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“Having Sharon at the table 
felt like we had someone who could 

translate the interests of the school team 
to us but also our interests to the team. 

She is the best of what 
special education should be.”

Megan Strand, Parent

Washington State
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“I cross paths with many talented professionals,
 but none more child-centered, visionary, 
and passionate than Sharon Soliday.  
Every conversation with Sharon leaves 

me more inspired to improve.”
 

 Eric Richards, Student Services Coordinator, 

Salem-Keizer School District 24J, Salem, Oregon
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The Hello Foundation serves thousands 
of students each year by providing 

speech language therapists, occupational 
therapists and psychologists to school 

districts throughout the West. 

After ten years in business, 
we decided to pull back the curtain 
and share our observations from 

the best special education programs. 
To be concise, Seven Best Practices. 

Sharon Soliday, MS, CCC-SLP, is founder and 
Chief Executive Officer of The Hello Foundation. 
She lives in Gladstone, Oregon, and serves on the 
local school board, where she is always dreaming 
a bigger dream for all students.
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To my seventh-grade 
math teacher and principal for 

trying to keep me down.
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Who Am I?
 By the time I reached seventh grade, it was obvious to me that 
there were problems with the educational system.
 However, it took another 30 years and a wealth of 
experience—a professional career as a speech pathologist, 10 years 
of business ownership serving school districts, and experience as a 
school board member in my own community—for my revolutionary 
ah-ha! moment.
 Now I find myself asking: If we care about students so much, if 
so many people are devoting their careers to working with students 
in special-education, then why are we not seeing more success?
 As the owner of a private business that works in and around 
thousands of students within special education, I have a unique 
vantage point that has allowed me to pull back the curtain a bit on 
special education. Every role I’ve played has honed my laser focus 
on what’s gone wrong, specifically, with special-education programs. 
And, I’m pleased to say, what’s gone right.
 In observing the best, most successful special-education 
programs, I have consistently identified seven practices. Because 
I care about every student in special education, I’ve decided to 
share these seven practices with the thousands of stakeholders who 
can make a difference. In this book, I describe each practice, give 
examples of how the best programs have addressed and surmounted 
barriers, and ask specific questions that interested programs should 
pose to their own teams. 
 If we understand and replicate the cultural practices of the best 
special-education programs, I sincerely believe we have it within our 
power to create a revolution.
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How did I get to the bottom third?
 In the seventh grade, I tended to stare at my feet a lot. Between 
acne and the growth spurts, it seemed best to simply keep my head 
down. But when Mr. Terris announced that next Monday everyone 
in seventh-grade math would be taking a test to identify the kids 
smart enough to take algebra in the eighth grade, I looked up.
 Coming from a family of modest means, by the age of twelve 
I knew that school would be my escape to a different life, and I had 
to get busy getting ready for that life. To my thinking, if I could score 
a spot in eighth-grade algebra, I would track into more complex 
academic work in high school.
 On Monday morning, without much commentary, Mr. Terris 
handed out a math test. I didn’t recognize many of the questions, but 
to my seventh-grade way of thinking, I didn’t think that would be a 
problem. After all, how could they expect me to know algebra-like 
material if I hadn’t yet taken the class? 
 A week later, when the scores were posted, I lifted my head for 
a second time to see how I had done. A thick red line was scratched 
across the list, about 30 kids down. I didn’t need Mr. Terris to 

TOP
MIDDLE

me
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interrupt his morning coffee to explain that anyone above the line 
would be taking algebra the next year. I walked to the list, started 
at the top, and slowly scanned downward.  No one else seemed 
too interested in their score, so I stood alone in front of the class, 
scanning my future. 
 No, my name wasn’t above the line.
 So I looked down the list. Perhaps my name was swinging 
precariously by the hook of the S in my first or last name.
 But, no. It wasn’t there.
 My eyes swept down the list, and there it was, my name, 
perched in the bottom third of the list. I could almost see my shoes.
 It was a disappointment, sure, but it also taught me my first 
business skill: every challenge is an opportunity.
 I shuffled back to my desk and spent the rest of the period 
trying to figure out how to convince Mr. Terris to put me in next 
year’s one and only algebra class. At the end of class, I shuffled up 
to his desk and quietly asked if perhaps there might be room for one 
more student in algebra.
 “Sharon, you took the test,” he said. “Are you above the 
line?”
 “Well, no,” I admitted. “I’m not above the line. But I’m 
sort of close.” I forced myself to say it, even though I knew it was a 
pathetic lie.
 “We already decided,” said Mr. Terris. “People have to 
qualify. And you didn’t qualify.”
 “But I really want it,” I said. “I know I could do it. Maybe 
some of the kids that got in don’t even want to take algebra next 
year!” I felt my passion grow, helping me find my voice and make 
my case.
 “Sharon, we already decided. Your score has to be above the 
line.”
 I realized that Mr. Terris clearly didn’t have the authority to 
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help me. Gathering up my textbooks, bound neatly in their brown 
paper bag covers, I began thinking of my next step. 
 I made an appointment for the next day with the school 
principal. I didn’t own the fancy clothes I thought would make me 
look more like a serious student, but I carefully chose clean blue 
jeans and a shirt with no iron-on logo, as was customary in the early 
80s. I took my hairbrush to school, and at lunch I brushed my hair 
and then secured  my wispy bangs with small metal clips. I was as 
ready as I could be. But Ms. Sachari didn’t even invite me into her 
office. She met me in the doorway, and as I was lifting my head to 
say “Hello,” just like I’d practiced, she hurried me along. “Are you 
the girl who wants to take algebra next year?”
 “Yes!” My eyes lit up, and hope welled up in me.
 But Ms. Sachari crushed my hopes. “Honey, there’s this math 
test we’re giving to everyone, and there’s a cut-off score. Everyone 
above it makes the class.”
 “Yeah, I know. I didn’t make it above, but I really want to 
take algebra, and I’m positive….”
 “Oh, darlin’, I’m so sorry” — heels clicking on the tiles 
as she stepped around me, hand waving over her shoulder as she 
walked away — “but” — turning around — “if you want to take 
algebra in the eighth grade, you have to be above the line.”
 I tried to explain: if only someone would teach me the 
material, I would have done better on the test!
 With a final wave of her hand, Ms. Sachari hurried away, 
and I was dismissed. The secretary ushered me out.
 But I really, really wanted to take algebra, so I went home to 
try my next tactic. My father was making a sandwich.
 “Dad, I need you to come to school and tell the principal to 
let me take algebra next year.”
 He bit into his sandwich. “That sounds hard.”
 “Dad, it will be hard, but ….” And I launched into the sort 
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of dramatics that only a middle-schooler could use, explaining the 
value of algebra in eighth grade and the injustice of not even being 
allowed to try. 
 “But what about that test you took?” he asked. “Don’t you 
have to know all that stuff to take the class?”
 “It’s not unreasonable to expect someone to teach me that 
stuff before I’m tested on it.”
 “That makes sense.” He wiped his lips with a paper towel. 
“Although why you want to work so hard at 13 is beyond me.”
 “Don’t worry about it, Dad. We can go in tomorrow.” 
And I skipped off to my room, convinced all would be right with 
the world. I now had an advocate. It’s one thing to blow off some 
seventh grader, but it was another thing altogether to tell my dad 
I couldn’t make it in eighth-grade algebra. That shows how little I 
understood Ms. Sachari.
 The next morning, I hauled my father into the principal’s 
office. We didn’t exactly have an appointment, but Ms. Sachari 
managed to find a few minutes to speak with a fellow grownup.
 My father asked for me to be in the eighth-grade algebra 
class.
 Ms. Sachari explained the qualifying test and the cut-off line.
 “Yeah, I know she’s below the line,” said my dad.
 “Significantly,” said Ms. Sachari.
 Even in the seventh grade, I knew that was meant as an 
insult. With that one word, she had indicated to my father that I was 
asking to swim in the deep end. And, that I was bound to sink.
 Then my father asked an interesting question. “What 
happens if you put her in the class and she fails?”
 “She’d have to removed and put into general eighth-grade 
math.” A fate worse than death, Ms. Sachari’s tone seemed to imply. I 
couldn’t help picturing my failing self being dragged from the class, 
to the jeers of my peers, only to be dumped into the lonely darkness 
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of general math.
 “You’re likely right,” said my dad. “Based on that test, she’ll 
probably fail. However, I’m willing to assume the risk. If she fails, I 
will completely accept that we need to move her down into eighth-
grade math. No doubt you’re right, but we’d like to try….”
 My dad’s vote of confidence was pretty underwhelming. 
Ms. Sachari gave me a look like she was sending a defenseless little 
doe out onto the highway. I felt a little angry with my dad for not 
standing up for my smarts.
 My dad and I paused outside of Ms. Sachari’s office. I had 
my backpack in tow for class, and dad was ready to head home. 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I grumbled.
  “Did you get what you want?” he asked.
 “Well, yeah, I guess so.” 
 “Are you going to fail eighth-grade algebra?”
 “No.”
 “Your principal and your teacher both think you will,” said 
my dad. “What were we going to accomplish by arguing over that 
point?”
 “Nothing,” I admitted.
 “It never was about whether or not you’d really make it in 
algebra,” he said.
 “But getting into algebra is what I wanted.”
 “By the time I showed up,” said my dad, “their egos were 
involved. That’s what we had to address. They needed to be right.”
 In that moment, everything I thought I knew about 
education was shattered.
 But it would take another 30 years before I figured out that, 
even with human beings involved, the dream of education by, for, 
and about kids is possible. 
 And, by the way: I got B- in algebra.
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Observing a Revolution
 Lots of people study, think, and write about the problems in 
education.
 Since my experience in middle school, many people have 
worked diligently to identify problems and causes, and they have 
stretched human resources to attempt grand and daring (or well-
meaning but rather timid) solutions. Alas, despite everything, nearly 
everyone still focuses on problems. 
 What’s not capturing the headlines is the truth that — 
quietly, most often overlooked, nearly always under-appreciated 
— some programs, some administrators, are getting it right. After 10 
years of providing speech therapists, occupational therapists, and 
school psychologists to special-education programs across multiple 
states, I’ve seen the reality of excellent administrators and strong 
programs. I’ve seen what makes them excellent and successful. And, 
I’ve observed many that could be so much better.
 This is not meant to be a book about pedagogy. Experts in 
their fields can speak eloquently to effective teaching methods and 
instructional strategies. My intention is to shine a bright light on the 
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culture of our programs.
 Irrespective of the best intentions, training, and expert 
information, programs rise or fall based on the environment they 
choose to nurture. My contention is that culture always trumps 
theory and practice. Over the last 10 years, I’ve seen cultures nurture 
the impossible and dismantle the obvious.
 My goal in this book is to pull back the curtain and 
shine a light on seven best practices that I consistently observe in 
successful special-education programs. I hope it will give staff and 
administrators a glimpse into the way things can be. I hope it will 
provide parents a beginning place when asking questions about a 
program for their child.
 I don’t plan to review examples of “this is what this-or-that 
program does,” because we humans tend to default to one example 
as the solution. I contend that there is no single solution, no one and 
only path to success.  Every program needs to find its own, best way. 
I hope folks will take this book as a stimulus for their own honest 
reflection. 
 Given the choice of a great culture or a perfect curriculum, 
I’ll pick culture every time. What good is the best curriculum 
or terrific teachers, if people don’t collaborate, never challenge 
assumptions about students, or only engage with families once a 
year? 
 The environment we nurture matters. 
 Culture trumps everything.

CULTURE
TRUMPS

EVERYTHING
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PRACTICE #1. 

The best programs put kids first.
 Every school district leader would say they put kids first. 
It’s great rhetoric. Who in education wouldn’t stand up and say, kids 
come first?
 However, great programs set themselves apart by defining 
what putting kids first means and how it is put into action within 
their particular program.
 What does it mean, to put someone first?
 Inherently, it means someone else or something else must 
come second and third. And as grownups, even among the best, we 
struggle to put our own needs second or third.
 No doubt, Ms. Sachari wasn’t putting me first when she 
stood firm behind the policy of needing to make the cut for algebra. 
However, I don’t mean that refusing to allow me into the class 
was “not putting me first.” Putting kids first does not mean kids 
always get their way. Rather, in their relationship with kids, great 
administrators pause to give serious thought to the student’s best 
interests, perspectives, desires, ambitions, and the consequences of 
policies and decisions. It’s quite possible Ms. Sachari could have 
put me first and still told me no. But that would have required her 
to take a moment to sit and talk with me, to listen empathetically, to 

PUT
KIDS
FIRST
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teach me in that moment how to problem-solve alternative solutions. 
Absent that approach, she didn’t provide me with a learning 
experience. Instead, all she left me with was the sound of her heels 
on the tile of the office floor (and I can still hear it, 30 years later!). 
 Special education is a tough program. Turnover rates for 
administrators are frustratingly high. More frequently than we care 
to acknowledge, administrators come to the position with little or no 
knowledge of the field. It is, legitimately, a hard job.
 When your population is inherently struggling, good news 
can seem hard to come by. Instead of embracing families, some 
programs struggle with transparency or operate from a place of 
fear. Families that are strong advocates can be seen as hostile to the 
system — adversaries, rather than collaborators.
 The system is designed to protect the civil rights of all kids, 
which means no one gets an easy ticket into special education. 
The system errs on the side of slow and thorough, which can be 
maddening to people anxious to see kids getting specially designed 
instruction. There are legal trip wires that can be perceived as 
barriers or speed bumps to getting students the services they may 
need. 

SPEED BUMPS TO GETTING STUDENTS THE SERVICES THEY MAY NEED
Moving to a new district? A child’s eligibility into special education may not be 

accepted.
Transitioning between grade levels? Service models may change.
Need an interpreter? The meeting may be delayed.
New school year? The specialist you count on could be new.
Medically based diagnosis? May not equate to special-education eligibility.
Inflexible work schedule? The IEP team may only meet during your work hours.
Dependent on an adult assistant? Assistants may lack training.
Difficulty understanding the jargon? People often forget that others outside the 

building aren’t living and breathing special education nuance.

 
Need to hear difficult news? Teams may be less than transparent due to legal

 
concerns.
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 When I tell administrators that my company puts kids first, I 
inevitably hear, “Absolutely, so do we.”
 But in practice, I’ve seen first hand that many programs 
don’t. The great programs walk the walk — and it’s never easy.
 For example, in my own company, one of the ways we put 
kids first is by giving school districts a choice of agreements; one 
of which (our short-term agreement) gives districts the option to 
terminate our agreement, with no buy-out clause, if they are able 
to secure a candidate they want to hire at some point during the 
year.  We just ask for a two-week notice. This is a big deal. Most 
people tell me I’m nuts, because my company assumes all the risk 
and the potential for a significant loss in revenue during the year. 
Not to mention that someone on our team will be in need of a new 
assignment.
 However, which practice puts kids first? Continuing with 
a highly qualified but expensive sub, or transitioning to a qualified 
district employee who will likely remain at that building for several 
years? Absolutely, hiring a qualified employee is always in the best 
interests of students, and I fully support that.
 In this case, if I’m putting kids first, my company (and my 
ego, revenue, and balance sheet) has to come in second. That’s the 
point of a value. It’s only a value when tested. 
 So let’s pull back the curtain. How do the best programs put 
kids first? 

 1. A program can define specifically what putting kids 
 first means to them.        Not everyone has to do the same thing. 
In fact, our community needs should dictate a great deal of how to 
interpret “kids first.” But if a program can’t explain to me what it 
means by “kids first,” then it is more rhetoric than a systematized 
value.
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 2. However a program defines “kids first,” everyone 
must be on board.   For example, if the special-education program 
defines “kids first” as a commitment to have meaningful transition 
meetings for students 15 and older, everyone working with a 
15-year-old had better have a commitment to developing and 
implementing that meaningful transition.

 3. The best programs not only identify the top ways they 
want to put kids first, but they practice monitoring it internally. 
Staff are not dramatically different from kids. Left to our own 
devices, the reactive nature of special education will inevitably pull 
us away from the demands of putting kids first. It takes just one 
crisis to derail holding a meeting, let alone conducting a meaningful 
one. Without consistent monitoring, our best intentions will litter the 
ground. The best programs understand: That which is monitored 
gets prioritized and addressed. 

 4. In industry, the most successful businesses have a 
brand culture that reflects who they are.      Culture can trump any 
challenge because employees have been conditioned and trained 
to make decisions based on the business’s priorities and values. 
That doesn’t happen easily. It requires an investment in staff, 
professional development, and leadership to connect the dots for an 
understanding of the big picture. 

 Education is no different in this respect. If we want staff to 
understand what putting kids first really means and how it should 
be interpreted, direct training is required. In addition, when kids are 
not being put first, redirection is essential. 
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 Let’s return to my life in the seventh grade. How could 
“putting kids first” have manifested in that example? 

• The qualification test could have been announced in 
advance to inform interested students or parents about the 
information that was to be covered. 

• Actual instruction related to the concepts could have been 
introduced to capture a more dynamic assessment to better 
identify student potential vs. who had managed to secure 
that targeted learning already.

• The challenges and benefit of taking algebra in the eighth 
grade could have been outlined to more students and 
families. 

• Results would not have been posted publicly by name.
• Results could have been framed in a way that didn’t 

identify students who did not succeed.
• Eligibility for the class could have weighed additional 

factors.
• My math teacher could have listened more empathetically 

to me when I tried to explain why I was so interested in 
getting into the math class. 

• My math teacher could have offered after-school instruction 
and the potential of a retest.

• The principal could have stopped what she was doing to 
talk with me directly.

• The principal could have invited me into her office.
• The principal could have reviewed my test to determine the 

areas in which I was weak.
• The principal might have offered tutoring to get me up to 

speed before putting me into the class. 
• The principal could have pondered with me why more 

students didn’t get into the class. 
• The principal could have shown some appreciation for a 
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Great programs 
set themselves apart by defining 

what putting kids first means and 
how it is put into action within their 

particular program.

PARENTS
SPECIALISTS

PRINCIPAL
TEACHER
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12-year-old who was advocating for herself.
• The principal could have avoided telling my father (in front 

of me, no less) that I was likely to fail. 
• The principal could have identified some of my strengths in 

her conversations with me and with my father.
• The principal could have discussed my potential with the 

teacher. 
• Flash forward to eighth grade: The principal could have 

called me back into her office to congratulate me on passing 
the class.

• Or more importantly, the principal could have pondered 
the meaning of a student in the bottom third of all test 
takers managing to pull off a B-. What about the 80 students 
between me and the cut-off line who were automatically 
shuttled into lower expectations?

 The best programs in education certainly do not do all of 
these things. Frankly, just accomplishing several of them would 
make the rest unnecessary.
 Making the commitment to put kids first doesn’t equate 
to micro-managing all possible scenarios. Putting kids first means 
identifying the value, and then teaching people how to identify how 
those opportunities manifest in their own setting. 
 For example, if my middle school had made a commitment 
to put students first by thoughtfully listening to student concerns, 
the teacher’s and the principal’s interactions with me would have 
been different. By being thoughtful listeners, they would have 
engaged with me as allies, rather than starting with an adversarial 
dynamic and ending with parents being brought into the equation.
 Not to mention, I likely wouldn’t be a grownup harboring 
bitter feelings and strong opinions  . . .  just sayin’. 
 Special education is particularly ripe for conflict. The entire 
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In that swirling cocktail, 
with everyone trying to do their job,

students and families 
often end up feeling nowhere near first.

Too often, they feel 
like they are 

coming in last.
SPECIALISTS
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system is based on students not succeeding within the general-
education setting and teachers being unable to help a student 
sufficiently, despite several mandatory pre-referral intervention 
steps. The student is then placed in the hands of an eligibility team, 
who must think about a child with unique needs in the context of 
neat and tidy boxes called Disability Categories. Some districts have 
rigid criteria for eligibility; others utilize more professional judgment 
in their decisions.
 These days, students referred to special-education programs 
are more complex than ever before. While specialists scurry to 
complete testing and review classroom demands and student 
abilities, parents fret along the sidelines, hoping their child will get 
the help he or she needs and deserves. In that swirling cocktail, with 
everyone trying to do their job, students and families often end up 
feeling nowhere near first. Too often, they feel like they are coming in 
last. 
 So, how do the best special-education programs put our 
most vital principle — “Put Kids First” — into action?
 In my 10 years of placing staff in special-education 
programs, I’ve observed the following priorities and ideas.

Putting Kids First requires meaningful communication with families.
• Meetings last as long as they need to last. Parents are not allotted a 
predetermined time slot and expected to wrap everything up after a 
certain number of minutes.
• Introductions are repeated every meeting. In addition to names, 
roles and responsibilities in their child’s education are reviewed.
• Parents’ requests for draft ideas, goals, or brief telephone commu-
nication in advance are respected and not viewed as a burden. 
• Alternative ways of communicating with families are explored and 
implemented.
• Parents are contacted for reasons other than needing to complete 
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paperwork or meetings.
• Parents are surveyed to identify how they perceive communication 
at the district and building level. 
• Parents wanting additional information or time are reframed from 
hovering to involved.

When parents request the presence of a school district representative 
or a team member familiar with their child when meeting with 
outside agencies, specialists, or community agencies, these requests 
are honored.

Every student schedule is reviewed to determine if staff had high 
enough expectations for the student.

Putting Kids First means that every child in special education 
has an adult in the building with whom he or she feels a personal 
connection. 

Putting Kids First means including children with significant 
disabilities, who have historically had limited participation in 
field trips, school-wide activities, and assemblies, in the mix of the 
general-education students. 
• There is an expectation, communicated from the top, that typically 
developing peers will support their challenged peers. 
• Typical peers are taught components of various disabilities and 
challenges.
• Students with disabilities are taught strategies to ask for help 
from peers and taught specific accommodations that support their 
involvement. 
• Students opting out due to noise or other environmental conditions 
are respected and involved at the perimeter, before, or after in some 
capacity. 
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Putting Kids First means a district-level commitment to new research 
and related professional development on-site and off-site.

Putting Kids First means that staff teaching kids with special needs 
should have access to general-education curriculum, learning 
objectives, and lesson plans in order to support student growth.

Putting Kids First means district teams distinguish need from want 
when considering resources (including aides) for students. If the goal 
is putting kids first, the district puts a high priority on managing 
aide resources for all students, while recognizing that aides don’t 
always lead students to independence. 

school
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for

your team.
Put kids first.

PUT
KIDS
FIRST
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#1   What does your district currently get right? What 
are the assets that make this happen?

#2   In which areas could your district improve? How 
do those relate to putting students first? How prevalent 
is this attitude or action in the district? Where do you 
have control? (You can only influence the culture of 
your own bunker. Who’s in your bunker?)

#3   Of all your ideas, which Put Kids First idea or two 
would have the largest cascading impact (theoretically 
and logistically)? For example, simply deciding that 
parent meetings aren’t going to last a predetermined 30 
minutes will be tough to implement if leadership isn’t 
ready to provide support to team members to make that 
happen (flex schedules, class substitutes, etc.).

#4   All stakeholders should have an opportunity 
to provide feedback, but that does NOT mean all 
stakeholders have equal veto power of an idea. Teams 
are desperate for leadership. 

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #2. 

The best programs expect students
will cycle out of special education. 

It isn’t expected to be a life sentence. 
 Professionals choose to work in education because they want 
to help students. Professionals choosing to work in special education 
often bring an additional depth of empathy for students who may be 
struggling. We want to see students succeed, and general education 
is often more than happy to give these children to us.
 But that desire to help, to see students supported, the fear 
of legal consequences or upset parents if students do not flourish 
consistently, holds many students back in the long term.
 Repeatedly, I see professionals wanting to be their best feel 
obligated to address any and every potential need a student may 
have in accordance with development standards or standardized 
testing. As lovely as that would be, it’s not what we are supposed to 
be doing. 
 Within a school setting, our mandate is to support students 
to the degree that they are able to access general-education 
expectations. If a goal isn’t needed to support general-education 
expectations in the moment (or over several months), we should 

DISMISS
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not be working on it. I recently had a conversation with a special-
education administrator who asked me about strategies to address 
caseload concerns. My first question was, How fast are your kids 
cycling out of your program?
 We are experts at bringing kids into the system, but not so 
great at letting students go — partly because we, as professionals, 
didn’t spend all that time in school in order to be anything less than 
the very best professionals we can be.
 The mandate of service in the schools is not to provide 
Cadillac, private-practice service addressing every potential area 
of deficit. Rather, our mandate is to support students to the degree 
needed to be successful in their general or assigned education 
classroom.  
 This statement does not make me popular with many 
specialists in the schools, but I sincerely believe we need to face the 
truth of it. Our time is consumed in back-to-back student groups 
throughout the day (because caseloads are so high). Operating under 
the premise that we can address everything a student needs is, well, 
unrealistic and even, perhaps, a bit self-congratulatory. Our students 
need their teachers to utilize the instructional strategies that best 
benefit the student. Kids don’t need us to use these in a private room 
as much as they need them in the general-education classroom, in 
the cafeteria, or on the playground. To do that means we need to be 
in more conversations with general education … and potentially, in 
fewer conversations with kids. 
 The true value in our services as specialists and special educators 
is translating our interventions and data for the general-education 
teacher and the parent. When students can be successful in general-
education, it’s time to exit them from the special-education system. 
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BARRIERS TO THIS APPROACH, AND HOW THE BEST 
PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“But we want to ensure students 
continue to get help.”

 Absolutely. However, students do not go to school to see 
specialists. They are in school to be in class next to their peers 
learning. Our collaborative efforts and our knowledge of the 
student’s learning needs and success strategies is perhaps the single 
most underutilized asset in a school building.  Wanting to ensure 
students continue to get help presumes that general education is 
not capable of addressing a student’s needs. This may be the case in 
some situations, but the default belief shouldn’t be to assume that 
they can’t or won’t.
 Also, “getting help” should not be specially designed 
instruction, if instruction can be accessed in a manner other students 
receive. It’s reasonable to expect students with special needs to 
benefit from the same supports utilized by their typical peers.
 The best programs recognize that continuing a student in 
special education, despite no longer requiring specially designed 
instruction, is a violation of a student’s civil rights. It may look 
friendly and be well intentioned, but in reality, these programs could 
be segregating these students from the general-education experience. 
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 It may look friendly and be well intentioned,
 but in reality, these programs could be 

segregating these students from the 
general education experience.

school
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“When am I supposed to consult 
with the general-education teacher?”

 The best programs value and reflect workload 
responsibilities beyond a specialist’s direct time with a student. 
Special-education administrators ask about a specialist’s efforts to 
collaborate with general education. If special education is not about 
“fixing” a student’s abilities, it is reasonable that students should be 
learning material and strategies that can be reinforced and supported 
within the general-education classroom. 
 The best programs provide specialists the autonomy 
to collaborate around teaching planning times; professional 
development time to network with teachers; and the most 
appropriate tools to communicate via phone, text, video, or email. 

“I don’t honestly know what to say 
to the general-education teacher.”

 In the best special-education programs, specialists are 
familiar with the curriculum and instructional style of the general-
education teachers. If students are being pulled out to identify 
strategies necessary for the student’s success with the content, 
those efforts are communicated back to teachers working daily with 
that child. Instead of multiple disjointed efforts, a concentrated 
few strategies, designed to move a student forward within general 
education, are the shared responsibility of everyone working with 
the student. 
 When specialists ask me, “Where do I even begin? The child 
has so many needs,” I always reply that the deciding force should 
come from the general-education teacher. That is the environment we 
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have been mandated to support. It’s a simple thing to ask a teacher 
an open-ended question (What is the biggest barrier to Student 
X’s success? Where does communication break down?) or give the 
teacher a choice (If I were to focus on one of Student X’s challenges, 
which would most support his success in your class?), and then wait 
for the teacher to guide your intervention. Asking a simple question 
like this, and responding to it, could keep a good specialist busy for 
the balance of the year. 
 Of course, the specialist would be tracking the student’s 
progress in this area and reporting back to the teacher, while 
simultaneously asking the teacher about changes for the better (or 
worse) that are being observed in the classroom. The specialist steps 
in when instruction needs to be differentiated, but the specialist also 
knows when to step back out. 

“Our department won’t let us 
talk about dismissing students 
from special education.” or 

“It is safer, in a legal sense, to just 
keep kids in the system getting 

the help they need.”
 The best programs explore assumptions such as these 
to better understand the concerns or biases that others may be 
incorrectly bringing to the student’s education. When teams explore 
potential dismissal efforts, they want to be assured that the student 
no longer requires specially designed instruction; also, they want 
to make sure the parents have been consistently engaged. Good 
programs do not want blanket practices established to deal with all 
students.
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 The best programs explore various dismissal scenarios, 
describe ways families should be informed of considerations, and 
celebrate student growth. An exception to this paradigm is the 
lack of student progress in the area of articulation, due to non-
participation or absent motivation. In order to achieve growth, a 
student must choose to practice articulation beyond the educational 
environment. In the absence of committed practice, students 
cannot be expected to demonstrate growth and would benefit from 
remaining in general education. 

“If I work with fewer students 
and spend more time collaborating 

and consulting with general education,
I’ll lose time in my building 

or be assigned additional work.”
 Equity in workloads across a system is the number one 
challenge that can disrupt trust at the team level. The fear of being 
assigned more work often stems from a professional desire to be 
excellent with all students served. However, the best course of action 
a specialist or an entire discipline can take is to articulate the impact 
and value of their consultative and collaborative work. As that work 
is better understood, it is possible leadership teams tend to have a 
better understanding of how resources should be allocated.
 Unfortunately, many special-education administrators may 
not have a good understanding of what specialists bring to the 
table. The best programs have clarity regarding skill sets for both 
individuals and the discipline as a whole. A common script creates 
trust between leadership and front line staff. 
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for

your team to determine
when students should 

cycle out of special-education.

DISMISS
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#1   What are the criteria for specialists in your 
program to dismiss students from the special-education 
program? How is this reviewed with specialists? With 
parents?

#2   How are individuals supported to change their 
interventions to support potential dismissal? 

#3   When are general-education teachers brought into 
the special-education system to take ownership of the 
intervention efforts in general education?

#4   What is the overall trust level within your program? 
Between leadership and staff? How does this move 
students forward or not? 

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #3

 The best programs define 
educational impact.

 Conceptually, requiring students to demonstrate an 
educational impact secondary to their disability is 1) required by law 
and 2) a good practice, in order to provide context to the impact of a 
disability in a school setting. In practice, though, educational impact 
is slippery.
 Many districts leave interpreting “educational impact” to 
building teams. At its best, this subjective, fluid interpretation at 
the building level can empower local teams to interpret educational 
impact in the context of individual student effort. Unfortunately, this 
practice can also lead to wide discrepancies among building as to the 
definition of “educational impact,” and it may result in profoundly 
differing parent perceptions.
 Discrepancies among interpretations between building 
teams can result in inconsistent application of eligibility criteria. 
Students in one building may qualify, while those in another 
building do not.

EDUCATIONAL
IMPACT
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BARRIERS TO THIS APPROACH, AND HOW THE BEST 
PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“We ask teams to define educational 
impact based on developmental 

expectations.”
 I could write an entire book on the challenges of 
creating expectations, goals, and educational practices based 
on developmental goals. Suffice it to say that typical learners 
demonstrate an entire bell curve of developmental expectations. 
That’s how “typical” is defined. Our medical counterparts do 
not note a child as disabled or even challenged, if one or more 
developmental markers are not in place at a certain point.
 For example, many pediatricians can make me professionally 
crazy by telling parents to “wait” when the parents express concerns 
about late talking or limited expressive vocabulary. Although I 
believe every late talker should be referred for a communication 
evaluation, it’s not realistically appropriate. Pediatricians, in their 
role as gatekeepers, must use their best judgment about referring a 
child. They have observed that one missing marker isn’t necessarily 
a crisis. In addition, new research illustrates that adverse childhood 
experiences and trauma can impact developmental growth and 
school performance.
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 It makes logical sense that we have to teach kids to walk 
before they can run — but do we really? Technology and adaptive 
strategies can create work-arounds that may contraindicate the 
“disabled” label. For example, if Jane never learned to print well 
but can express herself beautifully when she types, do we call her 
disabled? She may not master fine motor skills, but that’s hardly the 
golden ticket by which we should consider “educational impact.” 

“We allow teams to define educational 
impact as ‘student performance out 
of alignment with Common Core 

expectations.’ ”
 Common Core has many valuable qualities and good 
intentions. However, general education is still sorting through 
the nuts-and-bolts of curriculum adoptions, teacher professional 
development, vertical alignment within school systems, and how to 
appropriately assess student growth — to name just a few. If general 
education (with a much greater bandwidth than special education) 
continues to struggle implementing this ambitious policy, how does 
it make sense to utilize an interpretation of a child’s experience with 
the Common Core within the framework of special education?
 My answer: It doesn’t.
 For example, let’s presume, hypothetically, that all students 
are on an island learning to build a boat to launch at some point in 
the future. All things being equal, a ten-year-old third grader should 
be able to explain how to use a screwdriver. But the child we are 
testing for special education answers the teacher’s question, “What 
do you do with this?” by saying what a screwdriver is: “A tool.” 
True, but not the answer to the question. The teacher asks again, 



48

“What do you do with it?” The child answers, “You can hammer 
with it.” Well, that’s true. You could hammer with it. But again, it’s 
not the correct answer. Final attempt by the teacher: “How do you 
use a screwdriver?” This time the child says, “I don’t know.”
 Is our student demonstrating educational impact due 
to a learning problem, or does he need additional instructional 
interventions by the teacher to better understand how to use a 
screwdriver? 
 Ironically, Bloom’s Taxonomy of higher-order thinking 
assesses student thinking as beginning at knowledge and then 
advancing through comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, 
and evaluation. The neat and orderly pyramid this creates is 
a fantastic tool for teacher planning in the general-education 
classroom, but is it sufficient to assess “educational impact” for 
special education? Not necessarily.

“We encourage teachers to translate 
educational impact based on 

their grade-level expectations.”
 In an equitable and fair world, every teacher would 
jump onboard at the same time to embrace and teach grade-level 
expectations assigned to their class. Every teacher would have 
comparable professional development and intrinsic motivation to 
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tackle their areas of weakness regarding content areas. Every teacher 
would have curriculum adopted and updated reflecting the grade 
level they teach. All curriculum would be aligned vertically to ensure 
that all students have mastered the baseline skills taught the year 
before in preparation for the current year. Every class would be 
comparable in personality and have few distractions, so teaching 
objectives move forward without interruption. Students would have 
plenty to eat and lots of support at home. Everyone would speak 
English, and students would never be absent. Fire drills would 
take place during non-instructional contact time. Administrative 
leadership would prioritize the expectations of each grade level 
equitably. Large-scale testing would not influence practice or 
opinions of a school, and it would not stress students. Professional 
development would be implemented sequentially based on student 
needs, and implications in other content areas would be highlighted 
and validated.
 You get the point. If we determine educational impact at 
the class level every time, we end up with a system in which the 
classroom teacher’s advocacy and personality may influence a 
student’s eligibility for special education. 

“Our district attorneys don’t want us 
to create written policies that define 

‘educational impact.’ The attorneys 
want educational impact to be defined as 

the result of a team determination.”
 Don’t you just love it when the lawyers are in charge?
 They’ll tell you their aim is to save the district from all sorts 
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of legal hassles, which is a worthy goal. However, in this real world 
of specialists, teachers, and students, nine times out of ten the fear of 
being sued creates more disruption than actually taking a stand and 
establishing a mindful, consistent, uniformly applied process.
 By their natures, teams have a dynamic that moves 
independently. When you leave it up to “team determination” to 
define educational impact, you’re never sure exactly what you’ll get 
— and that isn’t fair to anyone.
 To be truly student centered and equitable, teams need 
direction and structure. As much as team members (myself included) 
can become periodically frustrated by the black-and-white direction 
of a process manual, written policies provide great protection for 
students and the district in the process of deciding how educational 
impact should be interpreted. 

 

So, what is “educational impact”?
 I won’t presume to provide legal direction on how 
“educational impact” should be interpreted. There is no federal 
mandate as to how school districts are expected to explicitly interpret 
or define it. Different states and different jurisdictions have their own 
past practices and precedents to follow.
 However, I have observed that strong programs have 
similar characteristics. After standardized assessment is completed, 
scores emerge, and potential exclusionary factors are identified, 
the child’s special-education team circles back to review the initial 
concerns of teachers or parents. Educational impact is typically 
observed in patterns of difficulties that classroom teachers have 
already identified. An assessment doesn’t definitively explain every 
school challenge, but it does offer a significant guide toward the 
interventions that should be specially designed to ensure educational 
success. 
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for
defining educational impact.

EDUCATIONAL
IMPACT
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#1   How is “educational impact” currently determined 
in your district? Is this process followed consistently 
within the district?

#2   Who are the stakeholders in your district who 
define “educational impact”? How do you generate 
buy-in with those stakeholders?

#3   How would staff answer the questions “Why 
does educational impact matter?” and “How does this 
change vertically, across grade levels?”

#4   How do we fail kids and families in relationship to 
educational impact? How does our special-education 

process confuse educational impact?

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #4

The best programs support and 
encourage specialists and teachers to 

collaborate outside of the school walls. 
 In an era when classroom walls are virtually melting away 
and students collaborate with other students in classrooms around 
the world, traditional thinking still expects specialists to be capable 
of all problem solving confined within a school’s walls. Specialists 
perpetuate this idea by limiting their efforts to the short-term 
demands of a building’s caseload. 
 In reality, the complexity of students within special 
education continues to increase each year. Simultaneously, insights 
regarding medical challenges, consequences of adverse childhood 
experiences, and knowledge of evidence-based practices offer a 
plethora of reasons specialists should be collaborating beyond school 
walls. And yet, there is often little discussion between administrators 
and specialists about students’ needs.
 For example, medically fragile students may benefit from 
medical staff, teachers, and specialists consulting together at 
appointments or in clinical settings.
 Students with autism are complex, and families often have 

COLLABORATION
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their own developmental pediatricians, nutritionists, behavior 
specialists, private speech therapists, occupational therapists, 
counselors, tutors, and case managers. School-based specialists may 
benefit tremendously by coordinating care and interventions among 
providers.
 Many districts believe it’s not the responsibility of schools to 
affiliate with outside providers. However, although collaboration can 
be time-comsuning, it can provide more efficient service for students 
in the long run. The schools are not responsible to provide the 
absolute best service possible, but that shouldn’t rule out providing 
collaborative service. 

BARRIERS TO THIS APPROACH, AND HOW THE BEST 
PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“Specialists aren’t allowed to leave 
their building because it isn’t fair 

to the rest of the staff. ”
 Fundamentally, “being fair” is not the same as treating 
everyone the same way. “Being fair” is providing each student what 
he or she needs to be successful in class. If a child with a hearing 
impairment benefits from sitting at the front of the class, would the 
teacher or building staff consider that to be unfair? Typically not. 
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So, what’s the difference between that and allowing a specialist time 
to consult with an off-site audiologist regarding a child’s hearing 
challenges? 
 Reaching out to professionals better equipped to translate 
a child’s needs is our responsibility, and it could be argued that the 
teacher should be included in such a consultation. This is far from 
Cadillac service.
 The district has a responsibility to provide quality service to 
a student, and if an intervention effort is outside the scope of practice 
for a specialist, she has a responsibility to say so.
 The cry of “fairness” can be a barometer of much larger 
concerns among staff, and it should be explored immediately. Special 
education is fundamentally about differentiating instruction and 
providing unique teaching based on a student’s needs. Teachers 
shouldn’t view it as a threat when a specialist is allowed to leave 
a building to consult with a medical professional for a student 
transitioning from a medical environment to the school environment. 
 In some cases, teachers echo concerns of fairness due to poor 
translation of information or impact to the classroom. If a specialist 
requires time outside of a building to become better educated about 
how to help a student, the specialist must have time to educate the 
teacher as to what he or she has learned. Too often, well-intended 
staff gather important information but do little with it once they 
return to the building. This is no better than working in isolation. 
Though one person may now be doing better work in isolation, the 
student may not demonstrate growth across school settings. 
 Seeking additional information about a student thrusts 
building specialists into the role of consultants. However, the 
specialist is not the kind of consultant who appears a few times 
during the year to share a suggestion that has helped similar 
students. Rather, the specialist-as-consultant must be a translator, 
responsible for interpreting a student’s needs and implementing 
correct interventions across school settings. 
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Information gained by consultations 
should be shared and translated 

with classroom teachers.
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“Specialists who are allowed to leave 
their building are not subject to 

accountability; away from the building, 
they are not actually doing their job. ”

and
“Specialists might abuse the privilege.”

 These concerns are not really about a specialist reaching 
outside the building for assistance. Rather, they are camouflaged 
concerns about management. These objections originate somewhere 
within the culture of a department or a district. Staff may be 
articulating reservations because 1) they don’t understand or haven’t 
experienced what is to be gained or 2) they require more support 
within the classroom regarding these particular students. 
 To address these questions within the context of procedures, 
administrative leaders can develop and share clear policy practices 
that all staff are expected to follow. The “how, when, and why” 
guidelines would be outlined within these policy materials. 
 To make sure all staff understand what is to be gained, 
specialists should document the information or techniques they have 
gained in their outside consultations. More importantly, they should 
close the procedural circle by identifying how this information will 
be shared and translated with classroom teachers. 
 To address the potential frustration that teachers may feel 
at the class level, team meetings should occur to problem-solve 
throughout the year. Too often, districts have a set practice of two 
or three problem-solving strategies (more aide time in the class, 
changing a student’s schedule, lowering expectations, lowering 
demands). If appropriate supports are not addressed, challenged 
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staff can become frustrated with other team members. Once this 
occurs, the needs of students tend to drop away from the top of any 
agenda. 
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“Students are expected to benefit from 
special-education services, 

but the district is not obligated to provide 
the best Cadillac service available.”

 True or False? District programs are successful outlining 
“appropriate and adequate” service in contrast to “Cadillac” service. 
 False.
 True or False? Specialists are comfortable and successful 
defining “appropriate and adequate” service in contrast to 
“Cadillac” service for their own efforts with students.
 False. 
 What school district leadership strives to be “just good 
enough”? Who goes to graduate school intending to provide less 
than their best effort for the benefit of students? Few specialists leave 
work at the end of the day content that they have provided “good 
enough” service. 
 The litmus test for adequate service is that students 
demonstrate growth within their general-education setting. But how 
much growth is adequate? What about students with long plateaus 
prior to periods of growth?
 Just as students require individualized help, answers to 
these questions are dependent on the individual. Our current 
inability to define the specific parameters by which we are judged 
should not result in all outside consultation or observations being 
considered to be superior, over-the-top service.
 Admittedly, some specialists will translate far more from 
their outside consultations than others. But that simply means 
educational leadership has an opportunity to assist someone in his 
or her professional development. It shouldn’t mean they don’t get to 
ask questions or explore better options for students. 
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for

your team to support and encourage 
specialists and teachers to collaborate 

outside of the school walls.

COLLABORATION
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#1   What outside supports do your specialists need to 
ensure competencies to serve all students?

#2   Do your specialists feel work is a safe environment 
to request the additional supports they may need to 
adequately serve students?

#3   What additional resources can your specialists 
utilize without significant cost to the district?

#4   How do you include parents?

#5   When is the most effective time to share news of 
these efforts with other staff, in order to ensure strong 
department-wide communication?

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #5

The best programs authentically 
recognize amazing work 

being done by staff.
 Here’s a true story.
 I was working in a district one autumn, putting in all sorts 
of extra hours to test students, complete complex evaluations, 
and demand IEPs before the district hit its “census” deadline. The 
special-education department had a deadline in which all eligible 
special-education students were counted and additional funding 
was awarded based on the count as of that census date. Needless to 
say, there was tremendous pressure to have the needs of all students 
within our system identified and to have their paperwork current.
 As a public employee, I certainly hadn’t taken my job for the 
bonus structure, stock options, or potential for promotion. I expected 
to work hard for the benefit of students — but, sure, it’s always nice 
when efforts are appreciated.
 Historically, following census, administrators have made a 
general outreach and said “Thank you” in some generic capacity. I 
can’t say our efforts weren’t sincerely appreciated, but the truth is, 
it never came across as such. For me, the tipping point followed a 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
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particularly difficult census season. I was mentally exhausted and 
frustrated, because although I had met the paperwork deadlines, 
I had a couple of extremely difficult students I was struggling to 
adequately serve. 
 A week later, in my box at school, I found a forest-green 
certificate of appreciation. The administrator’s signature had been 
photocopied onto the certificate, but the line for my name was blank. 
I guess I was expected to write it in myself. I realized that the green 
paper was departmental surplus. White paper, of premium value, 
was being saved for more important things.
 It was a bit disappointing, but it was at least a minimal 
gesture, wasn’t it? But then I glanced at the other mailboxes. Every 
single person in the department had received the same blank green 
certificate. My colleagues who had been sweating morning, noon, 
and night to meet their deadlines had all received appreciation 
certificates; but so had a specialist who had only managed to keep up 
by asking me to pitch in and do some of her work for her.
 Even worse, so had a teacher who was currently out on 
leave. There the certificate sat in her mailbox.
 That was the moment I wondered if any administrator even 
knew my name or what I did. 
 I recycled my certificate. 
 Because of my professional nature and my commitment to 
the students, the next year I remained motivated to meet the census 
deadline. However, district leadership had lost something valuable: 
my desire to continue to working for them. 
 In the current era, highly qualified special-education staff are 
in short supply. Failing to prioritize staff retention is not just short 
sighted. It’s just plain foolish.
 In addition, a fundamental premise of strong leadership 
should always be to remember: That which gets rewarded, gets 
repeated. And what do we want repeated? Superior service to 



 67

students, professional development, going the extra mile for 
coworkers, nurturing a culture of respect and professionalism, 
questions being more important than answers, and, of course, the 
procedural demands of the job.
 Culture trumps everything. The best programs intentionally 
create a culture that includes recognition and acknowledgment 
of staff efforts. The best programs acknowledge hard work and 
achievement throughout the year. Personal thank-you notes, public 
recognition by name, newsletter accounts of staff efforts, inexpensive 
trophies to dramatize “big” wins within the organization, and 
shout-out moments acknowledging staff success are inexpensive and 
simple — and yet, they all serve to highlight what excellence in the 
workplace is expected to look like. What is considered high-quality 
performance is not always obvious, especially as new leaders step 
into new organizations.
 Good leaders take a moment to decide what is occurring 
that they’d like to see repeated. They take a moment, in the moment, 
to reward that success. These actions teach staff what should be 
repeated.
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BARRIERS TO THIS APPROACH, AND HOW THE BEST 
PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“Staff shouldn’t have to be 
rewarded to do their jobs.”

 There is a difference between being compensated and being 
rewarded. No job is intrinsically rewarding 100% of the time. My 
own experience is that leaders understand this, whereas managers, 
not necessarily. Leaders may need to share this message with 
individuals in middle-management positions.

“Staff reward programs take up 
significant time and resources.”

 Reward programs can be complex, cumbersome, and 
expensive. However, they don’t have to be. Much like the children 
we serve, no two reinforcement program are exactly alike. Efforts 
can be as simple as a personal, reflective email noting thanks or 
flowers for a job well done. The best programs have been observed 
to acknowledge staff in the following ways:

• $5 coffee gift cards
•  Purchase of school supplies
•  Personal, private, handwritten notes of thanks
•  Email to the individual (with team members cc:d) noting a word of 

appreciation for a job well done
•  Personal phone call from district leader 
•  Invitation to join the district leader at the main office for lunch
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•  Surprising staff with donuts for a job well done
•  Email to another district leader noting the successful efforts of staff (cc staff 

for first-hand viewing of their praise)
•  Public praise in school or district newsletters
•  Special parking for staff member of the month
•  Collaborating with an assistant to gain parent feedback to publicly share
•  Blue ribbon of excellence
•  Red stars on paperwork submitted when it is over-the-top excellent
•  Sharing examples of their efforts with a state or national professional 

association
•  Personal encouragement to apply for local grants (“You are great. Keep up 

the good work!”)
•  Creative rotating name plates or trophies to celebrate a tough victory
•  Certificates of appreciation are great, but not in mass and not on left-over 

paper
•  If the school utilizes a student reward system (i.e., Panther Paws or tokens, 

etc.), celebrate the adult in a similar way with their own “Panther Paw”
•  Before conferences, highlight profiles of staff noting recent examples of 

excellence
•  Encourage less experienced teachers to spend time with a strong veteran
•  Have students from a class “flash mob” a teacher in the lunchroom with 

a quick tune of praise (a great activity for even the youngest student 
government participants)

•  Fast-track a specialist’s professional development request
•  Invite them to nominate the next team member for recognition

Remember it really is the 
thought that counts.

“This is not a private company. We are 
all working hard for the common good of 

the educational welfare of children.”
 If everyone is working toward the same common good, it’s 
important to let them know when they’ve succeeded. Success looks 
different in different buildings and with different school leaders. 
And — oh, yeah — with different students. 
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for
your team to give and receive 

recognition and acknowledgement.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
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#1   What actions by staff does district leadership want 
to encourage? What do they want to see repeated?

#2   How does the district currently recognize staff? Do 
staff like how their efforts are acknowledged?

#3   How else would staff like to be recognized? 
(never presume everyone appreciates the same kind of 
recognition)

#4   What non-monetary acknowledgments are available 
to district leadership? Do all district leaders utilize a 
library of methods to recognize someone’s efforts?

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #6

The best programs are not afraid to 
discuss expectations for student 

growth and improvement.
 There are two different takeaways for this best practice 
observation:
 1. Students should grow and, in most cases, eventually get 
out of special education.
 2. Growth isn’t only defined by state and federal standards.
 To the first point, special education is always hyper-guarded 
about giving parents a timeline for student growth. Ironically, that 
is parents’ number one question: When will Sarah learn to read? Be 
caught up? Know how to do math? Have better articulation?
 And yet, too often districts note “Every child is different” 
and never discuss how long it should take students to remediate. It’s 
understandable that we don’t want to plant unrealistic expectations 
of growth, and it’s true that every child is different. Some students 
put the pieces together quickly. Others need further interventions to 
put the pieces in place. 
 But the best programs nurture communication between 

DISCUSS
EXPECTATIONS
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home and school. The best programs are comfortable having the 
conversation about the interventions they will be doing and how 
long before the student should be demonstrating progress. The best 
programs are comfortable discussing how long they will stay with 
one intervention effort before it’s necessary to try something else. 
The best programs are willing to talk openly about how the home 
environment can support or reinforce learning efforts.
 Unfortunately, special-education services can feel like a 
blank check. Under the spirit of wanting to make sure students get 
the extra help they need, services can go on and on and on. 
 As to the second point, everyone claims they talk about 
student growth and improvement. It’s been mandated at the state 
and federal level, no less. Students are testing in every corner of the 
building many weeks during the year to demonstrate their growth 
and improvement. But the best programs explore the question of 
student growth and improvement through the student’s lens, too. 
To illustrate this point, allow me to share another learning moment 
from my own lens as a student. 
 In 1983, in an effort to promote integration, my entire 
freshman class was bused across town to attend a more diverse high 
school. It was already a failed experiment, and we were indeed the 
last local freshman class to experience 40-minute bus rides before 
first period.
 Reflecting on that social experiment, I’ve often wondered 
why, if we were supposed to mix as students, no one bothered to 
introduce us to each other. As a result, kids clustered with kids they 
already knew. 
 Eighth-grade algebra had propelled me forward in math. 
When I landed in this foreign land for ninth grade, those kids above 
the line (myself included) were scattered like seed into a variety of 
geometry classes populated primarily with local kids. That entire 
year, geometry was the closest I got to knowing any of the local kids. 
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Unfortunately, neighborhoods were less important than the fact that 
I was a lowly freshman surrounded by cheerleaders, jocks, and older 
kids who could keep me in place simply by waving their sophomore 
or junior status about. So, I kept quiet in that class. I was grateful to 
have my one friend, Katrina, as a familiar face, but I just kept facing 
forward and taking notes.
 Then one day, one particularly loud cheerleader bounced 
into class with a giant chocolate chip cookie. It looked delicious. I 
knew she had bought it at the student store. The store was always 
open between breaks, but I certainly wasn’t going to risk being late 
to class, so that cookie might as well been a thousand miles away. As 
I watched her break bites off for others, coveting the intimate sharing 
from a distance, I overheard someone else complaining that they had 
wanted to get one, too, but didn’t have $2 to shell out.
 “Two dollars?” I blurted out my shock, without even 
realizing I had said it out loud. 
 “Yeah, freshman. Two dollars,” some witty upperclassman 
uttered from the back of the room. “Can you count that high?” 
 My mind was already whirling in fast-forward mode. I 
simply couldn’t believe anyone would pay two dollars for one giant 
cookie. Being the oldest of five children in a family of modest means, 
I was well versed on the price of things. Especially good things like 
cookies, as they were a treasured commodity in our home. 
 In fact, to stretch our budget, my family purchased cookies 
and bread products as frozen dough from a cooking school. We only 
had to pop them in the oven at home, and we paid pennies on the 
dollar compared to retail shopping.
 And my dad loved a bargain. When the local drug store had 
soda on sale for a steal, limit two, my dad would insist all the kids 
would gather their two eligible cases and stand in line together with 
their exact change and pretend we didn’t know each other. It only 
got awkward as the five-year-old reached the counter and my dad 
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pretended not to know her: “Give your money to the lady, little girl.” 
Even at five, my sister knew to simply reach up and put the money 
on the counter, never acknowledging our father. 
 So, in that moment in geometry, I could only imagine 
my dad clutching his heart in feigned heart attack at the news of 
someone paying two dollars for a cookie.
 Meanwhile, a funny thing happened as I watched these 
cheerleaders eat their giant cookie and then reapply their lipstick. 
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It dawned on me: If the student store could sell their cookies for $2, 
then I could sell them for $1 right here in geometry. Surely teenagers 
were the same everywhere. Why buy one cookie when you could get 
two?
 This was my first entrepreneurial calling. The more the idea 
rattled around in my brain that day, I knew I was onto something 
big. Everywhere I looked on campus, people were eating those giant 
cookies. I was about to be rich.
 My dad loved the idea and invested immediately in my 
business by fronting me cookie dough from our own freezer 
(conveniently already in the form of two-inch dough drops) and 
plastic sandwich bags in which to wrap my cookies. I lined an old 
shoebox with a paper towel, and the next day I left the house with 
my books but also 25 cookies stacked neatly against each other in 
my shoebox. Now, admittedly, the cookies prevented the shoebox 
lid from being secured on top so I looked a bit sugar crazed and 
certainly ripe for local teens to comment on. That is, until they 
learned I was selling these cookies at half the price they were 
accustomed to paying. I sold out before lunch. 
 It took only two weeks for word to spread, and soon I 
was hauling three shoeboxes of cookies to every class. I physically 
couldn’t handle anymore; otherwise, I would have increased my 
inventory. I was the only ninth grader hauling around a giant fabric 
bag in addition to my backpack. Perhaps the greatest wonder is that I 
was never mugged for the cash I was carrying — not only the money 
I made, but also the dollar bills I brought as change for students who 
only had fives or tens. I was my own bakery on the move. 
 I know I looked like a dork, hauling around a giant fabric 
bag of freshly baked cookies, but the money helped me swallow my 
pride. As far as I was concerned, I was rolling in it! I couldn’t believe 
how easy it was! I had cash to join friends at the movies, buy my 
yearbook, and indulge myself with a new outfit. Mostly, I just saved 
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the money. I knew how valuable it was in my home, and I didn’t 
know when I’d need it because the family might not have any when 
I needed something. My dad was proud of me, and I was making a 
trip to the bakery school once a week for inventory. I was on top of 
the world. 
 And then one morning, I was called to the office. The 
principal wanted to see me. I knew I was going to get an award. 
My initiative was being recognized. The school wanted to fuel my 
aspirations and hear my story. Maybe I’d be recognized at the next 
assembly. I nearly skipped to the office, I was so excited. After the 
lukewarm reception from school administrators in middle school, 
I knew I must have finally landed with people who understood 
ambitious teens.
 Walking into the office, I was immediately struck by the 
cacophony of sound. People were rushing this way and that, 
and it was impossible to know which way I was supposed to go. 
Fortunately, the school secretary spotted me and said the principal 
wanted to see me. The principal! I walked into his office. He was 
standing, hovering over his desk as he stretched the phone cord to 
its capacity, barking orders at someone on the other end. When he 
saw me he lifted his eyes, covered the mouthpiece on the phone, and 
snapped, “Are you the girl with the cookies?”
 For a fleeting moment, I thought he might have me there to 
buy one.
 “Yes. I’m Sharon.”
 He shifted his girth, and I could see the perspiration of a 
heavy man laboring through his work day. With the mouthpiece 
still covered, he said, “Yeah. Okay. That cookie business. Consider 
yourself done.” And he turned his back to me and resumed his 
conversation on the phone. 
 I just stood there. Obviously, he expected me to leave, but I 
was too shocked. What was he talking about? Done? I wasn’t done. 
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I’d been thinking of adding a peanut butter line. My frozen-in-place 
self caught his attention. He covered the mouth piece for a second 
time. “What? Why are you still here?”
 “I don’t understand. My cookie business is doing okay. The 
cookies are safe.” I scrambled trying to come up with a response to 
these government efforts to thwart my efforts. 
 “Look, you’re undercutting the student store.”
 “I know,” I said. “That’s the point!”
 And with that, he was out of patience with me. It was clear 
he had important business to do, and it didn’t concern flights of 
fancy with the future Mrs. Fields. 
 The principal narrowed his eyes so they would burn into 
my very soul. “Undercutting the student store is not appropriate. 
The boosters run that store, and their revenue supports our football 
team. So you’re done. Now go back to class.” With a brusque flick of 
the wrist, the principal sent me on my way. He returned to his phone 
conversation.
 I was completely disillusioned. I’d been summarily 
dismissed. My business was dismissed. My dreams were dismissed. 
My ambition was snuffed out, just like that.
 I slinked away from the office, feeling selfish because I 
didn’t care about the booster club. And I felt small. The principal 
had crushed my business and couldn’t even be bothered to learn my 
name. 
 There was no appreciation for the fact that I was actually on 
my own learning curve. 
 No discussion of how to channel my interest in business. 
 No interest in my capabilities. 
 But the principal had taught me an important lesson. I 
learned there was no interest in my growth as a student. Not during 
that year and at that school.
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BARRIERS TO THIS APPROACH, AND HOW THE BEST 
PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“We’re already aware of needs for 
growth objectives for kids.”

 The best programs acknowledge the upside of national 
mandates to report on student growth. At a minimum, these 
mandates start a constructive conversation as to the diverse needs 
of students. Unfortunately, at times this mandate is interpreted too 
strictly, referring to academic growth only.
 The best programs interpret student growth in the context of 
students’ academic, vocational, social, and personal goals. 
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“Students don’t have the skills to 
articulate what more the school system 

could be doing for them, even when they 
do have specific interests.”

 The best programs recognize that students need guidance 
and direction to articulate how their interests translate into and from 
school experiences. Within special education, students have the right 
to attend and participate in their meetings. However, within many 
programs, students are not provided the preparation or a framework 
to engage and share their interests. 

“Our school district is too diverse 
to tackle additional reflections 
on improving student growth.”

 The best programs never consider that there are too many 
different students to think about their needs individually. In fact, the 
best programs recognize that larger districts with larger populations 
can identify patterns among student needs, allowing programs to 
develop structured efforts to help students.



82

Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for

your team to discuss
student expectations.

DISCUSS
EXPECTATIONS
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#1   What would our students consider important to 
their growth?

#2   What do we already do to help students explore 
their future interests?

#3   How do we help students explore the relationship 
between school demands and personal interests?

#4   What would parents prioritize as ‘growth’? How do 

we find this out?

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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PRACTICE #7

The best programs understand 
quality service is not defined 

by the service model.
 The spirit of the law is simple. To the greatest extent 
possible, students should remain with nondisabled peers. The role 
of special-education staff is to help students access and be successful 
with the general-education curriculum — to the highest degree 
possible. In creating a student’s individual education plan, the team 
is expected to identify goals and objectives and then outline how 
they will be achieved in relationship to the general-education setting.
 The best programs recognize that how and when service 
is provided (the service model) is much less important than what 
and where service is provided. Fundamentally, the best programs 
acknowledge the difference between quality service for a student 
and the service model in which a specialist or teacher may provide 
service. 
 Traditionally, service models have been based on parameters 
such as one teacher or specialist onsite in the building, using a 
“pull-out,” “push-in,” or district-defined “co-teaching” model. 
Unfortunately, many programs define service models for students 
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based on these limited, 30-year-old definitions of what service 
should look like.
 In reality, Bloom’s Taxonomy of thinking skills (knowledge, 
comprehension, application, analysis, evaluation, synthesis) can (and 
should) be addressed across settings by multiple stakeholders in a 
variety of ways. A student does not have to be pulled out of class 
twice a week for 20 minutes, just because the building service model 
insists that the specialist check the box that service has indeed been 
provided. The best programs are most interested in how a service 
provider will modify service as student growth occurs. 
 In today’s world, technology can be part of the solution. 
Technology allows classrooms and educational leaders to embrace 
more effective, dynamic, higher quality, and more efficient methods 
to address student objectives and communication between parties. 
Note, however: Technology itself is never the answer. Technology 
is always just a tool. Effectively introduced and managed, it can 
facilitate tremendous student learning and staff success; but the key 
take-away is that technology in the most successful settings is simply 
one part of a service model. It is never the end goal. 
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QUESTIONS TO PONDER:
•  Is it better to have someone onsite all the time if that someone is 
right out of the school and inexperienced working with students’ 
complex needs?
•  Is it better to have an experienced person, but only available 
through video-conferencing or teletherapy?
•  Districts often want staff skilled in writing IEPs, but is it better to 
have someone experienced in generating buy-in for doing something 
different for students?
•  What is “quality” in relationship to the service model? Is it better 
to utilize a service model that spends time with all stakeholders 
to facilitate goals across settings, or is it better to have someone 
present onsite to personally facilitate and/or transition all student 
intervention efforts?
•  Is it better to work with someone familiar with the district, or 
someone who has access to a professional network to address hard 
questions whose answers are not readily available at the building or 
district level?
•  Is it better for students if educational leaders seek a combination 
of skills using technology as the tool?

 Traditional staffing agencies have often offered “traveling” 
specialists to be onsite when school districts have been unable to 
recruit individuals to a position. Traveling specialists have tended 
to be younger, frequently just out of school, with fewer established 
professional networks and resources. On the other hand, newer 
“teletherapy” as a service model (in which a student works 1:1 
or 2:1 on the computer with a remote specialist providing direct 
instruction) has been successful in providing some students access to 
qualified, more experienced providers.
 However, teletherapists may not be familiar with a student’s 
classroom curriculum, may not consult with families, and may not 
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collaborate with teachers to ensure that successful interventions are 
being utilized across settings. In addition, because teletherapists 
typically do not case manage or complete evaluations, they may 
push significant pieces of a workload to others personnel within a 
district.
 The best programs, utilizing a hybrid or range of all 
service models, define high-quality service as: a) collaboration 
among teachers, families, and specialists; b) specialists experienced 
within special education; c) use of technology for direct student 
interaction, collaborating with stakeholders and supervising others 
at the building level; d) use of technology to ensure specialists are 
supported by strong professional networks to assist with complex 
problem solving; and e) use of technology to facilitate generalization 
of goals (texting students directly, relevant apps on school or student 
devices, etc.).

BARRIERS TYPICALLY SHARED IN CHANGING THE SERVICE 
MODEL, AND HOW THE BEST PROGRAMS RESPOND:

“This is how we’ve always done service.” 
 Educational leaders who are comfortable doing something 
different recognize and value that change can be positive. These 
same leaders are able to outline their expectations for change and 
support educating building or district staff to understand their 
vision. 
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“We’ve never done it that way.” or
“I don’t think it will work here.”

 Both of these statements come down to not understanding 
— and fearing — something new. The best educational leaders 
recognize their own fear, but they also embrace their ignorance as a 
challenge that requires more information. Managers ensure people 
continue doing the job they have always done, but leaders lead by 
outlining the big picture. It is okay to manage a group, but don’t 
assume or claim it’s in the best interest of students as their needs 
evolve. 

“Technology is expensive.”
 The best programs recognize that technology (hardware, 
software, professional development, and access) is a new daily 
reality of quality school programs. The cost of technology is 
decreasing every year, giving schools greater access to a wider range 
of options. The best programs recognize that thwarting a service or 
service model because it does or does not include technology is short 
sighted and not in the best interest of students.

“We like having specialists in the 
building all the time, 

in case something else comes up.”
 The best educational programs have a high-level plan of 
what they expect students to achieve, and they create budgets 
surrounding those expectations. To limit service model flexibility to 
ensure staff are ever-present can be an inefficient use of resources. 
Some staff may need to be cross-trained to deal with emergency 
situations, but the best programs do not believe the most expensive 
specialists in the building should be in crisis-management roles. 
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Ask these questions.
Listen.

Make a plan.
Lead.

This is a great team building exercise. 
It will reveal best practices for
your team practice and identify 

quality service.
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#1   What service models do we use? Why?

#2   How can we create more fluid environments? What 
is the role of technology?

#3   How are we failing to meet the needs of students 
now? What role does service model play in our 
student’s progress? How could technology function as a 
tool to improve that area of service?

APPLYING
TO YOUR
DISTRICT
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The Hello There Approach
The Hello Foundation utilizes a hybrid service model, with 

specialists onsite for a part of each month and off-site for a part of 

each month. We utilize technology to supervise assistants, provide 

direct instruction to students and to collaborate with stakeholders 

when off-site. Referred to as our Hello There Approach, this service 

model is not intended to be the only best practice integrating 

technology and quality service practices. The best special-education 

programs will devise service models for their settings based on their 

own objectives for student achievement and success. But are we 

proud of it? Absolutely . . . it puts kids first.

FOUNDATION

www.TheHelloFoundation.com
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Cheat Sheet
PUT
KIDS
FIRST

DISMISS

EDUCATIONAL
IMPACT

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

COLLABORATION

DISCUSS
EXPECTATIONS

Define what this means for you and your team. Identify who or what then 
may come in 2nd or 3rd. What effort would have the largest cascading 
impact?

How long should students be receiving direct service? Do our best intentions 
hold students back? How to we transfer skills and strategies to general 
education settings? How do we measure that effort?

How do we guide teams to weigh educational impact of a disability? What 
accommodations to our criteria are flexible to support individual building/
team/student needs? How do we explain this concept to parents?

What is our expectation of special educators and specialists to communicate 
with general education teachers? How do we model the value of 
collaboration. How do we make it easy? How do we make it difficult?

What staff behavior do you want to see repeated? How do you reward it 
when it occurs? When have you gotten staff recognition right? When did you 
miss an opportunity?

If we’re not in the business of “curing” students, when is enough help 
. . enough? How fast should we be anticipating change? If plans are 
individually designed, are our teachers rewarded for setting and achieving 
individually designed expectations?

How do we define quality? What changes/investments do we make for the 
benefit of quality service? Do we provide a fluid choice of service models for 
the benefit of students?
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