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I.  Introduction and Methodology 

Introduction 

School District Overview 
Northern Valley Regional High School District (NVRHSD, Northern Valley, or the District), located in Bergen 

County, New Jersey, is a public high school district, serving students ages 3 to 21.  NVRHSD is comprised 

of three main campuses: Northern Valley Regional at Demarest, Northern Valley Regional at Old Tappan, 

and Northern Valley Central in Norwood. It acts as a fiduciary agent to the Bergen County Region III Council, 

the Northern Valley Curriculum Consortium; and it offers eight alternative special education programs for 

students ages 3 to 21.1  PCG’s Comprehensive Special Education Review of NVRHSD is limited to the 

District’s high school programs, ages 14-21, at Northern Valley High School at Old Tappan and Northern 

Valley High School at Demarest, and includes the Summit House.  

NVRHSD is the receiving high school district of seven neighboring school Districts: Closter Public School 

District, Demarest School District, Harrington Park School District, Haworth Public School District, Northvale 

Public School District, Norwood Public School District, and Old Tappan Public School District.2 3  

According to data provided by NVRHSD, the District had 2,302 students ages 14-21 enrolled during the 

2017-18 school year.  And according to the April 2018 NVRHSD Budget Presentation, enrollment in the 

District’s two high schools has decreased by 168 students since the 2015-16 school year within the high 

schools.4  Approximately 16.6% of NVRHSD’s students ages 14-21 receive special education services 

through an IEP, and approximately 5.8% students receive accommodations through a 504 Plan. 

Within northern New Jersey, NVRHSD is well-known and respected as a high performing district, with a 

reputation for offering its students rigorous courses that prepare them for college and career.  The District 

and its students have been the recipients of several national accolades.5  NVRHSD is also known for 

providing a broad array of special education programs and services for students ages 14 to 21, including 

its Bridge Program, its STEP Program, and its Summit House Program.  Additionally, NVRHSD was an 

early adopter to inclusion and co-teaching; the district and its teachers continue to be firmly committed to 

both.  Many of the NVRHSD’s teachers and paraprofessionals have been with the District for 20+ years 

and are extraordinarily committed to the success of its students and the District.  Since the 2014-15 school 

year, NVRHSD has had a 1:1 laptop initiative, offering all students a laptop.  This initiative has benefitted 

all students, but has served as a great “equalizer” for students with disabilities who utilize assistive 

technology for access to the general curriculum.  

NVRHSD’s graduation, drop-out, and inclusion data for students with disabilities are commendable relative 

to the performance of other similar school districts.  As cited in II. Characteristics of the NVRHSD Special 

Education Population section of this report, in 2017, NVRHSD’s graduation rate for students with disabilities 

                                                   
1 Eight in-district alternative education programs: Step, Bridge, Summit Academy, Access, TIP, Slice, Little Tots, Valley, Summit 

Success.   

2 The Northern Valley Curriculum Consortium serves as a centralized curriculum office to NVRHSD, Closter Public School District, 

Demarest School District, Harrington Park School District, Haworth Public School District, Northvale Public School District, Norwood 

Public School District, and Old Tappan Public School District.  The Consortium also provides a professional learning program that 

consists of over 100 workshops, annually. 

3 Bergen County Region III Council is an entity that provides special education transportation coordination, inter-regional workshops, 

independent evaluations, behavior consultants, social skills, and an afterschool Big Brother Big Sister program. 

4 April 2018 Annual NVRHSD Budget Presentation. 

5 According to the NVRHSD website, “…last school year Northern Valley produced 4 National Merit Finalists and 33 National Merit 

Commendations.  In addition to offering over 47 rigorous honors courses, Northern Valley offers 30 Advanced Placement courses.  

In May, 2017, 662 students took 1245 AP tests, with 75% of our scored tests earning a 3 or higher.  173 AP students were 

recognized as AP Scholars.  Furthermore, our Class of 2017 averaged SAT scores of 591 in Critical Reading, 636 in Math and 615 

in Writing.  The same class averaged 26.4 on the ACT.” <https://www.nvnet.org/> 
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was 100%.  Since 2012-13 NVRHSD’s drop-out rates for students with disabilities was substantially lower 

than the state average.  In addition, NVRHSD is educating students with Emotion/Behavior Disabilities; 

Health Impairments; Specific Learning Disabilities; Intellectual Disabilities; and Multiple Disabilities in 

inclusive settings with typical peers at significantly higher rates than state and national averages. 

NVRHSD administrators speak to the concept of “if you build it, they will come” when discussing the 

District’s alternative special education programs.  Administrators say that people from across the region 

continue moving to NVRHSD so their children can be enrolled in these programs, thus increasing the 

districtwide enrollment of students with disabilities.   

Over the past two years, the District’s special education programming has been in the spotlight—through 

litigation in the US District Court of New Jersey, a complaint to the New Jersey Department of Education 

Office of Special Education Programs, the circulation of a report on college prep courses created by an Ad 

Hoc Committee of the NVRHSD Board of Education, outcry in response to a health insurance benefits 

reductions for paraprofessionals, and subsequent public meetings on these matters.  Concurrently, the 

District experienced a change in leadership, from a two-year interim superintendent to a newly appointed 

superintendent, as well as the addition of an Assistant Superintendent with a job description that focuses 

on instruction, innovation, and internal capacity-building.  Through all of this, there has been a marked 

sense of urgency around providing access and opportunities to all students with IEPs—may they be 

enrolled or seek enrollment in AP, honors, college prep, college prep enriched, or resource room 

replacement courses. 

As a high school district, NVRHSD is in a unique position relative to K-12 comprehensive districts in the 

state.  On one hand, NVRHSD has the unique opportunity to focus and fine-tune its academic, social, and 

emotional programming to the specific needs of high school students.  Conversely, NVRHSD has limited 

influence over the grades K-8 special education programming and instructional decisions made on behalf 

of the students it receives from its seven sending districts.  Although the high schools share a Director of 

Curriculum with the seven sending school districts through its Northern Valley Curriculum Consortium, the 

NVRHSD Child Study Team’s direct involvement with these students does not occur until they are in the 

8th grade.6  Furthermore, while the special education director of NVRSHD and its respective feeder schools 

have interactions about enrollment, special education programming, and diagnostic evaluations, there is 

very limited interaction about the continuity of curriculum for students with disabilities, and assessments, 

instruction. According to administration, there has been improved feedback around collaboration on IEP 

development and configuration.    

This unique challenge of “inheriting” choices from its sending districts has a profound impact on a student’s 

high school programming — disability classification decisions, IEP goals, classroom resources, and out of 

district placements, to name a handful key of decisions.  Combined with that, NVRHSD has a belief structure 

that is rooted in the high school students it serves.  This focus presents several opportunities but also poses 

potential hindrances.  For example, whereas neighboring K-12 districts encourage consistent districtwide 

programming around multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and positive behavior supports in schools 

(PBIS), there are many staff members in NVRHSD who inaccurately believe that such initiatives do not 

apply to high school students, and only belong in K-8 settings.   

In an effort to ensure that NVRHSD is supporting equity and access for all of its students with disabilities, 

NVRHSD contracted with PCG to provide an in-depth analysis of the District’s programming, processes, 

and staffing.  Although this report documents matters of concern, these observations are used to formulate 

recommendations to improve the academic performance and social/emotional outcomes of students with 

                                                   
6 It is important to note that some indirect interactions do occur between NVRHSD CSTs and middle school students in feeder 

districts before the 8th grade.  Identifications and projections for alternative programming begins in middle school with team 

collaboration and participation in IEP meetings and annual observations in 5th through 7th grade and bi-annually in the 8th grade. 



Northern Valley Regional High School District, NJ Comprehensive Special Education Review, Ages 14-21 

 
 

Public Consulting Group, 
Inc.
  

4 October 2018 

 

disabilities and to support a fundamental principle that “special education is a service (or services) and not 

a place.” 

Acknowledgements 
The PCG team thanks the many individuals who contributed to this review of NVRHSD’s special education 

services, including Mr. James Santana, Superintendent; Ms. Deborah Sarmir, Assistant Superintendent; 

Ms. Barbara Battaglia, Director of Special Education; Dr. Courtney Moran, Assistant Director of Special 

Education; Ms. Joanette Femia, Business Administrator; Ms. Colleen Briggs, Assistant Business 

Administrator; and Ms. Julie Bookstaver, Assistant Systems Support Operator. Their efforts were critical to 

the team’s ability to obtain a broad and detailed understanding of NVRHSD so that we could present the 

best possible recommendations for improving special education and related services for the District’s 

students. Our team greatly appreciated each of these individuals’ commitment to ensuring that PCG 

received well-documented, thorough information from a range of stakeholders. 

Methodology  

Project Overview 
In an effort to develop a plan that focuses on ensuring equitable opportunities and improved educational 

outcomes for students with disabilities (SWDs), NVRHSD identified Public Consulting Group (PCG) to 

provide an analysis of the District’s special education services, staffing, organizational structure, and 

processes. Work began with an on-site Project Kick-off: a day-long discussion that included the 

Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent, the Director of Special Education, members of the Board of 

Education, parents, special education and general education teachers, building principals, and members 

of the Guidance Department. 

In June 2018, PCG spent three days on-site at Northern Valley at Demarest and Northern Valley at Old 

Tappan as well as the NVRHSD Board Office to conduct 28 interviews and focus groups with over 180 

stakeholders, district-wide.  PCG worked closely with NVRHSD 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. Focus groups for special education and general education teaching 

staff were scheduled during the school day. Also, student file review focus groups for special education 

teachers and related service providers were scheduled during the school day. In order to ensure adequate 

participation in each group, the Special Education Department sent an email to special education staff 

requesting their participation.  

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 10-12 participants, while interviews ranged from 1-3 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 and honestly.  

Central office staff included representatives from the following departments:  

 Office of the Superintendent 

 Office of the Assistant Superintendent 

 Special Education Department 

 Curriculum Department 

 Business Office 

 Technology Office 

School based staff included representatives from the following groups:  

 School-based Administrators  
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 Special Education Teachers  

 General Education Teachers  

 Related Service Providers  

Family and Community representatives included:  

 School Board Members  

 Parents/Families  

In addition to interviews and focus groups, PCG conducted a series of student-centered file review focus 

groups. In a student-centered file review focus group, teachers and related service providers had 

conversations about school-based practices through a review of redacted student Individualized Education 

Programs (IEPs) and redacted Section 504 Plans. The use of these documents as artifacts provided 

additional insight into the alignment of policies and practices from the central office to school levels. Through 

these conversations, PCG gathered data that addressed 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, general education teachers, and related service 

providers. 

On September 27, 2018 the PCG team returned to the District for one day to conduct classroom 

walkthroughs at the Demarest and Old Tappan high schools, the Bridge Program, the STEP Program, 

Summit House, and the Access Program (a program administered by Valley Regional Programs in 

collaboration with the high school special education staff).  Walkthroughs occurred in special programs, CP 

(both co-taught and non-co-taught), CPE, Honors, and AP courses, all including students with IEPs.  

In addition, on September 27, 2018, PCG conducted two student focus groups: one at Old Tappan and the 

other at Demarest, for students with disabilities.  Districtwide invitations were sent to all families of students 

with disabilities.  Students from both high schools, the District’s alternative programs, as well as out-of-

district placements were represented in these focus groups.  The groups of students were asked questions 

in the following areas: (1) Academic; (2) Self-advocacy and Transition; (3) School Climate; (4) Motivation 

and Assistance; and (5) Activities Outside of Class.  

Guiding Research Questions 
PCG worked with NVRHSD to develop a set of research questions.  These following questions guided 

PCG’s analysis throughout the review:  

a) To what extent is the I&RS/NJTSS process used across schools to support struggling students? 

b) How are instructional supports and services provided to students with IEPs? What service 

delivery models are used?  How do the resources, materials, instructional practices, and 

assessments offered in CP and CP-E courses differ between students with and without IEPs? 

c) How are IEPs written and delivered, and to what extent does the District comply with state and 

federal requirements and local policies and procedures?  

d) To what extent are Section 504 modifications/accommodations used to support struggling 

students? 

e) To what extent do the organizational structures in the Special Education Department, and 

NVRHS at large, support quality programming for students with disabilities? Are staffing ratios at 

different levels in the organization appropriate? Are staff over- or underutilized in certain areas? 

f) What are the major areas of expenditures in the special education annual budget? What are the 

major cost drivers, how are finances managed, and where are the opportunities for greater 

efficiencies? 
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PCG’s findings and recommendations related to programs, policies, and practices resulted from an analysis 

of four data sources. Components included: Data and Document Analysis, Focus Groups and 

Interviews, School Walkthroughs, and Student File Reviews. These four components drew from a fifth 

component, the Research and Practice Literature, to inform the findings and recommendations. To the 

extent possible, PCG used publicly available achievement and financial information to compare key 

NVRHSD data against comparable district, state, and national data.  

No participants are personally referred to or quoted in the report, although school district position titles are 

referenced when necessary for contextual reasons.  

PCG Foundational Approach 
PCG’s approach to its work with school districts is as a thought partner. That is, we act as an experienced 

outside agent, with an objective perspective, that works alongside school districts 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 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.7 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 divisions is driven 

by the U.S. Department of Education’s Results Driven Accountability (RDA) framework and rooted in key 

tenets of the Schoolwide Integrated Framework Transformation (SWIFT) model - both of which are 

described below. 

Results Driven Accountability 
In 2013, the U.S. Department of Education’s 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.8 This approach is consistent with the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (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.9 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.10 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 team’s experience working with districts nationally, there are six critical issues facing public 

                                                   
7 Donis-Keller, C., Meltzer, J., and Chmielewski, E. The Power of Collaborative Program Evaluation, A PCG Education White Paper, 

2013. (http://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/education/library/index.html) 
8 April 5, 2012, RDA Summary, U.S. Department of Education at www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/osep/rda-summary.doc. 
9 Id. 
10 The SWIFT Center’s work was supported by a $24.5 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special 

Education Programs to support SWIFT implementation in states and school Districts across the country and remains one of the leading 

frameworks for school improvement. See for more information see the SWIFT website at www.swiftschools.org.  

 

http://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/education/library/index.html
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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 "silos" 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. 

SWIFT’s 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 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: 

 Administrative Leadership. A deeply engaged administrative leadership that is committed to 

transformative inclusive education. 

 Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). Use of 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 and instruction and activities of their grade level peers. Schools 

embrace ways to redefine roles of paraprofessionals 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 students’ 

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.     

Organization of Report 

This report is organized into the following major sections:  

I. Introduction and Methodology  

II. Characteristics of NVRHSD Students with IEPs 

III. Key Findings and Actionable Recommendations 

IV. Summary of Actionable Recommendations  

V. Appendix 

PCG’s actionable recommendations can be found at the end of each section in the report, with detailed 

steps for implementation. The end of this report also contains a summary of recommendations.  Throughout 

this report, references are made to students receiving special education services. They will also be referred 
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to as students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) or students with disabilities. The terms are 

intended to be interchangeable. 

Members of the PCG Team 
PCG’s team members included:    

 Matthew Korobkin, Project Director, Senior Advisor, and former Special Education Officer, 

Strategic Planning and Evaluation in the Office of the Secretary of Education, Delaware Department 

of Education 

 Kattrina Schmitzer, Senior Consultant and former Director of Special Education Data, Office of 

the State Superintendent, District of Columbia 

 Dr. Jennifer Meller, Subject Matter Expert, Associate Manager, and former Director of Specialized 

Services for the School District of Philadelphia 

 Ajanta Shah, Data Analyst and former school data supervisor in New Jersey schools 

 Matthew Scott, Data Analyst and Project Support
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II. Characteristics of the NVRHSD Special Education 
Population, Ages 14-21 

This section provides context for special education programming by reporting special education prevalence 

rates based on various subgroups of students, including analysis by disability type, race/ethnicity, and 

gender. Specifically, it addresses data pertaining to the overall percentage of students with IEPs based on 

total student enrollment and disability area, comparisons to state and national data, and composition by 

race/ethnicity. This information provides an overall context for understanding the disparate characteristics 

of students who receive special education services. Data from the State Performance Plan (SPP) indicators 

are also presented to benchmark NVRHSD against state and national averages in specific areas. 

Throughout the report, PCG has used the most current data available. All national data are from the 2015-

16 school year, which is the most up-to-date publicly available data set. In cases where comparisons are 

made to national data, 2015-16 NVRHSD and state data are used. When comparisons are made between 

NVRHSD and other New Jersey school districts, publicly accessible 2016-17 data from the NJDOE website 

are used. For data displays that only include NVRHSD information, 2017-18 data are used. These data 

were provided to PCG by NVRHSD in August 2018. 

State Performance Plan (SPP) and Results Driven Accountability 

(RDA) 

The United States Department of Education (USDE), Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has 

established State Performance Plan (SPP) requirements that include 17 indicators.  

Based on requirements set by OSEP, each state is required to develop annual targets and monitor Local 

Education Agency (LEA) performance on each indicator. The state must report annually to the public on 

its overall performance and on the performance of each of its LEAs according to the targets in its SPP. Both 

states and LEAs receive one of the following 

“determinations” annually: (1) meets the 

requirements and purposes of the IDEA; (2) needs 

assistance in implementing the requirements of 

IDEA; (3) needs intervention in implementing the 

requirements of IDEA; (4) needs substantial 

intervention in implementing the requirements of 

the IDEA.  

Annual determinations dictate the amount of 

oversight or monitoring a state or LEA may receive 

the following year. OSEP has been criticized in 

past years that the SPP indicators are heavily 

focused on compliance, and have limited focus on 

results for students with disabilities. As a result, in 

2013, the USDE announced its intention to change 

this practice and to include test scores, graduation 

rates, and post-school outcomes as the basis of 

the new “Results-Driven Accountability (RDA)” 

structure. The intent of RDA is to strike a balance 

between the focus on improved results and 

functional outcomes for students with disabilities, 

while still adhering to the compliance requirements 

IDEA Part B Indicators 

 
 Indicator 1: Graduation Rate 

 Indicator 2: Dropout Rate 

 Indicator 3: Assessment (Participation and 

Performance) 

 Indicator 4: Rates of Suspension 

 Indicator 5: Least Restrictive Environment 

(LRE), Age 6-21 

 Indicator 6: Preschool LRE, Age 3-5 

 Indicator 7: Preschool Outcomes 

 Indicator 8: Parent Involvement 

 Indicators 9, 10: Disproportionate 

Representation Due to Inappropriate 

Identification 

 Indicator 11: Timely Initial Evaluations 

 Indicator 12: Early Childhood Transition 

 Indicator 13: Secondary Transition 

 Indicator 14: Post-School Outcomes 

 Indicators 15, 16: Dispute Resolution 

 Indicator 17: State Systemic Improvement Plan 
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of IDEA. RDA is designed to be transparent and understandable and to drive the improved academic and 

functional achievement for students with IEPs. 

The SPP indicator data collected take on additional importance now that OSEP has moved to the RDA 

framework, as there are points associated with both a “Part B Compliance Matrix” and a “Part B Results 

Driven Accountability Matrix.” Taken together, these scores constitute an RDA Determination and conclude 

whether districts and, ultimately states, meet IDEA requirements.  

In the following sections, longitudinal SPP data are presented, alongside state targets, for select indicators. 

Additional data are presented in these three categories:  

 Special Education Demographics 

 Achievement Data for Students with IEPs 

 Educational Setting Data for Students with IEPs 

Special Education Demographics 

Overall Rates for Students with Disabilities 
As reflected in the exhibit below, the percentage of NVRHSD students with IEPs was 16.1% in the 2014-

15 school year. There was a slight increase to 16.6% in the 2016-17 school year.11 For both the 2014-15 

and 2015-16 school years, the NVRHSD incidence rate was below the state rates of 16.6% and 16.5% 

respectively. NVRHSD’s rate of 16.6% was below the state rate of 16.7% in 2016-17. 

 
Exhibit 1. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with IEPs Compared to State and Nation Incidence Rates, 2014-15 
to 2015-1612 

 

 

                                                   
11 Unless otherwise noted, all state incidence data retrieved from Child Count Reports available at: 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data 

12 Nation rate includes ages 3-21. National data not available for 2016-17 school year 

Source: https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data/ 

 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data
https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data/
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NVRHSD and Comparable District Incidence Rates for Students with IEPs13 
NVRHSD’s 2016-17 disability incidence rate for students with IEPs was 16.6%, which was higher than the 

rates for Northern Highlands Regional (15.3%) and Ramsey School District (13.0%), and slightly higher 

than the rates for Ramapo Indian Hill Regional (16.2%). The following Districts had incidence rates higher 

than Northern Valley Regional: Pascack Valley Regional (21.2%), West Morris Regional (19.3%), and 

Tenafly Public Schools (18.6%).  

Exhibit 2. NVRHSD Incidence Rates Compared to Other New Jersey School Districts and State (ages 6-21), 
2016-1714  

 

  

                                                   
13 Comparable Districts were selected by NVRHSD. PCG worked with NVRHSD to identify peer comparison Districts.  These peer 

Districts were selected based on size, socioeconomic status, and special education student populations. A group of regional high 

school Districts, as well as comprehensive school Districts, were also included as peer Districts. 

14 Data source: http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data 
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Overall Incidence Rates by Primary Disability Area 
As reflected in the exhibit below, compared to the state and nation,15 NVRHSD had a higher incidence rate 

of the following disability categories: Autism (10.1%), Other Health Impairment (28.2%), Emotional 

Disturbance (7.3%), and Multiple Disabilities (12.7%).   

NVRHSD’s rate for specific learning disability (36.9%) was slightly higher than the state and nation rate, 

35.4% and 32.5% respectively. The District’s rate for Speech or Language Impairment (4.8%) was lower 

than the state and nation rates, 21.1% and 14.4% respectively.  

Exhibit 3. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with a Disability, by Disability Area, Compared to State and Nation, 
2015-1616 

 

Disproportionate Representation in Special Education by Race/Ethnicity 
States must collect and examine data to determine whether significant disproportionality on the basis of 

race and ethnicity is occurring in the state, or its school districts, with respect to the identification, placement, 

and discipline of students with disabilities. These data are collected and reported under Indicators 4, 9, and 

10 of the State Performance Plan (SPP).  

For Indicators 9 and 10, the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) determines disproportionate 

representation of racial and ethnic groups in special education and related services that was the result of 

inappropriate identification from both a functional and statistical perspective. Based on the 2016-17 Special 

Education Performance Report, NVRHSD was found to be in compliance with Indicators 9 and 10.17 

Overall Incidence Rates by Race/Ethnicity 
Of all students enrolled at NVRHSD in 2018, 64.5% were White, 28.6% were Asian, 4.1% were Two or 

More Races, 1.5% were Black or African American, 0.6% were American Indian or Alaskan Native, 0.6% 

were Hispanic, and 0.1% were Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.18  

 

                                                   
15 Nation data obtained from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_204.30.asp 

16 Nation data includes ages 3-21; New Jersey data includes ages 6-21.  

Other disability categories including Cognitive Impairment (Mild/Moderate), Visual Impairment and Auditory Impairment have not 

been included due to low classification metrics 

17 http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/info/spp/data/sppi1516/indicator9.htm  
18 Less than 15 students in each of the following race/ethnicity categories were enrolled: American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

Hispanic/Latino, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  
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As shown in the chart below,19 of all students who were:  

 Asian, 6.8% had an IEP. 

 Black or African American, 42.9% had an IEP20.  

 White population, 21.8% had an IEP.  

Exhibit 4. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with IEPs Compared to students without IEPs by Race/Ethnicity, 
2017-18 

 

As evidenced in the chart below, of the total number of students who had IEPs:21  

 78.8% were White 

 11.0% were Asian 

 4.6% were Two or More Races 

 3.7% were Black or African American 

 1.2% were American Indian or Alaskan Native22 

 0.5% were Hispanic/Latino23  

 0.2% were Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander24 

  

                                                   
19 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   

20 It is important to note that while this appears high, the total student population of Black or African American students ages 14-21 

at NVRHSD is 19 students. 

21 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   

22 Less than 15 students in each of the following race/ethnicity categories had an IEP: American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

Hispanic/Latino, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. 
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Exhibit 5. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with IEPs by Race/Ethnicity, 2017-18 

 

In many cases, the prevalence of disability types varies by race. Key differences, displayed in the next 

graph, include: 

 White students represented 73.9% of students with Autism, 80% of those with an Emotional 

Disturbance, 68.4% of those with an intellectual disability, 76.1% of those with a specific learning 

disability, and 81.0% of those with Multiple Disabilities.  

 Asian students represented 17.4% of students with Autism, 21.1% of those with an intellectual 

disability, 13.4% of those with a specific learning disability, 12.1% of those with Multiple Disabilities. 

Asian students had lower incidence rates for Emotional Disturbance (3.8%) and Other Health 

Impairment (4.9%). 
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Exhibit 6. Percentage of NVRHSD Students by Disability Area and Race/Ethnicity, 2017-201825 

 

Risk Ratios by Race/Ethnicity and Disability  
As noted by Bollmer et. al, one of the most useful tools in the area of disproportionate identification and 

placement of racial/ethnic groups in special education “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.”26 The risk ratio 

can be used to calculate disproportionality at both the state and district levels. Though calculations can vary 

depending on the type of data being analyzed, the risk ratio tool tells us how the risk for one racial/ethnic 

group compares to the risk for a comparison group.27  

NJDOE has not found NVRHSD to be disproportionate in the identification of students with disabilities in 

any specific racial/ethnic groups.  As part of this review, PCG conducted a separate risk ratio analysis. This 

tool can be used to inform ongoing analysis and monitoring.  

Generally, a risk ratio greater than 1.0 or a racial/ethnic group indicates over-representation, while a risk 

ratio less than 1.0 indicates under-representation. As defined by these risk ratios, NVRHSD had several 

areas of disproportionality:  

 White students with: Other Health Impairment. This category had a calculated risk ratio of 2.84. 

Emotional Disturbance. This category had a calculated risk ratio of 2.31. 

                                                   
25 Less than 15 students in each of the following race/ethnicity categories had an IEP: American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

Hispanic/Latino, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. 

26 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 – 198. 

27 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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 Black or African American students with: Other Health Impairment. This category had a 

calculated risk ratio of 4.51. Intellectual Disability. This category had a calculated risk ratio of 

3.60. Emotional Disturbance. This category had a calculated risk ratio of 2.59. 

Exhibit 7. Risk Ratios by Race/Ethnicity and Disability, 2017-1828 

 

Overall Incidence Rates by Gender 
Overall, 61.2% of all NVRHSD students with IEPs are male, lower than the nation average of 67%, and 

38.8% are female, higher than the nation average of 33%.29 30 

  

                                                   
28 Less than 15 students in each of the following race/ethnicity categories were enrolled in NVRSD: American Indian or Alaskan 

Native, Hispanic/Latino, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  

29 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   

30 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, Office of Special Education Programs, 

25th Annual (2003) Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, vol. 1, Washington, 

D.C., 2005. 
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Exhibit 8. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with IEPs by Gender 2017-18 

 

In NVRHSD, male students comprise the majority of all disability categories. They constitute 84.8% of the 

overall students with Autism, 57.9% of students with an Intellectual Disability, 60.3% of students with 

Multiple Disabilities, 68.3% of students with an Other Health Impairment, and 52.2% of students with a 

Specific Learning disability. Female students account for 61.5% of students with an Emotional Disturbance, 

42.1% of students with an Intellectual Disability, and 47.8% of students with a Specific Learning Disability.31  

By way of comparison, NVRHSD’s gender composition by disability category is very similar to national 

ratios in the categories of Autism, Intellectual Disability, Multiple Disabilities, and Other Health Impairment.  

NVRHSD’s gender composition ratios most significantly differ from national data in the Emotional 

Disturbance category – 69.5% of students with IEPs in the Emotional Disturbance category in NVRHSD 

are female; whereas nationally 26.6% are female.  It is important to note that national data includes students 

ages 6-21; whereas NVRHSD’s data is exclusively students 14-21. 

Exhibit 9. Percent of NVRHSD Students with IEPs by Gender and Disability, 2017-18 

 

                                                   
31 The following disability categories had an enrollment of less than 5 students each: Auditory Impairment and Visual Impairment .  
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Exhibit 10. Percent of Students in the US with IEPs by Gender and Disability, 2015-16 

 

Achievement Data for Students with IEPs 

OSEP’s vision for RDA was for all accountability components to be aligned to supporting states in improving 

results for students with disabilities. This approach is consistent with IDEA, which requires that the primary 

focus of the federal program be on improving educational results and functional outcomes for students with 

disabilities, along with meeting IDEA requirements. RDA fulfills these requirements by focusing both on 

outcomes for students with disabilities and on the compliance portions of the law.32 

According to its State Performance Plan (SPP) and Annual Performance Report (APR), New Jersey is 

implementing federal Results Driven Accountability (RDA) priorities by using all indicators (compliance and 

performance) to make determinations. The state’s required State Systemic Improvement Plan (SSIP) 

focuses on the graduation rates of students with disabilities, specifically those identified with a Specific 

Learning Disability (SLD), Other Health Impairment (OHI), Emotional Disability (ED), and/or Intellectual 

Disability (ID).  

Beginning in 2015, the U.S. Department of Education developed a compliance determination rating based 

on the RDA described earlier. Two matrices were used for this purpose, with 50 percent of the ratings based 

on results and 50 percent based on compliance, with districts and states receiving an overall RDA 

determination.33  

Achievement Outcomes for Students with IEPs 
As part of the review, PCG analyzed three distinct achievement outcomes for students with disabilities: 

historic performance on statewide learning assessments in English Language Arts and Mathematics 

(Algebra I, Geometry, Algebra II), high school graduation rates, and high school drop-out rates. New Jersey 

presently uses assessments developed by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and 

Careers (PARCC) consortium to assess student learning for grades 9-11.  

                                                   
32 April 5, 2012, RDA Summary, U.S. Department of Education at www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/osep/rdasummary.doc  

33 For a full explanation of ED’s methodology, see How the Department Made Determinations under Section 616(d) of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 2015: Part B http://www2.ed.gov/fund/data/report/idea/partbspap/2015/2015-part-b-

how-determinations-made.pdf 
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Results from PARCC assessments are reported in five performance levels: (1) Did Not Meet Expectations, 

(2) Partially Met Expectations, (3) Approached Expectations, (4) Met Expectations, and (5) Exceeded 

Expectations. For the analysis, PCG examined the percentage of NVRHSD students with disabilities who 

met or exceeded expectations (achieved levels 4 or 5) on Spring PARCC assessments between 2014-15 

to 2016-17 and compared those findings to the state average of all students with disabilities, District 

average of all students, and the state average of all students.  

English Language Arts 

Grade 9. Overall performance for students with disabilities increased from 2014-15 to 2015-16, however 

decreased slightly in 2016-17. Over the past three years, the average performance for all NVRHSD 

students was substantially higher than the student with disability average.  

Exhibit 11. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Grade 9 English Language Arts, 2014-
15 to 2016-1734 

 

Grade 10. Similar to the grade 9 exam trends, NVRHSD’s percentage of students with disabilities meeting 

or exceeding expectations on the grade 10 exam between 2015-16 and 2016-17 was higher than the all 

state student with disability average. The three-year achievement gap between NVRHSD non-disabled 

students and students with disabilities and achieving level 4 or 5 on the exam averaged 36.9 percentage 

points. 

  

                                                   
34 Data source: http://www.state.nj.us/education/schools/achievement/ 
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Exhibit 12. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Grade 10 English Language Arts, 2013-
201635 

 

Grade 11. The average of all NVRHSD students and students with disabilities meeting or exceeding 

expectations on the grade 11 exam for over the past three years dropped significantly from grade 10. 

Between 2014-15 and 2015-16, the NVRHSD student with disability average was below the state student 

with disability average; however, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding expectations rose by 

9.2 percentage points in 2016-17.  The three-year average achievement gap between NVRHSD non-

disabled students and students with disabilities remained prevalent, averaging 27.5 percentage points.  

Exhibit 13. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Grade 11 English Language Arts, 2014-
15 to 2016-1736 

 

 

Mathematics 

Algebra I. Similar to the trends in English Language Arts outcomes, NVRHSD students with disabilities 

meeting or exceeding expectations for 2016-17 was approximately 20 percentage points higher than the 

                                                   
35 Data Source: http://www.state.nj.us/education/schools/achievement/ 
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state average for students with disabilities. NVRHSD non-disabled students meeting or exceeding 

expectations was 22.6 percentage points higher than the all state average. The achievement gap between 

NVRHSD students with disabilities meeting or exceeding expectations on the Algebra I exam compared to 

the average of all NVRHSD students was 33.7 percentage points in 2016-17. The percentage of students 

with disabilities meeting or exceeding expectations on the Algebra I exam for 2016-17 improved 18.7 

percentage points over 2015-16.  

Exhibit 14. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Algebra I, 2013-201637 

 

Geometry. The percentage of NVRHSD students with disabilities who achieved level 4 or 5 on the 

Geometry exam for 2016-17 was 15.3 percentage points lower than the state all student average, and 46.5 

percentage points lower than the NVRHSD all student average. Between 2014-15 and 2016-17, the 

percentage of NVRHSD students with disabilities meeting or exceeding expectations on the geometry exam 

was consistently higher than the state average for students with disabilities.  

Exhibit 15. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Geometry, 2014-15 to 2016-1738 

 

Algebra II.  Over the past three years, the percentage of NVRHSD students with disabilities who achieved 

level 4 or 5 on the Algebra II exam increased from 0% to 16.7%. The all state student with disability average 

between this period remained steady at 4%. During 2016-17, performance for NVRHSD students with 

                                                   
37 Data source: http://www.state.nj.us/education/schools/achievement/ 
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disabilities on the Algebra II exam increased 12.7 percentage points over the prior year’s average of 0%; 

however, the achievement gap between non-disabled students and those with disabilities was 32 

percentage points.  

Exhibit 16. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations, Algebra II, 2013-201639 

 

Graduation and Drop Out Rates 

Since 2013, NVRHSD’s graduation rate for students with disabilities has aligned with the state graduation 

rate for all students, remaining consistently higher than the state graduation rate for students with disabilities 

yet lower than the NVRHSD graduation rate for non-disabled students. For 2017, NVRHSD’s graduation 

rate for students with disabilities was 100%. 

Exhibit 17. Percent of NVRHSD and State Students with and without an IEP Graduating from High School in 
2013-1740 

 

                                                   
39 Id. 

40 https://www.state.nj.us/education/data/grate/ 
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Graduation Rates of NVRHSD Students with IEPs and Those Without Compared to 

State Averages 
NVRHSD’ graduation rate for students with disabilities was higher than graduation rates for all comparable 

school districts, and 21.2 percentage points higher than the state average for students with disabilities.   

Exhibit 18. Percent of Students with IEPs at NVRHSD and Comparable Districts Graduating from High School, 
201741 

 

Since 2012-13 NVRHSD’s drop-out rates for students with disabilities was substantially lower than the state 

target identified in the State Performance Plan42. For 2016-2017, NVRHSD’s drop-out rate was 1.2%.  

Exhibit 19. Drop-out Rate of Students with IEPs Compared to State Target, 2012-12 to 2016-17 

 

                                                   
41 Data source: http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/grate/ 

42 Data retrieved from State Performance Plan public reports: http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/info/spp/ 
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Exhibit 20. Drop-out Rate of Students with IEPs at NVRHSD and Comparable Districts, 2016-1743 

 

NVRHSD had a slightly higher drop-out rate for students with disabilities than Northern Highlands Regional, 

Pascack Valley Regional, Ramsey Schools District, Tenafly Public Schools, and West Morris Regional. 

Ramapo Indian Hill Regional had a slightly higher drop-out rate than the comparable school districts. All 

comparable school districts had drop-out rates below the state target of 13%. 

Educational Setting Data for Students with IEPs 

The data in this section reflects the educational settings of NVRHSD students overall, by disability areas, 

and race/ethnicity. In addition, District data are compared to state and national data, and State Performance 

Plan (SPP) targets for the three educational setting categories monitored by USDE’s Office of Special 

Education Programs and NJDOE for students age 6-21.  

Overall Educational Setting Data for NVRHSD and State  
Longitudinal data from 2014-15 to 2016-17 indicates NVRHSD students with disabilities are educated 

mostly in an inclusive general education setting. Over this three-year span, NVRHSD has consistently met 

state targets for students served in an inclusive setting. However, it has not met the state target for students 

educated in separate settings (including public or private settings outside of NVRHSD, residential 

placements, homebound, or hospital settings).44 Since 2014-15, NVRHSD has decreased the percentage 

of students educated in separate settings.  

 General Education Setting more than 80% of the time. NVRHSD has consistently exceeded the 

state target by on average 10.6 percentage points.  Although NVRHSD has met the state target, 

since 2014-15 there has been a small year over year decrease of students served in this setting.  

 

 General Education Setting less than 40% of the time. Since 2014-15, NVRHSD has consistently 

had between 8.1% to 15.0% of students served in general education less than 40% of the time. 

Since 2014-15, the District has slightly increased the percentage of students served in this setting 

by 2.6 percentage points and has continued to meet state targets.   

 

 Separate Setting. Over the three-year period, NVRHSD has not met the state target for students 

educated in separate settings (including public or private settings outside of NVRHSD, residential 

placements, homebound, or hospital settings). NVRHSD’s percent of students served in a separate 

                                                   
43 Data retrieved from State Performance Plan public reports: http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/info/spp/ 

44 The state target for this indicator set by NJOSEP is that it wants no more than 7.2% of students with IEPs age 6-21 served in 

public or private separate schools, residential placements, or homebound or hospital placements.  
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setting has ranged between 10.6% to 12.2%. Since 2014-15 NVRHSD has slightly decreased the 

percentage of students educated in separate settings by 2.9 percentage points.   

Exhibit 21. Percentage of Students by Educational Setting for NVRHSD & SPP Targets, 2014-15 to 2016-1745 

 

Comparable School Districts: Percentage of Students by Educational Settings 
The following chart reflects the percentage of NVRHSD students with IEPs, compared to other districts, in 

general education classes by the three monitored educational settings: (1) students with IEPs served in 

general education more than 80% of time; (2) students with IEPs served in general education less than 

40% of the time; and, (3) those served in separate settings. 

 General Education Setting more than 80% of the time. Of the districts benchmarked, NVRHSD 

had the fourth highest percentage of students in this setting.  

 

 General Education Setting less than 40% of the time. NVRHSD’s rate of 10.7% was the seventh 

highest of the comparable districts. Ramapo Indian Hill Regional was the only district with a higher 

rate (12.5%).  

 

 Separate Setting. Of the districts benchmarked, NVRHSD had the fifth highest rate for this setting. 

The following districts had higher percentages of students served in this setting: Northern Highlands 

Regional (16.7%), Pascack Valley Regional (10.5%), Ramsey School District (11.5%), West Morris 

Regional (9.4%).  

                                                   
45State Performance Plan – Local District Public Report: https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/info/spp/sppi1617/03.html 
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Exhibit 22. Percentage of Students by Educational Setting (Age 6-21) for Comparable Districts, 2016-1746 

 

Educational Setting by Disability Area 
The chart below provides data on the NVRHSD students by disability area and educational setting.47  

 General Education Setting more than 80% of the time. Students with the following primary 

disabilities were educated in the general education setting at a higher percentage than the overall 

District average of 60.3%: Specific Learning Disabilities (73.1%), Other Health Impairment (70.7%).  

Primary disabilities of Autism (39.1%), Emotional Disturbance (50%), Intellectual Disability (47.4%), 

and Multiple Disabilities (34.5%) had a lower percentage of students educated in this setting than 

the NVRHSD average.  

 

 General Education Setting less than 40% of the time. Students with the following disabilities 

were primarily served in this setting at a higher rate than the overall District average for this setting 

(20.8%): Autism (30.4%), Intellectual disability (21.1%), and Multiple Disability (19.0%).  

 

 Separate Setting. The following disability categories had a higher percentage of students served 

in a separate setting than the District average of 8.6%: Autism (17.4%), Emotional Disturbance 

(23.1%), and Multiple Disabilities (24.1%). 

                                                   
46 State Performance Plan – Local District Public Report: https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/info/spp/sppi1617/03.html 

47 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   
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Exhibit 23. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with Disabilities by Disability Area and Educational Setting, 2016-
1748 

  

Percentage of Students by Disability Category: District, State, and National Comparisons 

in Inclusive Settings 

The chart below provides data on NVRHSD students by disability area and the two most inclusive 

educational settings: ≥80% and 40-79%. 

 Emotional/Behavior Disability. Compared to the state and national rates, NVRHSD educated a 

higher percentage of students with emotional and behavioral disabilities in the general education 

setting for more than 80% of the time. NVRHSD’s rate is 50.0% compared to 32.4% and 47.1% for 

New Jersey and the nation, respectively.  

 Health Impairments. Nearly 70.7% of all NVRHSD students with health impairments are educated 

in general education for more than 80% of the time. This is a substantially higher rate when 

compared to the state and national rates of 52.5% and 65.5%, respectively.  

 Specific Learning Disability (SLD). NVRHSD students with SLD are educated in general 

education for more than 80% of the time at a higher rate (73.1%) than the state rate of 51.0% or 

the national rate of 69.7%.  

 

                                                   
48 The following disability categories are not listed due to enrolment of less than 5 students: Hearing Impairment, Orthopedic 

Impairment, Speech or Language Impairment, Traumatic Brain Injury, Visual Impairment 
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Exhibit 24. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with Disabilities with SLD, OHI, and ED by Educational Setting49 

 

 Autism. Compared to the state average, NVRHSD had more students with Autism being educated 

in the general education classroom for 80% of the time (39.1%). That percentage is aligned with 

the nation percentage of 39.6%. 

 Intellectual Disability. Of NVRHSD students with an intellectual disability, 47.4% are educated in 

general education for 80% or more of the time compared to 6.6% and 16.3% in the state and nation 

respectively. NVRHSD had a higher percentage of students educated in the 40-79% setting 

compared to the state and nation.  

 Multiple Disabilities. At 34.5%, the NVRHSD rate of educating students with Multiple Disabilities 

for more than 80% of the time in general education was higher than the state and nation rates of 

14.8% and 13.3%, respectively.  

Exhibit 25. Percentage of NVRHSD Special Education Students with Autism, MD, and ID by Educational 
Setting50 

 

                                                   
49 District Data: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018; State Data Source 2016-17: 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data/2016.htm; National Data FFY15: 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_204.60.asp 
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Separate Settings  
The pie chart below shows the percent of NVRHSD students with disabilities who are educated in separate 

settings, disaggregated by disability type. Students with a primary disability of Multiple Disabilities, Autism, 

Emotional Disturbance, Other Health Impairment, and specific learning disability constitute the largest 

portion of students being educated in separate settings with 40.0%, 22.9%, 17.1%, 14.3%, and 5.7%, 

respectively.  

Exhibit 26. Percentage of NVRHSD Students (Age 6-21) with Disabilities by Disability in Separate Settings, 
2017-1851 

 

 

  

                                                   
51 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   
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The exhibit below shows the percentage of students with disabilities placed in a separate setting, by setting. 

The majority (41.7%) are served in a private day school, 27.8% are served in a public separate school, 

13.9% are served in a private residential setting, 11.1% are served in home instruction, and 5.6% are served 

in a public residential setting.  

Exhibit 27. Percentage of NVRHSD Students with Disabilities by Separate Setting, 2017-1852 

 

Educational Setting by Race/Ethnicity 
Black or African American students with disabilities had the highest rate of inclusion in the general education 

setting for more than 80% of the time at 66.7%, followed by White students at 60.6%, Asian students at 

60.0%, and Two or More Races at 57.9%.  

                                                   
52 Id. 
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Exhibit 28. Percentage of NVRHSD Students (Age 6-21) with Disabilities by Race/ Ethnicity, 2016-1753 54 

  

                                                   
53 Data Source: NVRHSD end of year 2018 data provided by NVRHSD to PCG in August 2018.   

54 The following race categories were excluded due enrollments being less than 5 students: American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

Hispanic, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  
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III.  Key Findings 

This section includes a summary of the findings generated from interviews, focus groups, and the student 

file review. Data for the staffing analysis were obtained from PCG’s records. NVRHSD staffing data were 

obtained from the District and included. Findings are organized by the initial research questions, and data 

are provided to the extent possible under each question.  

To what extent is the I&RS/NJTSS process used across schools to 

support struggling students? 

Tiered Intervention Models 

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).55 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 “early identification and intervention of problems at the elementary, middle 

and high school levels.”56 Under these regulations, New Jersey schools have the flexibility to choose the 

most appropriate team configuration to perform I&RS services for their buildings.  

According to the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE), tiered systems of supports, also known 

as Response to Intervention (RTI) systems or Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS), are school-based 

systems that are designed to identify students at risk of academic difficulty and provide immediate 

instructional and/or behavioral supports. Tiered systems typically include screening in reading, writing and 

math for all students, multi-level interventions, monitoring of progress through ongoing assessment and 

review and adjustment of interventions based on data.57 I&RS regulations in New Jersey pre-date the 

national movement toward a Response to Intervention (RTI), or Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) 

framework.58 However, the intent of the work is aligned: to provide a “coordinated, 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.”59   

                                                   
55The regulations state that Districts must “… 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 difficulties…" [N.J.A.C. 6A: 16-7.1(a)]; and which are designed to:  "…assist staff who have difficulties in addressing students' 

learning, behavior, or health needs." [N.J.A.C. 6A:16-7.1(a)].  

56 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 state’s website upon completion.  

57 The Bridge, Monthly Newsletter for Educators from the New Jersey Department of Education, Issue 9, November 2013 and The 

National RTI Center at http://www.rti4success.org. 

58 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/). 

59 I&RS Resource Manual. 
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The National Center on RTI defines three levels of prevention/intervention that are often included in a tiered 

system of support: 

 Level 1 focuses on offering high quality instruction designed to meet the needs of all students in 

all classrooms. The principles of universal design for learning (UDL) provide a framework for 

teachers to achieve this using multiple methods of representation of content, multiple means of 

student engagement and multiple ways in which students can express what they have learned.60 

 Level 2 involves short term, small group evidence-based interventions (typically 10 to 15 weeks of 

20-40 minute sessions, three to four times per week) for students identified through screening or 

progress monitoring. Interventions should be selected based on performance data and 

implemented with fidelity. 

 Level 3 involves intensive, individualized interventions for students who have not responded to 

level 2 interventions. Some of the students who require level three interventions may have IEPs, 

but some may not. Interventions are provided in small groups as a supplement to core instruction 

for most students.  

The National Center on Intensive Intervention,61 funded by the USDE, is a resource for information 

regarding intervention models. Although there are many formats for how a school might implement I&RS, 

in every case a school-wide framework, like RTI or MTSS, that is focused on allocating resources and 

problem-solving to improve student outcomes should be the foundation.  

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),62 includes MTSS as a 

permissible usage of Title I funds. The Act defines MTSS as “a comprehensive continuum of evidence-

based, systemic practices to support a rapid response to students’ needs, with regular observation to 

facilitate data-based instructional decision-making.” 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. The 

holistic nature of the MTSS framework requires the consideration of all students, grades K-12, may they 

have Section 504 Plans, IEPs, are English Learners, and/or are gifted and talented.63 MTSS leads to greater 

student engagement and decreased discipline referrals, as well as fewer students requiring special 

education services. The framework can help reduce the disproportionate representation of students from 

various racial/ethnic groups and those with developing levels of English proficiency in the ranks of those 

requiring special education services. 

It is well documented that when high school students are significantly lagging behind their peers, schools 

have too often have guided those students into special education services, even if they do not actually have 

a disability64.  Contrary to the belief that high school students are “too old” to benefit from MTSS, studies 

have shown that MTSS can effectively address student academic and engagement needs specific to high 

school students.65 

                                                   
60 http://www.cast.org. 

61 http://www.intensiveintervention.org. 

62 Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as reauthorized in 2015. 

63 See the Council of the Great City School’s 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, 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. 

64 Countinho & Oswald, 2004. 

65 Robert Balfanz, 2012. 
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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 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 (using student responses to the instruction) is used to assess the effectiveness of the tiered 

instruction/interventions being implemented.  

New Jersey Context 
According to the State of New Jersey regulations, the I&RS system can serve as the basis for implementing 

a variety of tiered system of supports.66 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) and outline the functions of this system in each school building. Additionally, 

the state has recently moved toward implementing the New Jersey Tiered System of Supports (NJTSS), 

which builds on I&RS and gives schools structure to meet the academic, behavioral, health, enrichment 

and social/emotional needs of all students.67   

In addition, for the past 15 years in a partnership between the New Jersey Department of Education and 

the Boggs Center at Rutgers University, New Jersey has been implementing the New Jersey Positive 

Behavior Support in Schools (NJ-PBSIS), also known as Positive Behavior Supports in Schools (PBIS). In 

tandem with NJTSS, some New Jersey school district I&RS teams have implemented the NJ PBSIS model 

as part of their MTSS model. Since 2003, NJ PBSIS has trained 15 cohorts of schools to implement the 

tiered behavior intervention system.68 

One key challenge in the utilization of NJTSS and NJ PBSIS is that districts sometimes view these initiatives 

as both competing and separate. Districts frequently note they are providing both academic and behavior 

supports but that the I&RS teams silo these intervention models, with different progress monitoring 

expectations and timelines. Based on our experience working with school districts in New Jersey, we also 

know that some schools are “picking and choosing” elements of traditional MTSS and PBIS models; and 

therefore, struggle with consistently documenting the interventions, storing the documentation, and 

monitoring the progress based on the intervention.  Given New Jersey’s investments in NJTSS and NJ 

PBSIS, and long-standing use of I&RS multi-disciplinary teams, utilizing these frameworks in-tandem yields 

valuable benefits for struggling learners. The New Jersey Department of Education has dedicated 

resources to provide training and technical assistance to school districts that leverage these resources as 

well. 

District Context 
I&RS teams at Northern Valley Demarest and Northern Valley Old Tappan include the assistant principal, 

a member of the Child Study Team (CST), the referring staff member, and any other staff members who 

can effectively aid in the development and implementation of an assistance plan for the student. The teams 

in both Demarest and Old Tappan typically meet weekly (once every fourth day).  Both schools leverage 

the District’s online network to maintain I&RS documentation; however, where and how they store data 

within that drive differs.  From information gathered during interviews, it was not clear if the I&RS data 

repository is compliant with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 

                                                   
66 Purpose of the I&RS Manual (http://www.state.nj.us/education/students/irs/).   

67 https://www.nj.gov/education/njtss/  

68 NVRHSD was not a member of this cohort and has not participated. 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/students/irs/
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Both high schools have I&RS information listed on their individual websites; however, the District itself does 

not have consistent protocols and forms across both high schools.   

During focus groups that detailed the District’s I&RS protocols, information was shared about the kinds of 

documentation used by each I&RS team.  Although the District provided evidence of documentation for 

I&RS interventions; it was challenging to determine the formal structure by which teams identified 

appropriate interventions.  Neither high school leverages MTSS or PBIS.   

Overall feedback from members of both I&RS teams was that many team members do not feel they have 

adequate training opportunities related to the many “hats” they wear on an I&RS team—members lead 

intake sessions, conduct interventions with limited training on such interventions, interface with other staff 

on providing supports to struggling students, and make referrals to child study teams.  Also, there were 

disparities between the two high schools on the I&RS referral process as well as how I&RS teams document 

the meetings, the subsequent interventions, and any additional follow-up. Several focus group members 

who spoke about I&RS called it “IRST” and referred to the referral and subsequent intervention process as 

“IRST-ing” a student.  A student could also be “IRST-ed.”  Members of the I&RS teams noted that 9th graders 

are frequently referred because they may not be ready for the transition to high school, either struggling 

emotionally or academically because of differences in rigor between middle and high school.  I&RS team 

members also noted they have seen an increase grades 9-12 in referrals due to emotional challenges.   

Based on feedback from focus groups, I&RS teams sometimes are not sure of how to help a struggling 

student if he/she does not qualify for special education services.  In particular, they discussed the 

challenges of students being referred for a special education evaluation via I&RS; however, because of 

insufficient I&RS intervention documentation, the referral gets “bounced back” to I&RS.  Staff members 

expressed frustration over this challenge.  They also discussed situations when a student may be referred 

for special education services via I&RS, the child is evaluated, and per the results of the evaluation, it is 

determined that the student is not eligible for special education services.  According to information gathered 

from focus groups, in that case, too, the student is “bounced back” to I&RS and the I&RS team struggles 

with further student support.   

As a school district that does not use any formalized multi-tiered system of support or positive behavior 

support system, there was a lack of knowledge around MTSS or PBIS, specifically with special and general 

education teachers as well as guidance counselors.  This lack of knowledge may stem from the fact that 

several of the staff interviewed have not worked in other districts and therefore have limited exposure.   

Most members of the Child Study Teams were aware of MTSS and some were aware of PBIS; however, 

members acknowledged that there is not a formal system in place at either of the high schools.  Among 

members of the NVRHSD team who were aware of MTSS, there is a widespread belief that MTSS is only 

relevant for elementary and middle school programs.  In addition, there was very limited awareness around 

PBIS.  Teachers and administrators in focus groups were either unaware of it, said it was most effective for 

elementary and/or middle school students, or said that it was already happening in the high schools, but 

not in a formalized manner.  Of those who knew about MTSS/PBIS, there seemed to be a disconnect 

between these intervention systems and I&RS – specifically around the idea that when in best practice, 

I&RS is an integral part of MTSS/PBIS; however, it is not a replacement for it. 

Furthermore, teachers and administrators were unsure of whether or not MTSS or PBIS were part of the 

programs within the seven K-8 school districts that feed into NVRHSD.   

During student focus groups, some students shared that some of the most challenging aspects of being in 

high school were around anxiety, having a disability, and bullying.  Students in both high schools spoke 

very favorably about having an adult they could go to if they need assistance.  Many students shared they 

have trusted relationships with a guidance counselor, teacher, or special education case manager.  

Students also shared that they generally feel safe at school, and that there is a strong adult presence when 

they arrive on campus in the morning and depart in the afternoon. In addition, most of the students who 
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participated in the focus group shared that they feel motivated to attend school – several students pointed 

out the learning opportunities they have both during the school day as well as after school extracurricular 

activities.  Nevertheless, a system-wide positive behavior support system lends itself to supporting the 

social and emotional challenges that often face high school students who are struggling or have disabilities. 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)  

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.69 UDL provides a common, district-wide foundational set of practices that align with the districts’ 

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 “one-size-fits-all,” designed to meet the needs of a 

“typical” 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.70 UDL can make 

instruction more accessible to all students when used in designing the District’s 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.  

                                                   
69 National Center on UDL. UDL Guidelines- Version 2: Research Evidence. http://www.udlcenter.org/research/researchevidence  

70 http://www.ldonline.org/article/13002/  

http://www.udlcenter.org/research/researchevidence
http://www.ldonline.org/article/13002/


Northern Valley Regional High School District, NJ Comprehensive Special Education Review, Ages 14-21 

 
 

Public Consulting Group, 
Inc.
  

37 October 2018 

 

Exhibit 29. Universal Design for Learning Guidelines71 

 

District Practices 
Based on focus group discussions, UDL does not appear to be a widely understood concept in NVRHSD.  

Teachers are leveraging some principles of UDL in their instruction, such as engaging students through 

interactive lessons – the teacher uses an interactive whiteboard to instruct while student outputs are 

generated on their laptops.  However, it may not be the case that they are connecting it to the science UDL.  

Many teachers and administrators spoke with enthusiasm about the District’s 1:1 laptop initiative, calling it 

an equalizer between students with and without disabilities.  Nevertheless, there were limited connections 

                                                   
71 CAST (2018). Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 2.2. Retrieved from http://udlguidelines.cast.org  

http://udlguidelines.cast.org/
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to how the 1:1 laptop initiative supports learning through UDL.  Also, it appears there have not been 

professional development opportunities for UDL within NVRHSD. 

In almost all classrooms that PCG visited during its on-site time in NVRHSD, both laptops and SmartBoards 

were heavily leveraged by students and teachers.  In addition, almost all courses have materials, course 

outlines, and supplemental course materials on an online learning management system.  Furthermore, 

students submit their work using the District’s cloud-based data repository or provided responses live, and 

in real-time through online tools that show their responses on the screen.   

It was evident that NVRHSD teachers and students are extremely tech-savvy.  Through our classroom 

visits, it was apparent the District’s teachers have made technology integration a priority – leveraging 

strategies to engage students through the NVRHSD’s 1:1 laptop initiative.  The District’s commitment to 

technology integration is commendable – it offers multiple modes of learning for students while also 

preparing them for college and career.  At the same time, with a more formalized understanding of UDL 

and the structure and science behind it, the District could likely enhance its technology investments and 

improve student outcomes to an even greater extent. 

Teachers and staff members spoke with great enthusiasm about learning more around UDL, and expressed 

a desire for UDL to be part of the District’s professional development offerings. 

Actionable Recommendations 
 

1. Establish Districtwide MTSS. Build on the New Jersey Tiered System of Support (NJTSS) and 

Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) process and curricular frameworks to develop/implement 

a unified and clear structure of Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) for academic achievement, 

positive behavior, and social/emotional growth (including enrichment) for all students.72  

 

a. Establish a framework for the implementation of MTSS, including a written description and 

guidelines, for students performing below grade level standards.73 

 

b. Create a user-friendly and accessible MTSS manual for school teams and for parents to 

understand the MTSS process and to document procedures/practices relevant to the 

management/operation of MTSS in NVRHSD. Ensure a common understanding and buy-

in around the District for the need for MTSS, why and how it is implemented, what desired 

targets are intended to meet, and what progress the District is making toward achieving the 

goals. 

 

c. Create a District-level MTSS leadership team, including the District’s central leadership 

staff, school principals, the Director of Special Education, etc., and representatives from 

every educational unit (e.g., Title I, English learners, gifted, etc.). 

 

d. Establish standards for District-wide and school-based instructional leadership teams 

regarding the use of problem-solving and data-based decision making at all tiers to match 

instructional (academic and behavior) resources to need for supporting academic 

advancement and positive behavior; and supplement teams as needed to support teachers. 

 

                                                   
72 This information includes components that are based on the Literacy Education for All, Results for the Nation Act (LEARN Act), 

H.R. 2272, which if passed would authorize state grants to improve birth through grade 12 literacy.  

73 Response to Intervention/Multi-tiered Systems of Support (RTI/MTSS) Guide developed by the RTI Committee of the Inclusion 

Action Group Project led by the New Jersey Coalition for Inclusive Education (NJCIE)( http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-

RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf). 

 

http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h112-2272&tab=summary
http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf
http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf
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e. Consider the positive fiscal implications of enabling schools to retain special education staff 

to provide interventions for all students if the need for these teachers is reduced because 

of lower incidence rates for students with IEPs. Provide examples of how schools can use 

funds to support MTSS implementation. Consider the flexible use of allowable funds under 

Title I and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) used to support MTSS.74  

 

f. Develop an expedited two-to-three-year districtwide implementation plan. As part of this 

planning process, consider how each school will have access to sufficient evidence-based 

interventions to meet the needs of most students and access to additional interventions for 

students with additional needs. 

 

2. Fully Leverage MTSS as the model by which I&RS is conducted.  Within the implementation of 

the first recommendation, utilize MTSS as the structure by which I&RS interventions and supports 

are conducted. 

 

3. Discontinue use of the homegrown “IRST-ing” terminology.  Discontinue use of the 

homegrown verb/adverb “IRST” as an action done to a student (e.g. “a student was IRST-ed,” “we 

are IRST-ing a student”).  Use of this vernacular can be stigmatizing to struggling students who 

may benefit from interventions and supports derived through I&RS. 

 

4. Assure Efficient Online I&RS Documentation and FERPA Compliance.  Further study the 

district’s online, homegrown documentation system for I&RS .  If it is not, the district should further 

study online, cloud-based I&RS intervention management systems to assure FERPA compliance 

while also driving and maintaining districtwide documentation consistency.   

 

5. Embrace and Provide Consistent Professional Development on Universal Design for 

Learning. Provide clear guidance and training for all District teachers on the use and application of 

UDL practices so they can be used in the development of curriculum, instruction and assessment. 

When instruction is designed up front using UDL principles, individual learning needs are often 

mitigated, and this can help teachers be more open to and positive about the possibility that they 

can support a wide array of learners. Consider purposeful coupling this with technology tools the 

District already has at its fingertips through its 1:1 laptop initiative.  With features like text to speech, 

translation, dictionary, thesaurus, highlighting and assistance with writing, the 1:1 laptop initiative 

can be instrumental in improving reading, writing and literacy outcomes for students. A greater 

understanding and implementation of UDL can make learning accessible to all students and can 

help close achievement gaps between students with disabilities and their non-disabled peers.  

Given the District already has a successful 1:1 laptop initiative, consistently applying the UDL 

framework to that initiative, as well as other learning initiatives, could yield strong outcomes for all 

learners. 

  

                                                   
74 Implementing RTI Using Title I, Title III, and CEIS Funds; Implementing RTI Using Title I, Title III and CEIS Funds: Key Issues for 

Decision-makers at www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/rti.html. 

http://www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/rti.html
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Instructional Support and Services 

How are instructional supports and services provided to students 

with IEPs?  What delivery models are used?  How do the resources, 

materials, instructional practices and assessments offered in CP and 

CPE courses differ between students with and without disabilities? 

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.  

To meet the needs of all diverse learners in the classroom, it is important to implement Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL), 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 “I” 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.  

In New Jersey, through the New Jersey Student Learning Standards (NJSLS), rigorous grade-level 

expectations have been established for instruction in English Language Arts (ELA) and Math. These 

standards identify the knowledge and skills students need to be successful in college and/or careers. A 

fundamental component of these standards is the promotion of a culture of high expectation for all students. 

Students with disabilities must be challenged to excel within the general education curriculum and be 

prepared for success in their post-school lives, including college and/or careers. 

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; 

 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 
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US Department of Education, as part of a child’s Free and Appropriate Education under IDEA, “…if 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.”75   

This review is framed around the notion that all students, including those with IEPs, are expected to 

demonstrate their proficiency on a standard or alternative assessment that addresses high standards within 

New Jersey Student Learning Standards. Research suggests that students who spend more time in general 

education classrooms fare better on formal assessments. Therefore, quality instruction in general education 

settings is imperative.  

NVRHSD Course Offerings 
NVRHSD offers core academic courses at multiple levels to meet its District curriculum as well as the 

NJSLS: (1) Replacement and Special Programs (special education only); (2) College Prep (CP); (3) College 

Prep Enriched (CPE); (4) Honors; and (5) Advanced Placement (AP).  Only CPE, Honors, and AP courses 

offer an added weight to a student’s grade point average76.   

Recent public attention has focused on NVRHSD’s course offerings and access for students with IEPs.  

Litigation, media attention, and parent concerns have been placed on whether students with IEPs have 

equitable access to the District’s weighted course offerings (e.g. CPE, Honors, and AP courses); and 

whether CP students with IEPs who require in-class resource programming through co-taught instruction 

are at a disadvantage because they do not receive a course GPA weight like their counterparts in CPE. 

According to the 2018-19 NVRHSD Program of Studies:  

“College Prep (referred to as ‘CP’) – Course title only noted on transcript. Courses at this level fulfill 

the New Jersey Student Learning Standards while providing appropriate scaffolding for students. The 

curriculum is the same as the ‘CPE’ level. Students may need reinforcement of some skills, but are 

encouraged to develop more independence. Students creating consistent success at this level might 

consider challenging themselves in College Prep Enriched courses. (These courses carry standard 

GPA weight).”  

“College Prep ‘Enriched’ (referred to as ‘CPE’) – Course title noted with an (E) on transcript (as of 

2017-18). Our most common course level, these courses fulfill the New Jersey Student Learning 

Standards with an expectation that students practice more independence and require less scaffolding 

than those in college prep. Students creating consistent success at this level might consider 

challenging themselves in the Honors level or AP courses. These courses carry additional GPA weight 

(as of 2018-19).”  

Prior to the 2018-19 school year, additional weighting for CPE did not exist and there was no distinction on 

a student’s transcript between CP and CPE – both were documented as CP.  According to NVRHSD 

administrators, the original intent of distinguishing CP and CPE was to offer college prep courses at different 

paces to meet the unique needs of its students.  In addition, it was intended that CP and CPE courses 

would adhere to the District’s curriculum and utilize the same instructional materials and assessments, 

which is why both were documented as CP on students’ transcripts. 

For the 2018-19 school year, in calculating a student’s grade point average, NVRHSD added additional 

weight to CPE (an added weight of .25), Honors (an added weight of 1), and Advanced Placement (an 

                                                   
75 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. 

76 NVRHSD has had CPE as a level since the 2014-15 school year; however, it did not differentiate CP from CPE on college 

transcripts until 2017-18 school year. (NVRHSD Ad Hoc Committee, Short Version CP/CPE Chronology). 
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added weight of 1.25).  It did not, during this revision to course weighting, offer an added weight to CP. The 

designations of CPE, Honors, and AP is also noted on a student’s transcript.77 78 

CP and CPE Course Designations 
U.S. District Court Litigation 

In the U.S. District Court of New Jersey, in Leddy et.al. v. Northern Valley Regional High School District, et 

al., a court motion for preliminary injunction was brought on by order to show cause by two plaintiffs seeking 

“retroactive revision of a high school’s method of reporting “CPE” classes on transcripts for the 2014-15, 

2015-16, and 2016-17 school years, as well as retroactive recalculation of students’ grade point average 

to reflect an additional half point of weight for CPE Classes.”  The plaintiff’s action was based on alleged 

discrimination in violation of Title III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  The plaintiff cited that 

predating this action, a student who wanted to enroll in an Honors or AP course needed either a faculty 

recommendation or to sign a waiver saying they “understand the requirements and demands of the honors/ 

advanced placement course” and that “no accommodations or curricular adjustments will be made.”79 The 

plaintiffs alleged that NVRHSD had policies that discriminate against students who have learning 

disabilities.  The preliminary injunction was denied by the Court primarily because the plaintiffs “are not 

likely to succeed on the merits of their ADA claim.”   

In the Judge’s opinion, written September 6, 2017, he stated that if the injunction had prevailed, parents of 

students in CP classes, many of whom are students with disabilities, could likely seek relief in court because 

students “signed up for CP courses with the valid expectation that they would be weighted equally with CPE 

courses.”  It is important to note that prior to this litigation, the district removed the language “no 

accommodations or curriculum adjustments will be made” from its waiver forms.80 Through interviews, it 

was also consistently shared by both administrators and teachers that accommodations were never 

withheld from students with IEPs or 504 Plans. 

CP/CPE Ad Hoc Report 

In the fall of 2017, the NVRHSD Board of Education established an Ad Hoc committee to further study the 

course levels offered at the Demarest and Old Tappan High Schools.  The Ad Hoc committee was charged 

with making recommendations to the Superintendent and NVRHSD Board of Education based on: (1) “Best 

practices related to general and special education academic programming;” (2) “Comparability data related 

to course levels and weighting;” and (3) “Type of instruction we expect to see at all course levels.” 

The committee conducted research on over eighty comprehensive high schools in New Jersey.  Through 

their research, they made the following findings: 

 “Overwhelmingly (nearly 3/4 of high schools reviewed to date) schools weight only honors 

and AP courses; 

 Among those schools, several have tiered weighting between honors and AP, with AP 

being higher; 

 A substantial number of schools (30) have multiple non-weighted levels (not unlike the 

current NV system) without weighting the 'higher' level, non-honors course; 

                                                   
77 These weights were changed effective February 2018 following the recommendations of the CP/CPE Ad Hoc Committee which 

found that there are differences in the rigor between CP and CPE courses.  See 

https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/bergen/demarest/2018/02/10/northern-valley-regional-adjusts-grading-policy-wake-

complaints/324920002/  

78 Northern Valley Regional High School District Board of Education Statement, undated, “The board took action to approve course 

title changes to distinguish the enriched course levels for the 2017-18 school year and for prospective years.  This action was taken 

prior to the start of the school year in time for students and parents to consider making changes to their course requests.”  

79 NVRHSD changed its waiver policy starting with the 2017-18 school year. 

80 The opinion in Leddy et al v. Northern Valley Regional High School District et al, signed by Judge Kevin McNulty on 9/6/17, can 

be accessed by the following link: https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/new-jersey/njdce/2:2017cv05245/351622/25/  

https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/bergen/demarest/2018/02/10/northern-valley-regional-adjusts-grading-policy-wake-complaints/324920002/
https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/bergen/demarest/2018/02/10/northern-valley-regional-adjusts-grading-policy-wake-complaints/324920002/
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/new-jersey/njdce/2:2017cv05245/351622/25/
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 A small number of schools (14) provide weight for non-honors courses; 

 Most schools that weigh non-honors have course level titles (advanced, accelerated, 

enriched, scholars) that suggest the course rigor is indeed above general college prep 

course level; 

 Two schools actually lower weight for their course under the standard course; 

 A small number of schools (12) are including 'unweighted’ GPA. Several of these give some 

weighting on nearly all levels; 

 Nearly all schools weighting non-honors courses include some version of an unweighted 

GPA as well; and, 

 Course labeling can vary widely (advanced, basic, accelerated, level 1, A-level, academic, 

standard, enhanced, enriched, studies, scholars). There is no real standardization. Our use 

of ‘enriched’ is not in itself an anomaly. Curiously, at least one school uses enhanced to 

delineate the ('lower') course level.” 

The Committee concluded its report by stating:  

“It was determined after much discussion that there is a significant discrepancy in rigor between the 

CP and CPE level. Therefore, serious consideration should be given to short-term solutions to 

address the reality of the current course level gaps while working on the long-term goals identified. 

One long-term goal for the District is to increase rigor at the CP level. Further investigation about 

other possible scenarios such as implementing no weight, or the development of a system that 

acknowledges levels of rigor (course level and/or student academic performance within those 

courses), further investigation of the grade distribution scale (is our current distribution in the best 

interest of students, should any adjustments be made, what is the best practice for our District?) We 

currently have a weighted system that must reflect and align with our current course levels in a more 

commensurate manner.” 

In January 2018, the Ad Hoc Committee presented its report and subsequent recommendations to the 

Superintendent.  Members of the committee voted on what they believed to be the most appropriate 

recommendation to the Superintendent.  The majority of members voted to keep weighting “as is,” that is, 

not adding any additional weight to CPE courses.  According to administration, the Ad Hoc Committee 

voted to keep the weight “as is” because collectively the Committee wanted to study the impact that taking 

away weighting, altogether, would have on students, including students applying to colleges seeking merit 

scholarships.  According to District administration, the Ad Hoc Committee believed it would be 

advantageous to leave the weighting as is until the removal of weighting could be further studied. 

Following the release of the Ad Hoc recommendations, based on significant concerns over potential 

discrepancies of rigor between CP and CPE courses, NVRHSD revised its course weighting policy, adding 

.25 weight to CPE courses.  This action was taken prior to the start of the 2017-18 school year in time for 

students and parents to consider making changes to their course requests.81 Based on feedback from staff 

and parent focus groups, this action was met with both excitement as well as upset for parents of children 

with disabilities.  According to focus groups, on one hand, the students with disabilities in CPE were getting 

an additional “boost” to their GPA; on the other, families of children in CP expressed concern that their 

children were being penalized for needing co-taught instruction at a slower pace.   

New Jersey Department of Education Office of Special Education (NJDOE OSEP) IDEA Complaint 

NVRHSD has also been party to an IDEA parent complaint to the NJDOE OSEP. This complaint was 

dismissed without prejudice on May 7, 2018. In Complaint #C2018-5914: 

“…the complainant, who represents a group of high school-aged students with disabilities attending 

Northern Valley Regional High School, alleges that the district enacted a policy, which will not be 

                                                   
81 Northern Valley Regional High School District Board of Education Statement, undated 
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effective until the start of the 2018-2019 school year, that will differentiate between college 

preparatory (CP) and college preparatory enriched (CPE classes on a students’ transcript, and which 

will provide extra weight towards a students’ GPA for taking CPE classes.  The complainant alleges 

that (1) the policy “restricts access of special education students to [CPE] classes; (2) the policy 

creates a new grading system “in contravention of the IEPs of disabled students;” (3) the policy will 

“serve to identify students with special needs to third parties, including but not limited to, colleges 

and universities;” (4) and forces students who “require in-class support [to] choose between having 

access to in-class support or considering all course and level options available in the District.” 

The finding of the complaint notes that on April 6, 2018, the District provided a written response that “clarifies 

that there is no restriction on the ability of students with disabilities from participation in CPE classes.”    

The finding further states that pursuant to N.J.A.C. 6A:14-4.1(j), districts must ensure that all students with 

disabilities have available to them the variety of educational programs and services available to non-

disabled students, and that students with IEPs may not be excluded from advanced level courses, nor may 

a district condition enrollment in such a class on the forfeiture of needed special education and/or related 

services.  As it relates to the facts in the complaint, the finding notes: 

 “…that more general education students are enrolled in CP classes than special education students, 

discrediting the complainant’s assertion that CP classes will identify students with special needs and 

that students with special needs are subject to a different grading policy than their non-disabled 

peers.”   

In addition, the finding notes the complainant: 

“…has not alleged any specific student who has been denied the opportunity to participate in a CPE 

class.”  

NJDOE OSEP’s dismissal of this complaint supported the District’s position that it was not hindering 

students with disabilities from having the same educational programs and courses afforded to them as non-

disabled peers.  In addition, it supported the notion that students in NVRHSD with IEPs were not being 

excluded from advanced level courses.  However, NJDOE OSEP’s findings did not diffuse the 

programmatic challenges or community upset that resulted from the CP/CPE issues raised in the Ad Hoc 

Report or the decision to add GPA weighting to CPE courses. 

Three Year Transition Plan: Possible Merging of CP and CPE 

The Superintendent has publicly said: “In a perfect world, these levels (CP and CPE) will be eliminated.  

The ideal situation would be to eliminate these two levels and just differentiate instruction.”82  Subsequent 

conversations have occurred by District administration and in recent Board meetings about the possibility 

of merging all CP and CPE courses together, calling them all CP, and giving them all the same weight.  If 

pursued, the Superintendent’s office has stressed this is not a decision that would being taken lightly nor is 

it something the District would want to rush.  Following the findings of the Ad Hoc Committee, the most 

significant concerns about merging the courses are potential differences in the present CP and CPE 

courses, specifically around differences in modifications to the curriculum, depth of materials, and rigor.   

Concerns raised by the CP/CPE Ad Hoc Committee and NVRHSD administration align with feedback from 

teachers who spoke during focus groups and interviews.  For example, some teachers indicated they 

consistently use different course materials in the CP and CPE courses they teach.  Other teachers indicated 

confusion on how to use the District’s curriculum guides as it relates to differentiating instruction between 

CP and CPE courses. 

                                                   
82 Northern Valley Regional tweaks course grading for transcripts, February 26, 2018, https://thepressgroup.net/northern-valley-

regional-tweaks-course-grading-for-transcripts/ 
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Should it come to fruition, the Assistant Superintendent indicated the District and the board see the possible 

merger of CP and CPE as a three-year roll-out.  And irrespective of the merger, the Assistant 

Superintendent sees her role being tied into assuring that the CP and CPE courses are consistently 

following the District’s curriculum.  The Assistant Superintendent shared that she will be working closely 

with the Curriculum Office as well as the Director of Special Projects and Innovation to create and high 

quality, blended, and job embedded professional development opportunities around utilizing the District’s 

curriculum guides and NJSLS. 

Resources, Materials, Instructional Practices and Assessments 
Continuity from Seven Feeder School Districts 

The seven K-8 school districts that feed into NVRHSD share a Director of Curriculum through the Northern 

Valley Curriculum Consortium (Curriculum Consortium or Curriculum Office).  The Curriculum Consortium 

is responsible for creating the curriculum for NVRHSD and the seven other districts. However, it is not 

responsible nor does it play a role in supporting the unique needs that special education teachers have in 

providing possible modifications to the curriculum, or supporting the alternative curriculum materials for 

students with low incidence disabilities.  It also does not work with the respective special education district 

offices for guidance on curriculum modification. 

The seven feeder districts have monthly special director/supervisor meetings.  The directors discuss special 

education matters happening in their respective districts.  According to interviews, one matter they discuss 

are evaluations their CSTs use to identify suspected student disabilities.  Directors also discuss student 

enrollment projections; NVRHSD makes its special education student enrollment projections using data 

from the feeder districts, specifically looking at enrollment patterns between grades 5-8.  The 

directors/supervisors also discuss recent out of district placements.  NVRHSD and the seven districts that 

feed into it are also in close communication on matters related to rising ninth graders.  In particular, 

NVRHSD CST members are in coordination with the CST members of the other districts to coordinate 

transition meetings.  It is very important to note that these meetings, however, do not address curriculum 

resources, materials, or instructional practices across districts. 

Co-Teaching at NVRHSD 

Beginning in the 1980s, and catalyzed by the inclusion of students with disabilities in general education 

classes, general education subject-matter teachers and special education teachers began to partner as 

instructors of students with disabilities in general education classrooms.  This movement became known 

as co-teaching.  In recent literature, co-teaching has been defined as “…the partnering of a general 

education teacher and a special education teacher or another specialist for the purpose of jointly delivering 

instruction to a diverse group of students, including those with disabilities or other special needs, in a 

general education setting and in a way that flexibly and deliberately meets their learning needs.”83   

Longtime NVRHSD staff shared that the District was an early adopter to co-teaching.  Known within the 

District as “the collaborative teaching model,” co-teaching between a general education and special 

education teacher providing in-class resource support has exclusively occurred in CP and special 

programs, districtwide.84  The 2018-19 school year will be the first school year where a CPE course has a 

supplementary special education teacher in the room; this teacher will not be co-teaching but will be 

providing supplemental support, as defined within a specific student’s IEP.  Prior to the 18-19 school year, 

there has never been a co-taught or supplementally supported CPE class.  During the 2017-18 school year, 

47% of all academic CP classes in Northern Valley Demarest were co-taught and 54% of all academic CP 

                                                   
83 Marilyn Friend PhD (2010) Co-Teaching: An Illustration of the Complexity of Collaboration in Special Education, Journal of 

Educational and Psychological Consultation, 20:1, 9-27,  

84 And before NVRHSD had the CP/CPE course demarcation and instead had the Scholastic/CP demarcation, “collaborative 

classes” were exclusive to Scholastic courses.   
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classes in Northern Valley Old Tappan were co-taught with a general education teacher and a special 

education teacher in-class resource support as specified in students’ IEPs. 

Placement, Pairing, and Role of Special Education Co-Teachers 

NVRHSD’s Special Education Director shared that special education and general education teachers learn 

about course pairings in the month of June.  In addition, the Director indicated that the Special Education 

Department does its best to maintain effective co-teacher pairing relationships; however, the district does 

not have a formal documentation process in studying and appraising the success of its co-teaching 

partnerships.  The Director also indicated there were challenges in effectively maintaining co-teacher 

pairing relationships and timely communication on co-teacher pairings before the start of the 2017-18 

school year.  This was attributed to staffing placement decisions regarding both special and general 

education teachers.  These issues were voiced during focus groups with teachers. 

During focus groups, there was inconsistent information shared by teachers as to when co-teachers learn 

about their pairings.  Both general and special education teachers shared that in recent years the timing 

and communication process for learning about co-teaching pairs has been inconsistent; they also voiced 

frustration over having highly effective pairs broken apart and having to hastily re-pair at the start of a new 

school year.  Although the District offers all new special education teachers training on co-teaching, both 

general and special education teachers very strongly voiced their desire for job-embedded professional 

development on effective co-teaching.  

Across the board, both general and special education teachers in NVRHSD see co-teaching as a shared 

responsibility.  However, as stated earlier in this report, based on feedback from focus groups and 

interviews, there is ambiguity around some important shared responsibilities – specifically around roles 

(e.g. which co-teachers contribute to the PLAAPF, creates the IEP goals, and provides feedback for IEP 

progress reporting).   

In-Class Resource Program via Co-Teaching 

According to district administration, “students [in the In-Class Resource Program] are provided 

modifications to the instructional strategies or testing procedures or other specialized instruction to access 

the general education curriculum in accordance with the student's IEP.”  In this setting, the general 

education teacher has the primary instructional responsibility for the student, unless specified in the IEP.  

In addition, in this setting, an in-class program is provided in the student’s general education class at the 

same time as the rest of the class.85  In-class resource programming is provided in English I, II, and III; 

Algebra I CP; Geometry CP; Algebra II CP; Biology CP; US History I CP; US History II CP; and World 

History CP. 

CP and CPE Courses 

As stated earlier, feedback from focus groups and interviews yielded a variety of responses on the available 

resources, materials, instructional practices, and assessments offered in CP and CPE courses.  During 

focus groups, some teachers shared that they adhere to the same New Jersey Student Learning Standards, 

follow the same District curriculum in both CP and CPE courses, and differentiate instruction.  However, 

this sentiment was not always consistent.  Some teachers indicated they use different texts and course 

materials between their CP and CPE courses as a means of modifying the curriculum for students with 

disabilities; however, they openly shared that this modification was also beneficial to other struggling 

students in the classroom who did not have IEPs.  In addition, some teachers shared that it was inevitable 

to use different course materials, in addition to having present CP course move at a slower pace.  There 

also was conflicting information on the use and modification of the District’s curriculum for students with 

disabilities in CP courses.  

                                                   
85 The Special Education Director provided this information through PCG’s document request.  
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PCG visited four CP classes with in-class resource programming and three CPE classes in both high 

schools.  All of these classrooms were organized, safe, and orderly.  In all of these classes, students 

appeared to be authentically on task.  In both the CP and CPE courses, teachers heavily leveraged the 

District’s 1:1 laptop initiative, as well as used SmartBoards to present lessons.  From what we observed 

during our classroom visits, students appeared to be learning similar content at the same time in CP and 

CPE (e.g. CP Algebra and CPE Algebra).  In many of the CP and CPE courses, students leveraged web-

based tools on their laptops to provide typed responses that appeared on the SmartBoards in their 

respective classrooms.   

During PCG’s classroom visits, the most compelling differences between the CP and CPE classrooms we 

visited were around how teachers differentiated their instruction in the following areas: (1) student 

engagement and (2) instructional practices.   

In almost all of the CP classes we observed, students were seated in pairs.  The co-teachers often started 

the lesson with direct instruction, and this occurred in a number of forms – modeling, re-teaching, “I do, we 

do, you do,” mini lessons, scaffolding, guided practice, and some lecture.   However, the direct instruction 

often shifted to students individually solving or producing a problem, reading, or writing.  Upon the students’ 

problem completion, students frequently turned to the person next to them to discuss and/or check-in to 

collaboratively problem-solve or discuss their response.  In many courses, responses were typed and 

appeared on the SmartBoard in front of the whole class.  While students engaged each other in this manner, 

both the general education and special education co-teachers circulated the room, working with each pair 

to verbally question the pairs and monitor their practices.  At times, during this circulation, teachers would 

engage in a total group response (e.g. “…by a show of hands” or a choral response).   

In most of the CP classes we observed that had in-class resource programming via co-teaching, the general 

and special education teachers both instructed as well as provided support assistance in the same manner.  

And in most cases, it was very hard to detect the difference between the general education and special 

education teacher.  And across all classes we observed, students treated their co-teachers with the same 

level of respect. 

In the CPE classrooms we observed, we saw many of the same types of instructional strategies employed 

as in the CP courses – lecture, modeling, think-alouds, re-teaching, mini-lessons, scaffolding.  However, in 

the CPE courses there was less student pairing and teacher-to-pair discussions or teacher-to-student 

conversations. When students did pair in CPE courses, the discussions were problem-solving in nature 

with less frequent teacher monitoring. In CPE courses, we saw fewer examples of differentiated and 

personalized instruction (e.g. fewer examples modulated instructional pace and modified instructional 

approaches to meet the needs of individual learners).  Whereas in CP courses, both with and without special 

education co-taught instruction, we saw teachers employ strategies to fluidly pair and probe students – 

allowing teachers to more easily gauge content mastery and subsequently calibrating their instruction.  

Although we saw some evidence of this in the CPE courses, it did not happen with the same frequency as 

in the CP courses. 

During student focus groups, students spoke favorably about courses they were enrolled in where there 

was a co-teaching partnership.  In particular, they spoke favorably to the level of support and assistance 

they can get when one teacher is delivering a lesson and the other can circulate the room to answer 

questions.   

AP and Honors Courses 

NVRHSD has students with IEPs enrolled in its AP and Honors programming.  Prior to the 2017-18 school 

year, a student who wanted to enroll in an Honors or AP course needed either a faculty recommendation 

or to sign a waiver saying they “understand the requirements and demands of the honors/ advanced 

placement course” and that “no accommodations or curricular adjustments will be made.”  As stated earlier, 

the NVRHSD was a party in litigation on this matter.  Through interviews, District administration 
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unanimously shared that regardless of how the wavier was previously worded, students in AP and Honors 

courses always received accommodations per their IEPs or 504 Plans.  Following the litigation, NVRHSD 

changed its documentation, removing the wording that “no accommodations or circular adjustments will be 

made.”  During interviews, administrators consistently shared that the word “accommodations” was not 

intended to be synonymous with the legal term “accommodations” in state code, IDEA, and Section 504; in 

addition, they agreed the prior language was confusing.  

PCG visited both AP and Honors courses that had students with IEPs.  During our visits, students were 

authentically on task.  Students independently produced products, solved problems, and presented through 

small groups and pairs.  Teachers guided students by asking questions and solving problems.  Teachers 

monitored students work through verbal questioning.  Teachers leveraged technology by having all students 

us their laptops and sharing lessons, and pages from the district’s learning management system, onto the 

SmartBoard.  It is important to note that in all of these cases, there were no students with IEPs that had 

specific goals related to the courses we observed; however, they had accommodations within their IEPs 

that ultimately may have an impact in the courses they were enrolled in.   

Pull-Out Resource Program 

According to district administration, in the pull-out resource program, “the general education curriculum and 

the instructional strategies may be modified based on the student's IEP. The resource program teacher 

shall have primary instructional responsibility for the student in the replacement resource program and shall 

consult with the general classroom teacher as appropriate.”86 

Pull-out resource programming is provided in English I (Grade 9); English II (Grade 10); English III (Grade 

11); English IV (Grade 12); Integrated Math (Grade 9); Essentials of Algebra (Grade 10-11); Essentials of 

Geometry (Grade 10-11); Integrated Math (Grade 12); US History I (Grade 9); US History II (Grade 10); 

World History (Grade 11). 

PCG visited three pull-out resource program classrooms.  In these classrooms we observed students in 

small class settings.  In these classes, the teachers provided individualized attention to each of the students 

through verbal questioning, monitoring of student practices, and writing prompts through use of each 

student’s laptop.  In one of these classrooms, the teacher engaged students through activities listed on the 

District’s learning management system and displayed on the SmartBoard.  In this class, students focused 

on the college essay process.  In another class, students worked in small groups, moving to different 

stations to discuss US History and immigration through pictures.  And in another class, students used online 

quizzing and polling to work in small teams and answer questions on algebraic equations; during this 

activity, there was evidence of students celebrating success upon the successful completion of problems.  

In all of these classrooms, students were on task and attentive.  The classrooms were organized, neat, and 

uncluttered.  

Special Programs 

According to district administration, Special Programs are settings “where the organizational structure is 

departmentalized for general education students; single content area consisting solely of students with 

disabilities instructed by a general education teacher where an adapted general education curriculum is 

utilized.”87 

Special programming is provided in: Fundamentals of Algebra; Fundamentals of Geometry; Fundamentals 

of Algebra II; Fundamentals of Discrete Math; General Biology; General Chemistry; General Physics; 

Spanish I; and Spanish II. 

                                                   
86 Id. 

87 Id. 
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During PCG’s visit to two special program classrooms, we observed small classes that heavily leverage the 

use of the District’s 1:1 laptop initiative to elicit student responses.  We observed the use of interactive, 

web-based collaboration tools that allowed students to respond to teacher questions in real-time, and the 

responses appearing on the SmartBoard screen in the classroom; one example included the use of an 

interactive activity to instruct Biology students on natural selection.  We saw evidence of polling, individual 

student writing prompts, re-teaching, and team-based activities that required students to answer questions 

about the mathematical order of operations and solve algebraic equations using a tool that showed 

responses on the screen.  In both classes, students worked in small groups or pairs with defined 

responsibilities.  There was direct instruction through lecture and mini-lessons with frequent verbal 

questioning by teachers. 

Self-Contained Programs and Alternative Programs Within the District 

According to district administration, NVRHSD has self-contained settings in the following programs and 

courses: The STEP Program (English I (Grade 9); English II (Grade 10); English III (Grade 11); English IV 

(Grade 12); General Math (Grade 9); Algebra Skills (Grade 10-11); Geometry Skills (Grade 10-11); Informal 

Math (Grade 12); US History I; US History II; World History; Fundamentals of Life Science; Fundamentals 

Principles of Science; Fundamental Concepts of Science; Social Communication Skills; 21st Century 

Applications; Technology and Careers; LINC and Transition; Exploring Music I and II); The Bridge Program; 

The Access Program; Summit Academy; and Summit Success. 

Throughout focus groups and feedback sessions with teachers, administrators, and families, it was very 

clear that many people hold NVRHSD’s alternative programs in very high esteem.  And District 

administrators are pleased that they can keep students in the District in less restrictive placements. 

PCG visited all of the District’s alternative programs and visited self-contained classrooms in both high 

schools.  Throughout these visits, PCG consistently found students to be on task and teachers leveraging 

instructional practices and strategies through differentiation, lesson design, direct instruction and classroom 

instruction.  Throughout most of these visits, teachers utilized SmartBoards and student use of laptops to 

master grade level content.  The small class sizes in the self-contained settings allowed for increased 

student-to-teacher contact and teacher monitoring.  In several cases, students worked in pairs and the 

teachers worked back and forth between the small pairs.  In addition, teachers frequently verbally 

questioned students, monitored student practices, and engaged in total group response (polling, show of 

hands, choral response). 

Summit House 

According to District documentation: “The Summit House is an alternative in-District program designed to 

provide secondary age students between the ages of 18-21 a unique opportunity to continue to enhance 

their functional academic skills to real world situations and also participate in a comprehensive Community 

Based Education program.  The Summit House is a co-directed program, presently operated in a separate 

facility in Norwood with administrative oversight through the Department of Special Services and Region III 

Services.”88   

According to documentation from NVRHSD, “The Summit House offers a variety of life experiences to 

students with learning and Autism  spectrum  disorders...The  Summit  is  designed  to  increase  self-

advocacy,  functional academics,  independent  living,  and career  readiness  with  an emphasis  on  

socialization  skills. The curriculum will vary due to the individual needs of each student and may include, 

but is not limited to the  following topics: life skills; personal finance; career exploration; work safety; and 

fitness.  There are also opportunities for students to take courses at Bergen Community College.”  In 

addition, students also have opportunities to take courses at BOCES.  In addition, district administration 

shared that the Summit House is not limited to students with Autism.  Also, there are monthly Summit 

                                                   
88 Bridge Program Brochure, 2017; provided by NVRHSD through document request. 
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Committee Meetings to review programmatic and/or student concerns. The Summit Case Manager and 

other related services providers are available during school hours for crisis intervention and/or assistance 

or coverage. 

PCG observed an organized learning environment during its visit to Summit House.   We observed cooking 

and kitchen activities.  Students independently followed routines and engaged in appropriate interactions 

with peers.  Teachers modeled routines and appropriate social interactions. Teachers also engaged in “I 

do, we do, you do” as a means of instruction. During the visit, it was shared that students utilize technology 

in their programming; however, technology was not being used during our visit. 

Access Program 

According to District documentation, “Access is an alternative in-District program designed to provide 

secondary age students with Autism an opportunity to be integrated with general education students at 

Demarest High School.”  The program is a collaborative effort between NVRHSD and the Valley Program. 

In PCG’s visit to the Access Program, we observed most students on task.  Program classrooms provided 

an organized learning setting where “do now” and “do last” were clearly posted on the board.  Questions 

were written on the board as well.  Students were working individually on their laptops to respond to 

questions.  In the setting we observed four students, one teacher, and one paraprofessional.  The 

paraprofessional circulated the classroom and redirected students.   

Bridge Program 

According to District documentation, “Bridge is an alternative in-District program designed to provide 

secondary age students with emotional/behavioral disabilities an opportunity to be integrated with general 

education students at Demarest High School.  This highly successful program has retained students from 

potential out of district, tuition placements through its structured, therapeutic environment.” 

Additional District documentation states the following: “This program was established for students with 

Multiple Disabilities who have been unsuccessful in the mainstream due to difficulties meeting curriculum 

standards and following school policy. Special consideration is given to disaffected and unmotivated 

students with a variety of psychiatric issues including ADHD, ODD, Mood Disorders, Anxiety Disorders, and 

Learning Disabilities. The staff members participating in the Bridge Program will meet as a committee once 

per month to discuss issues pertinent to the program. The committee will consist of the following staff 

members: Director of Special Education, Assistant Director of Special Education, Assistant Principal, Case 

Manager, Related Service Providers, and Bridge Teachers.” 

District documentation indicates the structure of the Bridge Program consists of two self-contained classes, 

each with a certified special education teacher, supplemental support, and a maximum of 12 students. 

Students are scheduled based on individual needs. Program options include self-contained program, 

resource center instruction, mainstreaming with or without supplemental support. Certified School 

Psychologists and/or Certified School Social Workers provide weekly scheduled group and individual 

counseling. Additional counseling is available on an as needed basis. Most students receive one individual 

and one group counseling session per four-day cycle as determined by their IEP. Students with known 

substance abuse issues meet with a Student Assistance Counselor (SAC) on a regular basis. Consultation 

is provided by the Bridge Case Manager at least weekly and on an as needed basis. In addition, there are 

monthly Bridge Committee Meetings to review programmatic and/or student concerns. The Bridge Case 

Manager and other related services providers are available during school hours for crisis intervention and/or 

assistance or coverage.89  

Some members of NVRHSD’s administration voiced interest in placing a full-time therapist in the Bridge 

Program to address the increasing emotional needs of students in the District; especially students with the 

                                                   
89 The Bridge Program, Program Handbook, 2017-2018; provided by NVRHSD through document request. 
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Emotional Disturbance (ED) disability category.  ED students have increasingly been placed out-of-district 

and the desire to add a therapist would be to support high school therapeutic intervention programming that 

keeps students in a less restrictive setting in their home district. 

In PCG’s classroom visit to the Bridge Program, we observed an orderly environment where there was 

evidence that students understood both behavioral and academic expectations.  There was also evidence 

of respectful and positive student-teacher relationships and that students appeared comfortable sharing 

ideas.  There was consistent use of technology – the teacher presented using a SmartBoard and each 

student used their laptop.  The teacher pushed students on age appropriate topics while scaffolding 

questions.  The teacher also monitored student progress via the computer responses and individual check-

ins.   

Student Transition Education Program (STEP) 

According to District documentation: “The Step Program is an alternative in-District program designed to 

provide secondary age students with mild to moderate cognitive disabilities the opportunity to be integrated 

with general education students at Old Tappan High School.  The highly successful program has retained 

students from potential out of district placements through its functional academic curriculum, full continuum 

of special education and general education electives, participation in the District’s Community Based 

Education program, and use of 2:1 technology in all classroom situations.”90 

Additionally, written in NVRHSD documentation, the STEP Program offers: “Individual Learning Programs 

specific to the student’s needs and learning styles; low student/teacher ratio in a self-contained setting; a 

full continuum of educational opportunities ranging from full self-contained to fully mainstreamed 

with/without supports; collaborative general education and special education staff to support students in 

program; and 2:1 Assistive Technology (iPads).”91  Also, according to District administration, there are 

monthly STEP Committee Meetings to review programmatic and/or student concerns. The STEP Case 

Manager and other related services providers are available during school hours for crisis intervention and/or 

assistance or coverage. 

In PCG’s classroom visit to the STEP Program, we observed collaborative student problem solving.   

Teachers and paraprofessionals prompted students to “do now” and the teachers elicited typed responses 

by each student in their laptop.  We also observed students working independently following classroom 

responses.  Most students were on task.  We observed teachers instructing through modeling, think-alouds, 

and scaffolds. 

Out of District Placements 

In the 2017-18 school year, NVRHSD had 41 students attending schools outside of programming within 

these Districts.  These students were in attendance within 24 schools, agencies, or home programs.  

According to the Special Education Director, many of these student’s placements were determined when 

they were enrolled in one of the seven K-8 districts that feed into NVRHSD.  As stated in the data section 

of this report, the majority of students placed outside of NVRHSD (41.7%) are served in a private day 

school, 27.8% are served in a public separate school, 13.9% are served in a private residential setting, 

11.1% are served in home instruction, and 5.6% are served in a public residential setting.  According to the 

Special Education Director, many of the students who are placed in programs outside of NVRHSD during 

their time in high school have an emotional or behavioral disability.  

                                                   
90 Northern Valley Regional High School STEP Program, informational sheet, 2016; provided by NVRHSD through document 

request. 

91 Northern Valley Regional High School STEP Program, informational sheet, 2016; provided by NVRHSD through document 

request. 
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Actionable Recommendations  

 
1. Elevate and Cultivate a Culture of Academic Optimism.  Create an unrelenting expectation 

regarding instruction that clearly communicates to schools and the broader community that a key 

focus of the Special Education Department is to ensure that students with disabilities make 

significant progress, to the extent possible, in the general education curriculum, receive rigorous 

standards-aligned instruction, and experience the high quality delivery of interventions, 

differentiation, accommodations, modifications, and specifically designed instruction in every class 

– regardless of if it is Replacement and Special Programs, College Prep, College Prep Enriched, 

Honors, and/or Advanced Placement courses.  Reinforce the non-negotiable expectation that 

“special education is a service, not a place.” 

 

2. Elevate Academic Rigor Through a Districtwide CP/CPE Merger. Move forward on the 

considered plan to merge CP and CPE courses, giving all CP courses the same GPA weight.  The 

District administration has contemplated a three-year timeline to merge CP and CPE courses; PCG 

agrees with this timeline.  

 

a. In year one, establish a ‘CP and CPE Merger Taskforce,’ consisting of the Assistant 

Superintendent, the Director of Curriculum, the Director of Special Education, the Director 

of Special Projects and Innovation, general education teachers, special education teachers, 

parents, students, and other interested stakeholders.   

 

b. Create subcommittees that further study: (a) curriculum alignment between CP and CPE 

courses; (b) professional development; (c) meeting the needs of students with IEPs.  These 

subcommittees can serve in a fact-finding capacity, reporting monthly to the Assistant 

Superintendent.  

 

c. Develop a report with recommendations at the end of year one on a best way to assure CP 

and CPE alignment, allowing for a successful merger.  Include goals and benchmarks for 

years two and three before the merger.   

 

d. Convene the taskforce following the report on a regular basis to assess whether said goals 

and objectives are being met.  

 

e. In year one of the timeline, increase District professional development opportunities around 

curriculum and instruction between CP an CPE, with an equal focus on both special and 

general education, while leveraging information gained from the report in years two and 

three to fully merge CP and CPE by year three.   

 

f. Throughout the three-year timeline, conduct a districtwide annual survey to measure 

teachers’ instructional beliefs and practices within CP and CPE courses and analyze by 

school and role.  Incorporate these findings in the work of the ‘CP and CPE Merger 

Taskforce.’ 

 

3. Create and maintain effective co-teaching teams.  When co-teaching teams have spent time to 

develop effective communication, have established a cohesive working partnership, and are seeing 

positive results in student achievement, administrators must seriously consider the investment in 

time and effort it takes to create an effective partnership and seek ways to maintain these teams.  

Develop a documented plan to enable successful co-teaching teams, whenever possible, to remain 

together from year to year.  Conduct a formal review of co-teaching teams annually to ascertain the 
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success of the partnership and make changes to staffing pairs when needed.  Share the results of 

this information with members of the District’s executive team and building principals. 

 

4. Ensure K-12 Continuity on Matters Related to Curriculum, Assessment, and Instruction for 

Students with Disabilities.  To leverage their collective resources and support to students, 

strengthen the collaboration between NVRHSD and the seven feeder school districts on matters 

related to the curriculum, assessment, and instruction for students with disabilities.  Ensure that 

IEPs are constructed and formatted in a similar manner to ensure smoother transitions from 8th to 

9th grade.  Identify joint areas of work that the Special Education Departments in NVRHSD and the 

seven feeder districts have in common and leverage existing routine meetings for collaboration.  In 

addition to curriculum, assessment, and instruction, collaboration can also occur on matters such 

as I&RS, MTSS, PBIS, PCAST, and other districtwide initiatives. 

 

5. Alternative programs.  Continue focusing on in-district alternative program expansion, leveraging 

partners such as Bergen County Region III Services to continue providing students with significant 

disabilities an education in the least restrictive environment that is possible. 

 

a. Further study the placement of a therapist in the Bridge Program and/or therapeutic 

intervention programming for high school students.  Consider the cost/benefit analysis of 

adding an additional therapist versus the possible placement of ED students in more 

restrictive, costly out-of-district placements. 

 

6. Out of district placements.  With a focus on in-district alternative program expansion, continue 

increasing the numbers of students to programs that are closer to home, when appropriate. 
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IEP Documentation and Service Delivery 

How are IEPs written and delivered, and to what extent does the District 

comply with state and federal requirements and local policies? 

The writing and development of a child’s IEP is a critical part of a child’s special education programming 

and services.  Decisions about a child’s special education program start with identification, and a decision 

to evaluate; subsequent evaluation(s); classification, and a determination of whether a child is eligible for 

special education and related services; development and review of a child’s IEP; educational placement of 

a child; annual IEP Meetings, and triennial reevaluation. 

Key aspects of the writing and subsequent delivery of an IEP include: (1) the IEP Meeting; (2) the creation 

of present levels of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP); (3) the creation of IEP 

goals; (4) the articulation of transition services and coordinated activities; (5) the identification of 

accommodations; (6) the consideration of assistive technology; and (7) progress monitoring. 

Key aspects of compliance relating to state and federal requirements, as well as local policies, around the 

IEP include: (1) compliance with State Performance Plan / Annual Performance Report indicators and (2) 

mediation and due process. 

IEP Writing and Delivery 
The IEP Meeting 

Mandated by both IDEA and NJAC 6A:14, an IEP is a written statement of the educational program 

designed to meet a child’s individual needs.  The IEP is developed by a team comprised of the student, if 

appropriate; the parent(s)/guardian(s); no less than one special education teacher; no less than one general 

education teacher if the student is or will be participating in general education; at least one member of the 

Child Study Teams; the case manager; a school district representative; others at the discretion of the parent 

or district; and transition coordinator (age 14 and over), or a representative from an agency likely to provide 

or pay for services.  After it has been determined that a child is eligible for special education and related 

services, the IEP team meets to develop and review the IEP. Both IDEA and NJAC require that IEP teams 

convene annually.   

The New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE), Office of Special Education Professional Development 

(OSEPD), in partnership with The Boggs Center at Rutgers, provides coaching and other professional 

learning opportunities to students, family members, and school District staff that are aimed at promoting 

effective supports for students through the use of person-centered approaches, specific to the student’s 

role in their IEP development. This project, New Jersey Person Centered Approaches in Schools and 

Transition (PCAST), has placed a strong emphasis on transition-age students.  

The primary objective of the PCAST project is to positively impact post-school outcomes for students with 

disabilities. Through the PCAST process, students engage in the practice of self-advocacy and self-

determination skills and learn to play an integral part or even take the lead in their own transition planning.  

In particular, students learn how to create person-centered learning plans can drive their IEPs, manage 

their own IEP meetings, and engage in self-advocacy both within and outside of their schools.  PCAST 

statewide training opportunities are offered on an ongoing basis. 

During the student file review interviews, both general education and special education teachers indicated 

that students are almost always invited and typically attend IEP meetings with varying degrees of 

participation.  However, students do not lead IEP meetings; and most staff were unfamiliar with the person-

centered approaches or the possibility that a student could play a critical role in the facilitation of their own 



Northern Valley Regional High School District, NJ Comprehensive Special Education Review, Ages 14-21 

 
 

Public Consulting Group, 
Inc.
  

55 October 2018 

 

IEP meeting.  During focus groups, some staff indicated that such a process could potentially be time-

consuming and may be hard to implement because of existing schedules at the high schools.  During 

interviews, administrators were unaware of person-centered approaches but were eager to learn more 

about such programming.  In addition, during focus groups with parents, some indicated they were not 

comfortable with their high schooler attending IEP meetings to allow the parent to “speak freely” without 

their child.   

During student focus groups, students that were sophomores, juniors, and seniors indicated they are invited 

to IEP meetings.  Students consistently shared they provide feedback when it is asked of them during their 

respective meetings.  Some students also said that they ask questions or talk about matters that are of 

importance to them.   

Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAPF) Statements 

In a student’s IEP, the Present Levels of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance (PLAAPF) 

statement serves as the starting-point for IEP goal setting.  The PLAAPF is one of the most critical 

components of the IEP.  It also serves as a snapshot of the student at a particular time and place, providing 

team members with details on the student’s 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 year’s 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. 

As required through IDEA and N.J.A.C. 6A:14-3.7(e)1, members of the IEP team must annually document 

a student’s 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 student’s 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 child’s participation in appropriate activities.  Team members also must include 

other educational needs that result from the student’s 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 particular 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. 

In NVRHSD, participants of the focus groups that reviewed files noted the comprehensive nature of the 

PLAAPF.  In almost all of the files reviewed, the PLAAPF statements included a significant amount of 

information and were written in a narrative style.  Some staff indicated they received professional 

development from an attorney with explicit direction on the format and style. 

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 
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“substantiate what the student is learning, the effectiveness of materials and methods being used during 

instruction, and the efficacy of the IEP” (Gleckel & Koretz, 2008, p. 211).   

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

v. Douglas County School District.  The Court agreed to decide the level of educational benefit schools are 

required to provide to students with disabilities under IDEA.  On March 22, 2017, in Endrew, the U.S. 

Supreme Court unanimously found that to meet its obligation under IDEA, a school is not required to offer 

an “ideal” IEP, but the IEP must be reasonably calculated to enable a student to make progress appropriate 

in light of the student’s circumstances.  

Based on their reading of IDEA, the Justices established that IEPs must aim to enable a student to make 

progress, and teams must establish a plan for the student to pursue academic and functional advancement. 

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 student’s 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.  

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.  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, PCG recommends that IEP goals be 

written using the SMART format -- specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound. 

As part of NVRHSD’s online IEP system, teachers and CST members can leverage a goal bank that is 

aligned to the New Jersey Student Learning Standards.  Through conversations with general education and 

special education teachers, it was clear that the bank is used; however, teachers also create their own 

goals.  Parents expressed concern about the use of the goal bank, calling it “cookie cutter;” however, staff 

shared that goals within the goal bank are both aligned to NJSLS and are SMART.  In co-taught classes at 

Old Tappan, IEP goals are written by both the general education and co-teaching special education teacher.  

However, in co-taught classes at Demarest, the special education and general education co-teachers write 

their goals separately.  There have been times, especially in draft form, when goals written by the special 

education teacher contradict the general education teacher. 

Progress Monitoring 

Districts are required by IDEA to monitor and measure the progress of students IEPs with respect to their 

IEP goals through periodic reports.  In light of the recent Endrew vs. Douglas County case in which the 

United States Supreme Court held that, under IDEA, schools must provide students an education that is 

“reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child's circumstances.” 

The Endrew case provided significant implications for districts, school personnel and parents to consider in 

order to guide and strengthen practices in three key areas: (1) designing ambitious IEP goals, (2) 

implementing IEPs with fidelity, and (3) regularly monitoring progress. Progress monitoring enables more 

frequent assessment to demonstrate growth toward individualized goals and documents each student’s 

response to instructional changes. It informs instruction included that which is provided to students with 

disabilities on the IEP annual goals and objectives. It is critically important for NVRHSD to ensure there are 

consistent, well understood, and adhered to policies and practices around progress monitoring in special 

education. 

In NVRHSD, IEP teams provide the parents of students with disabilities with quarterly progress reports.  

These progress reports measure goal mastery using the following terms: limited mastery; partial mastery; 

not introduced; mastered.  Several special education teachers spoke to the fact that these terms were 
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vague and lacked clear definitions.  Some special education teachers reported that there are definitions, 

and the definitions are stored in the district’s teacher-facing online learning management system.  There 

was concern among teachers and some CST members that the lack of definitions around the terms leads 

to inconsistent progress monitoring.  This issue was consistent among both high schools. 

General education teachers in co-taught classrooms, in some cases, were also completely unaware that 

progress reports were created for students with IEPs.  In these cases, they were surprised to learn that the 

special education co-teacher was providing information for the IEP progress report. 

Transition Services and Coordinated Activities 

According to the Pacer Center, “A truly successful transition process is the result of comprehensive team 

planning that is driven by the dreams, desires and abilities of youth. A transition plan provides the basic 

structure for preparing an individual to live, work and play in the community, as fully and independently as 

possible.”  

Through IDEA and N.J.A.C. 6A:14-3.7 (e)11, beginning with the IEP in place for the school year when the 

student will turn age 14, or younger, if appropriate, IEP teams are required to develop the long range 

educational plan for the student’s future. And beginning with the IEP in place for the school year when the 

student will turn age 16 or younger, if appropriate, IEP teams are required to complete a multi-year plan for 

promoting movement from school to the student’s post-school goals.   

In the Statement of Transition, the section of the IEP that articulates the transition services and coordinated 

activities, teams are required to document the student’s strengths, interests, and preferences.  Following 

that, teams must indicate the courses of study the student will pursue during the period of time covered by 

the IEP.  In addition, the team must include related strategies and/or activities, determine if information is 

needed from the Division of Rehabilitation Services or other agencies.  IEP teams must name school staff 

person(s) who will be the liaison to the post-secondary resources, as well as any additional outside agency 

support. 

At NVRHSD, CST members participate in at least one of the formal transition conversations that occur 

during the 8th grade in each of the seven school district’s middle schools.  Their participation allows for 

transition goals that are aligned to high school.  In addition, CST participation allows for families to learn 

about the more informal non-IDEA transition issues for students with disabilities who will be 9th graders in 

the upcoming fall.  CST members as well as teachers spoke positively about this effort. 

At both Demarest and Old Tappan high schools, special and general education teachers as well as related 

service providers seemed disconnected from the transition section of students’ IEPs.  This was evidenced 

during focus group conversation, where questions such as “How would this relate to subject-matter 

goals/input?”  were posed.  Additionally, both special education teachers who serve as co-teachers as well 

as resource room teachers remarked that IEP conversations can be an “isolated process,” and they do not 

necessarily participate in the conversations during the IEP team meeting. 

Special education teachers from alternative programs spoke very highly of the transition conversations that 

occur during IEP meetings.  Teachers consistently commented that transition is a fundamental aspect of 

their programming.  They discussed how they provide input that is factored into the transition conversation 

and that the District has a transition coordinator who focuses the majority of her time in the alternative 

programs.   

During student focus groups, several students indicated they either had a summer job in the prior summer 

and/or were presently employed during the school year.  A small number of students shared that they 

obtained that employment through school.  In addition, a majority of the students in the focus groups 

indicated they want to pursue a college education after high school.  A smaller group indicated they wanted 

to pursue a career after high school.   
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Accommodations in the IEP 

As stated by the New Jersey Department of Education: “In accordance with the Individuals with Disabilities 

Act (IDEA), students who are receiving special education services must participate in the statewide 

assessment system. Students with disabilities eligible for special education and related services and those 

students eligible under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act may have accommodations and/or 

modifications during the administration of the statewide assessments. The Individualized Education 

Program (IEP) or 504 team makes decisions about accommodations/modifications. Information about test 

content and item types from the directories of test specifications can be used to make these decisions.” 

In both Old Tappan and Demarest high schools, special and general education teachers and some CST 

members expressed concern over inconsistencies around the use of accommodations, both offered for 

students with IEPs as well as students with 504 plans.  There was a general consensus that, districtwide, 

there is a lack of training and no written guidance on how to implement the accommodations outlined in 

students’ IEPs in the classroom.  Adding to the confusion, some staff expressed concern between the 

PARCC accommodations (that come with clear guidance), and the accommodations offered in the 

classroom; adding that implementation of PARCC accommodations are clearly articulated in the PARCC 

Accessibility Features and Accommodations Manual.  Some teachers indicated that they may provide their 

own accommodations, in addition to what may or may not be provided in a student’s IEP. 

Assistive Technology 

In IDEA 2004, assistive technology was defined as: “any 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 disabilities” (20 U.S.C. 1401(1)).  In addition, IDEA 

defines an assistive technology service as “any 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 child’s 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 child’s 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” (20 U.S.C. 1401(2)). 

NVRHSD has a 1:1 laptop initiative at both Old Tappan and Demarest high schools.  This initiative has 

been in place since the 2014-15 school year.  Shortly after the initiative kicked off, NVRHSD staff received 

assistive technology training from Apple on the accessibility features within the operating system. 

The Technology Department is responsible for procuring, loading, and supporting AT software support on 

the laptops.  One example is the use of the Kurzweil program.92  The Technology Department is also 

responsible for procuring, providing, and supporting AT apps on iPads.  NVRHSD has students who use 

iPads as their speech generating device.   

                                                   
92 Kurzweil is a web-based assistive technology which provides a text-to-speech reading, writing, and study platform for students 

with disabilities that affect reading and/or writing. 
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During interviews and focus groups, general and special education teachers spoke to the level of access 

that students with disabilities have to instructional technologies.  Some staff shared that they learn most 

about AT options from feeds on Twitter.  It was also indicated that the district does not have formal protocols 

for requesting assistive technology consultations, evaluations, equipment, or services.  These formal 

protocols are typically part of a district’s standard operating procedures manual. 

The Director of Special Education indicated that IEP teams rarely receive requests for AT evaluations.  She 

said that there has not been such a request in years.  When that request was made, it was conducted by 

an AT specialist at Bergen County Special Services.  She indicated that students who have speech 

generating devices already had AT evaluations before high school; these students are bringing their 

technology and devices that were procured during elementary and/or middle school. 

The Director of Special Education indicated that students with IEPs have access to Bookshare; Google 

Suite; and Apple Accessibility Features.  She also indicated that students in the Step and Summit Programs 

have iPads for community-based instruction and transition activities, in addition to their laptops as part of 

1:1 initiative. 

In a 2017 districtwide survey administered by the Technology Department, teachers were asked a series 

of questions about assistive technology training, use, and professional development.   In the professional 

development section of the survey, 35% of all teachers reported receiving professional development on AT; 

26% reported never receiving training on AT.  Teachers spoke to being well equipped to help students 

access the curriculum utilizing AT.  However, there was a lack of clarity as to who “owned” the overall 

maintenance and upkeep of AT.  Staff are not clear around the differences between assistive technology 

and instructional technology.  This ambiguity may impact the reported results of this survey. 

During classroom visits, it was clear that the District is committed to technology integration.  This was 

evidenced through students use of their laptops, the district’s learning management system, and the 

manner by which teachers instruct by leveraging these tools.  During classroom visits, we observed the use 

of FM sound systems.  We did not observe use of Apple Accessibility Features; however, these may have 

been in use and were undetectable to an outside observer. 

Child Find 

Before an IEP is ever written, school districts must identify children suspected of having a disability.  Child 

Find is a legal mandate that requires all school districts to identify, locate, and evaluate all children with 

disabilities from birth to age 21.  Districts are required to report data regarding students referred to the child 

study team for an initial evaluation, for whole eligibility determinations were made and consent for initial 

IEP implementation was received.  If the initial evaluation timeline was not met for any student, the District 

must report the length of the delay beyond 90 days and the reason for the delay. 

For child find referrals received between July 1, 2015 and June 13, 2016 (through NJSMART in October 

2016) and for those July 1, 2016 and June 30, 2017 (through NJSMART in October 2017), the District was 

found to be out of compliance.  The District had findings sent on this same matter on August 18, 2017 and 

June 24, 2018.  In both instances, NJDOE OSEP verified that the District finalized each of the late 

evaluations.  However, the District was required in both instances to report the next three initial evaluations 

conducted by each child study team in the District. 

In August 2018, NJDOE OSEP informed NVRHSD that it was now in compliance on its findings for 2015-

16 and 2016-17 data93.   The District attributed these compliance issues to scheduling challenges; since 

these findings, the District has made initial referral scheduling a priority. 

                                                   
93 NJDOE OSEP has informed the District that it will receive a formal letter indicating compliance; however, as of September 17, 

2018, the District has not yet received this correspondence.   
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Mediation, Due Process, and Alternative Dispute Resolution 

Under IDEA and NJAC 6A:14, when there is conflict around a child’s free and appropriate education, offered 

in the least restrictive environment, children and families are afforded due process rights.  When families 

and school Districts disagree on matters related to special education they may resolve their disputes 

through a variety of channels, including: (1) voluntary mediation; (2) due process hearing; (3) and IDEA 

complaint to the NJDOE OSEP.  In addition, families and school Districts can resolve matters outside of 

mediation and due process through legal settlements. 

In New Jersey, parents and districts have access to a new program offered by the Department of Education 

called Facilitated IEP (FIEP).  It has two main purposes, as follows: (1) to promote student-centered IEP 

meetings that are conducted in a respectful and collaborative manner; and (2) to maximize District-level 

capacity to develop student-centered IEPs and minimize state-level procedural protections and 

interventions which often result from ineffective IEP meetings.  FIEP Is an option for using a third party 

facilitator to promote effective communication and assist the IEP team in developing a mutually agreeable 

IEP.  It focuses on the needs of the student, the IEP process, and an agreed upon IEP document.  The 

school schedules the IEP meeting and sends notice to the parent and either the parent/guardian or school 

District representative may submit a Request for IEP Facilitation to OSEPP.  NVRHSD was not an FIEP 

participant. 

In the 2016-17 school year, NVRHSD had one matter that went to mediation, one that went to due process, 

and three that were resolved by financial agreement.  In the 2017-18 school year, the District had four 

matters that went to mediation, two that went to due process, and one that was resolved by financial 

agreement.  In the 2017-18 school year, there was one IDEA complaint to NJDOE OSEP; the complaint 

was dismissed. 

In NVRHSD, at both Old Tappan and Demarest high school focus groups, parents and families expressed 

frustration about the IEP process and felt that it was, at times, a process that was happening “at them” and 

not “with them.”  Administrators expressed concern about the increase in adversarial IEP meetings.   

During interviews and focus groups, families and administrators were unaware of FIEP.  However, both 

groups were eager to learn more and possibly utilize it. 

Parent and Community Engagement 

A large body of research demonstrates the positive effects of parent-professional collaboration on outcomes 

for students with disabilities.94 Effective collaboration is often grounded in a strong staff-parent relationship 

and the combined expertise of parents and professionals in helping students with disabilities meet their 

goals. Many parents want to fully participate in planning for their child(ren) and supporting changes in 

services.  

 

Based on information gathered from interviews and focus groups, NVRHSD has had, at times, strained 

relationships with the families of children with disabilities.  Contention with the parent community increased 

during the litigation around the matter of CP, CPE, and course access for students with disabilities.  During 

this time, several families of children with disabilities spoke in public meetings about frustrations around 

equal opportunities to rigorous courses that will prepare their children for college.  

 

At the same time, NVRHSD has not had a Special Education Parent Advisory Council in many years 

(SEPAC).  The Special Education Office noted that there have been STEP, Bridge, and Summit parent 

                                                   
94 A.T. Henderson, & K. L. Mapp. (2002). A new wave of evidence: The impact of school, family, and community connections on 

student achievement. Southwest Education Development Laboratory. Cited in Fostering Parent and Professional Collaboration 

Research Brief, Technical Assistance ALLIANCE for Parent Centers, National Parent Technical Assistance Center at 

http://wsm.ezsitedesigner.com/share/scrapbook/47/472535/1.7_Fostering_Parent_and_Professional_Collaboration.pdf. 
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workshops and Valley Regional Programs Parent Workshops.  The Director of Special Education also 

indicated that she has tried to establish a SEPAC in the past with limited success.  In particular, the Director 

shared she has made attempts through email blasts with training, workshops, and other information, as 

well as email blasts from case managers supporting all of these listed initiatives. 

 

Having a functioning SEPAC is one essential ingredient to engage the families of students with disabilities.  

It is also required by law.  According to N.J.A.C. 6A:14-1.2(h), each district board of education must ensure 

that a special education parent advisory group is in place in the district to provide input to the District on 

issues concerning students with disabilities.   

 

The New Jersey Department of Education, in partnership with the New Jersey Statewide Parent Advisory 

Network (SPAN), recently developed an online and printed manual on the creation, purpose, mission, and 

activities of a SEPAC.95   

 

Families expressed frustration in NVRHSD’s lack of a SEPAC.  Parents in the focus groups stated that they 

were informed on the purpose and mission of a SEPAC from the districts their children attended prior to 

NVRHSD.  Families indicated that several of the seven school districts that feed into NVRHSD all have 

active SEPACs.  

 

Members of the community and families also expressed concern about the utility of NVRHSD’s website for 

special education.  The website for the District as well as the high schools contain information on contact 

information and translated editions of the New Jersey Department of Education Parental Rights in Special 

Education (PRISE) handbook96; however, they voiced a desire to have one place for all forms, documents, 

and pertinent information. 

 

During student focus groups, students indicated that their parents frequently monitor their academic 

progress.  They cited parents having access to PowerSchool, teacher phone calls, back to school night, 

and IEP meetings as ways their parents interact with the school. 

 

Actionable Recommendations 
 

1. Embrace Person-Centered Planning as a Fundamental Component of IEP meetings.  Employ 

Person Centered strategies among all IEP teams, districtwide.  Require professional development 

on Person Centered Planning.  Develop a districtwide ‘Person Centered Planning Team’ who is 

tasked with leading the task of making sure that NVRHSD embraces Person Centered Planning as 

a core part of the District’s identity.  The IEP meeting is a time for the IEP team to collaborate and 

create a student-centered IEP.  The meeting should be seen, from the District perspective, as a 

collaborative and team based process.  During the meeting, the student should play a prominent 

role. 

 

2. Ensure Consistent IEP PLAAPF Writing.  Require consistent, mandatory, annual training on IEP 

PLAAPF writing for both general and special education teachers. 

 

3. Leverage all Team Members in Transition Discussions.  Engage in professional development 

on IEP team engagement as it relates to the IEP process.  Employ Person Centered Planning as a 

core component of all IEP transition conversations.  Transition conversations should include 

participation from all team members.  

                                                   
95 Refer to: Special Education Parent Advisory Groups in New Jersey: A Guide to Developing an Effective Group.  

https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/resources/SEPAGManual.pdf  

96 The PRISE handbook lists the procedural safeguards afforded to children and families under IDEA and NJAC 6A:14.  

https://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/resources/SEPAGManual.pdf
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4. Continue Effective Use of Assistive Technology.  Create district protocols around the request 

for assistive technology and qualified assistive technology consultants to provide professional 

development to IEP teams.  Leverage qualified Assistive Technology Consultants through state 

special service organizations and other public or private entities.  

 

5. Implement Consistent Progress Monitoring.  Require consistent, mandatory, annual training on 

IEP progress reporting.  All team members must have a consistent understanding about the 

definitions within the IEP progress report.  All teachers, especially co-teaching pairs, must be made 

aware of the purpose of these reports.   

 

6. Employ Alternative Routes for Dispute Resolution.  When needed, leverage a third party 

facilitator to promote effective communication and assist the IEP team in developing a mutually 

agreeable IEP.  Consider contacting NJDOE OSEP to submit a request for IEP facilitation.  If the 

FIEP program is full; consider other possible third party facilitators.  

 

7. Immediately Create a SEPAC.  Utilize recent guidance from NJDOE and SPAN on the creation of 

the SEPAC.  If needed, seek technical assistance and support from SPAN or NJDOE OSEP.  

Leverage active community members who may want to be part of the SEPAC’s formation.  

NVRHSD has an active community of families who frequently attend IEP meetings and attend open 

hearings about matters affecting students with disabilities.   

 

8. Establish a District Special Education Family Engagement Team.  In addition to creating a 

SEPAC, establish a team of District- and school-level educators, staff members, family members, 

parents of students with disabilities, and community representatives for the planning process 

enables the District to benefit from the collective perspectives they bring. 

 

a. Create a Vision Statement for Family Engagement. Discuss core beliefs about family 

engagement and create a vision statement that expresses agreed-upon ideals. It can be 

shared with other stakeholders to build family engagement support across the District. 

 

b. Develop a Plan to Strengthen Trusting Relationships. Develop a plan that includes the 

following objectives (and includes others that NVRHSD identifies): 

i. All staff learn about the assets and challenges among families in the school 

community through home visits. 

ii. Teachers and staff listen without judgment and establish two-way communication 

channels with family members. 

iii. Teachers across the District greet families and students before school or at 

beginning of class, in their native languages when possible. 

iv. Teachers make regular phone calls home with positive messages and ask for 

feedback from families. 

 

c. Develop a Plan for Strengthening Connections to Student Learning. Develop a plan 

that includes the following objectives (and includes others that NVRHSD identifies): 

i. District and school staff understand the barriers to their families in getting children 

to school and they engage in meaningful dialogue with families about community 

resources and the importance of attendance. 

ii. Teachers hold class meetings to discuss with families how progress on English 

language acquisition is monitored and how families can support their English 

Learner student with a disability. 

iii. Staff can engage in meaningful dialogue with families about how they can support 

their English Learner student and/or student with an IEP. 
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d. Evaluate Family Engagement Annually. Evaluate the implementation and impact of 

family engagement activities. Review the action plans for strengthening trusting 

relationships and strengthening connections to student learning with the family 

engagement committee. 
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Section 504 Modifications and Accommodations 

To what extent are Section 504 Modifications and Accommodations used to 

support struggling students? 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a federal law that affords rights to individuals with disabilities 

in programs that are the recipients of funding from the US Department of Education.  To be protected under 

Section 504, a student must be determined to: (1) have a physical or mental impairment that substantially 

limits one or more major life activities; or (2) have a record of such an impairment; or (3) be regarded as 

having such an impairment. Section 504 requires that school districts provide a free appropriate public 

education (FAPE) to qualified students in their jurisdictions who have a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life activities.  

A school district must evaluate a student prior to providing services under Section 504.  Section 504 requires 

informed parental permission for initial evaluations. If a parent refuses consent for an initial evaluation and 

a recipient school district suspects a student has a disability, the IDEA and Section 504 provide that school 

districts may use due process hearing procedures to seek to override the parents' denial of consent. 

Documentation of a 504 is typically referred to as a 504 Plan.  Periodic re-evaluation of the 504 Plan (much 

like an IEP) is required. This may be conducted in accordance with the IDEA regulations, which require re-

evaluation at three-year intervals (unless the parent and public agency agree that re-evaluation is 

unnecessary) or more frequently if conditions warrant, or if the child's parent or teacher requests a re-

evaluation, but not more than once a year (unless the parent and public agency agree otherwise). 

District Practices 
At NVRHSD, Section 504 Plans are managed by the Guidance Department.  Both high schools have 504 

Teams that are typically comprised of a building administrator; school counselor; nurse; CST Specialist; 

teacher who is knowledgeable of the student; parent/guardian; student; other District staff as warranted; 

and other parties arranged by either the District or the parent/guardian.   

In February 2018, the NVRHSD Board of Education approved a districtwide Section 504 manual.  This 

manual provides specific, step-by-step information on the process by which a student can be referred for a 

504 Plan.  It articulates the evaluation and eligibility procedures, how a Section 504 Accommodation Plan 

is to be developed; how the plan should be implemented; and the process by which the plan is reviewed 

annually and/or reevaluated.  Furthermore, the manual includes a boilerplate parent letter that each building 

504 administrator can send when a child is referred; a request for parental participation form; a referral 

form; a teacher input form; a meeting attendance form; an accommodation form; a receipt of the 

accommodation plan; a form to the child’s teachers requesting information on the effectiveness of the 

accommodations; and grievance procedures.  In addition, it includes a Q&A section that comes from the 

must current guidance provided by the US Department of Education Office of Civil Rights. 

Based on information gathered from focus groups, there is a belief among some teachers and 

administrators that 504 teams sometimes “hold the line” on providing 504 accommodations and that it is 

“easier” to pursue an IEP than a 504 plan.  Some staff shared a belief that 504 teams need more information 

from I&RS teams and struggle with creating a 504 plan from a lack of information. 

Overall, the District’s 504 written process is thorough, and the forms it supplies 504 teams are 

comprehensive.  However, based on feedback from focus groups and interviews, the February 2018 

manual is not widely disseminated.  Some administrators and teachers were unaware that it existed.  It also 

is not readily available on NVRHSD’s website. 
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Actionable Recommendations 
 

1. Leverage the District’s Readopted 504 Manual.  Continue to refine and update the NVRHSD 

504 Manual annually. 

 

2. Engage in Districtwide Training on 504.  Train and create opportunities for all practitioners to 

understand and implement procedures delineated in the 504 Manual. 

 

3. Remove Negative Perceptions Around 504 Accommodations.  Remove the “high bar” 

perception by leveraging districtwide MTSS.  During interviews, we heard reference to 504 teams 

sometimes “holding the line” on accommodations, with some teachers suggesting it may be easier 

for a student to get accommodations via an IEP.  Such a practice should not be the case.  Should 

the District embark on utilizing a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) for its I&RS teams, the 

issue of “holding the line” should mitigated by providing 504 teams with consistent, useful, and 

data-driven information.  By engaging in consistent interventions, utilizing MTSS may provide 504 

Teams with more information when they are working together to determine appropriate 

accommodations. 

 

4. Leverage I&RS and MTSS as a Means to Give 504 Teams Critical Information.  Leverage 

interventions that are part of a tiered system of support to provide useful information for 504 teams. 

 

5. Ensure Website has Current 504 Manual.  Ensure that the public can readily access this manual 

and these forms on an easy to locate section of the District’s website.  NVRHSD has made a 

concerted effort to have a comprehensive 504 manual and subsequent protocols.  The District’s 

practices are consistent with requirements from the US Department of Education Office of Civil 

Rights.   
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Organizational Structures 

To what extent do the organizational structures in the Special Education 

Department, and NVRHSD at large, support quality programming for students 

with disabilities? Are staffing ratios at different levels in the organization 

appropriate? Are staff over- or under-utilized in certain areas? 

Collaboration and coordination are necessary to support students with disabilities, most of whom are 

educated in regular classes for some or most of the school day. The NVRHSD organization at the central 

office level and at the school level are discussed below related to the effective and efficient administration 

and the operation of specially designed instruction (SDI) and related services, and the infrastructure 

supports, such as professional development and accountability measures, needed to support a high quality 

special education program. 

District’s Leadership, Strategic Mission, and Organization 
Northern Valley Regional High School District has seen recent changes in its executive leadership. In the 

2013-14 school year, a longtime Superintendent retired from the role.  For the two years that followed 

(2014-15 and 2016-17 school years), the District was led by an interim Superintendent.  On June 26, 2017, 

NVRHSD’s School Board approved a new superintendent who began his tenure on July 1, 2017, before 

the 2017-18 school year.  The present Superintendent is a familiar face to the District.  He was a former 

teacher and principal in the District who is well respected by his Board, colleagues in central office, as well 

as teachers. 

NVRHSD’s Superintendent describes the District as: “a dynamic learning community that promotes 

excellence, supports innovation and creativity, is highly collaborative while promoting critical thinking, 

problem solving, and lifelong learning97.”  In his first year in the office, the Superintendent made special 

education a top priority.  Within his first two weeks on the job, he had to testify in US District Court regarding 

a special education matter in which the District was the defendant.  Throughout his first months on the job, 

he worked closely with the Special Education Director to focus on immediate compliance needs, pending 

litigation, and the overall improvement of outcomes for students with disabilities.     

 

  

                                                   
97 Superintendent’s message, https://www.nvnet.org/. 
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The current NVRHSD master organizational chart shows that the Special Education Director reports to the Superintendent. This reporting structure 

is not typical.  In many districts PCG works with across the US, the Special Education Director reports to the Assistant Superintendent or Chief 

Academic Officer, by design, to collaborate on building inclusive programs and services to meet the instructional needs of diverse learners.  In PCG’s 

experience, the Special Education Director and their team can be nimbler and better aligned to general education initiatives when the department’s 

leader reports to a district executive tasked with overseeing districtwide instruction. 

Exhibit 30. NVRHSD Master Organizational Chart, 2017-18 
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Special Education Organization 
According to the District’s master organization chart, the Special Education Director oversees the Assistant 

Special Education Director, CST members, and special education teachers; in addition, the Assistant 

Special Education Director oversees special education teacher aides (paraprofessionals).  Special 

education teachers and CST members also have an official, dotted-line, indirect reporting relationship to 

building principals and the Assistant Director of Special Education.  The building principals, Assistant 

Director of Special Education, and subject supervisors provide input to the Director of Special Education 

for the completion of evaluations. In addition, the Special Education Director oversees the Bridge Program, 

the Step Program, and Summit House.   

The Special Education Department has an organization chart; however, it has not recently been updated. 

Under NVRHSD’s Special Education Department structure, the Special Education Director has several 

direct reports.  Although building principals and subject supervisors provide support and feedback for the 

evaluations of special education teachers, the official supervisory responsibility of special education 

teachers falls to the Special Education Director.  According to NVRHSD administration, there have been 

past discussions to alter the reporting structure of special education teachers such that they officially report 

to both the Special Education Director and their respective subject supervisor.  In the past, this has been 

discussed as a way to purposefully integrate special education teachers so they are reporting to the subject 

supervisor with their peer teachers in the same subject area.  

Human Capital 
In the NVRHSD FY 2018 Budget Presentation, the salary and benefits for school-based staff comprise 

approximately 76% of the total budget. This statistic aligns with the notion expressed in current research 

about human capital and workforce development in school districts. Namely, that “human capital is the 

largest single investment K–12 districts make.  Building a stronger teacher workforce requires the thoughtful 

orchestration of multiple processes working together in a human capital system.”98  

Special Education Teacher, Related Service Provider, and Paraprofessional Staffing 

Determinations 
Special Education Teachers and Placement 

According to NVRHSD administration, the population and individual needs of students with IEPs largely 

drives the assignment of staff.  In NVRHSD, as in most school districts, making staff determinations is an 

involved process that includes multiple stakeholders such as CST members, the special education director, 

and members of the guidance department.  For rising ninth graders, this also involves interaction with CST 

members in the feeder school Districts. 

In NVRHSD, for rising 10th – 12th graders, the scheduling process begins in January of the prior school 

year.  In January, the Special Education Department conducts 3 ½ in-service days (one in Demarest; one 

in Old Tappan, a half day in Bridge, Step, and Summit House.  Child Study Team members, teachers, and 

department administrators spend the day discussing each student, making recommendations for the 

upcoming school year.  In February, CST and the guidance department conduct scheduling meetings with 

students and families.  These meetings include a guidance counselor, parent (invited), case manager, and 

student.  These meetings typically address graduation requirements, student goals for the upcoming school 

year’s courses/electives, and appropriate courses for the upcoming school year.   Historically, these 

meetings were part of the annual IEP meeting; however, the District decided that the topics discussed 

during these meetings were not appropriate for IEP meetings.  

                                                   
98 Myung, J., Martinez, K., and Nordstruma, L. (2013). Human Capital Framework for a Stronger Teacher Workforce. Carnegie 

Foundation White Paper (https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Human_Capital_whitepaper2.pdf), p. 3. 

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Human_Capital_whitepaper2.pdf
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In the months of January through March, course sections and enrollment numbers are calculated.  And in 

the months of March through April, staffing determination numbers are made based on cohort size. 

Additionally, for rising 9th graders, the scheduling process begins September prior to the following school 

year.  Between September through October, the seven school districts that feed into NVRHSD send names 

of students with IEPs.  Each NVRHSD CST member is assigned to one of the seven school districts.  In 

January, there is a Parent Orientation when NVRHSD CST members meet the parents of rising 9th graders 

for the first time.  In January, each of the seven school districts spends one day with NVRHSD CST 

members in their District buildings to discuss all rising 9th grade students with IEPs.  In February, meetings 

are scheduled where CST members attend IEP meetings at each of the seven school districts.  In the 

months of January through March, course selections and enrollment is calculated.  In the months of March 

through April, based on group size, staff determination numbers are made. 

During the summer months, using the data gathered from March through April of the prior school year, the 

Guidance Department also determines each high school’s master schedule for students enrolled in CP, 

CPE, Honors, and AP course.  Determinations for student scheduling in replacement classes and 

alternative programs are made exclusively by the special education department. 

During conversations with staff who work closely on this process for both rising 9th graders as well as 10th 

to 12th graders, it was implied that seat-planning for co-taught classes meant seat-planning for CP courses.  

Staff said “collaborative classes are CP” and when asked, could not see the possibility or need for co-

teaching in CPE, Honors, or AP. 

In addition, PCG reviewed past, blank internal forms used during the transition meetings for 9th graders by 

NVRHSD child study team members for the 2014-15, 2015-16, and 2016-17 school years.  These forms 

included the student’s name, the sending district, the disability classification, as well as the case manager.  

In addition, they contained the courses that a student may be enrolled in.  One apparent concern with these 

forms raised by parents was that they did not contain honors courses as options.  NVRHSD administration 

subsequently changed these forms for the 2017-18; 2018-19; and proceeding years to include all courses, 

including Honors, as options.  During interviews with administration, it was consistently shared that this 

issue was specific to these internal forms; in particular, they shared this did not impact the practice of 

determining appropriate courses for students with disabilities. 

Related Service Providers 

In NVRHSD the process in determining related service provider staffing needs follows the same schedule 

as the determination of special education teachers (listed above).   

Paraprofessionals and Placement 

State and federal special education law require an IEP team to make all decisions regarding the assignment 

of a paraprofessional to a particular student. The IEP team is supposed to make this decision solely on the 

basis of whether paraprofessional services are appropriate to meet the unique learning needs of the 

particular student so that he or she will have the opportunity to receive FAPE in the least restrictive 

environment and at the same time prepare for "further education, employment, and independent living.”99  

It is well documented that when paraprofessionals are assigned on the basis of a student’s education 

profile; to provide teachers temporary relief from demanding students; or are assigned responsibilities that 

require the skills of a licensed teacher, the results can be damaging100. 

                                                   
99 See 20 U.S.C. § 1400(d)(1)(A) (a principal purpose of the IDEA is "to ensure that all children with disabilities have … services 

designed to … prepare them for further education, employment, and independent living") 

100 Giangreco, M. F. (2010). One-to-one paraprofessionals for students with disabilities in inclusive classrooms: Is conventional 

wisdom wrong?. Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 48(1), 1-13. 



Northern Valley Regional High School District, NJ Comprehensive Special Education Review, Ages 14-21 

 
 

Public Consulting Group, 
Inc.
  

70 October 2018 

 

According to the Special Education Director, NVRHSD has paraprofessionals who serve in five distinct 

categories: (1) 1:1 Aides; (2) Alternative Program Aides in Step, Bridge, and Summit House; (3) Special 

Education Program Aides in Spanish I and II; (4) In-class Supplemental Support (Support Classes and 

Resource Room Classes; and (5) Job Coaches (community based instruction/employment). 

According to District administration, NVRHSD has worked diligently to assure the process of determining 

the allocation of special educators to schools is consistent with 6A:14-4.6(M) by which group sizes for 

supplementary instruction, and resource programs shall not exceed limits set by code. 

NVRHSD does not have any written protocols or standard operating practices around determining the need 

of paraprofessionals.   

Discussions on the use of paraprofessionals to support the learning of students shared conflicting 

information on the need and appropriateness of paraprofessionals.  Some teachers and CSTs shared that 

paraprofessionals are decided when safety is a compelling issue, especially in classes that require the use 

of knives or equipment.  Other teachers, especially in the alternative programs, voiced how important the 

use of paraprofessionals are as job coaches and supplemental support.  There was also conversation that 

some of the paraprofessionals in the Spanish classes speak Spanish, and that helps with student 

instruction. 

Child Study Team Staffing 

As required by the New Jersey state regulations, Child Study Teams (CSTs) have broad responsibility, 

consisting of the identification, evaluation, determination of eligibility, development and review of the 

individualized education program, and placement.101 CST Teams play an important role in compliance and 

creation of high quality special education documents. CSTs consist of three educational professionals: 

psychologist, a social worker, and a learning disabilities teacher consultant (LDTC).  

NVRHSD has two child study teams for the District, one for each high school.  All CST members report to 

the Special Education Director.  The team is comprised of staff who have been with the District for several 

years.  Many of the CST members have worked with multiple prior superintendents and special education 

directors. CST members and teachers indicated they like having one team per high school building. 

Special Education & Related Services: Personnel Ratios 

Information used to compare NVRHSD staff ratios to other school districts was provided through a survey 

conducted by the Urban Special Education Leadership Collaborative, which was supplemented by data 

from reviews conducted independently, or with the Council of Great City Schools and Public Consulting 

Group.102 Data from 72 other school districts provide a general understanding of districts’ staffing levels in 

the following areas: special educators, instructional assistants, speech/language pathologists, 

psychologists, social workers, nurses, occupational therapists, and physical therapists. See Appendix A for 

detailed information for each surveyed school district. The data do not give precise district comparisons, 

and the results need to be used with caution. At times, district data are not uniform (e.g., including or 

excluding contractual personnel) and are impacted by varying levels of private and public placements, 

where personnel outside a district provide special education/related services to a group of district students. 

However, these data are the best available and are useful to better understand staffing ratios for school 

districts. NVRHSD has provided detailed staff ratios by school for special educators, speech/language 

pathologists, psychologists, counselors, occupational therapists, and physical therapists. When informative, 

relevant information is referenced below. It should be noted that ranking begins with school districts having 

a low average number of students to one staff person. 

                                                   
101 New Jersey Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs: 

http://www.nj.gov/education/code/current/title6a/chap14.pdf 

102 Sue Gamm, Esq. compiled and continues to maintain this list. She grants PCG permission to use the data in reports.  
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Special Education Teacher and Paraprofessional Ratios  

This section provides information about NVRHSD special education teacher and Paraprofessional ratios 

compared to other school districts, and feedback about their availability and use. Staffing ratios and other 

data regarding related-services personnel are summarized below. 

Exhibit 10. Average Number Students with IEPs for Each Special Education and Paraprofessionals 

Areas of Comparison Special Education 
Teacher 

Paraprofessionals 

Number of NVRHSD Staff FTE 28 30 

NVRHSD Student w/IEP-to-Staff Ratio 14.6:1 13.7:1 

All District Average Ratios 14.5:1 14.9:1 

NVRHSD Ranking Among Districts 
43rd lowest ratio out of 
70 reporting Districts 

37th lowest ratio out of 
73 reporting Districts 

 

As reported in Appendix A, NVRHSD has an overall average of 14.6 students with IEPs (including those 

with speech/language needs only) for each special educator. This average is slightly higher than the 14.5 

student average of all districts in the survey, ranking NVRHSD as having the 42rd lowest ratio among the 

70 reporting school districts. NVRHSD has an overall average of 13.7 students with IEPs for each 

paraprofessional, which is less than the all-District average of 14.9 students, ranking NVRHSD as 37th of 

the 70 reporting districts. 

Related Service Provider Ratios 

This section provides information about NVRHSD related service provider staffing ratios compared to other 

school districts, and feedback about their availability and use. Staffing ratios and other data regarding 

related-services personnel are summarized below. 

Exhibit 11. Average Number Students with IEPs for Each Special Educator and Paraprofessionals 

Areas of 
Comparison 

Psychologists 
Speech/ 
Language  

Social Workers LDT-Cs OTs PTs 

Number of 
NVRHSD Staff 
FTE 

3 1 3.7 2 n/a n/a 

NVRHSD Student 
w/IEP-to-Staff 
Ratio 

136.7:1 410:1 110.8:1 205:1 
n/a 

n/a 

All District 
Average Ratios 

169.9:1 118.2:1 232.3:1 n/a n/a n/a 

NVRHSD 
Ranking Among 
Districts 

34th lowest ratio 
out of 64 
reporting 
districts 

68th lowest 
ratio out of 69 
reporting 
districts 

33rd lowest ratio 
out of 47 
reporting 
districts 

n/a n/a n/a 

 

 Psychologists. There is one psychologist for an average of 132.7 students with IEPs ranking 

NVRHSD as 34th of the 64 reporting Districts. 

 Speech/Language Pathologist. There is one speech/language pathologist (SLP) for an average 

of 410 students with IEPs ranking NVRHSD as 68th of the 69 reporting districts. 

 Social Workers. There is one social worker for an average of 110.8 students with IEPs ranking 

NVRHSD as 33rd of the 47 reporting Districts. 

 LDT-Cs. There is one LDT-C for an average of 205 students. 
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 Occupational Therapists (OT). this data is not applicable. 

 Physical Therapists. This data is not applicable. 

Professional Development 
High quality professional development must be sustained, intensive, and classroom-focused (not one-day 

or short-term workshops or conferences) to have a positive and lasting impact on classroom instruction and 

the teacher’s performance in the classroom.103 Research reports that elementary school teachers who 

received substantial professional development—an average of 49 hours—boosted their students’ 

achievement by about 21 percentile points.104   

Quality teaching in all classrooms and skilled leadership in all schools will not occur by accident. 
They require the design and implementation of the most powerful forms of professional 
development.105 

The National Staff Development Council’s Designing Powerful Professional Development for Teachers and 

Principals is based on a three-part premise:  

 Quality teaching makes a difference in student learning;  

 Teachers and principal professional learning is a central factor in determining the quality of teachers; 
and  

 District structures and culture surrounding school play a critical role in determining the quality of 
professional learning experienced by teachers and principals. 

The text box below provides the definition of professional development provided in the glossary for the 

InTASC Model Core Teaching Standards.  

 

Focus group participants expressed a need to look at NVRHSD’s structure for and level of staff 

development provided to special/general educators, co-teaching pairs, and others involved in the education 

of students with IEPs. NVRHSD’s time is limited for the structured provision of professional development.  

NVRHSD teachers have limited time built into their schedules for the use of formalized Professional 

Learning Communities to buttress the professional development that happens on assigned PD days.106 

                                                   
103 Teacher Professional Development: A Primer for Parents & Community Members, Public Education Network, The Finance 

Project, Teacher Professional Development, citing Elementary and Secondary Education Act (Washington, DC, 2001).  
104 Reviewing the evidence on how teacher professional development affects student achievement. Issues & Answers. REL 2007-

No. 033. Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Southwest Regional 

Educational Laboratory, October 2007.  Findings based on nine studies that meet What Works Clearinghouse standards.  

105 National Staff Development Council, Designing Powerful Professional Development For Teachers and Principals, Dennis Sparks 
at www.learningforward.org/news/sparksbook/sparksbook.pdf.  The document at pages 1-2 to 1-4 links a variety of national 
research-based reports summarizing the importance of professional development for teachers and parents. 
106 It is important to note that NVRHSD uses the term “PLC” differently than it is typically defined.  In NVRHSD, they refer to their 

professional development days as PLCs. 

Professional Development 

Professional development provides comprehensive, sustained, and intensive learning 

opportunities to expand the professional knowledge base available to teachers and to 

engage them in an ongoing process of critically examining their teaching practices to find 

new and more effective ways to improve student learning. Professional development 

needs to address both an individual teacher’s goals for professional growth and the larger 

organizational learning priorities for school improvement. Professional learning engages 

teachers in working with others to deepen their content knowledge, sharpen their 

instructional skills, and develop their ability to use data for meaningful decision-making. 

Thus, professional learning is an ongoing, job-embedded process that supports transfer 

of newly learned knowledge and skills to practice. Such learning also needs to be 

continuously evaluated and refined. 

http://www.learningforward.org/news/sparksbook/sparksbook.pdf
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According to the Special Education Director, to the greatest extent possible, one period per four-day cycle 

is supposed to be focused on professional growth among co-teaching pairs.  However, this time is 

unstructured.  As the District looks toward future professional development, it should deliver 

comprehensive, flexible, and multi-modal (both in person, online, and blended) training, to the extent 

possible, in a job embedded manner. 

The Northern Valley Curriculum Center and its Director of Curriculum serve the school districts of Closter, 

Demarest, Harrington Park, Haworth, Northvale, Norwood, Old Tappan, and NVRHSD.  The Curriculum 

Center publishes an annual professional development course catalogue.  The catalogue has a section 

dedicated to special education, which only had two courses for the 2017-18 school year.   

In addition, NVRHSD offers its own professional development opportunities. The Special Education Director 

creates professional development exclusively for her staff; however, it is not offered in the form of a 

catalogue, and it is not readily available to general education teachers.  All new special education teachers 

receive a training on co-teaching; this training is owned by the special education office.     

In 2017, a Director of Special Projects and Innovation position was created in Central Office.  A component 

of this new role is to improve the manner that professional development is offered at NVRHSD.  One of his 

initiatives has been to create a Virtual PD day for staff.  With assistance from the Special Education Director, 

he created “Virtual PD Pathways: Special Education.”  This badge-based virtual training is on the District’s 

online learning management system, and the courses include: Dyslexia and Other Reading Disabilities; 

Dyslexia: Comprehension and Fluency; Multisensory Structured Literacy: Group Instruction Methodology; 

Apple Software Boot Camp; Transforming Instruction with Technology; Digital Formative Assessment; and 

Personalized Learning. In the 2017-18 school year, all members of the special education department were 

required to complete a minimum of 2 hours of dyslexia training through this online system. 

Standard Operating Procedures, Data, and Accountability 
In PCG’s experience, highly effective special education departments typically have a standard operating 

procedure manual.  This manual typically is inclusive of Board approved policies as well as state and federal 

code; however, it offers the step-by-step “how to guide” on policies and procedures that impact special 

education.  It is usually intended as a resource for district staff, administration, and community stakeholders.  

It can serve as a resource for decisions relating to a child’s special education program, including but not 

limited to identification; subsequent evaluation(s); classification; development and review of a child’s IEP; 

educational placement of a child; annual IEP Meetings; triennial reevaluations; accommodations protocols; 

and assistive technology procurement and service delivery protocols.  It should provide clear definitions 

about district practices.  In addition, it should be highly accessible, online and in a format that is easy to 

navigate. 

NVRHSD does not have a standard operating procedures (SOP) manual.  The Special Education Director 

indicated that her department is governed by Board policy and NJAC 6A:14.  In NVRHSD, the present 

expectation of the District’s CST members and teachers is that they must follow New Jersey Administrative 

Code. However, so much of the process involved in being compliant with code is based on standardized 

district practices.  Several members of NVRHSD’s CSTs are veterans in the district; they possess a 

significant amount of institutional knowledge around district practice and protocols around special education 

implementation.  However, relying on institutional knowledge is a risk to the district – practices and protocols 

are best implemented with fidelity when they are documented. 

The Special Education Director indicated that she would “welcome the creation of a Special Education 

Manual and see this as an opportunity for our District as it would outline many of the practices that we have 

outlined…”  Both administrators, teachers, and parents expressed urgency around needing a transparent, 

user friendly, and accessible SOP.  
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Engagement with the Board of Education 
Board members who were interviewed expressed an interest in learning more about the District’s special 

education programming.  Under the prior, interim superintendent, annual presentations to the board from 

the Special Education Director had stopped.  Last December, under the current Superintendent’s 

leadership, the Special Education Director made an annual presentation to the Board.  NVRHSD’s 

Superintendent noted that the practice of the Special Education Director updating the Board will continue.  

In addition, the Special Education Director also sits on the Board Curriculum Committee. 

Actionable Recommendations 
 

1. Change Reporting Superintendent/Special Education Director Reporting Structure. Modify 

the present reporting structure to one where the Special Education Director reports to the Assistant 

Superintendent instead of the Superintendent.  The work of special education ties hand-in-hand 

with the academic vision for the District.  The Special Education Director needs to play an active 

role of creating and shepherding that vision.  As such, it would be more appropriate for the special 

education director to report to the Assistant Superintendent and not the Superintendent.    

 

2. Revise the Special Education Organization Chart at Least Annually. Revise the special 

education organizational chart so that it reflects the present staffing structure. 

 

3. Further Study the Possibility of Having Special Education Teachers Report to both a Subject 

Supervisor and the Special Education Director.  As a way to further purposefully integrate 

special education teachers into the subject-area they teach in, consider having special education 

teachers as 50/50, solid-line, direct-reports to both the Special Education Director and appropriate 

Subject Supervisors.   

 

4. Provide Formalized, Written Guidance on Determining the Need for Paraprofessionals.  

Include specific factors for IEP teams to consider when determining the appropriateness of a 

paraprofessional as it relates to a child receiving a free and appropriate education in the least 

restrictive environment.  Provide guidance in a manner that:  (1) assists the IEP team to assign 

paraprofessionals when necessary to meet the individual student's unique special education needs, 

(2) precludes assignment of a paraprofessional based on limited information - for example, solely 

on the basis of a student's diagnosis or the needs of a teacher, and (3) seeks to ensure that service 

or support options (other than a paraprofessional) are also considered and utilized if they would 

address effectively a student's learning needs and offer additional advantages such as fostering 

greater independence.107  In addition, promote the development of plans to fade paraprofessional 

supports based on the individual needs of students, with a focus on student independence. 

 

5. Provide Consistent, Ongoing, Mandatory, Job-embedded Professional Development 

Opportunities.  Professional development serves as the basis for creating common understanding 

and shared experiences among all staff and provides a foundation upon which other systems-

change supports can be anchored.  Build upon recent momentum from recent online special 

education professional development.  Create multiple avenues for training, including job embedded 

coaching (i.e. observing and providing feedback to peers as they are conducting lessons). 

 

a. Design all professional development so that it is a coherent, relevant, and useful 

professional learning process that is measurable by indicators and provides professional 

learning and ongoing support to transfer that learning to practice.  Ensure that all 

                                                   
107 For additional guidance regarding the appropriate utilization and support of paraprofessionals, see 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. 
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professional development designed and delivered elevates rigor for all students and is 

focused on best practices for implementing strategies to motivate learners, sets high 

expectations, provides necessary supports, addresses differentiation, and demonstrates 

mastery of learning. 

 

b. Continue to leverage the Northern Valley Curriculum Center for professional development; 

however, significantly ramp-up efforts for in-house professional development to provide the 

quality of quantity of professional development needed to merge CP and CPE courses – 

ensuring that all teachers understand how to differentiate their instruction.  And for any 

of this to happen with fidelity, it is paramount that the District embark on the creation of 

special education standard operating procedures. 

 

6. Create and Cultivate Formalized Professional Learning Communities. In addition to the 

professional development days already allotted in the District’s schedule, develop Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) that engage both general education and special education teachers.  

According to Hord, PLCs extend “…classroom practice into the community; bringing community 

personnel into the school to enhance the curriculum and learning tasks for students; or engaging 

students, teachers, and administrators simultaneously in learning.”108  PLCs operate as 

communities of teachers – time is set aside in their schedules, often weekly, with a key focus on 

reflection of one’s teaching practice and professional learning.  PLCs allow for job-embedded 

coaching to occur and compliment both in person, online, and or blended professional 

development. 

 

7. Immediately Develop Special Education Department Standard Operating Practices.  Develop 

a districtwide standard operating procedure manual.  This manual typically is reflective of Board 

approved policies as well as state and federal code.  It is usually intended as a resource for district 

staff, administration, and community stakeholders.  It serves as the “how to” on decisions relating 

to a child’s special education program, starting with identification; subsequent evaluation(s); 

classification; development and review of a child’s IEP; educational placement of a child; annual 

IEP Meetings; and triennial reevaluations.  It provides clear definitions about district practices.  In 

addition, it is highly accessible, online and in a format that is easy to navigate. 

 

a. Public access. Provide public access to the manual by posting the document on the 

NVRHSD special education webpage and provide links to available online resources.  To 

 

b. Content.  Include criteria, procedures, and practices for each area relevant to the 

implementation of this report’s recommendations. 

 

c. Implement Standard Operating Practices with Fidelity.  Once written and published, 

annually refine and consolidate guidance where appropriate to provide clear expectations 

and directions to all and provide an institutionalized record to which all staff, including new 

teachers, can refer and be held accountable. 

 

d. Collaboration with stakeholders.  Collaborate with teachers, CST members, principals, 

and SEAC members to consider information and resources that would be useful for each 

relevant group to include in the manual. 

 

                                                   
108 Hord, Shirley M. (1997). "Professional learning communities: communities of continuous inquiry and improvement" (PDF). White 

paper issued by Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, Austin, TX and funded by the Office of Educational Research and 

Improvement, United States Department of Education. 
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e. Parents/Families.  In collaboration with local parent and advocacy groups, plan face-to-

face training and online modules to provide parents an understanding of the information in 

the manual.   If feasible, publish a modified document appropriate for parents and 

supplement it with one-page brochures to further access the information.  Ensure training 

is accessible to all parents. 

 

8. Continue Communication with Board of Education on Special Education Matters.  The 

Special Education Director should continue to present, at least annually, to the Board of Education, 

on the district’s special education programming.  Keeping the Board of Education abreast of the 

District’s special education programming is important.  Board members can serve as ambassadors 

to and cheerleaders for special education supports and services that are often complex for a lay 

person to understand. 
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Special Education Budget 

What are the major areas of expenditures in the special education annual 

budget? What are the major cost drivers, how are finances managed, and 

where are the opportunities for greater efficiencies? 

As with all school districts across the country, the area of special education is seen as a constant for 

expanding costs. Most recently, NVRHSD made the decision of reducing health insurance benefits for all 

current and future paraprofessionals; while at the same time, providing increased tuition reimbursement 

assistance to them.109  

Managing personnel costs, as well as expenditures associated with alternative programs such as the 

purchase of a new building for Summit House, continue to be a balancing-act for the District.  At the same 

time, the district has managed to keep its special education costs relatively stable.  It has accomplished 

this while expending alternative programs within the district and providing students a less restrictive 

education environment in out of district placements, thus lowering out of district placement costs. 

Key Special Education Expenditures and Cost Drivers 
In NVRHSD, out of district placements, personnel costs, and alternative programs are among the most 

notable special education expenditures.  The District has commendably expanded its alternative 

programming (Bridge, Summit, and STEP); this expansion is reflected in the increased expenditures for 

these programs over the past three years. At the same time, the District is seeing a return on the investment 

by educating students in a less restrictive environment as well as notably lowering the district’s out of district 

expenditures over the past three years.   

As the District increases the number of students in alternative programs, these students are also reaping 

the benefits of attending classes and being part of the general education, thus increasing the number of 

teachers categorized as ‘Resource Room’ in the Special Education budget.  Resource room expenditures, 

comprised entirely of special education teachers, has seen the most dramatic increase over three years. 

On personnel expenditures, specifically CST members and paraprofessionals, the district administration 

shared that expenses have remained close to flat because of staff attrition due to retirement, allowing the 

district to hire new staff at lower paygrades.  Nevertheless, the District made the decision to reduce the 

present and future health insurance benefits of paraprofessionals.  

                                                   
109 Northern Valley teacher’s assistants say new health care plan will ‘not be livable.’ NorthJersey.com, May 22, 2018. 

<https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/bergen/demarest/2018/05/22/teachers-assistants-say-new-health-plan-crushing-

expense/634967002/> 
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Exhibit 12. Key Special Education Expenditures: 2015-16, 2016-17, and 2017-18 School Years110 

 

Special Education Expenditures 
The following charts reflect fiscal data pertaining to special education spending.   

2016-17 Rate of Special Education Spending Compared to Other New Jersey School Districts 
The following exhibit shows the percent of NVRHSD spending in 2016-17 for the area of special education 

compared to other New Jersey districts.111  These data show that NVRHSD’s special education 

spending rate of 8.2% is less than three other districts. The seven Districts’ spending percentages range 

from a high 11.8% to 5.4%. Three school districts have lower spending rates than NVRHSD.  

                                                   
110 Data from NVRHSD Special Education Budget provided through the document request; it is important to note that these data do 

not include costs for healthcare, PERS, FICA, dental, and eyecare as NVRHSD does not incorporate these costs on a department-

by-department basis. 

111 http://www.state.nj.us/education/finance/. Special education costs included the following budget categories: special education 

instruction, Child Study Teams, and OT/PT/Related Services. 

Bridge Summit STEP
Paraprofes

sionals

CST and
CST

support

Resource
Room

OOD
Tuition

2015-16 $210,145 $- $490,988 $585,438 $1,347,72 $1,350,07 $3,309,41

2016-17 $224,994 $196,608 $559,530 $562,549 $1,240,30 $1,561,67 $3,256,89

2017-18 $235,024 $432,388 $500,936 $562,719 $1,386,79 $1,767,59 $3,151,07

 $-

 $500,000

 $1,000,000

 $1,500,000

 $2,000,000

 $2,500,000

 $3,000,000

 $3,500,000
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Exhibit 13. Percent of Special Education Spending of Total: NVRHSD vs. Comparable Districts (2016-17) 

 

Six-Year Comparison of Total NVRHSD Special Education Cost & Total Special Education Enrollment 
The exhibit below reflects the relatively steady special education per pupil cost and special education 
enrollment from 2011-12 to 2016-17. During these school years, the per pupil special education cost 
increased from $6,871 to $8,283 (an increase of $1,412/ student).  

Exhibit 14. Six Year Total NVRHSD Special Education Per Pupil Cost & Total Special Education Enrollment112 

 
 

                                                   
112http://www.state.nj.us/education/finance/ and http://www.state.nj.us/education/specialed/data/ 
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Percent of NVRHSD Special Education Spending from 2004-05 to 2011-12 & 2012-13 Budget 
The last chart shows that the rate of total special education spending has increased slightly since the 2011-
12 school year. The budgeted rate for 2016-17 is 8.2%, an increase of 1.4 percentage points since the 
2011-12 school year.  

Exhibit 15. Percent of NVRHSD Special Education Spending Over Time113 

 

Actionable Recommendations 
 

1. Celebrate Success of Increasing Program Bandwidth while Leveling Costs.  The District has 

managed to expand its alternative programs, buy a building for one of those programs, and lower 

out-of-district costs while keeping expenses under the 2% cap – ensuring that the district’s annual 

operating expenses do not go above 2%.  

 

2. Ensure Special Education Budget and Transparency.  The special education budgeting process 

is one that happens with the Special Education Director and the Business Administrator, and 

includes the approval of the Superintendent.  It is important that the budgeting process be inclusive, 

and one that includes the HR office and school principals as a best practice. 

 

a. Including healthcare, PERS, FICA, dental, and eyecare in the special education budget, 

will allow for a more accurate picture of the special education budget.  Given the rising 

costs of health insurance and recent changes to paraprofessional health insurance 

benefits, it would be especially important to include this in part of the Department’s budget. 

b. Further study the special education budget by including PERS, FICA, dental, and eyecare. 

 

 

3. Continue Assessing Cost Drivers.  Establish standards and protocols to monitor all high cost 

expenditures and costs that have been trending upward. 

 

a. Continue using standard reports that track trends in special education spending (e.g. 

membership enrollment count, personnel/staffing, allocations, transportation, out of district 

placements, litigation and IDEA grant management.  Assure these reports are accessible 

and are frequently (at least quarterly) reviewed by the Assistant Superintendent and the 

Special Education Director. 

                                                   
113Id. 

http://www.k12.wa.us/safs/FiveYearReports.asp
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b. Continue monitoring alternative programing cost increases (Bridge Program, Summit 

House) and out of district cost decreases. 
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IV. Summary of Recommendations 

PCG saw ample evidence that NVRHSD has a solid foundation on which to build. As noted throughout this 
report, the District has many notable strengths including its significant commitment to inclusive practices, 
its passionate and knowledgeable staff, and its willingness to undertake this review as part of a continuous 
improvement cycle.  

Enacting the kind of change that will fundamentally improve outcomes of all students, especially those with 
disabilities, requires focus, a strong vision from the Superintendent, consistent support from senior 
leadership staff, an appropriate allocation of resources, investment in mandated professional development, 
and clear, non-negotiable, accountability measures. This type of performance improvement requires the 
involvement and commitment of every staff member and a willingness to establish a culture of high 
expectations for students with disabilities.  

The recommendations below address the components necessary to ensure that special education 
instruction/services identified for students are appropriate and meaningfully delivered, and that human and 
physical materials are available to provide identified instruction/services, expectations are clear, training is 
available, and NVRHSD/school leaders are accountable for their practices. These recommendations are 
mirrored within each section of this report; with action items included within each respective section. 

When these issues are addressed, special education programming will be more appropriate and effective. 
Although components of the action steps can be implemented within a shorter timeframe, full-scale 
implementation of the recommendations may take three-to-five years. 

1. I&RS/NJTSS 

Recommendations Actions 

Establish districtwide 
MTSS. 
 

 Build on the New Jersey Tiered System of Support (NJTSS) and 
Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) process and curricular 
frameworks to develop/implement a unified and clear structure of 
Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) for academic achievement, 
positive behavior, and social/emotional growth (including 
enrichment) for all students.114  

 
 Establish a framework for the implementation of MTSS, including a 

written description and guidelines, for students performing below 
grade level standards.115 

 
 Create a user-friendly and accessible MTSS manual for school teams 

and for parents to understand the MTSS process and to document 
procedures/practices relevant to the management/operation of 
MTSS in NVRHSD. Ensure a common understanding and buy-in 
around the District for the need for MTSS, why and how it is 
implemented, what desired targets are intended to meet, and what 
progress the District is making toward achieving the goals. 

                                                   
114 This information includes components that are based on the Literacy Education for All, Results for the Nation Act (LEARN Act), 

H.R. 2272, which if passed would authorize state grants to improve birth through grade 12 literacy.  

115 Response to Intervention/Multi-tiered Systems of Support (RTI/MTSS) Guide developed by the RTI Committee of the Inclusion 

Action Group Project led by the New Jersey Coalition for Inclusive Education (NJCIE)( http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-

RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf). 

http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h112-2272&tab=summary
http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf
http://njce.org/wp-content/uploads/Part-1-NJ-RTI-MTSS-Guide-Introduction.pdf


Northern Valley Regional High School District, NJ Comprehensive Special Education Review, Ages 14-21 

 
 

Public Consulting Group, 
Inc.
  

83 October 2018 

 

 
 Create a District-level MTSS leadership team, including the District’s 

central leadership staff, school principals, the Director of Special 
Education, etc., and representatives from every educational unit (e.g., 
Title I, English learners, gifted, etc.). 

 
 Establish standards for District-wide and school-based instructional 

leadership teams regarding the use of problem-solving and data-
based decision making at all tiers to match instructional (academic 
and behavior) resources to need for supporting academic 
advancement and positive behavior; and supplement teams as 
needed to support teachers. 

 
 Consider the positive fiscal implications of enabling schools to retain 

special education staff to provide interventions for all students if the 
need for these teachers is reduced because of lower incidence rates 
for students with IEPs. Provide examples of how schools can use funds 
to support MTSS implementation. Consider the flexible use of 
allowable funds under Title I and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
used to support MTSS.116  

 
 Develop an expedited two-to-three-year districtwide implementation 

plan. As part of this planning process, consider how each school will 
have access to sufficient evidence-based interventions to meet the 
needs of most students and access to additional interventions for 
students with additional needs. 

 

Fully leverage MTSS 
as the model by 
which I&RS is 
conducted. 
 

 Within the implementation of the first recommendation, utilize MTSS 
as the structure by which I&RS interventions and supports are 
conducted. 

Discontinue use of the 
homegrown “IRST-
ing” terminology. 
 

 Discontinue use of the homegrown verb/adverb “IRST” as an action 
done to a student (e.g. “a student was IRST-ed,” “we are IRST-ing a 
student”).  Use of this vernacular can be stigmatizing to struggling 
students who may benefit from interventions and supports derived 
through I&RS. 

 

Assure efficient, 
online I&RS 
documentation and 
FERPA compliance. 
 

 Further study the district’s online, homegrown documentation 
system for I&RS.  If it is not FERPA compliant, the district should 
further study online, cloud-based I&RS intervention management 
systems to assure FERPA compliance while also driving and 
maintaining districtwide documentation consistency.  
  

                                                   
116 Implementing RTI Using Title I, Title III, and CEIS Funds; Implementing RTI Using Title I, Title III and CEIS Funds: Key Issues 

for Decision-makers at www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/rti.html. 

http://www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/rti.html
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Embrace and provide 
consistent 
professional 
development on 
Universal Design for 
Learning. 
 

 Provide clear guidance and training for all District teachers on the use 
and application of UDL practices so they can be used in the 
development of curriculum, instruction and assessment. When 
instruction is designed up front using UDL principles, individual 
learning needs are often mitigated, and this can help teachers be 
more open to and positive about the possibility that they can support 
a wide array of learners. Consider purposeful coupling this with 
technology tools the District already has at its fingertips through its 
1:1 laptop initiative.  With features like text to speech, translation, 
dictionary, thesaurus, highlighting and assistance with writing, the 1:1 
laptop initiative can be instrumental in improving reading, writing and 
literacy outcomes for students. A greater understanding and 
implementation of UDL can make learning accessible to all students 
and can help close achievement gaps between students with 
disabilities and their non-disabled peers.  Given the District already 
has a successful 1:1 laptop initiative, consistently applying the UDL 
framework to that initiative, as well as other learning initiatives, could 
yield strong outcomes for all learners. 
 

2. Instructional Support and Services 

Recommendations Actions 

Elevate and Cultivate 
a Culture of Academic 
Optimism.   

 Create an unrelenting expectation regarding instruction that clearly 
communicates to schools and the broader community that a key focus 
of the Special Education Department is to ensure that students with 
disabilities make significant progress, to the extent possible, in the 
general education curriculum, receive rigorous standards-aligned 
instruction, and experience the high quality delivery of interventions, 
differentiation, accommodations, modifications, and specifically 
designed instruction in every class – regardless of if it is Replacement 
and Special Programs, College Prep, College Prep Enriched, Honors, 
and/or Advanced Placement courses.  Reinforce the non-negotiable 
expectation that “special education is a service, not a place.” 
 

Elevate Academic 
Rigor Through a 
Districtwide CP/CPE 
Merger. 

 Move forward on the considered plan to merge CP and CPE courses, 
giving all CP courses the same GPA weight.  The District administration 
has contemplated a three-year timeline to merge CP and CPE courses; 
PCG agrees with this timeline.  

 
 In year one, establish a ‘CP and CPE Merger Taskforce,’ consisting of 

the Assistant Superintendent, the Director of Curriculum, the Director 
of Special Education, the Director of Special Projects and Innovation, 
general education teachers, special education teachers, parents, 
students, and other interested stakeholders.   

 
 Create subcommittees that further study: (a) curriculum alignment 

between CP and CPE courses; (b) professional development; (c) 
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meeting the needs of students with IEPs.  These subcommittees can 
serve in a fact-finding capacity, reporting monthly to the Assistant 
Superintendent.  

 
 Develop a report with recommendations at the end of year one on a 

best way to assure CP and CPE alignment, allowing for a successful 
merger.  Include goals and benchmarks for years two and three before 
the merger.   

 
 Convene the taskforce following the report on a regular basis to 

assess whether said goals and objectives are being met.  
 

 In year one of the timeline, increase District professional 
development opportunities around curriculum and instruction 
between CP an CPE, with an equal focus on both special and general 
education, while leveraging information gained from the report in 
years two and three to fully merge CP and CPE by year three.   

 
 Throughout the three-year timeline, conduct a districtwide annual 

survey to measure teachers’ instructional beliefs and practices within 
CP and CPE courses and analyze by school and role.  Incorporate these 
findings in the work of the ‘CP and CPE Merger Taskforce.’ 

 

Create and maintain 
effective co-teaching 
teams. 

 Develop a documented plan to enable successful co-teaching teams, 
whenever possible, to remain together from year to year.  Conduct a 
formal review of co-teaching teams annually to ascertain the success 
of the partnership and make changes to staffing pairs when needed.  
Share the results of this information with members of the District’s 
executive team and building principals.  When co-teaching teams 
have spent time to develop effective communication, have 
established a cohesive working partnership, and are seeing positive 
results in student achievement, administrators must seriously 
consider the investment in time and effort it takes to create an 
effective partnership and seek ways to maintain these teams.   
 

Ensure K-12 
Continuity on Matters 
Related to 
Curriculum, 
Assessment, and 
Instruction for 
Students with 
Disabilities. 

 Ensure continuity on collective resources and support to students, 
strengthen the collaboration between NVRHSD and the seven feeder 
school districts on matters related to the curriculum, assessment, and 
instruction for students with disabilities.  Ensure that IEPs are 
constructed and formatted in a similar manner to ensure smoother 
transitions from 8th to 9th grade.  Identify joint areas of work that the 
Special Education Departments in NVRHSD and the seven feeder 
districts have in common and leverage existing routine meetings for 
collaboration.  In addition to curriculum, assessment, and instruction, 
collaboration can also occur on matters such as I&RS, MTSS, PBIS, 
PCAST, and other districtwide initiatives. 
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Continue focusing on 
alternative program 
expansion. 

 Continue focusing on alternative program expansion, leveraging 
partners such as Bergen County Region III to continue providing 
students with significant disabilities an education in the least 
restrictive environment that is possible. 
 

 Further study the placement of a therapist in the Bridge Program 
and/or therapeutic intervention programming for high school 
students.  Consider the cost/benefit analysis of adding an additional 
therapist versus the possible placement of ED students in more 
restrictive, costly out-of-district placements. 

 

Continue increasing 
the numbers of 
students to programs 
that are closer to 
home, when 
appropriate. 
 

 With a focus on in-district alternative program expansion, continue 
increasing the numbers of students to programs that are closer to 
home, when appropriate. 

 

3. IEP documentation and Service Delivery 

Recommendations Actions 

Embrace Person-
Centered Planning as 
a Fundamental 
Component of IEP 
meetings. 

 Employ Person Centered strategies among all IEP teams, districtwide.  
Require professional development on Person Centered Planning.  
Develop a districtwide ‘Person Centered Planning Team’ who is tasked 
with leading the task of making sure that NVRHSD embraces Person 
Centered Planning as a core part of the District’s identity.   
 

Ensure Consistent IEP 
PLAAPF Writing. 

 Require consistent, mandatory, annual training on IEP PLAAPF writing 
for both general and special education teachers. 
 

Leverage all Team 
Members in 
Transition 
Discussions. 

 Engage in professional development on IEP team engagement as it 
relates to the IEP process.  Employ Person Centered Planning as a core 
component of all IEP transition conversations.  Transition 
conversations should include participation from all team members. 
 

Continue Effective 
Use of Assistive 
Technology. 

 Create district protocols around the request for assistive technology 
and qualified assistive technology consultants to provide professional 
development to IEP teams.  Leverage qualified Assistive Technology 
Consultants through state special service organizations and other 
public or private entities. 
 

Implement Consistent 
Progress Monitoring.   

 Require consistent, mandatory, annual training on IEP progress 
reporting.  All team members must have a consistent understanding 
about the definitions within the IEP progress report.  All teachers, 
especially co-teaching pairs, must be made aware of the purpose of 
these reports.   
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Employ Alternative 
Routes for Dispute 
Resolution. 

 When needed, leverage a third party facilitator to promote effective 
communication and assist the IEP team in developing a mutually 
agreeable IEP.  Consider contacting NJDOE OSEP to submit a request 
for IEP facilitation.  If the FIEP program is full; consider other possible 
third party facilitators. 
 

Immediately Create a 
SEPAC. 

 Utilize recent guidance from NJDOE and SPAN on the creation of the 
SEPAC.  If needed, seek technical assistance and support from SPAN 
or NJDOE OSEP.  Leverage active community members who may want 
to be part of the SEPAC’s formation.  NVRHSD has an active 
community of families who frequently attend IEP meetings and 
attend open hearings about matters affecting students with 
disabilities.   
 

Establish a District 
Special Education 
Family Engagement 
Team.   

 In addition to creating a SEPAC, establish a team of District- and 
school-level educators, staff members, family members, parents of 
students with disabilities, and community representatives for the 
planning process enables the District to benefit from the collective 
perspectives they bring. 

 
 Create a vision statement for family engagement. Discuss core beliefs 

about family engagement and create a vision statement that 
expresses agreed-upon ideals. It can be shared with other 
stakeholders to build family engagement support across the District. 

 
 Develop a plan to strengthen trusting relationships. Develop a plan 

that includes the following objectives (and includes others that 
NVRHSD identifies): 

 
o All staff learn about the assets and challenges among families 

in the school community through home visits. 
Teachers and staff listen without judgment and establish two-
way communication channels with family members. 

o Teachers across the District greet families and students 
before school or at beginning of class, in their native 
languages when possible. 

o Teachers make regular phone calls home with positive 
messages and ask for feedback from families. 

 
 Develop plan for strengthening connections to student learning. 

Develop a plan that includes the following objectives (and includes 
others that NVRHSD identifies): 

 
o District and school staff understand the barriers to their 

families in getting children to school and they engage in 
meaningful dialogue with families about community 
resources and the importance of attendance. 
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o Teachers hold class meetings to discuss with families how 
progress on English language acquisition is monitored and 
how families can support their English Learner student with a 
disability. 

o Staff can engage in meaningful dialogue with families about 
how they can support their English Learner student and/or 
student with an IEP. 

 
 Evaluate family engagement annually. Evaluate the implementation 

and impact of family engagement activities. Review the action plans 
for strengthening trusting relationships and strengthening 
connections to student learning with the family engagement 
committee. 

 

4. Section 504 Modifications and Accommodations 

Recommendations Actions 

Leverage the District’s 
Readopted 504 
Manual. 
 

 Continue to refine and update the NVRHSD 504 Manual annually. 

Engage in 
Districtwide Training 
on 504. 
 

 Train and create opportunities for all practitioners to understand and 
implement procedures delineated in the 504 Manual. 

Remove Negative 
Perceptions Around 
504 Accommodations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Remove the “high bar” perception by leveraging districtwide MTSS.  
During interviews, we heard reference to 504 teams sometimes 
“holding the line” on accommodations, with some teachers 
suggesting it may be easier for a student to get accommodations via 
an IEP.  Such a practice should not be the case.  Should the District 
embark on utilizing a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) for its 
I&RS teams, the issue of “holding the line” should mitigated by 
providing 504 teams with consistent, useful, and data-driven 
information.  By engaging in consistent interventions, utilizing MTSS 
may provide 504 Teams with more information when they are 
working together to determine appropriate accommodations. 
 

Leverage I&RS and 
MTSS as a Means to 
Give 504 Teams 
Critical Information. 
 

 Leverage interventions that are part of a tiered system of support to 
provide useful information for 504 teams. 

Ensure Website has 
Current 504 Manual. 

 Ensure that the public can readily access this manual and these forms 
on an easy to locate section of the District’s website.  NVRHSD has 
made a concerted effort to have a comprehensive 504 manual and 
subsequent protocols.  The District’s practices are consistent with 
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requirements from the US Department of Education Office of Civil 
Rights.   

5. Organizational Structure 

Recommendations Actions 

Change Reporting 
Superintendent/Special 
Education Director 
Reporting Structure. 

 Modify the present reporting structure to one where the Special 
Education Director reports to the Assistant Superintendent instead 
of the Superintendent.  The work of special education ties hand-in-
hand with the academic vision for the District.  The Special Education 
Director needs to play an active role of creating and shepherding 
that vision.  As such, it would be more appropriate for the special 
education director to report to the Assistant Superintendent and not 
the Superintendent.   
 

Further Study the 
Possibility of Having 
Special Education 
Teachers Report to 
both a Subject 
Supervisor and the 
Special Education 
Director.   
 

 As a way to further purposefully integrate special education teachers 
into the subject-area they teach in, consider having special 
education teachers as 50/50, solid-line, direct-reports to both the 
Special Education Director and appropriate Subject Supervisors.   

Revise the Special 
Education Department 
Organization Chart at 
Least Annually 
 

 Annually revise the special education organizational chart so that it 
reflects the present staffing structure. 

 

Provide Formalized, 
Written Guidance on 
Determining the Need 
for Paraprofessionals. 

 Include specific factors for IEP teams to consider when determining 
the appropriateness of a paraprofessional as it relates to a child 
receiving a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive 
environment.  Provide guidance in a manner that:  (1) assists the IEP 
team to assign paraprofessionals when necessary to meet the 
individual student's unique special education needs, (2) precludes 
assignment of a paraprofessional based on limited information - for 
example, solely on the basis of a student's diagnosis or the needs of 
a teacher, and (3) seeks to ensure that service or support options 
(other than a paraprofessional) are also considered and utilized if 
they would address effectively a student's learning needs and offer 
additional advantages such as fostering greater independence.117  In 
addition, promote the development of plans to fade 
paraprofessional supports based on the individual needs of 
students, with a focus on student independence. 

                                                   
117 For additional guidance regarding the appropriate utilization and support of paraprofessionals, see 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. 
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Provide Consistent, 
Ongoing, Mandatory, 
Job-embedded 
Professional 
Development 
Opportunities. 

 Professional development serves as the basis for creating common 
understanding and shared experiences among all staff and provides 
a foundation upon which other systems-change supports can be 
anchored.  Build upon recent momentum from recent online special 
education professional development.  Create multiple avenues for 
training, including job embedded coaching (i.e. observing and 
providing feedback to peers as they are conducting lessons). 

 
 Design all professional development so that it is a coherent, 

relevant, and useful professional learning process that is measurable 
by indicators and provides professional learning and ongoing 
support to transfer that learning to practice.  Ensure that all 
professional development designed and delivered elevates rigor for 
all students and is focused on best practices for implementing 
strategies to motivate learners, sets high expectations, provides 
necessary supports, addresses differentiation, and demonstrates 
mastery of learning. 

 
 Continue to leverage the Northern Valley Curriculum Center for 

professional development; however, significantly ramp-up efforts 
for in-house professional development to provide the quality of 
quantity of professional development needed to merge CP and CPE 
courses – ensuring that all teachers understand how to differentiate 
their instruction.  And for any of this to happen with fidelity, it is 
paramount that the District embark on the creation of special 
education standard operating procedures. 

 

Create and Cultivate 
Professional Learning 
Communities. 

 In addition to the professional development days already allotted in 
the District’s schedule, develop Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs) that engage both general education and special education 
teachers.  According to Hord, PLCs extend “…classroom practice into 
the community; bringing community personnel into the school to 
enhance the curriculum and learning tasks for students; or engaging 
students, teachers, and administrators simultaneously in 
learning.”118  PLCs operate as communities of teachers – time is set 
aside in their schedules, often weekly, with a key focus on reflection 
of one’s teaching practice and professional learning.  PLCs allow for 
job-embedded coaching to occur and compliment both in person, 
online, and or blended professional development. 

 

Immediately Develop 
Special Education 

 Develop a districtwide standard operating procedure manual.  This 
manual typically is reflective of Board approved policies as well as 
state and federal code.  It is usually intended as a resource for district 

                                                   
118 Hord, Shirley M. (1997). "Professional learning communities: communities of continuous inquiry and improvement" (PDF). White 

paper issued by Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, Austin, TX and funded by the Office of Educational Research and 

Improvement, United States Department of Education. 
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Department Standard 
Operating Practices. 

staff, administration, and community stakeholders.  It serves as the 
“how to” on decisions relating to a child’s special education 
program, starting with identification; subsequent evaluation(s); 
classification; development and review of a child’s IEP; educational 
placement of a child; annual IEP Meetings; and triennial 
reevaluations.  It provides clear definitions about district practices.  
In addition, it is highly accessible, online and in a format that is easy 
to navigate. 

 
 Provide public access to the manual by posting the document on the 

NVRHSD special education webpage and provide links to available 
online resources.   

 
 Include criteria, procedures, and practices for each area relevant to 

the implementation of this report’s recommendations. 
 

 Implement Standard Operating Practices with Fidelity.  Once written 
and published, annually refine and consolidate guidance where 
appropriate to provide clear expectations and directions to all and 
provide an institutionalized record to which all staff, including new 
teachers, can refer and be held accountable. 

 
 Collaborate with teachers, CST members, principals, and SEAC 

members to consider information and resources that would be 
useful for each relevant group to include in the manual. 

 
 In collaboration with local parent and advocacy groups, plan face-to-

face training and online modules to provide parents an 
understanding of the information in the manual.   If feasible, publish 
a modified document appropriate for parents and supplement it 
with one-page brochures to further access the information.  Ensure 
training is accessible to all parents. 

 

Continue 
Communication with 
Board of Education on 
Special Education 
Matters. 

 The Special Education Director should continue presenting, at least 
annually, to the Board of Education, on the district’s special 
education programming.  Keep the Board of Education abreast of the 
District’s special education programming is important.  Board 
members can serve as ambassadors to and cheerleaders for special 
education supports and services that are often complex for a lay 
person to understand.  
 

6. Special Education Budget 

Recommendations Actions 

Celebrate Success of 
Increasing Program 

 The District has managed to expand its alternative programs, buy a 
building for one of those programs, and lower out-of-district costs 
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Bandwidth while 
Leveling Costs. 
 

while keeping expenses under the 2% cap – ensuring that the district’s 
annual operating expenses do not go above 2%. 

Ensure Special 
Education Budget and 
Transparency. 

 The special education budgeting process is one that happens with the 
Special Education Director and the Business Administrator, and 
includes the approval of the Superintendent.  It is important that the 
budgeting process be inclusive, and one that includes the HR office 
and school principals as a best practice. 

 
 Include healthcare, PERS, FICA, dental, and eyecare in the special 

education budget when looking at personnel costs.  Given the rising 
costs of health insurance and recent changes to paraprofessional 
health insurance benefits, it is especially important to include this as 
part of the Department’s budget. 

 

Continue Assessing 
Cost Drivers. 

 Establish standards and protocols to monitor all high cost 
expenditures and costs that have been trending upward. 

 
 Continue using standard reports that track trends in special education 

spending (e.g. membership enrollment count, personnel/staffing, 
allocations, transportation, out of district placements, litigation and 
IDEA grant management.  Assure these reports are accessible and are 
frequently (at least quarterly) reviewed by the Special Education 
Director. 

 
 Continue monitoring alternative programing cost increases (Bridge 

Program, Summit House) and out of district cost decreases. 
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V. Appendices 

Appendix A. NVRHSD Staffing Ratios Compared to Other Districts 

NVRHSD Staffing Ratios: Special Education Teacher, Paraprofessional, Speech-Language Therapist, and 

Psychologist 

Ratios for Special Educator, Paraprofessional, 

Speech/Lang, and Psychologist State 
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Agawam Public Schools MA 4,347 15.1% 656 39 16.8 111.5 100 6.6 43.5 15 43.7 289.8 3 218.7 1449.0 

Alexandria City Public Schools VA 15,105 11.6% 1,754 162 10.8 93.2 151 11.6 100.0 28 62.6 539.5 20 89.0 766.8 

Atlanta Public Schools GA 43,443 11.4% 4,950 431 11.5 100.8 224 22.1 193.9 65 76.2 668.4 22 225.0 1974.7 

Anchorage School Dist AK 48,154 14.1% 6,779 716.8 9.5 67.2 786.4 8.6 61.2 65 104.3 740.8 44.7 151.7 1077.3 

Arlington Pub Sch VA 21231 13.9% 2952 343 8.6 61.9 262 11.3 81.0 38 77.7 558.7 22 134.2 965.0 

Austin Pub S D TX 84676 9.5% 8,062 772.5 10.4 109.6 824 9.8 102.8 70.5 114.4 1201.1 34.6 233.0 2447.3 

Baltimore City Publ Sch MD 82,824 15.5% 12,866 1,121 11.5 73.9 620 20.8 133.6 92 139.8 900.3 NA NA NA 

Baltimore County P Sch MD 107,033 11.3% 12,127 1025.4 11.8 104.4 2305 5.3 46.4 187.5 64.7 570.8 85.3 142.2 1254.8 

Boston Public Schools MA 54,966 21.0% 11,534 1200 9.6 45.8 800 14.4 68.7 147 78.5 373.9 48 240.3 1145.1 

Bellevue SD WA 18,883 10.3% 1,947 82.7 23.5 228.3 118.6 16.4 159.2 17.4 111.9 1085.2 17.3 112.5 1091.5 

Bridgeport CT 20,300 12.9% 2,618 204 12.8 99.5 254 10.3 79.9 25 104.7 812.0 33 79.3 615.2 

Buffalo Public Schools NY 46,583 16.6% 7744 753 10.3 61.9 439 17.6 106.1 109 71.0 427.4 62 124.9 751.3 

Cambridge Publ Schools MA 6,000 20.0% 1,200 176 6.8 34.1 103 11.7 58.3 20 60.0 300.0 22 54.5 272.7 

Carpentersville IL 19,844 15.8% 3,139 227 13.8 87.4 380 8.3 52.2 43 73.0 461.5 28 112.1 708.7 

Chicago Public Schools IL 397,092 13.7% 54,376 4,649 11.7 85.4 4,228 12.9 93.9 390 139.4 1018.2 261 208.3 1521.4 

Cincinnati Pub Schools OH 51,431 17.4% 8,928 457 19.5 112.5 801 11.1 64.2 62 144.0 829.5 57.7 154.7 891.4 

Clark Cty School Dist NV 309,476 10.4% 32,167 2,247 14.3 137.7 1,346 23.9 229.9 299 107.6 1035.0 180 178.7 1719.3 

Cleve Hts-UnivHtsCty OH 6,000 18.3% 1,100 83 13.3 72.3 58 19.0 103.4 7 157.1 857.1 8 137.5 750.0 

Compton Unified SD CA 26,703 11.2% 2981 126 23.7 211.9 118 25.3 226.3 5 596.2 5340.6 14 212.9 1907.4 

DeKalb 428 IL 6,249 14.1% 879 58 15.2 107.7 205 4.3 30.5 9 97.7 694.3 7.5 117.2 833.2 

DesMoines Public Schls IA 31,654 15.3% 4,854 493 9.8 64.2 358.5 13.5 88.3 37.3 130.1 848.6 11.5 422.1 2752.5 

D.C. Public Schools D.C 48,991 17.6% 8,603 669 12.9 73.2 653 13.2 75.0 90 95.6 544.3 78 110.3 628.1 

Davenport Comm Sch IA 15,302 12.1% 1,857 188 9.9 81.4 287 6.5 53.3 NA NA NA NA NA NA 

Deer Valley Unified SD AZ 36,086 9.1% 3,289 190 17.3 189.9 229 14.4 157.6 49 67.1 736.4 108 30.5 334.1 

Denver Public Schools CO 78,352 11.7% 9,142 592 15.4 132.4 528 17.3 148.4 94 97.3 833.5 98 93.3 799.5 

ESD 112 WA 13,764 14.4% 1,987 55 36.1 250.3 158 12.6 87.1 20 99.4 688.2 12 165.6 1147.0 

Elgin U-46 IL 40,525 13.1% 5,304 252.8 21.0 160.3 288.5 18.4 140.5 71.9 73.8 563.6 20 265.2 2026.3 

Everett Pub Schools WA 6,100 17.2% 1,049 74 14.2 82.4 51 20.6 119.6 4 262.3 1525.0 5 209.8 1220.0 

Fort Worth TX 79,885 7.7% 6,144 520 11.8 153.6 450 13.7 177.5 73 84.2 1094.3 31 198.2 2576.9 

Greenville County SC 70,282 14.1% 9,894 463 21.4 151.8 376 26.3 186.9 93 106.4 755.7 25 395.8 2811.3 

Houston Indepen SD TX 200,568 8.7% 17,489 1,625 10.8 123.4 1,145 15.3 175.2 158 110.7 1269.4 NA NA NA 

Kalamazoo Pub Schools MI 12,100 13.8% 1,667 70 23.8 172.9 79 21.1 153.2 15 111.1 806.7 NA NA NA 

Kent Pub Schools WA 27,196 11.3% 3,069 148.7 20.6 182.9 318 9.7 85.5 32.3 95.0 842.0 25 122.8 1087.8 

Lake Washington WA 26,864 11.7% 3,145 155.1 20.3 173.2 241.5 13.0 111.2 32.6 96.5 824.0 24.7 127.3 1087.6 

Kyrene School District AZ 17,910 8.6% 1,544 141 11.0 127.0 124 12.5 144.4 27 57.2 663.3 14 110.3 1279.3 

Lakota Local OH 18,500 9.7% 1,800 126 14.3 146.8 120 15.0 154.2 39 46.2 474.4 18 100.0 1027.8 

LAUSD CA 521,880 12.7% 66,236 5,331 12.4 97.9 6,466 10.2 80.7 496 133.4 1051.2 514 129.0 1016.3 

Lincoln NE 1,060 12.1% 128 21 6.1 50.5 21 6.1 50.5 5 25.6 212.0 2 64.0 530.0 

Madison Pub Schls WI 27,185 14.0% 3,808 347 11.0 78.3 448 8.5 60.7 86 44.3 316.1 49 77.7 554.8 

Marlborough Pub Sch NJ 4,835 24.8% 1,198 141 8.5 34.3 115 10.4 42.0 7 171.1 690.7 4 299.5 1208.8 

Memphis City TN 110,863 15.0% 16,637 912 18.2 121.6 655 25.4 169.3 53 313.9 2091.8 58 286.8 1911.4 

Miami-Dade FL 376,264 10.6% 40,012 2,500 16.0 150.5 1,226 32.6 306.9 209 191.4 1800.3 206 194.2 1826.5 

Milwaukee WI 78,533 20.9% 16,406 1281 12.8 61.3 988 16.6 79.5 169 97.1 464.7 136 120.6 577.4 

Montgomery Cty Sch AL 146,812 11.7% 17,226 1,588 10.8 92.5 1,398 12.3 105.0 293 58.8 501.1 97 177.6 1513.5 

Naperville 203 IL 17982 11.0% 1978 150 13.2 119.9 237 8.3 75.9 33 59.9 544.9 22 89.9 817.4 

New Bedford MA 12,692 20.9% 2,655 204 13.0 62.2 205 13.0 61.9 26 102.1 488.2 9 295.0 1410.2 

Northern Valley RHSD NJ 2,303 17.8% 410 28 14.6 82.3 30 13.7 76.8 1 410.0 2303.0 3 136.7 767.7 

Oak Park Sch Dist 97 IL 5,400 16.2% 875 78 11.2 69.2 90 9.7 60.0 14 62.5 385.7 8 109.4 675.0 

N. Chicago (in Dist.) IL 3803 16.1% 614 39 15.7 97.5 27 22.7 140.9 8 76.8 475.4 5 122.8 760.6 

Oakland Unified SD  CA 33312 16.2% 5401 404 13.4 82.5 175 30.9 190.4 47 114.9 708.8 43.5 124.2 765.8 

Pittsburgh Pub Schools PA 28,000 18.2% 5,096 359 14.2 78.0 252 20.2 111.1 40 127.4 700.0 16 318.5 1750.0 

Portland Public Schools OR 46,596 14.0% 6,513 355 18.3 131.3 535 12.2 87.1 92 70.8 506.5 56 116.3 832.1 

Prince William County Schools VA 90,930 10.1% 9,148 774 11.8 117.5 362 25.3 251.2 67 136.5 1357.2 32 285.9 2841.6 

Providence RI 23,695 18.8% 4460 340 13.1 69.7 339 13.2 69.9 40 111.5 592.4 28 159.3 846.3 

Renton WA 14,343 14.7% 2,108 129 16.3 111.2 294 7.2 48.8 20 105.4 717.2 15 140.5 956.2 

Rockford Pub S IL 28,973 14.0% 4,065 336 12.1 86.2 334 12.2 86.7 49 83.0 591.3 24 169.4 1207.2 

Round Rock TX 43,000 7.7% 3,313 369 9.0 116.5 171 19.4 251.5 41 80.8 1048.8 29 114.2 1482.8 

San Diego Unified SD CA 132,500 12.3% 16,300 1,100 14.8 120.5 1,300 12.5 101.9 196 83.2 676.0 129 126.4 1027.1 

Saugus MA 3,012 15.3% 462 28 16.5 107.6 29 15.9 103.9 6 77.0 502.0 NA NA NA 

Sch Dist of Philadelphia PA 168,181 20.0% 33,686 1,535 21.9 109.6 610 55.2 275.7 99 340.3 1698.8 100 336.9 1681.8 

Scottsdale AZ 26,544 10.9% 2,891 246 11.8 107.9 230 12.6 115.4 39.4 73.4 673.7 28.4 101.8 934.6 

Shelby County (Memphis) TN 114760 12.7% 14556 852 17.1 134.7 768 19.0 149.4 55 264.7 2086.5 60 242.6 1912.7 

St. Paul MN 38,086 18.8% 7,152 523 13.7 72.8 536 13.3 71.1 97 73.7 392.6 19 376.4 2004.5 

Sun Prairie Area S Dist WI 6,656 10.5% 697 62 11.2 107.4 93 7.5 71.6 14 49.8 475.4 7 99.6 950.9 

Tacoma Pub Schl WA 32,412 12.0% 3,894 172.5 22.6 187.9 223 17.5 145.3 33.6 115.9 964.6 27 144.2 1200.4 
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Tucson Unified SD AZ 56,000 14.5% 8,092 409 19.8 136.9 419 19.3 133.7 61 132.7 918.0 54 149.9 1037.0 

Washoe County Dist NV 63,310 13.5% 8,551 472 18.1 134.1 325 26.3 194.8 77 111.1 822.2 37 231.1 1711.1 

Williamson Cty Schl TN 31,292 9.0% 2,824 213 13.3 146.9 400 7.1 78.2 34 83.1 920.4 23 122.8 1360.5 

West Aurora SD IL 12,725 13.3% 1688 120 14.1 106.0 101 16.7 126.0 21 80.4 606.0 13 129.8 978.8 

Worcester MA 24,825 20.8% 5,172 254 20.4 97.7 366 14.1 67.8 38 136.1 653.3 NA NA NA 

Averages   14%   15 111  15 116  118 871  170 1250 
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NVRHSD Staffing Ratios: Social Worker and Nursing 

Ratios for Social Workers, 
Nurses, OTs & PTs  
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Agawam Public Schools MA 4,347 656 NA NA NA 8 82.0 543.4 3 218.7 3 218.7 

Alexandria City Public Schools VA 15,105 1,754 24 73.1 629.4 19 92.3 795.0 4 438.5 1.5 1169.3 

Atlanta Public Schools GA 48,154 6,779 NA NA NA 112.8 60.1 426.9 21.9 309.5 7.8 869.1 

Anchorage School Dist AK 43,443 4,950 30 165.0 1448.1 58 85.3 749.0 12 412.5 3 1650.0 

Arlington Pub Sch VA 21,231 2,952 15 196.8 1415.4 30 98.4 707.7 20 147.6 6 492.0 

Austin Pub S D TX 84,676 8,062 21 383.9 4032.2 68 118.6 1245.2 19 424.3 13 620.2 

Baltimore City Publ Sch MD 82,824 12,866 193 66.7 429.1 78 164.9 1061.8 20 643.3 5 2573.2 

Baltimore County P Sch MD 107,033 12,127 48.7 249.0 2197.8 179.8 67.4 595.3 65.2 186.0 27 449.1 

Boston Public Schools MA 18,883 1,947 4 486.8 4720.8 13.2 147.5 1430.5 5.3 367.4 5.3 367.4 

Bellevue SD WA 54,966 11534 NA NA NA 100 115.3 549.7 67 172.1 17 678.5 

Bridgeport CT 20,300 2,618 38 68.9 534.2 28 93.5 725.0 7 374.0 2 1309.0 

Buffalo Public Schools NY 46,583 7744 48.5 159.7 960.5 NA NA NA 75 103.3 29 267.0 

Cambridge Publ Schools MA 6,000 1,200 16 75.0 375.0 0 NA NA 16 75.0 7 171.4 

Carpentersville IL 19,844 3,139 36.5 86.0 543.7 27.5 114.1 721.6 22 142.7 6 523.2 

Chicago Public Schools IL 404,151 50,566 355.7 142.2 1136.2 334 151.4 1210.0 115 439.7 35 1444.7 

Cincinnati Pub Schools OH 51,431 8,928 NA NA NA     NA NA NA 19 469.9 5 1785.6 

Clark Cty School Dist NV 309,476 32,167 NA NA NA 173 185.9 1788.9 68 473.0 29 1109.2 

Cleve Hts-UnivHtsCty OH 6,000 1,100 7 157.1 857.1 5 220.0 1200.0 2 550.0 1 1100.0 

Compton Unified SD CA 26,703 2981 1 2981.0 26703.0 1 2981.0 26703.0 1.5 1987.3 0.5 5962.0 

DeKalb 428 IL 6,249 879 8 109.9 781.1 7 125.6 892.7 3.4 258.5 1.3 676.2 

DesMoines Public Schls IA 31,654 4,854 25.8 188.1 1226.9 58.4 83.1 542.0 7 693.4 4.8 1011.3 

D.C. Public Schools D.C 48,991 8,603 90 95.6 544.3 127 67.7 385.8 48 179.2 16 537.7 

Davenport Comm Sch IA 15,302 1,857 NA NA NA 7 265.3 2186.0 NA NA NA NA 

Deer Valley Unified SD AZ 36,086 3,289 NA NA NA 37 88.9 975.3 19 173.1 4 822.3 

Denver Public Schools CO 78,352 9,142 74 123.5 1058.8 77 118.7 1017.6 25 365.7 12 761.8 

ESD 112 WA 40,525 5,304 56 94.7 723.7 59.5 89.1 681.1 25.2 210.5 4 1326.0 

Elgin U-46 IL 13,764 1,987 NA NA NA 5 397.4 2752.8 6 331.2 3 662.3 

Everett Pub Schools WA 6,100 1,049 2 524.5 3050.0 11 95.4 554.5 2 524.5 3 349.7 

Fort Worth TX 79,885 6,144 NA NA NA 106 58.0 753.6 16 384.0 10 614.4 

Greenville County SC 70,282 9,894 20 494.7 3514.1 132 75.0 532.4 14 706.7 4 2473.5 

Houston Indepen SD TX 200,568 17,489 26 672.7 7714.2 25 699.6 8022.7 17 1028.8 8 2186.1 

Kalamazoo Pub Schools MI 12,100 1,667 5 333.4 2420.0 2 833.5 6050.0 4 416.8 3 555.7 

Kent Pub Schools WA 27,196 3069 2.2 1395.0 12361.8 NA NA NA 12.8 239.8 4.8 639.4 

Lake Washington WA 17,910 1,544 NA NA NA 4 386.0 4477.5 2 772.0 2 772.0 

Kyrene School District AZ 26864 3145 NA NA NA 23.6 133.3 1138.3 19.3 163.0 3.3 953.0 

Lakota Local OH 18,500 1,800 6 300.0 3083.3 14 128.6 1321.4 8 225.0 2 900.0 

LAUSD CA 521,880 66,236 94 704.7 5552.5 164 402.9 3174.3 250 264.8 45 1487.1 

Lincoln NE 1,060 128 5 25.6 212.0 2 64.0 530.0 2 64.0 1 128.0 

Madison Pub Schls WI 27,185 3,808 68 56.0 399.8 38 100.2 715.4 34 112.0 13 292.9 

Marlborough Pub Sch NJ 4,835 1,198 9 133.1 537.2 10 119.8 483.5 4 299.5 2 599.0 

Memphis City TN 110,863 16,637 55 302.5 2015.7 68 244.7 1630.3 11 1512.5 9 1848.6 

Miami-Dade FL 376,264 40,012 NA NA NA 206 194.2 1826.5 65 615.6 23 1739.7 

Milwaukee WI 146,812 17,226 NA NA NA NA NA NA 112 153.8 61 282.4 

Montgomery Cty Sch AL 78533 16,406 140 117.2 561.0 101 162.4 777.6 30 546.9 13 1262.0 

Naperville 203 IL 17982 1978 27 73.3 666.0 29 68.2 620.1 4 494.5 3 659.3 

New Bedford MA 12,692 2,655 67 39.6 189.4 30 88.5 423.1 11 241.4 3 885.0 

Northern Valley RHSD NJ 2,303 410 3.7 110.8 622.4 3 136.7 767.7 NA NA NA NA 

Oak Park Sch Dist 97 IL 3,803 614 10 61.4 380.3 NA NA NA 3.6 170.6 1.6 383.8 

N. Chicago (in Dist.) IL 5,400 875 12 72.9 450.0 8 109.4 675.0 7 125.0 1 875.0 

Oakland Unified SD  CA 28,000 5,096 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 

Pittsburgh Pub Schools PA 33,312 5315 19 279.7 1753.3 30.8 172.6 1081.6 12 442.9 2 2657.5 

Portland Public Schools OR 46,596 6,513 10 651.3 4659.6 NA NA NA 20 325.7 9 723.7 

Prince William County Schools VA 90,930 9,148 4 2287.0 22732.5 NA NA NA 22 415.8 9 1016.4 

Providence RI 23,695 4460 35 127.4 677.0 NA NA NA 11.5 387.8 4.5 991.1 

Renton WA 14,343 2,108 0 NA NA 17 124.0 843.7 15 140.5 3 702.7 

Rockford Pub S IL 28,973 4,065 26 156.3 1114.3 32 127.0 905.4 12.5 325.2 4.5 903.3 

Round Rock TX 43,000 3,313 NA NA NA 1 3313.0 43000.0 10 331.3 3 1104.3 

San Diego Unified SD CA 132,500 16,300 NA NA NA 129 126.4 1027.1 40 407.5 10 1630.0 

Saugus MA 3,012 462 4 115.5 753.0 5 92.4 602.4 2 231.0 1 462.0 

Sch Dist of Philadelphia PA 168,181 33,686 NA NA NA 280 120.3 600.6 20 1684.3 20 1684.3 

Scottsdale AZ 26,544 2,891 NA NA NA 31 93.3 856.3 13.8 209.5 3.8 760.8 

Shelby County (Memphis) TN 114760 14556 66 220.5 1738.8 79 184.3 1452.7 29.22 498.2 12.84 1133.6 

St. Paul MN 38,086 7,152 92 77.7 414.0 33 216.7 1154.1 36 198.7 12 596.0 

Sun Prairie Area S Dist WI 6,656 697 8 87.1 832.0 1 697.0 6656.0 5 139.4 2 348.5 

Tacoma Pub Schl WA 32,412 3,894 NA NA NA 1.2 3245.0 27010.0 19 204.9 11 354.0 

Tucson Unified SD AZ 56,000 8,092 26 311.2 2153.8 53 152.7 1056.6 10 809.2 4 2023.0 

Washoe County Dist NV 63,310 8,551 NA NA NA 35 244.3 1808.9 12 712.6 7 1221.6 

Williamson Cty Schl TN 12,725 1688 19 88.8 669.7 7 241.1 1817.9 11 153.5 7 241.1 

West Aurora SD IL 30,942 4,093 NA NA NA 37 110.6 836.3 22 186.0 5 818.6 
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Worcester MA 24,825 5,172 NA NA NA NA NA NA 12 431.0 5 1034.4 

Averages    335 2799  328 2967  410  1028 

NVRHSD Percent of Students with IEPs of Total Enrollment & Students with IEPs to Staff Ratio in Ascending 
Order 
 

Rank 
% IEPs Special Educators Paraprofessionals 

Speech/Lang 

Psychologists Social Workers Nurses 
Occupational 
Therapists 

Physical 
Therapists Pathologists 

1 7.7% 6.1 4.3 25.6 30.5 25.6 58.0 64.0 128.0 

2 7.7% 6.8 5.3 43.7 54.5 39.6 60.1 75.0 171.4 

3 8.6% 8.5 6.1 44.3 64.0 56.0 64.0 103.3 218.7 

4 8.7% 8.6 6.5 46.2 77.7 61.4 67.4 112.0 241.1 

5 9.0% 9.0 6.6 49.8 79.3 66.7 67.7 125.0 267.0 

6 9.1% 9.5 7.1 57.2 89.0 68.9 68.2 139.4 282.4 

7 9.5% 9.6 7.2 58.8 89.9 72.9 75.0 140.5 292.9 

8 9.7% 9.8 7.5 59.9 93.3 73.1 82.0 142.7 348.5 

9 10.1% 9.9 8.3 60.0 99.6 73.3 83.1 147.6 349.7 

10 10.3% 10.3 8.3 62.5 100.0 75.0 85.3 153.5 354.0 

11 10.4% 10.4 8.5 62.6 101.8 77.7 88.5 153.8 367.4 

12 10.5% 10.8 8.6 64.7 109.4 86.0 88.9 163.0 383.8 

13 10.6% 10.8 9.7 67.1 110.3 87.1 89.1 170.6 449.1 

14 10.9% 10.8 9.7 70.8 110.3 88.8 92.3 172.1 462.0 

15 11.0% 11.0 9.8 71.0 112.1 94.7 92.4 173.1 492.0 

16 11.2% 11.0 10.2 73.0 112.5 95.6 93.3 179.2 523.2 

17 11.3% 11.2 10.3 73.4 114.2 109.9 93.5 186.0 537.7 

18 11.3% 11.2 10.4 73.7 116.3 115.5 95.4 186.0 555.7 

19 11.4% 11.5 11.1 73.8 117.2 117.2 98.4 198.7 596.0 

20 11.6% 11.5 11.3 76.2 120.6 123.5 100.2 204.9 599.0 

21 11.7% 11.7 11.6 76.8 122.8 127.4 109.4 209.5 614.4 

22 11.7% 11.8 11.7 77.0 122.8 133.1 110.6 210.5 620.2 

23 11.7% 11.8 12.2 77.7 122.8 142.2 114.1 218.7 639.4 

24 12.0% 11.8 12.2 78.5 124.2 156.3 115.3 225.0 659.3 

25 12.1% 11.8 12.3 80.4 124.9 157.1 118.6 231.0 662.3 

26 12.1% 12.1 12.5 80.8 126.4 159.7 118.7 239.8 676.2 

27 12.3% 12.4 12.5 83.0 127.3 165.0 119.8 241.4 678.5 

28 12.7% 12.8 12.6 83.1 129.0 188.1 120.3 258.5 702.7 

29 12.7% 12.8 12.6 83.2 129.8 196.8 124.0 264.8 723.7 

30 12.9% 12.9 12.9 84.2 134.2 110.8 125.6 299.5 760.8 

31 13.1% 13.0 13.0 95.0 136.7 220.5 126.4 309.5 761.8 

32 13.3% 13.1 13.0 95.6 137.5 249.0 127.0 325.2 772.0 

33 13.5% 13.2 13.2 96.5 140.5 279.7 128.6 325.7 818.6 

34 13.7% 13.3 13.2 97.1 142.2 300.0 133.3 331.2 822.3 

35 13.8% 13.3 13.3 97.3 144.2 302.5 136.7 331.3 869.1 

36 13.9% 13.4 13.5 97.7 149.9 311.2 147.5 365.7 875.0 

37 14.0% 13.7 13.7 99.4 151.7 333.4 151.4 367.4 885.0 

38 14.0% 13.8 14.1 102.1 154.7 383.9 152.7 374.0 900.0 

39 14.0% 14.1 14.4 104.3 159.3 486.8 162.4 384.0 903.3 

40 14.1% 14.2 13.7 104.7 165.6 494.7 164.9 387.8 953.0 

41 14.1% 14.2 14.4 105.4 169.4 524.5 172.6 407.5 991.1 

42 14.1% 14.3 15.0 106.4 177.6 651.3 184.3 412.5 1011.3 

43 14.4% 14.6 15.3 107.6 178.7 672.7 185.9 415.8 1016.4 

44 14.5% 14.8 15.9 110.7 194.2 704.7 194.2 416.8 1034.4 

45 14.7% 15.2 16.4 111.1 198.2 1395.0 216.7 424.3 1100.0 

46 15.0% 15.4 16.6 111.1 208.3 2287.0 220.0 431.0 1104.3 

47 15.1% 15.7 16.7 111.5 209.8 2981.0 241.1 438.5 1109.2 

48 15.3% 16.0 17.3 111.9 212.9  244.3 439.7 1133.6 

49 15.3% 16.3 17.5 114.4 218.7  244.7 442.9 1169.3 

50 15.5% 16.5 17.6 114.9 225.0  265.3 469.9 1221.6 

51 15.8% 16.8 18.4 115.9 231.1  386.0 473.0 1262.0 

52 16.1% 17.1 19.0 127.4 233.0  397.4 494.5 1309.0 

53 16.2% 17.3 19.0 130.1 240.3  402.9 498.2 1326.0 

54 16.2% 18.1 19.3 132.7 242.6  697.0 524.5 1444.7 

55 16.6% 18.2 19.4 133.4 265.2  699.6 546.9 1487.1 

56 17.2% 18.3 20.2 136.1 285.9  833.5 550.0 1630.0 

57 17.4% 19.5 20.6 136.5 286.8  2981.0 615.6 1650.0 

58 17.6% 19.8 20.8 139.4 295.0  3245.0 643.3 1684.3 

59 17.8% 20.3 21.1 139.8 299.5  3313.0 693.4 1739.7 

60 18.2% 20.4 22.1 144.0 318.5   706.7 1785.6 

61 18.3% 20.6 22.7 157.1 336.9   712.6 1848.6 

62 18.8% 21.0 23.9 171.1 376.4   772.0 2023.0 

63 18.8% 21.4 25.3 191.4 395.8   809.2 2186.1 

64 20.0% 21.9 25.3 262.3 422.1   1028.8 2473.5 

65 20.0% 22.6 25.4 264.7    1512.5 2573.2 

66 20.8% 23.5 26.3 313.9     1684.3 2657.5 

67 20.9% 23.7 26.3 340.3    1987.3 5962.0 

68 20.9% 23.8 30.9 410.0      

69 21.0% 28.0 32.6 596.2      

70 24.8% 36.1 55.2       

 Avg. 14.0% 14.5 14.9 118.2 169.9 232.3 175.6 409.6 1027.6 
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Appendix B. Data and Document Request  

Data Request for Northern Valley Regional High School District 

October 2017 

DATA 

Student Level Data 

For all students with and without IEPs, please provide the following data in the attached template for the 

17-18 school year. 

 Unique ID – Please scramble student codes and do not include any student identifiable 

information 

 School Name - The school in which the student is currently enrolled 

 School Type - Traditional, Private/Non-Public, etc. 

 School Level – PK, Elementary, Middle, High 

 IEP – Leave blank if the student does not have an IEP 

 3-5 Setting - Mark RC if student receives majority of special education/related services in 

regular early childhood program. Make SC is student receives majority of services in a special 

education class or school. Leave blank if age 6+. 

 6-21 Setting - 80% or more GE, 40-79% GE, <40% GE, In-District Special School, Another 

District Special School, Non-Public School, Residential Treatment Center. Leave blank if age 

3-5. 

 Special Program – Leave blank if student is not enrolled in a specialized program per IEP team 

decision 

 Home School Name - School the child would be assigned to if no IEP 

 Age 

 Grade 

 Gender 

 Race 

 Primary Disability – Include primary disability. EXCLUDE the category of gifted/talented if the 

state includes this category within special education. Leave blank if the student does have an 

IEP.  

 English Learner – Leave blank if the student is not an English Learner 

 Referred for Initial Special Education Evaluation – Leave blank if student was not referred for 

an initial evaluation in SY 17-18 

 Completed Initial Special Education Evaluation – Leave blank if student was not initially 

evaluated in SY 17-18. 
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 Initial Special Education Evaluation Findings - Leave blank if initial evaluation not completed in 

SY 17-18. If found not eligible, mark NE.  

 SY 16-17 Out of School Suspension– Leave blank if student was not suspended. If suspended, 

include total number of days for SY16-17. 

 

1. Graduation rate by students: a) without IEPs AND b) by students with IEPs for the last five years. 

2. Drop-out rate by students: a) without IEPs AND b) by students with IEPs for the last five years. 

3. Exiting Special Education. For the last three years, provide the number of students by disability 

area who exited from special education. Of these students, provide the number who transitioned to 

a Section 504 plan. 

4. Achievement. For all students with IEPs assessed: 

a. Percentage on state assessments meeting/exceeding proficient standard in reading 

performance for the last five school years.  

b. Percentage on state assessments meeting/exceeding proficient standard in math 

performance for the last five school years.  

If assessments changed during this period of time, explain when they changed and any impact on results. 

5. Special/city-wide programs. Number and location of special programs for students with IEPs: by 
preschool, by elementary school, by middle schools, and by high school, and for students in high 
school past 12th grade to complete postsecondary transition activities. 

6. Personnel. Number of FTE staff (including contractual and staff who may be employed in other 
departments) in the areas below. Include personnel for charter schools also if the information is 
available. If not, please specify that the charter school personnel data are not available. 
a. Special education teachers 
b. Paraprofessionals (only for students with IEPs) 
c. Psychologists 
d. Speech/language Pathologists 
e. Social Workers 
f. Nurses 
g. Occupational Therapists 
h. Physical Therapists  

 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

Please provide responses with reference to the number and name that aligns with the information below. To 
the extent possible, please provide information in WORD format.   

Provide for each of the following a brief description (including any challenges and barriers), copies of relevant 
documents, and/or reference to District websites. 

1. Organization. Provide a detailed copy of the a) District’s organization chart and b) the department 
of special education’s organization chart. For the department of special education, also provide a 
description of and number for each area of personnel.   

2. Choice Programs. Describe all NVRHSD choice program types, e.g., charters, magnets, selective 
enrollment. Describe any implications for students with disabilities. 
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3. Instruction aligned with core standards & curriculum. Districtwide initiatives for the provision 
of instruction to all students based on core curriculum aligned with state standards that includes 
students with IEPs.   

4. Improvement planning. Districtwide improvement plans and templates for school-based 
improvement plans that pertain to all students, including those with IEPs. 

5. Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). District implementation of MTSS, including academic 
and positive behavior intervention and supports. Please provide information on: 

a. Districtwide implementation of MTSS, including academic and positive behavior 
intervention and supports. Please address: the organizational structure for supporting 
MTSS, universal screening, progress monitoring, problem-solving, data collection and 
review, data reports, procedures, and training.  

b. Any written guidance for MTSS.  

c. List of general education interventions available in NVRHSD. 

6. Referrals. Any initiatives taken during the past several years that relates to ensuring the 
appropriate referral of students for a special education evaluation and the responsibility of school 
principals and other school-based staff for overseeing this process. 

7. Students Educated in General Education Classes. Provide any District guidance regarding the 
support of students with disabilities while they are educated in general education classes when 
their achievement levels are below their peers.  

8. Interventions for Students with IEPs. Describe any District sponsored/funded interventions for 
students with IEPs for literacy, math, behavior when achievement/behavior is substantially below 
expectations 

9. Configuration of special education programs. Describe the configuration of special education 
programs, including any separate special education class or school, including any District special 
school, another District's special school, nonpublic schools and residential treatment centers, and 
any placement criteria. Describe the regular early childhood program and any placement criteria. 
For each special program, describe the program, and any placement criteria. 

10. Instructional Support. For early childhood and for school-aged students as appropriate, please 
briefly describe and/or provide copies of any relevant documents reflecting District 
initiatives/training regarding the following areas regarding positive educational outcomes, and 
briefly describe any challenges. 

a. Students who are English Learners and have an IEP. To support improved teaching and 
learning for ELs with IEPs with respect to the above three areas 

b. Assistive Technology.  To improve access to and usage of assistive technology. 

c. Post-Secondary Transition. To support the provision of improved transition activities and 
services for post-secondary success, including access to community-based work experiences. 

11. Professional development (PD).  

a. Provide the number of days the District establishes for staff development (school-based 
and districtwide) and any current policies regarding mandatory nature of any PD for special 
education.  

b. Briefly describe how PD is provided on a systemic level, and content related to students 
with IEPs.  

c. Briefly describe what PD is integrated for special educators jointly and in collaboration with 
general educators or others. 

12. Special education teachers 

a. Allocation. Process for determining the allocation of special educators to schools.  
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b. Evaluation. Process for evaluating special educator performance. 

13. Related Services  

a. Allocation. Briefly describe method for allocating related services staff (i.e., social workers, 
psychologists, nurses, speech/language pathologists, and occupational and physical 
therapists) to schools.  

b. Monitoring Performance. Briefly describe/provide samples of any systemic (or other) 
mechanisms in place for relevant clinicians to monitor the effectiveness of their instruction, e.g., 
S/L, etc.  

c. Coordination/Supervision. Briefly describe how each area of related service providers are 
supervised. 

14. Paraprofessionals.  

a. Types. If there is more than one position for paraprofessionals/aides, describe the various 
positions and duties. 

b. Determination of need. Any written guidance for IEP teams to determine a student’s need for 
additional adult support, and any form(s) used to document need. 

c. Allocation. Process for determining the allocation of paraprofessionals to schools, e.g., by 
program or IEP need. 

d. Evaluation. Process for evaluating paraprofessional performance. 

15. Special education standard operating procedures. Provide a copy or URL link to written 
procedures for governing the administration of special education and related services.  

16. State Performance Plan indicators.  Copy of the last three notices from the state regarding the 
District’s state performance plan indicator outcomes, and the District’s outcomes for each of the 
indicators. 

17. State/OCR Compliance. A summary of any state or Office for Civil Rights findings and required 
actions from the last school year and the current school year to date.   

18. Due process.  Number of due process requests and any additional data readily available about 
due process cases, issues, settled, won, compensatory services, attorney fees, etc. for the last 
school year, and the current school year to date. 

19. Data reports. Copies of any regular data reports available for special education administrators and 
local school administrators to help them manage and coordinate services, monitor performance, 
and ensure compliance for students with disabilities; and for students who are struggling 
academically and behaviorally. 

20. Fiscal (2015-16 and 2016-17)    

a. Provide total revenues and expenditures by federal, state, local, and any other sources for 
the education of all District students and for students with IEPs, including transportation 
and placement out-of-District. 

b. Provide detailed information regarding high cost areas for special education, including the 
area of concern, and relevant current and historic fiscal information.  

c. Strategies to address funding and high cost issues, such as strategic advocacy focused on 
adequate/equitable funding; realigned resources to District priorities to ensure appropriate 
services and fiscal accountability; effective/efficient programs that transition students from 
high cost external programs to District services, etc. 

d. Provide total revenue for the last three years for Medicaid based on fee for service and 
administrative outreach.  
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e. Current cost of educating a student with IEP compared to a general education student for 
2015-16 and 2016-17. 

21. Parents. Briefly describe ways in which parents are provided with training, supported in meetings 
to meaningfully participate, etc. 

22. Accountability. Provide information on the District’s system of accountability for student 
performance that is inclusive of students with IEPs, e.g., school report card, dashboards, etc. 
Describe timely progress reporting, data collection, and other accountability measures for students 
with disabilities. 

23. Collective Bargaining Agreements. Copies of any collective bargaining agreements as they 
relate to special education.  

24. Additional Information. Please provide any additional information regarding District  challenges 
to high quality instruction for students with IEPs that would be helpful to the team.  
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Appendix C. Data and Documents Submitted by NVRHSD  

 

Qualitative Data 
 

1. 504 
a. District 504 Manual 
b. Junior 504 Plan NVOT 
c. NVOT – 504 Plan Senior 
d. NVOT – 504 Plan Sophomore 
e. NOVT – 504 Freshman 

2. Additional Information 
a. Learning Technology Report 
b. Department Agendas 
c. First Day Meeting 2017-18 
d. Technology Engineering Department Meetings 

3. Configuration of Special Education Programs 
a. Special Education Services and Programs 
b. Support Course Description and Scope and Sequence 
c. STEP 2016 Brochure 
d. Bridge 2017 Brochure 
e. Bridge Handbook 2017-18 
f. Summit House 2017 Brochure 

4. Due Process 
a. NVRHSD Due Process data 

5. IDEA Assurance 
a. IDEA Assurance Statement – March 27, 2017 

6. IEPs, redacted, for  
7. Legal 

a. 2017-18 Attorneys Fees 
b. Complaint C2018-5914, New Jersey Department of Education 
c. Northern Valley Regional High School District Board of Education’s Statement Regarding Changes 

to Students’ Transcripts 
8. Organization 

a. NVRHSD 2018 Organizational Chart 
b. Special Education Organizational Chart 
c. 2016-19 NVAA Administrator Contract 
d. 2015-18 NVEA Contract Agreement 

9. Out of District 
a. Students Within NVRHSD Attending Other Schools 

10. Paraprofessionals 
a. Paraprofessional description 
b. TA Evaluation 
c. Summit House Feedback Form 
d. New TA Evaluation 

11. Parents 
a. NVRHSD Summary on Parent Participation 

12. Professional Development 
a. 2017-18 Professional Learning Catalog 
b. Professional Development Smart Goals 
c. Virtual PD Pathways Description 

13. Related Services 
a. NVRHSD Related Services Summary 

14. Standard Operating Procedures 
a. NVRHSD Special Education Starting Guides 

15. Special Education Teachers 
a. Summary on Special Education Teacher Staffing 
b. Special Education Supervision Requirements 
c. Evaluation Rubric for Special Education Teachers 
d. Evaluation Rubrics for Related Service Providers 
e. Evaluation Rubrics for Child Study Team Members 
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16. State Performance Plan (SPP) Indicators 
a. July 24, 2018 Correspondence from NJDOE To Superintendent James Santana RE: Targeted 

Review – Child Find Requirements (State Performance Plan Indicator 11) 
b. August 11, 2017 Correspondence from NJDOE to Superintendent James Santana RE: Targeted 

Review – Child Find Requirements (State Performance Plan Indicator 11) 
17. Students Educated in General Education Classes 

a. Ad Hoc Report – CP/CPE 
18. Technology 

a. Districtwide Technology Survey 
19. Transition forms 

a. Grade 9 Course Selection Sheet – 2018-19 
b. Grade 10 Course Selection Sheet – 2018-19 
c. Grade 11 Course Selection Sheet – 2018-19 
d. Grade 12 Course Selection Sheet – 2018-19 

 
Quantitative Data 
 

1. Achievement 
a. Assessment Data – Special Education 

2. All Student Level Data 
a. Redacted Student Profile Data 

3. Drop Out Rate 
a. 2015-17 Drop Out Data 

4. Data Reports 
a. NVRD 2014-15 NJDOE School Performance 
b. NVD 2015-16 NJDOE School Performance 
c. NVD 2016-17 School Performance 
d. NVOT 2014-15 School Performance 
e. NVOT 2015-16 School Performance 
f. NVOT 2016-17 School Performance 
g. Special Education Data – LRE 

5. Graduation Rate 
a. Graduation Data 

6. Personnel 
a. FTE Staff as of May 17, 2018 
b. Special Education Staff as of June 14, 2018 

7. School Performance Data 
a. NVRD 2014-15 NJDOE School Performance 
b. NVD 2015-16 NJDOE School Performance 
c. NVD 2016-17 School Performance 
d. NVOT 2014-15 School Performance 
e. NVOT 2015-16 School Performance 
f. NVOT 2016-17 School Performance 
g. Special Education Data – LRE 
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