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SPENDING MONEY WISELY

OPPORTUNITY BRIEF

ADDING PRECISION TO REMEDIATION AND
INTERVENTION STAFFING LEVELS:
Data-driven Guidelines Improve Schedules,
Building Assignments, and Workload

For many districts, improving the management of remediation and intervention staffing is a
significant opportunity to free up funds. In fact, it may be one of the largest opportunities to both
reduce costs and raise achievement, with only modest political pushback. While the
implementation does take some detailed data collection and cross-departmental leadership,
some districts could free up millions of dollars without reducing service and support to students.
This may be surprising to many, since principals often report a shortage of academic
support staff; however, creating data-driven guidelines for staffing, taking a more active role in
scheduling of these services, and proactively reducing time spent in meetings have allowed
some districts to reduce the number of staff needed to deliver the same amount of services to
students. Since the actual amount of services to students remains constant, pushback from
parents is limited. The significant savings can then be used for other strategic initiatives within
the district.
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In a typical urban district of 50,000 students, there
may be as many as 900 special education, ELL,
and Title I teachers, plus 400 special education
paraprofessionals. Remediation and intervention
staff thus accounts for between a quarter to a third
or more of total spending on instructional

salaries.

Nationwide, the number of interventionists has
grown dramatically, while classroom teachers
have declined from 70% of staff employed to
roughly 50% in the past six decades (Exhibit 1).
Of the real increase in per-pupil spending from
1996 to 2005, 67% of it was allocated to
intervention and remediation expenses (Exhibit
2).



Exhibit 1

OPPORTUNITY BRIEF

Adding Precision to Remediation and Intervention Staffing Levels

Muchvariationin staffingand spending from district
todistrict
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paraprofessionals; this is the case after adjusting for enrollment
and other factors. In nearly all districts with above- average staffing,
many principals and central office staff believe that they still
have too little academic support staffing.

If districts with above-average special education staffing were
able to staff at the national median, collectively they would
save over $10 billion per year. To put this impact into perspective,
a 50,000-pupil school district spending at the 90" percentile on
special education could save or repurpose upward of $35
million a year if it had more typical spending.

Few staffing guidelines exist

Despite the large number of staff devoted to remediation and
intervention, most districts have limited or imperfect methods
for determining how many staff should be assigned to a given
school. This stands in stark contrast to the norm for determining
general education staffing, which is set by
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carefully managed class-size guidelines or teaching-load
guidelines. In general education staffing, it is common to have
guidelines such as one classroom teacher for every 24 first
graders, or one high school math teacher for every 125 students
taking math, for example.

Remediation and intervention staffing decisions seldom have
such straightforward rules. Unfortunately, simple rules do not
really help. A rule of one special education or ELL teacher for
every 25 students who require their service does not take into
account the fact that one student may need one hour of support
a week while another needs five hours a week, or that some
students need one-on-one support while others are supported in
groups of five.

Given the complexity of determining staffing needs for
remediation and intervention sup-
port, staffing is often set by tradition,

availability of grant funds, and
negotiations between principals
and central office administrators. If
and when a principal insists that
additional staff is needed, negotiation
and anecdote, rather than hard data,
often drive the discussion.

support, staffing is

The Overstaffing Cycle

The lack of precise staffing
guidelines often leads to overstaffing.
To demonstrate how this occurs,
imagine two schools, Washington

Given the complexity
of determining staffing
needs for remediation

and intervention

often set by tradition,
availability of grant
funds, and negotiations

Understaffing and overstaffing lead to some staff's having time
to attend lots of meetings, while others are forced to do nearly all
of their paperwork outside of school hours. Time studies have
shown that in nearly all districts, some remediation and
intervention staff work many more hours with students (up to
three times more) than colleagues in other schools in the same
district.

Improving Equity and Efficiency through Staffing
Guidelines

School districts can create data-driven staffing plans for
interventionists, meet 100 % of student needs, and free up significant
funds for redeployment. When done thoughtfully, student
achievement should increase as well. The same data that

allows the district to more tightly
manage the schedule and staff

devoted to special education, ELL,
and reading also allow districts to
better manage the type and
effectiveness of the interventions
provided to students.

Better managing remediation
and intervention staffing levels
starts by believing it can and
should be managed in a more data-
driven way. The importance of this
step cannot be overemphasized. In
experience, many directors of special
education, ELL, and Title I have

and Kennedy. Each is assigned ten between principals managed by professional
intervention staff. Based on actual . judgment for years. At the same
student IEPs, English proficiency and central office time, many human resources
levels, reading scores, etc., eight staff administrators. departments and business offices
members may actually be needed (departments with experience
at Washington and twelve may be staffing  to  guidelines)  are
needed at Kennedy. While the 20 uncomfortable managing
staff in total is adequate, the principal remediation and  intervention

at Kennedy will rightfully insist that more help is needed, while the
Washington staff will have lighter workloads, but still will feel busy.
Over time, two more staff will likely be added to Kennedy, yet all ten
will likely remain at Washington, leading to a net increase of
two, from 20 to 22.

Fear of understaffing tends to add urgency to addressing the
demands for more help, especially in special education and
ESL, since both have state and federal protections and serious
consequences for failing to provide mandated services. When
a director insists more staff is needed in a given school, the
request is accompanied by a reminder - stated or unstated - that
failure to meet the IEP or ELL service requirements will result in
non-compliance, state sanction, advocate-driven legal
proceedings, and/or other negative consequences.

staffing, given the

legal complexities and the consequences of non-compliance.
Often, only the superintendent can create the desire and the
urgency to address this opportunity.

Given a commitment to create data-driven staffing guidelines,
districts must then wrestle with the question, “Who should
determine the guidelines and manage the process?” Here, the
organizational chart and human nature can collide, especially
during the transition to more data-driven staffing. The adage,
“Never ask a barber if you need a trim,” explains why having
the special education director, ELL coordinator, or Title I
administrator lead this effort often proves insufficient. The
individuals in these positions often feel any cuts or changes will
lead to non-compliance or hurt students. Neither has to be the
case.
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A team approach, which includes these department heads, but
also includes the business office and human resources, can work
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well. Overall leadership at the deputy superintendent level, and PERCENTAGE OF CONTRACTED WORK WEEK
strong encouragement from the superintendent are often SPECIAL EDUCATION INCLUSION TEACHERS
necessary. SPEND IN DIRECT SERVICE
With the right team assembled, the next step is to determine what
data is needed to create thoughtful staffing guidelines. Some Real District Example
required data varies by type of position, but two data points are
u.niversally helpful: 1) direct service time and 2) target group I:E:er;
SlZe. Teacher 9 E
Direct service time is the amount of time an academic support TTZaacc:erﬁ
teacher, paraprofessional, or tutor is expected to spend providing Teacher 21
direct instruction and/or support to students, often measured in ::z:z:;g
hours per week. This highlights a major difference between Teacher33
academic support staff and other staff. Elementary classroom EZE:ZS:
teachers have clearly defined expectations for student contact, Teacher 45
such as direct instruction all day, except fora 30-minute lunch and Teacher 49
a 45-minute planning period. Secondary teachers also have TT:CC:Z:EE
unambiguous expectations, such as five periods a day, or 25 Teacher 61
classes a week. Depending on the role, academic support teachers, i‘::iﬁ:::g
in particular, have a wide array of responsibilities beyond providing Teacher 73
direct instruction to students including IEP assessments, report ?:Z:‘;:Z
writing, attending meetings, and communicating with parents. Teacher85 -
Target group size is the academic support staff’s equivalent of TT::CC:(:?;
class size. When an academic support teacher is working with Teacher 97 -
children, how many students are they working with at one time? _ Teacher 101
. N - @ Teacher 105 7
Beyond these two universal criteria, other role-specific data S Teacher 109
can be incorporated into thoughtfully creating staffing guidelines. |2 Teacher 113 3
For example, districts may consider the number of initial and :ZE:Z:;Z
three-year IEP evaluations conducted on an annual basis when Teacher 125
determining guidelines for school psychologists. They may also :5:5:::1132;
measure the percentage of time spent supporting students versus time Teacher 137
spent supporting teachers when determining guidelines for reading ::z::; : 2;
coaches. Teacher 149
Few districts can push a button and ascertain how much Teacher 153 5
. . . . . . Teacher 157 =
time special education, ELL, Title I, or reading teachers spend with Teacher 161 1
children each week, or how many students they help during Teacher 165 -
each session. The lack of data explains why the opportunity to jeacher
reduce staff, but not services to students, exists in many districts. Teacher 177 -
Online tools or Excel spreadsheets can help gather and analyze I::Z:i:g;
the needed information. Teacher 189 -
With data on current practices in hand, setting guidelines ;Zi:eeﬂzi
for expected direct service and average group size is the next step. Teacher 201 -
For districts new to this process, benchmarking can help determine 1::2::%2
what is reasonable. Internal benchmarks are based on current Teacher 213
practices in the district. Since the baseline data typically reveal wide Teacher 217
ranges for direct service and group size, many choices for new 0 2 “ 6 & 100 120
guidelines exist, but all are possible given the district’s culture Percent
and schedule, because they are already being done by some staff

in the district (Exhibit 3).
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In most districts, the biggest variable impacting direct service
with students is how much time is devoted to meetings. In our
studies, time devoted to meetings ranges from 10 % to 70 % of
the week for staff with similar roles serving similar students. District
leaders can greatly influence this variable, which in turn greatly
impacts required staffing. Roughly speaking, decreasing the
time staff spend attending meetings by three hours a week can
reduce required staffing levels by 10 %. In a typical urban district
of 50,000 students, this equates to $5 million - $10 million in
annual expenses without reducing a minute of service to
students or increasing group sizes. It leaves upwards of ten
hours a week for meetings.

Setting target group size is a bit more complex, since there are
anumber of factors at play. While IEPs or state ELL guidelines set
some limits, in most districts interventionist preference, building
schedules, and tradition carry the day. It is rare that district
leaders debate special education, ESL, or reading group size with
the same intensity and analysis as they do class size, but both are
major drivers of staffing levels. The impact of group size is often
underestimated. Moving from an average group size of three to
four reduces staffing needs by 25%; moving from a group size of
five to six saves more than 15%.

Group size is also indirectly impacted by the “service delivery
model.” Service delivery refers to how and where intervention
services are provided, such as “push in,” “pull out,” sheltered
immersion, resource room, or co-teaching. In many districts,
there is not a clear understanding of the impact that service delivery
choices have on group size, and thus staffing. For example, a
district decided to switch from pulling elementary ELL students
out of class (“pull out” model) to having ELL teachers go into
general education classes (“push in” model). This was a
pedagogical decision made on pedagogical grounds. It also had
significant, but unintended staffing
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consequences. Before, six students of similar needs could be pulled
from up to six different classrooms, thus allowing for an average
group of six students. With the switch to a "push in" model, often
only two or three students in a given room had similar needs, so
group size dropped by half, and the staffing requirements
doubled.

Staffing, of course, should not be the only criteria in setting target
group size, but it should not be ignored. Guidelines for target
group size should be based on thoughtful, academic return on
investment calculations, calculating the cost per student served and
student growth rates.

Once a district has selected direct service expectations,

target group size (influenced by the service delivery model),
and other criteria, determining how much staffing is needed
in each school becomes data-driven, transparent, and equitable.
Reading support provides a good example of the value of
creating staffing and workload guidelines. As districts across

the country have focused on increasing reading proficiency, a

common question is, “How many reading teachers are needed
in each school?” Without clear guidelines, it is a very difficult
question to answer definitively. By creating both direct service
time and group size guidelines, it becomes a much easier
question to answer. For example, if a district decides that
reading teachers are expected to instruct students 20 hours

a week (roughly 60 % of the work week) and each reading group

serves five students on average, then 6.3 FTE are required in a
school
with 250 struggling readers. No more, no less.

As the table below reveals, small changes in direct service or
average group size have a big impact on staffing needs. Dropping
the group size by a student or reducing the number of sessions
taught by one day shifts staffing by 20 % or 12% respectively
(Exhibit 4).

NUMBER OF READING TEACHERS (FTEs) REQUIRED TO SUPPORT 250 STRUGGLING READERS*

Direct Service Time Expectation
Hours Per Week Sessions Per Day 3
12.5 B 16.7
15.0 6 13.9
17.5 7 11.9
20.0 8 10.4
225 9 9.3
25.0 10 8.3

Target Group Size Options

4 5 6 7 8
12.5 10.0 8.3 7.1 6.3
10.4 8.3 6.9 6.0 5.2

8.9 7.1 6.0 5.1 4.5

7.8 6.3 5.2 4.5 3.9

6.9 5.6 4.6 4.0 3.3

6.3 5.0 4.2 3.6 3.1

*Assumes each struggling reader receives instruction 30 minutes a week, 5 times a week
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The Nagging Question

“If managing remediation and intervention staff frees up funds by
reducing overall staffing needs, will this hurt student outcomes?”

The answer to this question is a resounding
“No!” If this is managed thoughtfully, it can, in
fact, be an avenue to raising achievement.

Some of the savings come from increasing the
amount of time each staff spends with
students (especially in schools where direct
service time has been low). This should help
rather than harm student achievement.

Managing group size need not impact student
achievement. By grouping students with
similar needs, slightly larger groups can be
equally effective. For example, some districts
have moved from a “push in” model that
created reading groups of three students
whose only

Overcoming Pushback

The benefits of thoughtfully managing intervention staffing
through guidelines are significant, often allowing for double-
digit reductions in staff without reducing at all the amount of
time each student is supported. But, managing staffing in this
way is uncommon, and can feel unreasonable at first. Pushback
often comes from staff on three fronts: 1) the concept is
unrealisticc, 2) the guidelines are unreasonable, and 3) the
implementation is unfair.

“Every student is different” and “My work can’t be simply put
into a chart” are common feelings. It helps when district and
school leaders communicate that virtually all other teachers in
the district do have very clearly defined expectations and that this
effort only brings academic support staff onto the same system
as general education staff.

Communicating that direct-service time and group-size targets
create much greater equity for students and academic support staff
offers a positive rationale for the change. Without clear guidelines,
some staff are unintentionally being asked to work more hours
and serve more students. In schools that are understaffed, some
children are likely to get less support than similar students in other
schools. Framing the targets as a new approach to the new normal can
also resonate: given declining resources, the district must manage
differently, and this change is prudent for tough times.

The loudest pushback can come when the guidelines are first
established, especially the direct-service time guideline.

commonality is their homeroom, to a “pull out”
model that created groups of five students
pulled from multiple rooms, but all having
similar needs, e.g., decoding. As a result,
instruction could be more targeted, which
more than compensated for the slightly larger
group size.

Finally, elevating the discussion and
management of remediation and intervention
efforts to district leaders often leads to a more
robust review of service delivery models,
academic return on investment, and teacher
effectiveness. All this is not only good for the
budget, but is also good for students.

Teachers who spend as few as one of every three school hours
with students can see themselves as working at capacity, even
if many of their colleagues spend twice this amount of time with
students. It turns out that these staff members generally — attend
various internal meetings and do not want to cut back on them,
which is necessary to increase the time they spend serving
students directly. By acknowledging the value of meetings, but
clearly placing a high value on serving students, the principal and
district leaders can communicate that meetings are important, but
that decisions about who must attend, when they are held, and what
their focus and structure are must be made with an eye to the need
to have academic staff providing direct service to students for a
substantial portion of their time in school. Their willingness to
do so can be encouraged by reminding them that general
education staff also want more time to meet, but that they, too,
are provided only a fixed amount of time away from students.
The last hurdle to overcome is staff pushback regarding the
reassignment process. New guidelines will lead to new staffing
patterns. Schools with too many staff will have some of their
staff moved to schools with too few. But, many staff feel very
attached to their school, and view a transfer as unfair. Similarly,
principals are not always pleased to lose staff who are part of
the faculty “family” they have come to count on. Allowing
principals and staff to have input into how but not whether
transfer decisions will be made can help smooth the way.
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GETTING STARTED

ADDING PRECISION TO REMEDIATION AND INTERVENTION
STAFFING LEVELS:

Data-Driven Guidelines Improve Schedules, Building Assignments,
and Workload

emediation and intervention staff, including special education, ELL, Title | teachers, and
R paraprofessionals, can account for a quarter to a third of total district spending on
instructional salaries. Better managing remediation and intervention staffing by creating
formal staffing and workload guidelines can free up millions of dollars without reducing
service and

support to students.

HERE'S HOW TO GET STARTED:

INVEST IN GATHERING THE R/GHT DATA

When managing virtually all remediation and intervention roles, it is helpful to know two key
data points: 1) The amount of time a staff member spends directly serving students, and 2) group
size (essentially, class size). Most districts do not have these data readily available, but adopting
the processes, systems, and tools to collect and analyze the data are well worth the effort.

BUILD A CROSS-FUNCTIONAL TEAM TO SET THE GUIDELINES

Special education, ELL, and Title | leadership have little experience writing workload guide-
lines, and are naturally reluctant about changes that could mean more work or less staff. A team
approach that is led at the deputy superintendent level and includes remediation and intervention
department heads, the business office, and human resources, is often needed.

INCREASE STAFF TIME SPENT SERVING STUDENTS BY REDUCING TIME SPENT IN
MEETINGS

In many districts, meetings and paperwork can consume 50% or more of each day. Creating
guidelines that reduce the number of meetings attended can free up time to serve students and
can reduce staffing needs.

USE MULTIPLE CRITERIA TO DETERMINE TARGET GROUP SIZES

Setting guidelines for target group sizes for special education and other interventions is not as
straightforward as general education targets. Districts can use multiple criteria such as the age
of the student, type of need, type of disability, and other criteria to create nuanced guidelines
that are child-centered and cost-effective.

IF THE BUDGET ALLOWS, PHASE IN CHANGES THROUGH ATTRITION
This phased approach can ease pushback and make staff more comfortable participating in
the process of developing guidelines.

A word to the wise: KEEP THE CONVERSATION FOCUSED ON STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT AND
EQUITY FOR STAFF AND STUDENTS

Any reductions to special education, ELL, or other remediation and support services can provoke stiff
opposition. Communicate that thoughtful staffing guidelines can actually make staffing assignments
more equitable without reducing any services to students. The district's message and actions must stay
focused on helping students, staff, and the budget all at the same time.
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LESSONS FROM THE FIELD

ADDING PRECISION TO REMEDIATION AND
INTERVENTION STAFFING LEVELS:
Data-driven Guidelines Improve Schedules,
Building Assignments, and Workload

Using data-driven guidelines to manage staffing of special education, ELL, Title I and reading

teachers often presents an opportunity to improve student outcomes, increase equity between

staff, bring transparency to often-debated central office decisions, and free up considerable

resources for other strategic priorities. It is also not very common.

Lessons from the field

LESSON

1

LESSON

2

LESSON

3

LESSON

4

LESSON

5

Superintendent leadership
is critical

Focusequallyonimproving
studentachievementand
increasing equity for staff
and students

Sharing good data eases
theway

Create formalwritten
guidelines

Minimize staff discomfort by
offering control over most
decisions

Implementation challenges such as pushback
from teachers, lack of actionable data, and
reluctance from department leaders often
discourage school districts from tackling this
opportunity, which can, in fact, be good for kids
and good for the budget.

Changing special education, English Language
Learners (ELL), and reading support is never easy
given that these services impact some of the
neediest children in the district. But big gains can
be had, and, in most cases, a slight shift—not an
overhaul, is all that is needed. It may mean new
schedules and it may mean staff visit different
schools, but by committing to help students, by
ensuring that not one minute of support is
reduced for even one student, and by engaging
with staff throughout the process, positive change
can be made.
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Superintendent leadership is
critical

It might seem obvious that the assistant superintendent for special
education or the ELL director should lead any effort to revamp
remediation and intervention staffing and scheduling. This has
not been the path to success in most districts, however. Only
superintendents can provide the urgency, political cover, and
clout needed to implement changes in such a sensitive and
complex area.

There are too many divergent stakeholders for the leader of
just one department to chair the effort. For example, when one district
revised its staffing guidelines for special education teachers and
speech and language therapists, the special education director, the
speech and language director, special education teachers, therapists,
principals, and parents were all active participants. Each had
different concerns.

Since the district was experiencing dramatic budget cuts in general
education, special education staff were naturally wary of creating
guidelines that might lead to staff cuts. Staff anxiety quickly made
its way to the speech and language director and the special
education director. Principals were also protective of their staff,
and feared any new guidelines would just be code for staff
reductions, leaving schools unable to meet IEP requirements.
Parents naturally were concerned that services would be cut. At the
start, all but the superintendent wished the effort would fade
away.

Despite the resistance, the superintendent championed the
effort and held firm. Her resolve strengthened the special education
director’'s commitment,
which in turn buoyed the speech

and language director and the parents.
The superintendent assured the
principals that the process
would not leave schools
understaffed, but actually would
ensure appropriate support in each
school.

In another district, a hands-on
superintendent realized that it was
her attitude of “We're going to do

The superintendent’s
message was clear:
“We want to be inclusive
in the change, but
change is coming.”

superintendent’s presence at this kickoff meeting conveyed the
importance of the effort and greatly empowered and energized
the committee members.

The second meeting was an informational session with the
principals. The superintendent’s message was clear: “We want to
be inclusive in the change, but change is coming.” She attended
two other key meetings with staff, reiterating her commitment to
the change. These were not detailed working sessions, but created
urgency and conveyed the certainty of change. Even though the
director of special education had become the true champion of
the work, only the superintendent could have maintained the
momentum when the inevitable pushback arose.

Part of good leadership is knowing when to step away. For
example, when all the speech therapists met to review draft
guidelines, the superintendent was purposefully absent. This allowed
for concerns, feedback, and pushback to be voiced freely.
Knowing there was strong support from the superintendent, the
special education director was able to navigate some tough
conversations.

Focus equally on improving
student achievement and
increasing equity for staff and
students

No one wants to balance the budget on the backs of needy
students. Any attempt to shift resources from special education,
ELL, or other remediation and support services can seem harsh and
can engender stiff opposition. The message and actions must
stay focused on helping students, staff, and the

budget all at the same time.
For example, one district made

clear  that  the district’s
development of special education
staffing guidelines would not take a
single minute of service away from
students. To expedite the process and
dramatically reduce the pushback, he
also declared that the district would
not change the service delivery model
either. The district would just apply
data-driven staffing  rules to

this” that was key to propelling this
effort; the number of hours she

spent on this effort was far less important. She inserted herself
at just a few critical times, but did so with energy and determination.
In all, she attended just four key meetings in the course of the
school year. The initial meeting included special education
administrators and about five teachers. Those at the first meeting
became the scheduling guideline committee, a small group
charged with analyzing data and creating guidelines that
would best serve the students in the district. The

current practices to

better manage current approaches. “We will serve students more
efficiently, but not differently,” he stipulated.

This was an important decision; a number of more radical
redesigns had been considered, such as shifting from co-teaching
to other less costly forms of academic support. He reasoned
that a move away from co-teaching might free up more funds, but
it was too much of an emotional shift. Holding service delivery
constant at the start made it easier to bring an
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analytical approach to remediation and intervention staffing.

In another district, messaging included a tight linkage to the reality
that state funding was being reduced dramatically and that
services in general education were being cut. If special education
services could be managed more efficiently without reducing services
to special education students, then other services to students could
be restored. This was about adding back in other places, not
about taking away.

Stressing that the effort is more than just about efficiency helps
win supporters. When a district discovered from detailed data
analysis that workloads varied widely among staff, improving equity
became important. While some staff spent close to 70 % of their
week serving students, others were spending just 30 %. All
realized that having guidelines would create equity and address
the underlying resentment among those who had to work more
than others. There is almost always a high desire to make things
more fair; data-driven staffing guidelines are part of the
solution.

Debunking the myth that changes in group size harm students
is also important. Sharing hard data that shows many teachers in
the district already have larger groups than others lessens the
concerns among staff that any change will be unreasonable.

Sharing good data eases the way

“This just isn't possible. I'm already working at home and on
weekends.” “My staff is already stretched too thin.” These are often
the first comments uttered when discussing the concept of
shifting resources by managing remediation and intervention
staffing through guidelines.

For example, in a meeting with upward of 25 speech and
language pathologists, staff shared that they were spending about
90 % of their time with students and nothing more could

The need for faith and persistence

A hallmark of focusing on improving
effectiveness and cost-effectiveness in
remediation and intervention is that so many
smart, committed people will say it cannot be
done. The story of one mid-sized urban
district highlights the need for both faith
and

persistence.

Facing a budget gap that exceeded $50 million,
the district decided no stone should remain
unturned. A study a few years earlier indicated
that compared to like-districts, it had 50%
more related service providers [(speech,
occupational therapy, and physical therapy).
Dusting off the old report, the question was
asked, “Is there an opportunity to provide all
the same services at less expense?” “No,” said
the assistant superintendent for special
education. “It would be illegal!” he added.
“No,” said the director of therapeutic services.
“We are so understaffed that we have taken to
using outside contractors to supplement
district staff.” “No,” said the human resources
director. “Our collective bargaining agreement
places very tight limits

on staff caseload.” The deputy superintendent
finally said, “They can’t all be wrong. They are
much closer to the frontline reality than | am.”

It took faith in the benchmarking data to push
back and ask again, “How is it that other
districts are much more efficient?” “We are
different from those other districts,” all
replied with confidence.

Persistence trumped certainty. Despite the
belief by many that it was a fool's errand, the
district collected paper schedules from every
therapist in every school. The results
surprised many. With just a few hours of
analysis, it became clear that some therapists
taught well below the collective bargaining
minimums, which were quite conservative to
begin with. Simply by assigning these
underutilized staff to cover schools that
needed extra help, the number of outside
contractors could be reduced. A couple days
of data collection and analysis revealed $2
million in savings, which were realized the
following

year.
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be squeezed from them. “Just look at my week and you will see!”
This was not resistance to change; it was an honest, deep-seated
belief. However, it was not true.

Notwithstanding the fact that the district had 1.4 times as many
therapists as like districts, neither staff, principals nor many
special education administrators believed gains could be had. It
seemed very unlikely that a consultant’s report and a central office
analysis could dislodge this misconception. The  district decided to
do exactly as the staff suggested and “look at their week.” Each staff
member was asked to track his or her activities for a week, session
by session, hour by hour, and submit the information. Only by going
straight to the source, staff members themselves, would the data be
believable.

An analysis of the data indicated that, on average, therapists were
spending 32%, not 90 %, of their time with students. When
discussing guidelines for how much time a therapist should spend
with students, some staff and administrators quickly concluded
that if current practice was indeed that just a third of the week
was spent with students, then that must be reasonable. District
leaders reached out to another district to benchmark and calibrate
their practices. The other district, which was very similar, had also
collected schedules from their  staff. In that district, therapists
were spending 55% of their time with students; that district was
seeking to increase this to  65%, and eventually up to 75%. The
misconception that 32% was the maximum possible began to
erode.

During the rollout of new staffing guidelines, continuing to share
data can be valuable. During the first week of a new school year
with new schedules and fewer staff (but no change in services to
students), screams of angst were erupting. The new workload is
“impossible, overwhelming, and unsustainable.” While wanting
not to backtrack, but also wanting to be responsive, one district
chose not to engage in a theoretical discussion of “too much”
versus “just enough.” The district again turned to sharing hard
data. Staff once again submitted their actual new schedules to
district leaders. On average, staff had only increased their time
with students by less than 2 hours a week, well below the district
targets. It just felt like much more.

Create formalwritten guidelines

Ips create clarity and transparency. In general
education, workload and other guidelines are typically clear and
unambiguous. A district’s target first grade class size might be 25
students, not “around 20 to low 30s." Remediation and
intervention staff often have much less precise expectations on their
time.

Administrators at first often doubt that precision is possible.
The students served are different, with different IEPs, and

different needs and intensity of support. The most common
pushback is “one child doesn’t equal another child,” so precision
isn't possible. The students are different, but expectations for
adults need not be.

The guideline writing committees quickly learn that they cannot
reasonably target how many students each staff member should
support, but they can set guidelines about many other aspects.

One committee was able to quickly develop direct service and
grouping guidelines. The staff themselves helped establish how
much time a therapist should spend in direct service with students on
a weekly basis, and how many students could be grouped
together. They also set a much more nuanced grouping policy,
varying it based on the type of need and the age of the students;
they also limited groups to similar aged students, with larger age
ranges at the higher grades. Having front-line staff help craft the
guidelines brought needed expertise to the table and minimized
criticism. Finalizing the direct service expectations, however, did
require direct involvement of the superintendent, as it is difficult
for staff to set their own workload.

The guideline committee also used both internal and external
benchmarks in setting guidelines. An internal benchmark looks at
what each district staff member is already doing. For a teacher
currently working with children just a third of the week,
spending 65% of the week with students might seem “impossible”
until they realize that many others in the district are already
doing exactly this. External benchmarks can also be a game
changer in redefining what is reasonable.

There is no wrong or right set of guidelines, since each
district has a unique context, culture, and community
expectations, but being specific increases efficiency, equity, and
transparency.

Minimize staff discomfort by
offering control over most
decisions

Districts often wrestle with how fast to implement changes in
staffing based on their newly developed guidelines. A
“rip the Band-Aid off fast” strategy of implementing the
guidelines in one fell swoop can likely create enough pushback from
staff that the whole effort could be scuttled.

Since setting guidelines often leads to fewer staff and staff being
assigned to different schools, implementing data-driven staffing
guidelines can be very unsettling to teachers, even if there is no
impact on students. Based on conversations with staff, it has
become clear that there are a number of issues important to
them, but not critical to the district:

e Allowing staff to remain teaching at their current level
- elementary, middle, or high school - was very
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important, even if they are technically able to work at any
level.

o Allowing staff to prioritize which schools they work in
was very important.

¢ Limiting the number of schools supported by one
person was also appreciated.

e Since increasing direct service with students means
reducing hours in meetings, allowing staff to have

input as to which meetings
they attend made it easier

to accept going to fewer
meetings. For example, in
one district, staff greatly
valued attending meetings
3% days out of five. It was a
mistake to have assumed

The students are be
different, but
expectations for adults
need not be.

why any changes are needed. However, giving staff a forum to
vent and to identify areas to be tweaked actually eases the
process. Staff want to be heard, but strong leadership is needed
to stay the course.

The most challenging question is how quickly to reduce
staffing when reductions are warranted based on student
needs and the new guidelines. Most districts phased in many
of the changes through attrition. As teachers retired or moved

away, the staffinﬁ guidelines deter-
mined whether the positions would

replaced. Often, districts
decided to reach their targets over a
roughly three-year period.

If the district can and will phase in
the changes via attrition, it helps to
state this approach upfront. Job
security is obviously a top concern,

that the district was
“freeing” them  from
attending all these
meetings.

These and other decisions impacted where staff worked, but
not how many staff worked. They are budget neutral. Allowing staff
to have significant impact on these decisions eased the pushback.
For example, some districts provided draft schedules to staff to get
their feedback and allowed many modifications, as long as they did
not increase staffing or decrease service to students. The results
can be surprising. In one district, for example, many staff opted
for less equity (having more or less time with students than
their colleagues) in exchange for not having to share a school with
other therapists.

Getting staff feedback is helpful, but not always fun. Often
the meetings can feel like “gripe sessions,” with questions as to

and addressing this issue early
helped staff participate in the
planning

since they knew they would not be working a colleague or
themselves out of a job.

Leadershipand good listening

Better managing remediation and intervention services is
possible. A strong superintendent, armed with good data and
bolstered by strong resolve, needs to listen to staff concerns and
to make accommodation when possible, but needs to hold firm
on a few key decisions. Students will continue to be well served,
staff will benefit from more equitable distribution of work, and
the budget will come out ahead.
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