extent 
appropriate.  

54  42.5%  52  40.9%  9  7.1%  5  3.9%  7  5.5%  127  

The 
information 
I provided 
about my 
child during 
his/her 

59  46.5%  53  41.7%  6  4.7%  5  3.9%  4  3.1%  127  
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most recent 
IEP meeting 
was 
considered 
when 
planning 
and writing 
the IEP.  
I feel 
comfortable 
asking 
questions 
and 
expressing 
concerns at 
IEP 
meetings.  

67  52.8%  48  37.8%  4  3.1%  4  3.1%  4  3.1%  127  

Adequate 
time is 
allotted for 
the IEP 
meeting to 
discuss my 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
needs.  

58  45.7%  58  45.7%  3  2.4%  4  3.1%  4  3.1%  127  

 

English Learners with a Suspected Disability 

English Learners (ELs) and Recently Arrived Immigrant English Learners (RAIELs) are a highly 

diverse group, encompassing important subgroups such as students born in the United States whose 

home language is one other than English or with refugee status, unaccompanied minors, and 

students with limited or interrupted formal education. ELs and RAIELs enter schools at all grade 

levels, with varied initial English proficiency levels, educational backgrounds, and home language 

literacy levels. These students bring unique and valued strengths to the classrooms, but also 

frequently face shared challenges. While RAIELs share with other ELs a common need to acquire 

English proficiency, they also often have needs that non-recently arrived ELs do not typically have. 

These include mental, physical, and social needs that are shaped by dislocation and trauma 

exposure; academic needs that pertain to limited or interrupted prior formal schooling; and adjustment 

to the norms and characteristics of a new country, community, and school setting. Given this wide 

range of challenges, it is no surprise that education agencies struggle to develop policies and 

practices that adequately address both the ELsô and RAIELs' needs. 

As noted in a July 2015 WestEd study, which included an extensive review of the literature and 

research across schools, districts, and states, two factors were identified that lead to inconsistent 

identification of students who may have learning disabilities: 1) a lack of understanding among 

teachers about why EL students are not making adequate progress, and 2) a poorly designed and 

implemented referral processes. The study also reviewed state guidelines and protocols from 20 
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states with the largest populations of EL students on the practices of how they identify and support 

ELs who have disabilities.35 

In 2019-20, 5.0% of students in PPS were English learners. The percentage of students with IEPs 

who were also English learners was 7.6%.36 

EXHIBIT 11: PERCENT OF STUDENTS WITH IEP (AGES 6-21) BY EL STATUS, 2019 

  

¶ Over 77% of special education teachers agree or strongly agree that prior to a referral for 

special education, the impact of a childôs native language on academic performance or 

behavior is considered. 

¶ Over 26% of special education teachers reported they did not know if services for dually-

identified (English Language Learner students with disabilities) students at my school(s) are 

meeting student needs; over 36% of special education teachers disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that services for dually-identified (English Language Learner students with 

disabilities) students at my school(s) are meeting student needs. 

According to district administration, making determinations for students who grow up in non-native 

English-speaking homes has been a challenge.  The district continues to complete an increase in 

bilingual evaluations, yet CSTs still have challenges in determining the impact of language on 

achievement. 

According to administration, EL students are integrated in all schools and EL students with IEPs are 

also receiving services at the Community Park Elementary School, which is a dual language 

immersion school.  Furthermore, EL students who may be academically struggling receive bilingual 

AIS at Community Park. 

CLASSIFICATION OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
Between 2017-2020, the percent of students ages 5-21 receiving special education services varied 

between a high of 17.5% in 2018-19 and a low of 16.4% in 2019-20.37 Over these three years, the 

rates aligned with statewide averages. 

 

 

35 Elizabeth Burr, Eric Haas, Karen Ferriere. Identifying and supporting English learner students with learning disabilities: Key 
issues in the literature and state practice, WestEd July 2015. Pages 2-14. 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/pdf/REL_2015086.pdf 
36 Data provided by PPS in 2020. Data for the following disability categories were suppressed due to n<10: Deaf, 
Developmental Delay, Hearing Impairment, Intellectual Disability, Orthopedic Impairment, and Traumatic Brain Injury 
37 District and State data obtained from NJ School Performance Report: https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/  

English Learner
7.1%

Non English 
Learner
92.9%

https://rc.doe.state.nj.us/
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EXHIBIT 12: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS WITH IEPS COMPARED TO STATE INCIDENCE RATES (AGES 5-
21), 2016-17 TO 2019-20 

 

In FFY 2017, PPS's incidence rate for students with autism (13.2%) was higher than the state (8.9%) 

and nation (10.3%). PPS's identification rate for students with an other health impairment (23.0%) 

was higher than the state (21.7%) and nation (16.2%). PPS's rate for students with a specific learning 

disability (34.4%) was aligned with the state average (34.3%) and lower than the nation (39.2%).38   

Incidence Rates by Primary Disability Area 
EXHIBIT 13: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS WITH IEPS BY DISABILITY AREA COMPARED TO STATE AND 

NATION (AGES 6-21), FFY 2017 

 

Incidence Rate by Race/Ethnicity 
The following charts detail the incidence rates of students with IEPs in PPS by race/ethnicity.39  

In 2019-20, of the total students enrolled in PPS, 49.9% were white, 21.3% were Asian, 15.5% were 

Hispanic, 7.6% were two or more races, and 5.7 were Black or African American. Of the students with 

IEPs, 45.4% were white, 26.5% were Hispanic, 12.7% were Black or African American, 9.9% were 

Asian, and 5.5% were two or more races.  

 

38 District data obtained from NJ Special Education Data: https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/data/2019.htm#class. Due to 
small n sizes, data for students with intellectual disabilities was suppressed. State and Nation data obtained from OSEP 
Grads360: https://osep.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/19603 
39 District data provided by PPS in 2020 

16.7% 17.5% 16.4%

17.1% 17.4% 17.4%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

2017-18 2018-19 2019-20

PPS State

All disabilities Autism
Emotional
Regulation
Impairment

Intellectual
Disabilitiy

Other Health
Impairment

Specific
Learning
Disability

Speech or
Language

Impairments

PPS 16.7% 13.2% 4.5% 0.0% 23.0% 34.4% 22.6%

State 17.1% 8.9% 3.5% 2.4% 21.7% 34.3% 21.2%

Nation 13.4% 10.3% 5.6% 7.0% 16.2% 39.2% 17.1%

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%

In
c
id

e
n
c
e
 R

a
te

https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/data/2019.htm#class


32 

 

EXHIBIT 14: PERCENT OF PPS STUDENTS WITH IEPS (AGES 5-21) COMPARED TO OVERALL STUDENT 

ENROLLMENT BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 201940 

 

  

The exhibit below compares the percentage of students with and without IEPs within each 

race/ethnicity category. Of all white students, 16.4% had an IEP compared to 40.0% of Black or 

African American students, 33.5% of Hispanic students, 13.9% of students with two or more races, 

and 8.8% of Asian students.  

EXHIBIT 15: PERCENT OF PPS STUDENTS WITH AND WITHOUT IEPS (AGES 5-21) BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 
201941 

  
 
Data indicated the prevalence of disability types for certain races/ethnicities higher than district 

demographics, with variations in disability categories.42 Key differences, displayed in the graph below, 

include: 

¶ White students accounted for 57.0% of students identified with an emotional regulation 

impairment and 52.0% of students with an other health impairment. These percentages were 

higher than the overall percentage of white students with an IEP (45.4%). 

 

40 Data for the following Race/Ethnicity categories were suppressed due to n<10: American Indian or Alaskan Native and 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
41 Id.  
42 Data for the following disability categories were suppressed due to n<10: Deaf, Developmental Delay, Hearing Impairment, 
Intellectual Disability, Orthopedic Impairment, and Traumatic Brain Injury 
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¶ Hispanic students accounted for 32.6% of students identified with a specific learning disability 

and 27.8% of students with multiple disabilities. These percentages were higher than the 

overall percentage of Hispanic students with an IEP (26.5%). 

¶ Black or African American students accounted for 19.0% of students identified with an 

emotional regulation impairment, 16.7% of students identified with multiple disabilities, 13.3% 

of students with an other health impairment, and 13.1% of students with a specific learning 

disability. These percentages were higher than the overall percentage of Black or African 

American students with IEP (12.7%).  
 

EXHIBIT 16: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS (AGE 5-21) BY DISABILITY AREA AND RACE/ETHNICITY, 
2019-20 

 

Incidence Rates by Gender 
Overall, 67.6% of PPS students with IEPs were male, and 32.4% were female. These percentages 

align with the national data, wherein roughly two-thirds of students receiving special education 

services were male (66%), and one-third (34%) were female.43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

43 Data Source - National Center for Education Statistics: 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_204.50.asp?current=yes 
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EXHIBIT 17: PERCENT OF PPS STUDENTS WITH IEPS (AGES 5-21) BY GENDER, 2019-20 

 

Male students comprised the majority of students identified in all disability categories. The percentage 

of males identified in the following disability categories was higher than the overall IEP average for 

males (67.6%): autism (84.0%), multiple disabilities (72.2%), and other health impairment (71.8%). 

Female students with IEPs accounted for 42.9% of students with an emotional regulation impairment 

and 40.2% of students with a specific learning disability. 

EXHIBIT 18: PERCENT OF PPS MALE VS. FEMALE STUDENTS WITH IEPS (AGE 5-21) BY DISABILITY, 2019-
20 

 

PLACEMENT AND CONTINUUM OF SERVICES 
For students with disabilities to improve their academic achievement and reduce the achievement 

gap with their nondisabled peers, they must be included in the core curriculum and receive evidence-

based interventions that are targeted and implemented with fidelity. 

Schools also need to create an environment in which each student is expected to learn, be supported 

and demonstrate learning at high levels. All teachers need more training and support throughout the 

school year to confidently implement differentiated instruction, accommodations and modifications, 

and specially designed instruction. 

Male
67.6%

Female
32.4%

84.0%

57.1%

72.2% 71.8%
59.8% 65.4%

16.0%

42.9%

27.8% 28.2%
40.2% 34.6%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Autism Emotional
Regulation
Impairment

Multiple
Disabilities

Other Health
Impairment

Specific
Learning
Disability

Speech/
Language
Impairment

 Male  Female



35 

 

¶ Over 78% of special education teachers and 73% general educators agree or strongly agree 

that PPS offers a continuum of services to meet the needs of all students with IEPs. 

Special education administration noted the following about the districtôs continuum of services: 

o Strengths 

Á ñThe district offers a strong continuum of services because it offers so much.ò 

Á ñTimely issues only arise when teams do not communicate needs until the 

end.ò 

¶ A Special Education Department mantra about communication to 

support students services: ñEarly and often;ò even if you are not sure  

ï talk to the Director of Special Education about what student might 

need so the supports can be available 

Á Central office administrators know that if something is required in the IEP, 

they are going to make that happen 

o Concerns 

Á Physical space ï need to build more facilities 

Á If PPS were to build another self-contained program, is there space in the 

district to house that? 

Program Offerings 

As of the 2020-21 school year, the district provides the following special education programs: 
  

¶ Community Park School 
o Preschool Disability ï 1 
o Resource ï all grade levels 
o In-class resource ï currently in grades: 2nd and 4th  

 

¶ Johnson Park School 
o Preschool Disability ï 1 
o Learning and Language Disability ï Mild/Moderate ï primary and upper elementary classes 
o Resource ï all grade levels 
o In-class resource ï currently in grades: 2nd, 4th and 5th grades  

 

¶ Littlebrook School 
o Preschool Disability ï 1 
o Resource ï all grade levels 
o In-class resource ï currently in grades: 4th and 5th 

 

¶ Riverside School 
o Autism ï 3 classes 
o MD class 
o Resource ï all grade levels 
o In-class resource ï currently in grades:  2nd, 3rd, and 4th grades 

 

¶ Princeton Unified Middle School 
o Autism ï 1 class 
o MD ï 1 class 
o LLD ï sections  
o Resource ï all grade levels 
o In-class support ï all grade levels 

 

¶ Princeton High School 
o Autism ï 1 class 
o LLD ï sections 
o Bridges to the Future ï BD program ï sections 
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o School to Work program 
o Resource ï all grade levels in courses required for graduation 
o In-class support ï all grade levels in courses required for graduation 

According to district administration, there is elementary resource language and math at each 
elementary school building; also, In Class Resource (ICR) programs are offered at all elementary 
schools.  However, the only school in the district to have ICR in all grade levels within the building is 
the middle school.  In addition, ICR is only offered in high school classes in all grade level courses. 

At the middle school, Resource sections offered for English, math, science and social studies each 
year (6-8). Additionally, support classes are offered 1 to 3 times each week (focus on organization, 
planning and goal setting, review and reinforcement of concepts, review for tests). Additionally, in 
order to provide intensive support for LAL skills, some students take a Reading/Writing Lab class.   

At the high school, all content area courses required for graduation are offered with ICR support 
(English, math, science and social studies). Academic Support classes are available to students who 
require help with organization, planning and goal setting, review and reinforcement of concepts and 
test prep.   Furthermore, students classified as Language and Learning Disabled and Autism can also 
take an Adult Daily Living class which teaches basic skills needed to increase independence in food 
prep, housekeeping chores, shopping and communication. 

Educational Setting 

The data in this section reflect the educational settings of PPS school-aged students overall, by 

disability areas and race/ethnicity.44 In addition, District data are compared to state data.  

Overall Educational Setting Data for PPS and State  

In 2019-20, PPS students with disabilities were educated less frequently in an inclusive general 

education setting. Of all students with IEPs, 53.3% spent more than 80% or more in the general 

education classroom, 30.7% spent between 40-79% of their day in the general education classroom, 

13.5% of students spent less than 40% of their day in the general education setting, and 2.5% of 

students were in a separate placement. Compared to state data, a larger percentage of PPS students 

spent 80% or more of their school day in the general education setting (53.3%) compared to the state 

(47.2%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

44 District and State data obtained from NJ Special Education Data Reports available at: 
https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/data/ 
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EXHIBIT 19: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS (AGE 5-21) BY EDUCATIONAL SETTING COMPARED TO 

STATE, 2019-20 

  

Educational Setting by Primary Disability Area 
The charts below provide analysis on PPS students by primary disability area and education setting.45 

Comparison with state data is also included.  

General Education Setting 80% or more of the time. Students identified in the following disability 

categories were included in the general education setting at a higher rate than the district average of 

53.3%: other health impairment (68.8%) and speech or language impairment (70.7%). Primary 

disabilities of autism (17.6%) and specific learning disabilities (48.3%) were included in this setting at 

a lower rate than the all disability average. 

General Education Setting less than 40% of the time. Overall, 13.5% of students with an IEP in 

PPS were educated in the general education setting less than 40% of the time. Students with autism 

(42.9%) and speech and language impairments (17.1%) were included in this setting at a higher rate 

than the all disability average. 

Separate Setting. Overall, 2.5% of students with an IEP in PPS were educated in a separate setting. 

Students with autism (15.4%) were included in this setting at a higher rate than the all disability 

average. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

45 NJ Jersey suppressed data for all educational settings for the following disability categories due to 
small population size : Emotional Regulation Impairment. Setting data for Ó80% setting was 
suppressed for the following disability category: Hearing Impairment and Orthopedic Impairment. 
Setting data for the 40-79% setting the following disability cateogries was suppresses: Intellectual 
Disabilities, Multiple Disabilities. Setting data for <40% category was suppressed for the following 
disability categories: Multiple Disabilities and Other Health Impairment. Setting data for separate 
settings was suppressed for the following disability cateogries: Hearing Impairment, Intellectual 
Disabilities, Multiple Disabilities, Other Health Impairments, and Specific Learning Disability. 

Ó80% 40-79% <40% Separate

PPS 53.3% 30.7% 13.5% 2.5%

State 47.2% 29.8% 15.8% 7.2%
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EXHIBIT 20: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS (AGE 6-21) BY DISABILITY AREA AND EDUCATIONAL 

SETTING, 2019-20 

  

Other Health Impairments, Specific Learning Disability 

The following comparative analysis was completed on the two most inclusive educational settings: 

Ó80% and 40-79% by disability category for PPS and the state.46 

Other Health Impairments. PPS students with an other health impairment were educated at a higher 

rate in general education for more than 80% of the time (68.8%), compared to the state (52.2%).  

Specific Learning Disability. Of PPS students with a specific learning disability, 48.3% spent 80% 

or more of their day in the general education setting compared to 52.2% of students in the state. A 

slightly larger percentage of PPS students with a specific learning disability spent 40-79% of their day 

in general education (44.1%) compared to the state (37.7%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

46 District data provided by PPS in 2020. State data obtained from NJ Special Education Data Reports available at: 
https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/data/ 
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Separate 15.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.5%

<40% 42.9% 0.0% 7.6% 17.1% 13.5%

40-79% 24.2% 31.2% 44.1% 12.2% 30.7%
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EXHIBIT 21: PERCENTAGE OF PPS STUDENTS (AGE 5-21) WITH OHI AND SLD BY EDUCATIONAL SETTING 

COMPARED TO STATE, 2019-20 

  

Educational Setting by Race/Ethnicity 
In 2019-20, students with the following races/ethnicities were included in the general education 

setting for 80% or more of their school day above the overall district average (54.2%): white (65.0%) 

and Asian (67.4%).47 Black or African American students and Hispanic students with disabilities had 

the lowest rate of inclusion in the general education setting at 28.6% and 38.5%, respectively. A 

larger percentage of Black or African American students and Hispanic students spent between 40%-

79% of their school day in the general education setting, 54.3%, and 37.9%, respectively, compared 

to other race/ethnicity groups.  

EXHIBIT 22: SETTING BY RACE AND ETHNICITY, 2019-20 

  

 

47 New Jersey suppressed data for the following placement settings and race/ethnicity categories due 
to n<10: 40-79% - two or more races; <40% - Asian and two or more races; Separate setting ï Asian, 
Black or African American, Hispanic, two or more races. 

PPS State PPS State

Other Health Impairment Specific Learning Disability

 40-79% 31.2% 32.1% 44.1% 37.7%

Ó80% 68.8% 52.2% 48.3% 52.2%
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According to parents who participated in the survey, many parents responded favorably toward the delivery 
of special education services their child receives: 
 

EXHIBIT 23: PARENT SURVEY RESPONSES, DELIVERY OF SERVICES 

 
Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree  
Don't Know  Responses  

  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  Row %  Count  

The staff working 
with my child 
have read and 
fully reviewed 
their IEP.  

36  29.8%  35  28.9%  15  12.4%  1  0.8%  34  28.1%  121  

The staff working 
with my child 
implement their 
IEP with 
consistency.  

33  27.3%  40  33.1%  24  19.8%  3  2.5%  21  17.4%  121  

There is an 
adequate number 
of staff to 
implement my 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ L9t ǿƛǘƘ 
consistency.  

34  28.1%  54  44.6%  12  9.9%  4  3.3%  17  14.0%  121  

General and 
special education 
teachers 
collaborate in 
planning and 
delivering 
instruction to my 
child.  

30  24.8%  39  32.2%  15  12.4%  7  5.8%  30  24.8%  121  

Special education 
teachers and 
paraprofessionals 
collaborate in 
planning and 
delivering 
instruction to my 
child.  

36  30.5%  40  33.9%  15  12.7%  3  2.5%  24  20.3%  118  

aȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
teachers have 
high expectations 
for them.  

32  26.9%  52  43.7%  16  13.4%  4  3.4%  15  12.6%  119  

I am satisfied with 
Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 
special education 
services.  

39  32.2%  48  39.7%  22  18.2%  8  6.6%  4  3.3%  121  

 
One of the schools where concerns were raised about program availability was at Community Park 
Elementary School.  One of PPSô schools, Community Park Elementary School, is a Dual Language 
program.  According to the district, ñéstudents in Kindergarten through 5th grade spend approximately 50 
percent of their core academic day learning in Spanish and the other 50 percent learning in English. This 
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means every DLI student has two main teachers, one for English instruction and one for Spanish. In our 
program, students learn math, science, and Spanish language arts in Spanish, and language arts and social 
studies in English. Specials, such as physical education, music, or library, are taught in English. This 50-50 
model allows students to maintain proficiency in their native language while adding a second language. 
Around mid-year students will speak only in Spanish during the Spanish class and only in English during the 
English portion of the day. At the completion of elementary school, students will be on their way to becoming 
biliterate and bilingual in both Spanish and English. Research has shown that this DLI model is highly 
successful at teaching grade-level content while developing impressive levels of language proficiency in 
students.ò 
 
Unlike other districts which may configure its dual language program as a magnet school or a school-within-
a-school, Community Park is the feeder school for specific neighborhoods in Princeton.  According to 
parents, teachers, and administrators, this configuration can be particularly problematic for children with 
disabilities who may struggle with learning in a second language.  This configuration causes families of 
children with disabilities to choose to go to another elementary school in the district.  Alternatively, children 
may begin programming at Community Park but struggle mightily because there are so few special 
education resources to support students with disabilities in a dual language environment.  Consequently, 
there are reportedly few students with low incidence disabilities at Community Park. 
 
Nevertheless, it was noted that students with disabilities who often benefit the most from the dual language 
immersion program at Community Park are EL students with IEPS.  This has been especially helpful in PPS 
as the number of Spanish speaking students in the community has increased.  Furthermore, struggling EL 
students who may later qualify for having a disability also benefit from bilingual AIS supports offered at 
Community Park. 

HIGH QUALITY IEPS TO SUPPORT A STUDENTôS INDVIVIDUALIZED 
PROGRAM 

Present Levels of Academic and Functional Performance 

In a studentôs IEP, the PLAAPF statement serves as the starting-point for IEP goalsetting. It is one of 

the most critical components of the IEP and serves as a snapshot of the student at a specific time 

and place, providing team members with details on the studentôs academic achievement and 

functional performance. A well-crafted PLAAFP statement includes qualitative and quantitative data 

from a variety of educators and school staff using sources that include: 

¶ Performance and mastery of last yearôs goals; 

¶ New special education assessment results; 

¶ Performance on district and statewide assessments, including identification of skills and 

knowledge already attained in relation to grade-level standards; 

¶ Classroom grades and observations, including behavior data; 

¶ Input from the students and parents; 

¶ Interests and strengths, including non-curricular areas; any strategies, accommodations, or 

assistive technology devices or services that have already shown success; 

¶ Skills in daily living such as social skills, mobility skills, employment skills, and skills that 

promote student independence. 

PLAAFP statements must include functional skills. Research provides evidence supporting the notion 

that when functional skills are not included, studentsô long-term, independent-living outcomes are 

diminished.48 In addition, the PLAAFP should provide information on all goals later covered in the 

IEP. For example, a 14-year old childôs transition goals should be rooted in baseline transition data 

that is clearly listed in the PLAAFP. 

 

48 In 2011, Auers, Lowrey, Douglas, and Sievers analyze their findings in a journal article appropriately titled: I Can Identify 
Saturn, but I Canôt Brush My Teeth: What Happens When the Curricular Focus for Students with Severe Disabilities Shifts. 
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As required through IDEA and N.J.A.C. 6A:14-3.7(e)1, members of the IEP team must annually 

document a studentôs PLAAPF. In doing so, IEP teams must consider relevant data and list the 

sources of information used to develop the IEP. Team members must describe the present levels of 

academic achievement and functional performance including how the studentôs disability affects his or 

her involvement and progress in the general education curriculum. For preschool children, as 

appropriate, team members must describe how the disability affects the childôs participation in 

appropriate activities. 

Team members also must include other educational needs that result from the studentôs disability. In 

addition, team members must consider special factors: behavioral needs; language needs; 

communication needs; auditory needs; the need for assistive technology devices and services; and 

visual needs. If in considering the special factors, the IEP team determines that the student needs a 

specific device or service to receive a free, appropriate public education, the IEP must include a 

statement to that effect in the appropriate section.  If a factor is not applicable, that must also be 

noted. 

PLAAFP Statements in PPS 
During the file review focus groups that PCG conducted, the following items were observed: 

¶ PLAAFP statements were often significantly improved following the review of the Director of 

Special Education (e.g. inclusion of eligibility of statement where one was not included 

before); the was only specific to case managers who were non tenured 

¶ Inclusion of strengths; 

¶ Inclusion of parent input, both positive, neutral, and of concern; 

¶ CST concern regarding general education teacher input; often could be better, incomplete, or 

missing because teacher not responding; 

¶ CST concern regarding special education teacher input; often could be better, incomplete, or 

missing because teacher not responding in a timely manner; 

¶ Lack of data, both existing data from evaluations or teacher data because of lack of 

feedback; 

¶ Limited to no information provided by students, especially age 14+. 

Special education administration and teachers expressed frustration that general education teachers 

(and sometimes special education teachers) are not held accountable by building principals after CST 

members make requests for PLAAFP content and it is not submitted at all, or not done in a timely 

manner. 

On the whole, the IEPs of non-tenured case managers had  significantly better PLAAFP statements, 

particularly IEPs that were reviewed by the Director of Special Education and subsequently revised. 

Annual IEP Goals 

Annual IEP goals that are ambitious, relevant, and measurable are an extraordinarily important part of 

the IEP process. Systematic, ongoing assessment and reporting of student progress enables 

educators to ñsubstantiate what the student is learning, the effectiveness of materials and methods 

being used during instruction, and the efficacy of the IEP.ò49 

The importance of well-written IEP goals recently came to light in the recent US Supreme Court case 

of Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District.50 In this decision, the Court updated its prior standard 

for determining a school districtôs provision of an appropriate education for students with disabilities. 

This case centered on the importance of establishing ambitious and challenging goals that enable 

 

49 Gleckel & Koretz, 2008, p. 211 
50 Retrieved from https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/16pdf/15-827_0pm1.pdf 

 



43 

 

each student to make academic progress and functional advancement, and advance from grade to 

grade. 

Progress for a student with a disability, including those receiving instruction based on alternate 

academic achievement standards, must be appropriate in light of his/her circumstances. Furthermore, 

yearly progress must be more demanding than the ñmerely more than de minimisò standards that had 

been used by some lower courts. For children with disabilities, receiving instruction that aims so low 

would be tantamount to ñsitting idly . . . awaiting the time when they were old enough to ódrop out.ôò51 

The IEP need not aim for grade-level advancement if that is not a reasonable prospect. But the IEP 

must be appropriately ambitious in light of the studentôs circumstances, just as advancement from 

grade to grade is appropriately ambitious for most children in the regular classroom. Goals may differ, 

but every student should have the chance to meet challenging objectives. The Court made it clear 

that IDEA demands more. 

Considering Endrew, when developing IEP goals, teams should ensure the goals are ñambitiousò in 

light of each studentôs circumstances. Repeating the same goals from year to year is not likely to 

meet this test. Rather, teams need to design goals that are reasonably calculated to enable students 

to be involved in and make progress in the general education curriculum, using alternate achievement 

standards when appropriate; and meet their other educational needs related to the disability. 

Although the Supreme Court did not address the delineation of IEP special education, related 

services, and supplementary aids/services, it is important to remember that IDEA requires a 

statement of these components to be ñbased on peer-reviewed research to the extent practicable.ò 

Through IDEA and N.J.A.C. 6A:14-3.7, IEP teams are required to create annual measurable 

academic and/or functional goals for a student. Academic goals should be related to the New Jersey 

Student Learning Standards through the general education curriculum. Preschool academic goals 

should be related to the Preschool Teaching & Learning Expectations: Standards of Quality. Each 

goal should include benchmarks or short-term objectives as well as criteria to measure goal mastery. 

The goals/benchmarks/short term objectives must be: meeting the student's needs that result from 

the student's disability to enable the student to be involved in and progress in the general education 

curriculum; and meeting each of the student's other educational needs that result from the student's 

disability. As a best practice, we recommend that IEP goals be written using the SMART format -- 

Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. 

Annual IEP Goals in PPS 
During the file review focus groups that PCG conducted, the following items were observed: 

¶ Several instances where academic IEP goals were not SMART; 

¶ Several instances where academic IEP goals addressed non-measurable study skills; 

¶ Several instances where behavioral IEP goals were not SMART; 

¶ Instances when deficiencies listed in the PLAAFP were not addressed in goals or vice versa; 

¶ Instances where goals were SMART and aligned to the IEP after rejection by Director of 

Special Education 

Non-tenured staff shared that the Director of Special Education notes when goals needed 

improvement within IEPs.  Tenured case managers, in some cases, shared that additional support 

would likely improve the manner by which IEP goals are written.  There were, at times, differences in 

IEP quality between tenured and non-tenured case-managers (specifically around IEP goals and 

PLAAFP writing).  In addition, a number of people shared that the districtôs IEP case management 

system does not support the creation of SMART goals.  

 

51 https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/courts_law/supreme-court-sets-higher-bar-for-education-of-students-with- 
disabilities/2017/03/22/fcb7bc62-0f16-11e7-9d5a-a83e627dc120_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.8d54086e9dd5 
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It is important to note that some administrators in special education believe that goals are consistently 

being written in a SMART format. 

Accommodations  

It is recognized that students with IEPs have a disability that significantly hinders their abilities to 

benefit from general education. As such, they require supports and accommodations to meet high 

academic standards and to fully demonstrate their conceptual and procedural knowledge and skills in 

ELA (reading, writing, speaking and listening) and math. These supports and accommodations should 

ensure that students receive access to multiple means of learning and opportunities to demonstrate 

knowledge, but retain the rigor and high expectations of the New Jersey Student Learning Standards. 

Accommodations in PPS 
At the high school, all accommodations are carefully monitored and their use by students is 

documented.  Teachers are required to note whether or not students used the accommodations 

within the IEP; these notes are then reported directly to the Special Education Supervisor.  High 

school case managers, although not remiss that they were not the required to mandate this process, 

noted they would like to be more aware of accommodation use.  They noted they do not see the high 

school accommodation reports.  According to the Special Education Supervisor, if accommodations 

are not being used by students, this information is brought to the IEP meeting and adjustments are 

made. 

At the elementary and middle schools, case managers described the oversight of accommodation 

use as potentially unwieldy and voiced they would like a process like the high school.  In both the 

middle and high schools, it was shared that parental pressures sometimes sway the over-selection of 

accommodations that are not used. 

During PCGôs classroom visits, it was difficult to discern if students were provided accommodations 

(other than being in a special class); or if there were individualized modifications to curriculum 

content, instruction, and/or assessment.  For the majority of classroom visits these features could not 

be documented.  With that said, accommodations and modification may not have been obvious to the 

observer.  However, it is important to note this was likely because PCG conducted remote classroom 

visits because of the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

Progress Reporting on IEP Goals 

Progress monitoring is a scientifically-based practice used to assess a child's academic progress on 

IEP goals and evaluate the effectiveness of instruction. Progress monitoring tells the teacher, child, 

and family what a student has learned and what still needs to be taught. Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) 2004 states that an IEP must contain a description of how the child's progress 

toward meeting the annual goals will be measured, and that periodic reports be provided. Progress 

monitoring is a separate activity from the progress reports that may be issued for all students in a 

school on a quarterly basis; they are specific to students with IEPs. Progress monitoring, however, 

includes qualitative and quantitative data on student progress that is directly linked to a studentôs IEP 

goals.  In PPS, IEP progress reporting is quarterly. 

Quarterly Progress Reporting in PPS 
In PPS, many of the progress reports reviewed did not contain quantitative information.  However, as 

it was noted by many participants, when goals are not SMART then it is challenging to write specific 

comments on student progress as it relates to goal measurement and attainment specific to a 

timeline. 

However, there were quantitative notes within some progress reports.  Participants noted that when a 

case is contentious, the team is more attentive to including quantitative progress data. 

According to an administrator, the following challenges exist regarding progress reporting specifically 

at the high school: 
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¶ ñData collection is all over the place; and we need to work on it, more in the lower classes like 

autism [who are good at it]; we need to get better at it.  Teachers use grades as data rather 

than any other avenues for data collection.ò  
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III. TEACHING, LEARNING, AND SPECIAL EDUCATION 
SUPPORT 

 

Strengths Opportunities 

Å District has expanded its In Class 

Resource (ICR) programming 

 

Å Middle school and high school need 

leadership to support a climate and 

culture of shared responsibility on co-

teaching 

Å Middle and high school need job 

embedded professional development on 

co-teaching 

Å Special and general education teachers 

need to be held accountable when they 

do not support IEPs in a timely manner. 

Å District needs to create a clear 

delineation of hierarchy of responsibilities 

such that when a teacher does not 

comply with an IEP request in a timely 

manner, they are held accountable by 

building administrator as well as Special 

Education Director. 

REMOTE CLASSROOM VISITS 
As a component to the overall review of any school districtsô special education services, evaluators 

would implement a series of in-person visits using a random sample of classrooms.  These classroom 

visits provide information that would be further used to triangulate other data sources such as 

interviews and focus groups.  The classroom visits, typically, document a variety of classroom 

physical attributes as well as the presence of common research-based activities, strategies and 

interventions (evidence-based practices).  The research literature has shown that the use of 

evidence-based practices is an important tool to accelerate student learning.52 These practices are 

documented by the U.S. Department of Education which gives states and local school districts 

flexibility in choosing which of these activities, strategies, and interventions are most appropriate for 

their students with disabilities.   

Due to the constraints presented by the COVID-19 Pandemic, the routine procedure of in-person 

classroom visits was not possible. Therefore, PCG used a protocol for virtual classroom visits that 

they developed and used in several other district reviews.  The protocol is referred to as a Remote 

Classroom Observation Process and is designed to validate the presence and implementation of 

special education / inclusive practices and supports.  This process was developed to recognize that 

not all elements of quality special education services can be observed under these unusual 

circumstances, yet there are core instructional practices, supplementary aid and services, and 

approaches to personalized instruction that would be evident within a virtual or hybrid classroom 

model.  These included foundational attributers to learning environments such as Universal Design or 

Learning / Differentiated Instruction; as well as features of instruction.  

 

52 Odom SL, Brantlinger E, Gersten R, Horner RH, Thompson B, Harris KR. Research in Special Education: Scientific Methods 
and Evidence-Based Practices. Exceptional  Children. 2005;71(2):137-148. doi:10.1177/001440290507100201 



47 

 

Specially Designed Instruction 

In order for all students, including those with IEPs, to meet high academic standards and fully 

demonstrate their knowledge and skills in reading, writing, speaking, listening and mathematics, their 

instruction must be flexible, yet challenging, and incorporate scaffolds and accommodations to 

overcome potential learning barriers. It is essential that that the curriculum be designed to enable all 

students to successfully access and engage in learning without changing or reducing instructional 

goals. In order to meet the needs of all diverse learners in the classroom it is important to implement 

UDL (in the general education classroom as solid core instruction), Differentiated Instruction, 

Accommodations and Modifications, and Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) based to the support 

access and success of the learners. Implementing such a balanced mix of appropriate supports while 

maintaining the integrity of the curriculum can be challenging but needed to support diverse learners. 

It must also be remembered that the ñIò in IEP stands for individualized and that the rate of learning 

for students with disabilities may be different, but not less. These students often need more time to 

master concepts through specialized approaches that are proven to be effective based on their 

instructional needs, measured performance, and recognized disability. 

ñSpecially designed instructionò means adapting, as appropriate to the needs of an eligible child, the 

content, methodology, or delivery of instruction: (34 CFR 300.39(b)(3)). 

i. To address the unique needs of the child that result from the child's disability; and 

ii. To ensure access of the child to the general curriculum, so that the child can meet the 

educational standards that apply to all children within the jurisdiction of the local 

education agency. 

SDI is the ñheart and soulò of special education. Many school divisions across the nation have 

developed policies and procedure in order to clarify distinctions and provide guidance to help develop 

a common understanding on the best practices that will support the effective implementation of SDI. 

These guidance documents are intended to inform IEP teams, administrators, educators and 

practitioners as they determine the need for, plan, and implement SDI for students with disabilities 

who require an IEP. Central to this effort is to better define and improve the delivery of SDI with a 

growth mindset to support continuous improvement in special education and the provision of SDI. 

These are approaches to the unique needs of the eligible students with disabilities that are 

adaptations to content, methodology or delivery of instruction.   SDIs remove barriers that result from 

a studentôs disability and are highly prescriptive (and in the IEP).  It was difficult to discern the SDIs 

used in these classroom visits and those that could be identified were infrequent. However, this may 

be due to artifacts of remote observation.  In summary, SDI is what a teacher does to deliver 

information to the student that is different from what other students received. It may be instruction that 

is additional to what other students received and/or different methods or techniques to present the 

instruction not used with other students. 

The following were identified as SDIs in one or several classroom visits:    

¶ Explicit Direct Instruction   

¶ Individualized Support  

¶ Attention to specific IEP goals and objectives 

In PPS, teachers shared the following through the staff survey: 

¶ Over 45% of special education teachers and 59% of general education teachers disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that PPS has established standards for delivering co-teaching or 

collaborative instruction. 

¶ Over 43.3% special education teachers and 61% general education teachers disagreed or 

strongly disagreed there is sufficient communication between general and special educators 

about the needs and progress of students with IEPs. 
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¶ Over 61% of special education teachers either disagree or strongly disagree with the 

statement that staff in their building are provided adequate time and coverage to develop 

IEPs. 

¶ Over 45% of general education teachers responded that they did not know if staff in their 

building are provided adequate time and coverage to develop IEPs. 

¶ Over 32% of general education teachers reported they disagree that they are confident in 

how to implement IEPs as written; compared to 93.6% of special education teachers who 

agree they are confident in how to implement IEPs as written 

¶ Over 80% of special education teachers either agree or strongly agree that Special education 

teachers at my school are used effectively to support the needs of students with IEPs 

Inclusive Instructional Practices in PPS 

Inclusive Instructional Special Education Practices (Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies)  
  

There has been significant attention and efforts to assure that teachers of students with disabilities 
are using special education practices that are well-documented within the research literature as being 
effective.  These practices can be described within in the following categories:  
 

EXHIBIT 24: EVIDENCE BASED PRACTICE DESCRIPTIONS 

Type of Practice  Description  

Emerging Practice  
(Demonstrates a Rationale)  
  

Anecdotal Evidence of Effectiveness but research has not been 
conducted  

Research-based Practice  
(Weak)  
  

Evidence of Effectiveness has been demonstrated in some 
research but the practice does not clearly demonstrate improved 
students outcomes  

Promising Practice  
(Moderate)  

Evidence of positive effects on student outcome may 
be documented; however, there is insufficient number of studies to 
demonstrate a clear correlation.  

Evidence-Based Practice   
(Strong)  

Evidence is based on multiple high-quality research studies, that show 
consistent and positive effects on student outcomes (Cook, Smith, 
and Tankersley, 2012)  

  
PCG documented the evidence based and promising practices in special education observed during 
the classroom visits.  The aggregated results indicated that there were a variety of general 
instructional practices and approaches that are rooted in research and which occurred frequently 
across the general education classrooms.  Some of these included:  
  

¶ Well Developed and Executed Lessons that reflected appropriate stages from initiation to 
summation   

¶ Well defined behavioral expectations within the classrooms  
  

In regards to specific practices that have been known to assist students with special education needs, 
it was less evident and were not frequently observed during the classroom visits.  These special 
education practices included:  
  

¶ Use of Visual Supports   

¶ Use of instructional technology  

¶ Use of para-educators  

¶ Co-teaching assorted models  

Co-Teaching 
The use of a co-teaching model that includes a general and special education teacher a strategy to 

provide inclusive education opportunities for students with disabilities which continues to gain 
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popularity across the United States. Co-taught classrooms are one method through which the 

expectations of inclusive education can be met for both students with and without disabilities.53  

Several models of co-teaching that are most often implemented within classrooms are reflected within 

the professional literature.54 These models or approaches vary in their collaborative nature, ranging 

from methods in which one teacher plays a more primary role in planning and instruction than the 

other, to more collaborative, team-based approaches in which there is shared responsibility for 

planning and instruction. Friend and Cook (2012) describe six approaches to co-teaching that 

represent the essence of what occurs in co-taught classes.  These approaches include one teach-one 

assist, one teach-one observe, station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching, and team 

teaching. These models of co-teaching are hierarchical and represent the least to most collaborative 

approaches.55 

It is widely accepted that there is a need to move toward the more collaborative approaches to co-

teaching and a perception that these models are important in reaching a diverse student 

population.56These co-teaching methods may be best understood by teachers in terms of the roles 

and responsibilities of each educator suggested by this hierarchy of approaches. However, teams 

may use multiple approaches to co-teaching in their everyday practice, and variations in their 

approach to co-teaching may depend upon many factors.57  

Co-teaching practices seem to be influenced by multiple factors across schools, teachers and teacher 

training, as well as across different cultures. These factors may include structural aspects of the co-

teaching program, teachersô attitudes regarding co-teaching, and teachersô professional development 

in the use of co-teaching. Co-teaching experiences may vary across several structural factors, 

including the number of co-teaching pairs that an individual teacher works within any given day, the 

amount of time co-teachers spend together during the day, and the amount of time a co-teaching 

team has worked together. As an example of structural variation in co-teaching experiences, a 

teacher may work as part of a single co-teaching pair throughout the full school day or alternatively, 

an educator may co-teach for only one period of the school day during instruction for a single content 

area.  Teachers may also work in numerous co-teaching teams throughout the day for instruction of 

different groups of children or across different content areas.  

Co-Teaching in PPS 
Based on PCGôs observations and according to district administration, co-teaching is strong at the 

elementary schools.  At the middle school and high school however, there is still a need to ñbreak 

down barriersò.  Furthermore, based on information gathered from focus groups and the staff survey, 

a hinderance at all of the schools is common planning time for effective co-teaching.  District 

administration also shared the following about co-taught instruction in PPS: 

¶ Co-teaching models determined by individual student IEPs 

 

53 Friend, M., L. Cook, D. Hurley-Chamberlain, and C. Shamberger. 2010. ñ Co-teaching: An illustration of the complexity of 
collaboration in special education.ò Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation 20: 9-27. 
54 Friend, M., and L. Cook. 2012.  Interactions: Collaboration skills for school professionals (7th edition).  New York, NY: 

Pearson Publishers; Villa, R. A., J. S. Thousand, and A. I. Nevin. 2013. A guide to co-teaching: New lessons and strategies to 

facilitate student learning. (3rd ed.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, Inc. Walther-Thomas, C. S. 1997.  ñCo-teaching 

experiences: The benefits and programs that teachers and principals report over time.ò  Journal of Learning Disabilities 30: 

395-407.  

55 Friend, M., and L. Cook. 2012.  Interactions: Collaboration skills for school professionals (7th edition).  New York, NY: 
Pearson Publishers. 
56 Villa, R. A., J. S. Thousand, and A. I. Nevin. 2013. A guide to co-teaching: New lessons and strategies to facilitate student 
learning. (3rd ed.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, Inc.  
Walther-Thomas, C. S. 1997.  ñCo-teaching experiences: The benefits and programs that teachers and principals report over 
time.ò  Journal of Learning Disabilities 30: 395-407. 
57 Gurgur, H., H., and Y. Uzuner. 2010. ñA phenomenological analysis of the views on co-teaching applications in the inclusion 
classroom.ò Educational Sciences: Theory and Practice 10:  311-331. 
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¶ Other supports: AIS teacher assistance, push-in AIS teacher exist and may support students 

with disabilities; although AIS is not a special education initiative 

¶ It is a district goal is to have a true co-teaching model where teachers share responsibility for 

educating all students and planning together to address needs for all students. 

o However, the reality of the situation is that this does not occur in all classrooms. 

District administration believes schools have made progress in the past 2-3 years but 

there is more work to be done 

o Evaluation and supervision of teachers and co-teachers owned by supervisors and 

building administrators; in these domains, more professional development is needed. 

o Assignment of co-teaching arrangements is determined by building administrators 

Based on classroom visits conducted by PCG, co-teaching exists throughout PPS but its structure 

looks very different based on the classroom one is visiting.   

The classroom visits included several clearly co-taught classrooms, reflecting a traditional general 

education / special education co-teaching team.  The observations showed a mix of well-implemented 

co-taught classrooms and those that were primarily one teach, one assist model.  However the well 

design co-taught classrooms appeared to reflect collaborative practices aligned with known standard 

practices in co-teaching.   

In the middle and high schools, PCG saw more examples of the general education as the 

instructional leader, providing the lesson; whereas the special education teacher was the ñhelper 

teacher,ò supporting all students but with a specific focus on their caseload.  At the elementary 

schools where co-teaching exists, teachers were instructing lessons together.  However, there were 

still examples of the special education teacher playing the ñhelper teacherò. 

As stated earlier, because ICR is only offered in required courses, there are opportunities within PPS 

where co-teaching could possibly occur, but it is not.  For example, it was shared through parent 

focus groups there may be college prep or advanced classes that would benefit from a co-teacher; 

however, at the high school that does not occur.  It is important to note, we may not have seen this 

because our visits occurred during a highly unusual school year, in the midst of the COVID-19 

Pandemic.  District administration noted that placement decisions, including ICR for an advanced 

course, is a decision of the IEP team. 

Universal Design for Learning 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides an approach based on neuroscience and cognitive 

science and a framework for front- loading instructional design to reach a wider range of learners, 

including students with IEPs.58 UDL provides a common, district-wide foundational set of practices 

that align with the districtsô beliefs and vision and mission statements about the role of the teacher, 

how students learn best, and the purpose of education. UDL provides all educators a common set of 

understandings and language and practices for designing and implementing instruction that engages 

learners and proactively anticipates and responds to diversity in learners. Furthermore, UDL helps 

educators think strategically about their current practices and provides a framework to expand their 

thinking about planning and varied ways to engage students, present new learning, and facilitate the 

learning process. 

UDL is firmly grounded in the belief that every learner is unique and brings different strengths and 

weaknesses to the classroom. Traditional curricula are ñone-size-fits-all,ò designed to meet the needs 

of a ñtypicalò student. As a result, any student that falls outside this narrow category is presented with 

a host of barriers that impede access, participation, and progress in the general curriculum.59 UDL 

 

58 National Center on UDL. UDL Guidelines- Version 2: Research Evidence. 
http://www.udlcenter.org/research/researchevidence 
59 LD OnLine. http://www.ldonline.org/article/13002/ 
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can make instruction more accessible to all students when used in designing the districtôs curriculum, 

scope and sequence, pacing, lesson plans, and assessments. There are three main learning 

guidelines: multiple means of engagement-the why of learning, multiple means of representation-the 

what of learning, and multiple means of action and expression-the how of learning. 

EXHIBIT 25: UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING GUIDELINES, 201860 

 

Universal Design for Instruction and Differentiated Instruction (DI) are approaches to meeting the 

needs of varied learners and represent an evidence-based practice in General Education.  Therefore, 

they are not considered a special education / specially-design instructional practice.  However, the 

approach of designing instruction and the instructional environment to meet the needs of a majority of 

students in a class, enable students with IEPs to more easily progress in a general educational 

setting.  In addition, the deliberate use of differentiating what is taught, how it is taught and how 

 

60 CAST (2018). Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 2.2. Retrieved from http://udlguidelines.cast.org 
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learning is assessed according to studentsô readiness, learning profile, interests, creates a more 

personalized or tailored approach to learning and yields progress.61  UDL and DI are considered 

critical to apply in the inclusive classroom setting.   

PPS has placed little professional emphasis on Universal Design for Learning.  UDL has not been a 

priority of the Office of Curriculum and Instruction.   

According to special education administration, the district has embraced principles of UDL.  In 

particular, faculty and administration ñémay not use UDL terminology but there are pieces within the 

curriculum writing template that address accommodations, differentiation, providing access for 

students with different learning needs ï it could probably be a stronger emphasis.ò 

Based on classroom visits conducted by PCG, although the data suggests that there are elements of 

UDL there was very little evidence that instruction was planned with multiple means of engagement, 

instruction or individual student assessment.  To further support this claim, there were very few 

students using Assistive Technology for support in executive functioning, reading, writing and 

mathematics.  The use of Assistive Technology is often an indicator that there is consideration has 

been given to a student for accessing to the general education curriculum and participating equally in 

class with their peers without IEPs.   

Some of the teachers reported in pre/post examples of the use of differentiation of instruction. It was 

difficult to discern to what extent DI is used and under what protocols, or circumstances. Those 

classroom visits in which DI was not observed nor discussed during pre/post, it appears that 

differentiation was either not considered or a judgement was made it wasnôt needed.   

Assistive Technology 

In IDEA 2004, assistive technology was defined as: ñany item, piece of equipment or product system, 

whether acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, 

maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of children with disabilitiesò (20 U.S.C. 1401(1)).  In 

addition, IDEA defines an assistive technology service as ñany service that directly assists a child with 

a disability in the selection, acquisition, and use of an assistive technology device. The term includes-  

¶ The evaluation of the needs of a child with a disability, including a functional evaluation of the 

child in the childôs customary environment;  

¶ Purchasing, leasing, or otherwise providing for the acquisition of assistive technology devices 

by children with disabilities;  

¶ Selecting, designing, fitting, customizing, adapting, applying, retaining, repairing, or replacing 

assistive technology devices;  

¶ Coordinating and using other therapies, interventions, or services with assistive technology 

devices, such as those associated with existing education and rehabilitation plans and 

programs;  

¶ Training or technical assistance for a child with a disability or, if appropriate, that childôs 

family; and  

¶ Training or technical assistance for professionals (including individuals or rehabilitation 

services), employers, or other individuals who provide services to employ, or are otherwise 

substantially involved in the major life functions of children with disabilities.ò62 

 

Based on information gathered from interviews and focus groups, the use of assistive technology 

seems to be isolated to applications for students with low incidence disabilities.  No interviews yielded 

an impression that there is a formal and systematic assessment process or the use of assistive 

 

61 Tomlinson, C.A. (2017).   How to Differentiate Instruction in Academically Diverse Classrooms, 3rd Edition   
62 20 U.S.C. 1401(2) 
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technology for students with learning and executive functioning difficulties.  Most interviewees 

focused on instructional technology and the districtôs capacity to infuse technology within the learning 

environment. According to district administration, for the past several years we have contracted with a 

private firm for assistive technology support. At the start of the pandemic, however, that firm went out 

of business. The districtôs assistive technology consultant through that organization started their own 

business and the district now contracts with that individual.  According to the district, the assistive 

technology consultant provides consultation, evaluations and training to staff and students. She also 

works with parents through interviewing, problem solving and training ï especially now that we are in 

a virtual world.  In addition, PPSô Technology Office provides support for devices. 

PCG saw limited uses of assistive technology during classroom visits.  It is important to note, PCGôs 

classroom visits during the COVID-19 Pandemic may have been a reason for this.   

Use of Para-educators 

In New Jersey, a paraprofessional is considered a non-certified instructional staff person who does 

not hold the position of teacher but assists in the classroom under the guidance of a teacher.  This 

has been articulated since the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and has remained the same since 

the 2017 reauthorization of ESSA.  Locally, sometimes paraprofessionals are called teacher aides or 

instructional aides.63  When it comes to supporting the needs of students with disabilities, 

paraprofessionals may provide supplementary support to a student or students in areas including, but 

not limited to: 

¶ Prompting, cueing, redirecting student participation; 

¶ Reinforcing of personal, social, behavioral, and academic learning goals; 

¶ Organizing and managing materials and activities; and 

¶ Implementing teacher-directed follow-up and practice activities.64 

Paraprofessionals play an important role in providing some students with disabilities access to the 

Least Restrictive Environment.  This is especially true for the following needs, all of which were 

reiterated by PPS administrators, staff, and paraprofessionals as activities that are occurring in the 

district: 

1. Student needs assistance in self-care (e.g. toileting, feeding, dressing, mobility). 

2. Student needs intensive assistance in the area of communication support. 

3. Student behavior poses a significant disruption in the classroom. 

4. Student behavior poses a direct discernible safety risk to him/herself or others. 

5. Student needs intensive, ongoing support in vital areas (e.g. academics, functional skills, re-

direction to benefit from instruction).65 

Decision-making Around Paraprofessionals 

According to Professor Michael Giangreco of the University of Vermont, a leading scholar on the 

provision of paraprofessional supports in public schools, "If schools respond exclusively to the 

request for a paraprofessional without fully understanding the meaning behind the request, it 

 

63 NJDOE Highly Qualified Staff, https://www.state.nj.us/education/title1/hqs/pp/ppfaq.shtml  
64 Effective IEP Decision-making, NJDOE, 2015-16. 
https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/idea/lre/year1trainings/7/IEPDevDecisionmaking.pdf and N.J.A.C. 6A:14-4.5(b) 
65 NJDOE ESSA Requirements for Title I Paraprofessionals can be accessed at: 
https://www.state.nj.us/education/title1/hqs/pp/ppfaq.shtml  

https://www.state.nj.us/education/title1/hqs/pp/ppfaq.shtml
https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/idea/lre/year1trainings/7/IEPDevDecisionmaking.pdf
https://www.state.nj.us/education/title1/hqs/pp/ppfaq.shtml
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increases the likelihood of masking the underlying issues and delaying attention to them."66 Instead, 

he says, "the task is to identify the underlying issues so that they can be addressed."67 

Potential Inadvertent and Detrimental Effects Associated with Excessive Proximity 

Giangreco and Hoza have identified eleven potentially inadvertent and detrimental effects associated 

with excessive paraprofessional proximity.68  

According to survey results: 

¶ Over 63% of special education teachers agree or strongly agree that paraprofessionals at 

their school(s) are used effectively to support the needs of students with IEPs; however, over 

33% of special education disagreed or strongly disagreed with that statement. 

According to special education administration: 

¶ Adding support in the classroom; wide range; if the student needs notes; we may have a 

classroom para to take notes; it depends on the need ï there is a number of interventions 

that could be put in place. 

¶ There have been some inconsistencies on the support of behavior and so para-educator 

training has taken place. 

Based on classroom visits, PCG saw paraprofessionals supporting 1:1.  However, because our visits 

were virtual, and the instructional circumstances were not typical, there were likely many examples of 

how paraprofessionals support students that were missed. 

Overall, several administrators shared concern about an over-dependence on paraprofessionals with 

CSTs having limited tools at their disposal to support paraprofessional fading when a student having 

a paraprofessional is no longer necessary. 

Based on our file review, PPS uses a form to support the appropriate decision-making and 

determination of paraprofessional support in a studentôs IEP. 

Based on interviews and focus groups, specifically file review focus groups, IEP teams are now using 

a revised document provided by the district to support the appropriate use and determination of need 

of paraprofessionals. 

Access Advanced Courses and Extra Curriculuar Activities 

It is recognized that students with IEPs have a disability that may significantly hinder their ability to 

benefit from general education. As such, students with IEPs require supports and accommodations to 

meet high academic standards and to fully demonstrate their conceptual and procedural knowledge 

and skills in ELA (reading, writing, speaking and listening) and math. These supports and 

accommodations should ensure that students receive access to multiple means of learning and 

opportunities to demonstrate knowledge, but retain the rigor and high expectations of the New Jersey 

Student Learning Standards, and include the following elements: 

¶ Instruction and related services designed to meet the unique needs of these students and to 
enable them to access to the general education curriculum; 

 

66 Giangreco, M.F., Doyle, M.B., Suter, J.C., Constructively Responding to Requests for Paraprofessionals: We Keep Asking 
the Wrong Questions. Remedial and Special Education 33(6), October 2012, 362-373. 
67 Giangreco, M.F., Halvorsen, A.T., Doyle, M.B., Broer, S.M., Alternatives to Overreliance on Paraprofessionals in Inclusive 
Schools. Journal of Special Education Leadership 17(2), October 2004, 82-90. 
68 Giangreco, M. F. & Hoza, B. (August 2013). Are paraprofessional supports helpful? Attention, 20(4), 22-25. Full Text: Are 
paraprofessional supports helpful.  Adapted from  Giangreco, M. F., Yuan, S., McKenzie, B., Cameron, P., & Fialka, J. (2005). 
ñBe careful what you wish foréò: Five reasons to be concerned about the assignment of individual paraprofessionals. Teaching 
Exceptional Children, 37(5), 28-34 
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¶ Teachers and specialized instructional support personnel who are prepared and qualified to 
deliver high-quality, evidence-based, individualized instruction and support services; 

¶ Instructional supports for learning that are based on the principles of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) 

¶ Instructional accommodations that reflect changes in materials (e.g., assistive technology) or 
procedures that do not change the standards but allow students to learn within the NJSLS 

framework. 

It must also be made clear that these supports and accommodations are intended for all courses 

offered in a school district, and do not preclude accelerated courses.  According to a Dear Colleague 

Letter by the US Department of Education, as part of a childôs Free and Appropriate Education under 

IDEA, ñéif a qualified student with a disability requires related aids and services to participate in a 

regular education class or program, then a school cannot deny that student the needed related aids 

and services in an accelerated class or program.ò69   

During focus groups and interviews, PPS parents expressed concerns about access to advanced 

courses, AP, and extracurricular activities for students with IEPs. 

According to special education administration, supporting students with disabilities s in arts and 

AP/advanced classes been an issue over the years.  The cause, according to administration, is that 

PPS is a smaller district and not able to run multiple sessions of a class (e.g. AP, Music/Arts).   

Administration notes that the high school population has grown and, subsequently, this has become 

less of an issue.  Nevertheless, elective scheduling at the high school level is driven by student 

interest.  This can cause scheduling conflicts for students with IEPs who have specific and time 

limited special education services. 

During interviews and focus groups, some parents raised concerns about access to performing arts 

due to the need to ñtry outò; in particular, parents raise this as an equity issue. 

Administration noted that some of the primary challenges in the scheduling of AP/ Extra Curricular 

activities for students with IEPs include: providing aide support for electives; challenges of AP classes 

and advanced classes with co-teaching due to limited staffing.  At the middle school level, 

administration shared the most significant barrier can be the master schedule ï the elective desired 

occurs at the same time as a special education service. 

During interviews and focus groups, board members and parents expressed past frustrations over 

access to AP, advanced courses, Music, and Arts.  Although some students shared frustration during 

the focus group about scheduling challenges between special education services and electives, they 

shared they did not feel excluded.  Interviews with building leadership shared that a concerted effort 

has been made to make sure that students with disabilities have access to these courses.   

PCG visited and elective class and found the lesson to be well planned, the students to be supported, 

and the teacher made efforts to differentiate instruction in a class that did not have a co-teacher or 

paraprofessional.   

EARLY CHILDHOOD SUPPORTS AND SERVICES 
Most 3- to 5-year-olds with disabilities learn best when they attend preschools alongside their age-

mates without disabilities to the greatest extent possible. These settings provide both language and 

behavioral models that assist in childrenôs development and help all children learn to be productively 

engaged with diverse peers. Studies have shown that when children with disabilities are included in 

the regular classroom setting, they demonstrate higher levels of social play, are more likely to initiate 

 

69 Dear Colleague Letter: Access by Students with Disabilities to Accelerated Programs, December 26, 2007, 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-20071226.html. 
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activities, and show substantial gains in key skillsðcognitive skills, motor skills, and self-help skills.70 

Participating in activities with typically developing peers allows children with disabilities to learn 

through modeling, and this learning helps them prepare for the real world. Researchers have found 

that typically developing children in inclusive classrooms are better able to accept differences and are 

more likely to see their classmates achieving despite their disabilities. They are also more aware of 

the needs of others. The importance of inclusive education is underscored by a federal requirement, 

which requires that the extent to which young children (three to five years of age) receive the majority 

of their services in regular early childhood programs, i.e., inclusively or in separate settings, be 

included as a state performance-plan indicator. 

The district recently began using the Creative Curriculum for preschool.  PCG remotely visited some 

of the districtôs preschool classrooms and some preschool teachers participated in district interviews 

and focus groups.  PPS administration shared that there is adherence to the Creative Curriculum in 

the preschool. 

TRANSITION GOALS 
In New Jersey, IEP teams begin creating Transition goals, as required by IDEA, at age 14.  According 

to the New Jersey Department of Education: ñTransition is a formal process of long-range cooperative 

planning that will assist students with disabilities to successfully move from school into the adult 

world.  High quality transition planning and services will enable students with disabilities to pursue 

their desired postsecondary goals.  The following resources are intended to assist schools, families, 

students, and others in understanding what to do for successful transition to happen, and how to do 

it.ò71 

According to administration, the following are components of PPSô transition programming: 

¶ Case managers own the process. 

¶ School-to-work program ï run by teacher, works with kids in classrooms and organizes 

community work programs; identifying vocational opportunities. 

¶ Transition programming works in concert with the districtôs Autism program and Bridges 

program ï specific to students with mental health issues. 

In the special education survey that was administered by PCG, parents of children ages 14 and over 

were asked a series of questions specific to their childôs Transition experience.  Of most concern in 

these responses were the number of responses in which parents disagreed, strongly disagreed, or 

did not know.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

70 Book Chapter: How Do Children Benefit from Inclusion?. http://archive.brookespublishing.com/documents/gupta-how-
children- benefit-from-inclusion.pdf 
71 https://www.nj.gov/education/specialed/transition/ 








































































































































































































