Special Education Services
This report discusses the efficiency and effectiveness of certain elements of the special education
program in Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS). This report is organized into the following sections:
A. Referrals
B. Centers
C. Staffing
D. Additional Considerations for the District
E. Fiscal Impact Summary Chart
The results of the review, recommendations for cost savings, implementation strategies, and the fiscal
impact of the recommendations are provided for sections A through C; section D discusses additional
issues identified during the course of our review that fell outside the scope of work: and section E
presents a fiscal impact summary showing all savings for each recommendation contained in this repOK.
This report contains recommendations that we believe will improve an already excellent special
education program and allow FCPS t o continue providing high quality services but at a lower cost. The
following points summarize the key messages from this report
Our focus was not on effective FCPS programs and services, although we do acknowledge some
of these. Instead, we focused on those specific areas where we believed opportunities for
increased effectiveness andlor efficiency exist. This report is not a comprehensive review of
special education, and should not be considered in that context
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FCPS needs to develop district-level pre-referral intervention strategies that are consistently
applied across all schools. W e believe this will result in fewer inappropriate refenals t o special
education, and strengthen regular education teachers' ability t o intervene effectively with a more
diverse student population.
FCPS has closed some special education centers, but 21 centers are still used and 15 of these
serve primarily emotionally disturbed students. These centers do not represent best practice
delivery systems for these students, and FCPS student achievement data does not support their
use as a major instructional arrangement. W e are recommending the closure of two centers
every other year, ultimately reducing the number of centers t o five. School-based models with
adequate suppon and resources should be phased in during this time t o improve student
achievement and provide programs and services in the least restrictive environment (LRE).
FCPS has recently made efforts t o stabilize staffing levels and expenditures in special education,
but the expenditure growth over the past five years still exceeded 63 percent. The current
staffing formula and approach t o staffing have contributed t o excessive resources allocated t o
special education. The Office of Special Education is evaluating the use of an alternate staffing
formula, but has not projected savings from its use. W e are recommending a more stringent
application of an alternate staffing formula that will maximize the district's flexibility and lower
costs - without affecting the quality of programs and services provided.
The Office of Special Education uses data from many sources, and much of these data were not
readily available or in a usable format for purposes of this study. While there are district
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initiatives underway t o consolidate and improve special education data management, the lack of
a complete data set at the school level precludes effective accountability of student achievement.
The professional staff in the Department of Special Services requested that comparisons in this review
be made between special education and general education in FCPS, instead of among FCPS and other
districts. The review team agreed that this made sense, since there are few large districts in the nation
that resemble FCPS demographically. Moreover, trend comparisons should be more meaningful t o
board members, district personnel, parents, and community members because similar data and
consistent measures of effectiveness were used.
Background

Special education services in Fairfax County Public Schools fall under the supervision of the Department
of Special Services. The department is led by the Assistant Superintendent of Special Services who
directly supervises the Director of Special Education, the Director of Student Services, the Director of
Alternative School Programs and the Director of Program Support Services. The remaining employees
in the Office of Special Education work in one of four areas:

*

Early ChildhoodIElemenrary and Cluster Support
Secondary Special Education and Cluster Support
Integrated Technology
Professional Development and Support Services

Exhibit I depicts the organization chart and lines of authority within the Office of Special Education.
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Exhibit I
FCPS Special Education Organization Structure
June 2003
Asrsunt S u ~ n t m d m t
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This review is not a comprehensive review of special education, but there are several exemplary
practices worthy of mention. FCPS provides outstanding programs in special education, and in many
respects is an innovator in special education instruction. FCPS is t o be commended for its many
exemplary practices and achievements, which include the following:
Over 88 percent of special education graduates received standard o r advanced diplomas in
2002.
FCPS exceeded statewide Standards of Learning (SOL) achievement results for students with
disabilities on the majority of tested areas over the past three years.
0

0

In the FY 2003 Virginia Alternate Assessment Program. 91 percent of students with disabilities
participating passed at the proficient o r advanced level in all content areas. Pass rates in single
content areas ranged from 9 1 t o 96 percent.
The overall results of a longitudinal study indicated 93 t o 96 percent of FCPS graduates were
employed o r participating in post secondary education o r other meaningful activities. This was
the first comprehensive US. school district follow-up study on graduates with disabilities and
was highlighted in a national transition report funded by U.S. Office of Special Education.
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To track student achievement and progress over time, FCPS piloted a computerized version of
the Northwest Reading Assessment. The pilot includes selected general and special education
students who failed or were at risk of failing SOL tests. Pilot sites are Forest Edge Elementary
School, Holmes Middle School, Mr. Vernon High School, and special education centers Mt.
Vernon Center and Burke School.
FCPS was featured as an exemplary model of culturally competent assessment practices in an
award-winning instructional video, Portraits of the Children: Cuhurolly Competent Assessment,
produced by the National Association of School Psychologists, the US Office of Special
Education and the Council for Exceptional Children.
FCPS established collaborative partnerships for teacher tnining with four major universities,
supporting the preparation of highly qualified special education teachers and paraprofessionals
consistent with N o Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) requirements.
FCPS provided research-based staff development training on positive behavioral supports and
school-wide behavior models, including the responsive classroom model and, in collaboration
with Johns Hopkins University, the Prevent, Act, Resolve (PAR) model at selected sites.
FCPS provides training, resources, and direct consultation support for parents through the
Parent Resource Center staff and other Department of Special Services (DSS) staff. The district
also collaborates with parents and community members through the school board-appointed
Advisory Committee for Students with Disabilities.
FCPS was featured in award-winning national video production funded by the US. Department
of Education which highlights exemplary special education services and practices, and celebrates
25 years of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

Growth in Special Education at FCPS
Special education programs require more resources than the regular program because of the additional
needs that special education students have. Controlling special education expenditures is a challenge
since school systems can always do more and are usually pressured t o do so, whether supported by
revenues or not. However, ongoing effective monitoring of expenditures, resource levels, and overall
program growth is essential since special education can potentially consume a school district. FCPS
growth in special education expenditures and resource levels from FYI998 t o FY 2002 is at a pace that,
if left unchecked, could impair the system's financial stability and the effectiveness of its other academic
programs. The negative financial impact of this trend will be magnified if future state appropriations t o
public education remain flat or decline.
FCPS has recently made some progress in meeting a school board target related t o inclusive schools and
has expanded the capacity of all schools to serve a broad range of students with low incidence
disabilities in their neighborhood schools. The number of students assigned to special educations centers
has declined from 7.5 percent of the total unduplicated special education population in FY 1998 t o 5.2
percent in FY 2003. However, FCPS still has a relatively high number of students in restrictive
placements as part of their continuum of services. Management has made significant efforts in recent
years t o reduce more restrictive placements; these changes have affected four sites previously
designated as centers. Franconia Center will close effective July 1,2003. Three former centers were
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convened so that the provision of special education service is a part of total general education school
program led by the general education principal with the support of an assistant principal funded by
special education. These conversions occurred at sites formerly designated as Fairhill Center, Mantua
Center, and Marshall Road Center. The school system should continue these efforts since a relatively
large number of special education centers remain and are serving students who may be able t o be
served in less restrictive instructional settings.
In the course of conducting this review, we were able t o identify four points of concern related to the
rapidly rising special education costs in FCPS. These points of concern involve four variables whose
interaction has resulted in a very costly system of providing education t o the district's more than 23,000
special education students. Any of these variables operating in isolation would increase costs, but only t o
a limited degree. The problem for FCPS is that none of the variables operate in isolation. Instead, each
interacts with the others creating a cumulative effect of increasing special education costs at an unusually
high rate. The four points of concern related t o special education costs include:
M o r e Students
The number of students in special education is rising at a rate higher than the general education
population.
M o r e Services
Special Education services the basis for determining staffing - are increasing at a faster rate
than the increase in special education students.

-

M o r e Personnel
District formulas for special education teaching and assistant positions result in caseloads well
below the maximum caseloads prescribed by the state in some disability areas--especially in its
special education centers. Exceptions t o the FCPS staffing formula have increased staff even
more.
M o r e Expensive Services
The cost of educating a special education student is now 82 percent higher than cost of
educating a general education student. The per student cost of special education is also
increasing more rapidly than the per student cost of general education.
In examining the three areas selected by the board for review (Referrals, Centers, and Staffing). the
review team remained focused on these four points of concern. Recommendations for cost savings
target reductions in students, services, personnel, andlor per student expenditures.
M o r e Students
FCPS' total student membership for FY 2003 is 163,719. According t o district enrollment figures,
approximately 23,3 14 of these students are being served through the FCPS special education program
for some portion of the school day. The percent of students in the special education program for FY
2003 was 14.2 percent of total enrollment There are no national o r state data available for the same
time period. However, national and state data for earlier years show that the district's rate is about the
same as the Virginia prevalence rate and is slightly higher than the national special education prevalence
rate of approximately 12.8 percent.
From FY 1998 through FY 2003, FCPS' total student membership increased from 150,857 t o 163,719, o r
about 8.5 percent During the same time period, special education membership increased at more than
double the rate of total membership (21.6 percenL from 19.179 t o 23.3 14). The overall prevalence. or
percent of students in special education, has increased from 12.7 percent of total student enrollment to
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14.2 percent, which means that I out of every 7 students in FCPS is in special education. Exhibit 2
presents special education and total student membership and percent of students in special education
from FY 1998 through FY 2003.
Exhibit 2
FCPS Membership Special Education and Total Students
F Y 1998 through FY 2003
Total Students
Special Education
Percent of
Annual
Students i n
Annual
Increase i n
Special
Increase i n

-

I

1

Year

Membershia

I Memberchin /

Total Increase

1

23.3 14

1

1

I

I

I

I

M 2003

Memh~rrhinI Mnmharchin

5%
21.6%

~ ~ L r a t i n1n

I%
8.5%

163.7 19

(

14.2%

Source: FCPS and Special Education Enrollmenf Mfice of Special Education; Superintendent's Proposed Bud:ef M 2 0 0 4 ;
Counrywide Memberships History and I &Year Projeaions, FY 2004-08 Capital Improvement Program, Mfice of Facilities Planning
Services.

Because special education is a federally mandated program, school districts and states are required t o
report the number of special education students t o the federal government each year. The count, which
is reported on December I of each school year, is commonly called the "December I Count" The
December I count varies slightly from the district's own enrollment figures because it is a snapshot of
enrollment taken on a specific day in the school year. However, it is possible t o compare the district t o
the state when the December I counts for both are used. Exhibit 3 shows that from December I,
2000 t o December I, 2003, the number of special education students in the state rose 4.6 percent while
the number of special education students in FCPS rose 6.4 percent, a difference of almost 1.8
percentage points. The most recently reported annual increase is even more significant. The increase in
the percent of special education students in FCPS from 2001 t o 2002 was almost twice that of the state
(5.1% for the district versus 2.7% for the state). Any increase in the number of students in special
education increases overall costs exponentially because the average special education student in FCPS
receives more than one special education service.
Exhibit 3
December I C o u n t o f Special Education Students
State and Fairfax County for 2000,200 1, and 2002
Year
Fairfax County
I
Virginia
I
I Percent of I
I Percent of
Enrollment
lncrease
Enrollment
lncrease
2000
1
2 1.692
I
I
161.915
...... - I
21.964
200 1
1.3%
164.878
1.8%
2002
23,088
5.1%
169,303
2.7%
Total lncrease
2000-2003
1,396
7,388
6.4%*
4.6%*

1

1

1

1

~

~~

~

1

Source: Virginia Department ofEducdion website; Virginia Department of Educdon revised
December I Count for 2002.
*Percenu cfincrease are rounded so 3yeor increase is not an exan total.
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M o r e Services
In M 2004, over 48,000 special education services will be provided t o over 23,000 students, or an
average of 2.05 services per student (Superintendent's Budget, FY2004). The number and type of services
each student in special education receives is based on the student's unique needs and the disability or
disabilities, as determined by the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) team. Special education students
commonly have more than one disability label and receive more than one service. Exhibit 4 shows
special education membership, number of services, and services per student for FY 1998 through FY
2004. According t o this information, the number of special education services has increased at a much
faster rate (39%) than the number of special education students (23%). The increase from M 2000 t o M
2001 was due t o a change in reporting methodology for Career and Transition Services. With the
exception of this year, the number of services per student has remained consistent over the period.
Exhibit 4
FCPS Special Education
&rnbe&hip and Services
I
I Special I
I
I
I
I ducati ion 1 Services 1 Services ~ e Ir
Service
Membership
Provided
student
M 1998
1 19,179 1 34.762
1.81
FY 1999
20.423
37.572
I
1.84
I
.
.- .
. -FY 2000
21.302
39.133
1.84
FY 200 1
21,871
44,880
2.05
FY 2002
22.162
45.3 10
2.04
FY 2003
23,3 14
47.494
2.04
FY 2004 (projected)
23.570
48.303
2.05
Percent Increase from
FY 1998 t o FY 2004
23%
39%
13%
Source: UPS and Special Education Ethnic Enrollment, Office of Special Education: Fairfax County
Public Schools, Superintendem's Proposed Budget W 2004.

I

I

I

I

The presence of multiple disability labels and additional services affects special education costs in several
ways. When a student has an additional disability label, he o r she may qualify for an additional service. As
the number of services increases, three things may happen:

I. The amount oftime in special education may increase. A student's IEP will ofien require additional
time in special education t o address each additional service.
2. The Level of Service will likely be Level 2 instead of Level I.If a student receives additional services
and his time in special education increases, his Level of Service will go from Level I (less that
50% of the school day in special education) t o Level 2 (more than 50% of the school day in
special education).
3. The number ofstoffmay increase. Staffing ratios in Virginia require more staff for Level 2 students
than for Level I students. Additional staff may also be required for related services.
The three events described above are logical and appropriate for many students. Students who have
serious andlor multiple disabilities would be expected t o receive more than one special education
service, spend more time in special education, and benefit from a low student t o staff ratio. For example,
a student with autism might also have a speech impairment and mild mental retardation. This student
could receive three separate services as directed by the IEP. Because of the three services, the student
would probably spend most of the school day in a special education class with just a few other students,
be taught by a teacher and one or two instructional assistants, and receive speech therapy. The
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individual needs would require an intensive program, the student would be a Level 2 student, and the
cost of the special education services would be significant. in fact, the projected per student cost of a
Level 2 autism service for FY 2004 is $28,04 I.
The need t o provide more than one service for students with milder disabilities is less compelling. For
example, if a student is identified with a learning disability in reading and he also has Attention Deficit I
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), he or she could receive either one service o r two, depending on
whether the ADHD interferes with his progress in school and he is labeled as other health impaired. If the
IEP team makes the decision that both disabilities negatively impact the student's progress in school,
then certainly the student should have both disability labels and receive the appropriate services in each
area. However, if the only academic problem is a difficulty with reading and if the mild ADHD could be
managed in a general education class with some modifications and accommodations, the student would
not need two services o r more time in special education.
However, as reflected in the average number of services per student, IEP team recommendations t o
provide multiple services to special education students are common in FCPS. This IEP team practice
seems t o be part of the district's culture. Often there is significant pressure from parents for additional
special education services, due in part t o their concern about their child's ability t o pass the Standard of
Learning Tests. In addition, since principals and teachers are aware that Level 2 students are usually
allocated more staff per student than Level I students, it might be tempting t o increase the number of
services in order t o increase the number of personnel. The pressure t o increase special education staff
may be more pronounced if the school has few support services for struggling students not in special
education.
Because they require more instructional time and increased staffing, Level 2 services are more expensive
than Level I services. Exhibit 5 shows the difference between the averaze cost per service for Level I
and Level 2 services from FY 2000 through FY 2004 (projected). The average coit per Level 2 service
for 2004 is $20,902, while the average per service cost for a Level I service is $4.732, a difference of
$16,170. The cost of Level I services range from $2,764 for a speech impairment service t o $19,872 for
a hearing impairmenr service. Level 2 services range from $16,426 for a learning disability t o $42,830 for
a physical disability.
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Exhibit 5
FCPS Budgeted Cost p e r Sewice for Special Education Students: Level I and 2

ource: FCPS Superintendent's

Proposed &Idget M 2004.

Understandingthe impact of a staffing and budgeting process that is based on services instead of students
is difficult. While states must meet certain federal guidelines when implementing IDEA, each state is free
to design its own special education staffing system. In Virginia, the number of special education services

is used t o determine maximum caseloads for special education classes. The staffing models are described
in more derail in Section C of this report. Depending upon the particular location of the students and
the composition of services received by those students, more students and more sewices lead t o more
personnel.

M o r e Personnel
Although about 14.2 percent of FCPS students are in special education, approximately 22.6 percent of
FCPS employees work in special education. Special education classes require more staff resources than
general education; however, many special education services are not full-day programs like regular
education. Special education faculty positions include Teachers, Instructional Assistants (IA), Public
Health Training Assistants (PHTA), Attendants, Technicians and SafetylSecurity Assistants. IA's and
PHTA's have similar levels of responsibility; however, a PHTA is assigned personal care duties in
addition t o instructional services. Attendants provide only personal care. Technicians are employees
working as sign interpreters and therapy assistants, and SafetyISecurity Assistants work in the most
restrictive environments providing physical intervention and support when necessary.
While special education personnel in each of these categories has increased faster than the same
categories in general education, we will discuss only teachers and instructional assistants, since cost
savings related t o these positions are the focus of our discussion in the staffing section of this report
(Section C). Exhibit 6 shows that from FY 1999 t o FY 2002, expenditures for special education
instructional assistants increased more than 34 percent, t o over $20 million. During the same time
period, expenditures for general education instructional assistants increased 30 percent, t o slightly more
than $15 miliion. From M 1999 t o FY 2002, expenditures for special education teachers rose 52
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percent t o over $48 million, while general education teacher expenditures rose only 30 percent, t o
about $508 million.
Exhibit 6
Fairfax County General Education and Special Education
Increase in Expenditures F o r Teachers and Instructional Assistants
F Y 1999 through FY 2002

DGsneml Ed mspaurl Ed

,

me: w c e of Speual Educm'on. "Five-Yeor h o n a o l ond Stfing Data," F e b ~ a r y2003.

The increase in expenditures for teachers and instructional assistants is directly related t o an increase in
the number of positions. As presented in Exhibit 7, from FY 1999 t o FY 2002 special education
teaching positions increased 33 percent from 2,183 t o 2,904; while general education teaching positions
during the same time period increased only 15 percent from 8,852 t o 10,171. During the same time
period, the number of special education instructional assistants increased 14 percent from 93 1 t o 1.06 1,
while the number of general education instructional assistants increased I 0 percent, from 707 t o 776.
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Exhibit 7
Fairfax County General Education and Special Education
Increase in N u m b e r o f Positions f o r Teachers and Instructional Assistants
F Y 1999 through F Y 2002
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m e : Office of Special Education, "Five-Year Financial and Stoffing Data," February 2003.

In April 2003, the total number of full-time equivalent (FTE) special education employees was 4,338, or
about 5.37 students per FTE. This ratio, which is calculated using the number of permanent positions
allocated in the annual budget, has decreased annually since M 1998. when the ratio was 5.55. The
decreasing ratio of employee FTEs t o students indicates that special education staff has increased more
quickly than the special education student membership. Increased personnel costs are one of the key
factors related t o higher special education costs at FCPS.
M o r e Expensive Services
Costs for special education in FCPS are rising faster than the number of students in special education.
Special education enrollment has increased at a rate of 3.7 percent per year over the past five years.
Special education expenditures have increased at a rate of 10.1 percent per year. In FY 2002, FCPS
spent $239,692.20 1, o r 16.6 percent of its total operating fund budget, on special education services.
During M 2002, the special education prevalence rate was 13.7 percent. The program's expenditures
have increased at a greater rate than membership each year. Since FY 1998, expenditures for the special
education program have increased 64 percent, from $162,374,277 t o the current budgeted amount of
$265,872.3 16. Although expenditures have increased 64 percent during this time period, special
education membership has only increased 22 percent, from 19,179 t o 23.3 14. Exhibit 8 lists
membership, expenditures and the annual increase in each year for FY 1998 through M 2003.
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Exhibit 8
Special Education Membership, Expenditures and Yearly Increases
F Y 1998 through F Y 2003
Annual
Annual
Increase in
Increase in
Special
Special

1998 t o FY 2003

2 1.6%

63.7%

Source: office of Speciol Education, FCPS and Special Education Ethnic Enrollment Mfice of Speciol Education, "Five-Year Financial and
Stoffing Data," February 2003
*Projected in M 04 hdget

Actual expenditures in special education increased $77.3 17,924 from FY 1998 t o FY 2002. The primary
contributing factors were increased expenditures for special education teachers and other personnel.
For example, 57.5 percent, or $44,464,745, of the increase was incurred for special education teachers.
Other rapidly increasing costs included special education instructional assistants, instructional support
teachers, and instructional specialists. Exhibit 9 lists the expenditure categories with the highest
percent of increase over the period.
Exhibit 9
Special Education Program Expenditures and Percent of Increase
F o r Fasting Growing Budget Categories

52,466,287

$3.37635

$3.550.040

$4.2 14,647

$4.372.012

5 1,905.725

77.3%

Source: Officeof Special Educazion, "'FN~Year Financ~aland Stoffing Data,'' February 2003.

Increasing costs are also reflected in the cost per student. The Superintendent's Budget for M2004
provides the cost per student for both special education and general education programs. As Exhibit
I 0 shows, the cost per student for special education students is higher than that of general education
students. This data includes the costs tranSpoMti0n and other contracted services that are not charged
t o the special education program budget. The special education cost per student has increased at
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approximately double the rate of general education cost per student. In FY 2000,special education was
62 percent more expensive than general education; in FY 2004 it is 85 percent more expensive, despite
the fact that FY 2004 expenditures are projected t o level off somewhat.
Exhibit 10
Budgeted Average Cost p e r Student
General Education and Special Education
FY 2000 t o FY 2003
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.re: FCPS Approved Budge< M 2002; FCPS Supermendent's Proposed Budge4 M 2004.

Unfortunately, the increasing cost of special education in FCPS is not borne by the federal government
or the Commonwealth of Virginia. While special education is a federally mandated program, it is not
fully funded by the federal government. Despite specific federal and state requirements for special
education services, 74 percent of special education revenue in FCPS comes from local funds. Exhibit II
presents the sources of revenue for Special Education for the M 2002 school year: 4 percent from
federal funds; 7 percent from sales and other taxes; 14 percent from the state funds; and 75 percent
from local funds. The source of special education funding is important for the long-term budget planning.
As special education costs grow, revenue sources outside FCPS are not likely t o cover the district's
needs. Additional expenditures in special education will continue t o be increasingly supported by local
funds.
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Exhibit II
FCPS Special Education Sources of Revenue FY 2002

I

Source: Officeof Special Education. Budget Office, May 2003.

I

FCPS cannot continue on its current path of expenditure growth in special education without risking the
impairment of the district's financial stability. Fortunately, there are ways t o stop, if not ultimately
reverse, these growth trends without negatively affecting the quality of services special education
students receive. FCPS has initiated several strategies t o begin t o control expenditure growth; however,
because of the recent growth and expected future budget shortfalls, we believe more aggressive
approaches will be necessary.

The Relationship between Initial Referrals and Special Education Membership
Increases in student membership in special education would not occur unless general education
teachers, adminismtors, counselors, or parents initiated a referral for a special education evaluation. An
initial referral is made because the student is failing t o make adequate progress in school. Special
education personnel are typically not involved in initiating referrals and, until an evaluation is officially
requested, do not participate in the process. Once the evaluation has been completed by special
education personnel, the IEP team must apply a two-part test t o determine if the student qualifies for
special education services. The test questions are:
I. Does he o r she have a disability?
2. Does the disability interfere with progress and success in school?
If the answer t o both questions is "yes," the student is eligible for special education services.
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Since it would be illegal and unethical for special education personnel t o deny special education services
t o students who legitimately qualify for them, the burden of reducing the number of initial referrals t o
special education (and ultimately, the total membership in the special education program) rests squarely
on the shoulders of general education personnel. Of course, many referrals t o special education are
obviously appropriate and necessary. For example, students with visual and hearing impairments,
students with serious and pervasive developmental disabilities like autism, and students with severe
physical and cognitive disabilities are typically referred t o special education very early in their lives
because their disabilities are apparent at a young age. Early identification and services are critical t o
these students' progress. However, it is possible that students who have less serious disabilities that
impact their progress less could be served in general education if appropriate support and services were
available t o them. Students with a learning disability, emotional disturbance, or other health impairment
(including ADHD) could, in some cases, do very well with effective support levels common t o all
students, especially in reading.
The question for districts with an increasing percent of students in their special education program is
this: When and how should initial referrals t o special education be prevented?The answer t o "when" is
simple: When a student's needs can successfully be met in general education, then no referral t o special
education should be made. The answer t o "how" is more complicated. Unnecessary referrals to special
education can be prevented in several ways:
Students' needs could be met in general education through improved instruction, especially in
specific subject areas like reading.
Remediation of difficulties could occur in general education through services like tutoring, reteaching, computer-assisted learning, before o r after school enrichment programs, individualized
instruction, modifications and accommodations t o the curriculum, alternative learning style
approaches, and learning labs.
Expectations for success from home and school could rise, along with support systems for low
achieving students.
Continuing problems with learning and behavior could be addressed by using a school-problem
solving team process that effectively identifies alternative instructional settings--other than
special educatiobthat meet students' needs.
Federal and State Guidelines and Policy
In the re-authorization of IDEA, the federal government affirmed in its Findings section that, "Over 20
years of research and experience has demonstrated that the education of children with disabilities can
be made more effective by. ..(F) Providing incentives for whole-school approaches and pre-referral
intervention t o reduce the need t o label children as disabled in order t o address their learning needs."
School districts often have several interventions at their disposal t o support students who are failing.
More formal requiremenu for pre-referral intervention teams exist in many states, including Virginia.
The Virginia Administrative Code uses the term "Child Study Committee" t o describe a committee that
...enables school personnel, and non-school personnel, as appropriate, t o meet the needs of individual
children who are having difficulty in the educational setting." (SVAC 20-80-10). Child Study Committees
are charged with reviewing existing data, making recommendations t o meet children's needs, and
reviewing the results of the implementation of those recommendations. The Child Study Committee
may then refer students for evaluation for special education and related services. (SVAC 20-80-50).

...

6,

Several recent federal initiatives are influencing education policy related to special education referrals,
especially in the learning disability category. This category is the most common disability in FCPS, the
state, and the nation. Among these federal initiatives is H.R. 1350, also called the Improving Education
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Results for Children with Disabilities Act The bill reauthorizes IDEA and was recently passed by the House
of Representatives and referred t o the Senate. The bill includes a provision revising the evaluation and
eligibility criteria for a learning disability in order t o reduce the number of students identified in this
category. Implicit in the bill is a belief articulated at the federal level that many students identified with
learning disabilities suffer not from an inherent learning problem but rather from poor reading
instruction. H A . 1350 comes on the heels of N o Child Lelf Behind (NCLB), the landmark federal
legislation committed t o improving student achieve men^ especially in reading. NCLB requires states t o
include all student groups in state assessment systems. With additional pressure t o raise test scores,
districts may find it difficult t o ensure the success of all students within the general education system and
may be tempted t o turn t o special education as a solution t o students' problems. Virginia's state plan t o
meet NCLB calls for assessing almost all students with disabilities on the Standards of Learning. The
scores of students with disabilities are included in overall scores, then disaggregated and reported
separately from those of general education students.
Assessment of FCPS Referrals
If the needs of struggling students are not met because there are few effective interventions available in
general education, teachers and parents may feel that a referral t o special education is the only way to
get help. To prevent over-referrals, districts should have a system in place t o provide assistance t o
struggling students quickly and effectively. The system should include campus-based teams of educators
who can easily and quickly suggest a variety of general education interventions. These teams, in place
throughout the nation, are often called Teacher Assistance Teams, Student htewention Teams, or Student
Assistance Intervention Teams. All have the same purpose: t o support struggling students and their
teachers.
FCPS does have the Child Study Teams required in the state regulations in place on many of their
campuses. However, schools visits made clear that the effectiveness of the teams varies. This perception
was validated in the review team's interviews with Office of Student Services personnel. The district has
assembled a packet that includes printed material related t o the purpose and philosophy of the teams, a
flow chart that describes how the process should work, guidelines for when a referral should be made
t o the Local Screening Committee (which initiates the evaluation process), and some suggested
interventions. Like many processes that have been established over the years in public schools, this one
will need to be reemphasized at FCPS. As more demands are placed on administrators and teachers,
having another meeting may be the last thing school personnel desire. Unfortunately, when this happens,
the problem-solving role of the teams is lost and the progress t o a Local Screening Committee for
referral may be accelerated.
It was not clear during the review that the Instructional Services Department has implemented a
district-wide general education initiative t o ensure consistent and effective use of the Child Study Teams
or any other kind of problem solving teams. Clearly, preventing referrals t o special education will need
t o become a general education responsibility, with support from special education. There is no evidence
that requirements are in place t o track referrals by school, to regularly evaluate data to determine if
specific schools are making an excessive number of referrals, t o train the school teams, to provide
teams with materials, to monitor their progress, t o support the teachers and administrators who
participate in them, or to evaluate their success at serving struggling students. Without a systemic
commiunent t o these components of the team problem solving model, the majority of the Child Study
Teams will likely not be effective, despite their importance not only in preventing unnecessary referrals
t o special education, but also helping students achieve success within the existing general education
system.
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The data suggest that the current general education approaches t o problem solving and student support
are not succeeding. In the six years from 1998 t o 2003, the number of general education students in
FCPS increased 8.5 percent, while the number of special education students increased 21.6 percent,
nearly three times higher than general education. Because FCPS does not calculate mobility rates for
special education students, the review team could not determine whether the percent of students in
special education increased o r decreased because of students moving into o r out of the district. For
purposes of this review we assumed no net effect. W e do know, however, that reducing the number of
referrals is a preventive strategy for lowering special education costs, because more students lead t o
more services, which leads t o more personnel, which increases costs.
Determining Where Referrals Can Be Reduced
Our first recommendation is t o implement pre-referral intervention strategies, which will result in
reducomg the number of initial referrals t o special education. In order t o determine how best t o do
this, the review team examined FCPS campuses whose rates of initial referrals (the percent of their total
school membership referred) are higher than the district average. Since rates of initial referral vary
widely in elementary, middle, and high schools. we first determined the average rate of referral for each
of these levels throughout the district. W e also determined the average percent of initial referrals that
do not qualify for special education (the number of non-qualifying referrals divided by total referrals).
These non-qualifying referrals are of interest because they could indicate that campuses are looking t o
special education t o solve problems not related t o a disability. but caused instead by an inability t o meet
students' needs in general education, especially in reading and math. The average initial referral rate and
average rate of non-qualifying referrals are presented in Exhibit 12.
Exhibit I 2
District Average:
Rate o f Initial Referrals and Qualification Rate By Level
FY 2003
District Average:
District Average:
Rate of Initial Referrals t o
Rate of Non-Qualifying Initial
Level
Special Education
Referrals t o ~ ~ e c i a l ~ d u c a t i o n
Elementary Schools
2.7%
13.5%
1.4%
Middle Schools
22.4%
Hieh Schools
0.7%
19.6%
I
~

~ourccOffice of Special ~ d u h o n
Budget Office, Moy 2003.

W e then selected a sample of schools based on two criteria: (a) the average rate of initial referral t o
special education was above the district average for their level (elementary, middle, and high school) and
(b) the percent of non-qualifying referrals was above the district average. W e then excluded schools
with fewer than 10 referrals, since their impact is not as significant. The resulting list of sample schools is
presented in Exhibit 13. Because of the way FCPS tracks this data, the actual percentages may be
different than those reported. However, for purposes of this report, we believe the aggregate results
can be relied on to make conclusions and estimate fiscal impacts. In implementing our
recommendations, FCPS should attempt t o determine the exact numbers of referrals and non-qualifying
referrals properly associated with each school.
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Exhibit 13
Schools w i t h Higher than District Average Annual Referral Rates and Percent Ineligible
Referrals for special Education, FY 2003
I Annual Referral I Non-Qualifying /
School
Rate
Referral Rate
Elernentory Schools (ES) Somple
ES- I
4.5%
25.0%

1

-- -

-

-

.-

I Schools

Source: Office of Speciol Education, Budget Director, May 2003.

In order t o determine whether the schools with higher than average referral rates and lower than
average qualification rates may be over-referring because of issues related t o instruction and overall
student achievement, we examined these schools' academic achievement data. We looked at SOL
scores in reading and math for third and eighth graders and end of course scores for tenth graders. Our
main objective was t o determine whether a relationship exists between low achievement and referrals
t o special education. If such a relationship does exist, it may eventually help the Instructional Services
Department reduce the number of initial referrals to special education and, consequently, reduce the
district's total special education membership. Providing support and more effective instruction for
campuses with poor achievement should help all students and should focus resources, not just on
potential special education studenrs, but on all struggling students. This is most critical in reading, since
poor reading achievement affects achievement in other academic areas and is also likely to result in
referrals in the learning disability category, the category that includes more students than any other.
However, this scope of this study did no include an evaluation of FCPS reading programs, nor did it
analyze data o r evaluate the effectiveness of reading or any other FCPS regular education programs.

Gibson Consulting Group. Inc.

18

Farfax County Pubk Schools

Spec~alEducation Serv~ces

Exhibits 14, 15, and 16 present SOL data related t o each of the schools mentioned above. Failing rates
of the elementary, middle, and high schools are compared t o average failing rates for the district at each
grade level for reading, math, and the English: ReadingILiterature end of course exam. The data are
presented as ascending and descending bars that represent the difference between the average failing
rate for the district and the failing rate for each campus. If the bar descends below the district average,
the campus had more failing students than the district average. The further the descent, the greater the
difference in failing rates and the worse the students performed on the test. Conversely. if the bar
ascends above the district average, the campus had fewer failing students than the district average. The
higher the ascent, the better the studenu performed on the test

Exhibit 14

,ce: Office of

Student Testing, Deportment of EducotionolAccountobil~,Moy 2003.

As a group, the 15 selected elementary schools with high referral and low qualification rates did much
worse than the district on the Grade 3 Reading SOL test. However, seven schools had fewer failing
students than the district average. Unfortunately, the other eight schools had a higher failing rate than
the district, ranging from only 0.I percent t o 38.0 percent Many referrals t o special education are made
in areas other than a learning disability, so students' academic achievement cannot always be related t o
special education referrals. In addition, many referrals are made at the preschool level, the FCPS grade
level with the most initial referrals. Obviously, reading instruction is not a factor in pre-school referrals
and suggestions t o prevent those referrals are beyond the scope of this review. Nevertheless, 25
percent of FCPS referrals are made in Grade 2 and Grade 3, when reading progress is first evaluated on
the SOL tests. Assuming that poor academic achievement, especially in reading, is a major cause of
special education referrals at those grades is logical.
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Three middle schools met the referral and qualification criteria outlined above and the differences
between their failing rates and the district's average failing a t e on the Grade 8 SOL reading test are
shown in Exhibit 15. Again, the group's failing rates were 12.7 percentage points higher than the
district's average failing rate. Their failing rates exceeded the district average by 5.6 percent t o 19.1
percent.
Exhibit I5
Percent of Difference in t h e Fail Rate between Identified Schools and t h e D i s t r i c t
Grade 8 SOL Reading FY ZOO2

."
Herndon MS
ource: Office of

Lanier MS

Twain MS

Average

Student Testing Deportment ofEducotiona1Accounwbilify. May 2003.

O f the three high schools whose referral and non-qualification rates exceeded the district averafe, the
failing rates of two them exceeded the average distiict failing rate on the English: ~ e a d i n ~ l ~ i t e r a t end
ure
of course exam. Fewer HS 3 students failed the end of course exam than the district average, but on
average the three selected high schools had failing rates 2.3 percentage points higher than the district
average.
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Exhibit 16
Percent of Difference in t h e Fail Rate between Identified Schools and t h e District
E n d of Course English: ReadinglLiterature FY 2002

I

I

Edison HS

Mt Vernon HS

West Springfield HS

Average

Source: W c e of Student Testing, Department of EducdiondAccountability, May 2003.
By implementing strategies recommended later in this section, FCPS can reduce the number of students
referred t o special education.
Non-qualifying Referrals
When students are referred for a special education evaluation but do not qualify (i.e., are not found t o
have a disability), the process can be costly to districts in two ways:
The monetary cost of assessment staff time spent on the evaluation.
The cost t o students, staff, and parents in time that the assessment staff was not able t o spend
on other support services t o students. Many of the assessment team members are psychologists
o r social workers, whose time could be spent on counseling; staffing with teachers, parents o r
others; problem solving with campus teams: or communication and coordination.
The cost of the assessment staffs time is minor compared t o the long-term costs of special education
for students who could have been served effectively in general education. However, since the review
team examined the overall issue of referrals, the potential cost savings related t o non-qualifying initial
referrals was fairly simple t o address. The district provided the review team with information about
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initial referrals t o special education for the FY 2002. Exhibit 17 shows 3,71 1 initial referrals to special
education for FY 2002. O f those 3,71 1 referrals, 520, or approximately 14 percent, did not qualify for
special education services. The district could save in assessment costs bv reducine the number of nonqualifying referrals.

-

Exhibit 17
N u m b e r o f N e w Special Education Referrals b y Grade Level f o r FY 2002

m e : Office of Special Education, Budget Gfice, Moy 2003.

A report from the President's Commission on Excellence in SDecial Education 12002) indicates that initial
referral evaluations costs range from $800 to $8,000 nationwide. The d i i r i a hovided the review team
with two estimates of the average cost of an evaluation. The Director of Psychological Services
estimated the cost per assessment at $1,800 and this cost estimate includes administrative and facility
costs and is based on the more complex evaluations. The second estimate provided by FCPS is
approximately $460 per evaluation, described in Exhibit 18.
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Exhibit 18
Cost Estimates f o r Special Education Eligibility
Referrals and Assessment p e r N e w Student
item
Unit
Unit Cost

.........

~

~~

~~

~..
............

~

Total Socid Worker Cost
TOTAL COST ESTIMATE FOR ASSESSMENT

~~.~~
.........
13.0

~~

......... .

~~~

~. . . . . . . .

Total Cost

1

$173.35~
$459.0 1

Source: Wfice of Special Education Budget Ofjice, May 2003.

The review team believes that the cost estimate of $460 per assessment is unrealistically low. In order
t o be as accurate as possible, the review team is using a figure that "splits the difference" between the
two estimates provided. The midway point between those two estimates is $1,130. A t a cost of $1,130
per assessment, the total cost for the 3.71 1 evaluations conducted in FY 2002 was over $4 million.
The costs of evaluation pale in comparison t o the long-term costs of a special education instead of a
general education. According t o the FCPS FY 2004 proposed budget, the average cost per general
education student is $8,306 and the average cost per special education student is $15.024, a difference
of $6,718 per student. For each student who is initially referred, assessed, and qualifies as disabled, the
district is obligated t o continue t o provide special education services until the student is dismissed from
special education or until the year that the student turns 22. Since 6 1 percent of students referred in
FCPS are referred prior t o grade four, the district can expect t o be providing services for at least nine
years; for the 21 percent of students referred while still in pre-school, services could last even longer.
Our first recommendation is intended t o develop and implement district-level pre-referral intervention
strategies. This should decrease special education costs by (a) reducing the number of students referred
t o and eventually placed in special education, and (b) reducing the number of non-qualifying initial
referrals. To estimate the cost savings accurately, it is necessary t o adjust for rising costs in special
education and increasing rates of both total student membership and special education membership.
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Recommendation I:
Develop and implement district-level pre-referral
intervention strategies t h a t a r e consistently applied
across all schools.

C

I

To determine the fiscal impact of the number of initial referrals, and ultimately the number of students
in special education, several steps are necessary. The following section explains how the fiscal impact
was calculated.
FCPS total student membership increased at an average annual rate of 1.7 percent while the special
education membership increased at an average annual rate of 4 percent from FY 1998 through FY 2003.
The average rates of increase are presented in Exhibit 19.
Exhibit 19
FCPS Special Education
Annual Rates of increase
General and Special Education M e r n b e r s h i ~
FY 1998 through FY 2003
Total
Annual
Special
District
Percent
Education

1.7%

Annual
Percent

4.0%

Source: Fairfax County Public Schools, Ofice ofFaciIMes Planning Services, "Gunfywide Membership Hhtory and 10Year Projenions': FY 2004 Superintendent's Proposed Budget and W c e of Special Education, "FCPS Special

Educafjon Enrollment': Moy 2003.
During FY 2002. the Ofice of Special Education received 3.71 1 initial referrals, o r approximately 2.3
percent of FCPS students. Since only FY 2002 data on total annual referrals was available. 2.3 percent is
used t o project future referral totals. Exhibit 20 displays projected membership and referrals for the
years presented. FCPS enrollment projections were available through 20 13. The last two years of the
fiscal impact. 20 14 and 2015, assume no change in projected enrollment from 2013 levels.
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Exhibit 20
FCPS Special Education
Projected Membership and Referrals
F Y 2004 through 201 5
Total
District

Source: bunrywide Membership History and Projections,
Oaober 2002
*blculoted at 2.3 percent of total membership

Cost per special education student has increased at a greater rate than cost per general education
student during fiscal years 2000 through 2004. The average annual increase in special education cost per
student is 6.8 percent, while the average annual increase of general education cost per student is 3.8
percent. Costs per student, the annual increase in cost per student and the avenge annual increase in
cost per special and general education student are presented in Exhibit 21.
Exhibit 2 1
FCPS Special Education
Special and General Education Cost p e r Student

Source: fairfox County Public Schwls, FY 2004 Superintendent's Proposed Budget

Fifty percent of the average difference in costs per student is used t o calculate the estimated net savings
per special education and general education student over I 2 years. The rationale behind this
methodology is t o account for the following assumptions:
Shrinking a program does not necessarily mean that program costs can be reduced at the same
rate; and
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Many of the students that are not placed in Special Education if this recommendation is
implemented will still need supplemental support services.
Exhibit 22 shows the projected general and special education costs per student from FY 2004 through
M2015.
Exhibit 22
Projected Cost per Special and General Education Student

The district did not qualify 14 percent of the referrals in FY 2002; therefore only 86 percent of the
students assessed were placed in special education. If the district reduced the number of students
referred and placed in special education, the result would be a reduction in costs since the cost per
special education student is approximately $6,718 (FY 2004) greater than the cost per general education
student. Exhibit 23 provides examples of reducing qualifying referrals by 2 percent 5 percent and 10
percent.
Exhibit 23
Projected Cost Savings of Reducing Referrals and Qualifying Students
FY 2004 through 20 15
1
I Referrals I 2% Reduction I 5% Reduction I 10% Reduction I
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Exhibit 25
FCPS Special Education
Proiected Cost Der ~ e f e r r aand
l
T o t a l Cost of Referrals
FY 2002 through 20 15
I
I
I
Cost oer
I
I
~ e f e k
Total Cost
Projected
of Referrals
(Annual
2004 20 15
Referrals
Increase 6.8%)
M 2002
3 693

-

...
M 2012
M 2013

.

4,076
4,063
4.063
4.063

..
$2.183
$2.33 1
$2,490
$2.659
--,-

-- -- . ..,

,

$8.897.908
$9,470,853
M 2014
$lO,l 16,870
M2015
$10.803.5 17
$92077,150
Source: Office of Special Education, ond Gibson Consulthg Group. Inc,]une
2003.

During M 2002, 14 percent of referrals did not qualify for special education. As shown in Exhibit 26,
the district will spend $14,108,684 over the next 12 years in assessments costs for students that are
referred but do not qualify t o enter the special education program. For the purposes of calculating this
fiscal impact, our methodology assumes that the district could decrease the a t e of non-qualifying
referrals by providing additional training for teachers. However, it is unrealistic to assume that nonqualifying referrals could be reduced t o zero. W e therefore provide in our fiscal impact that nonqualifying referrals be reduced by incrementally, starting with 10 percent in FY 2004.20 percent in 200405, 30 percent in 2005-06, and 40 percent in 2006-07. Referral reductions should then be held t o 50
percent of projected levels for each subsequent year.
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Exhibit 26
FCPS Special Education
Cost of Projected Non-Qualifying Referrals
FY 2002 through 20 IS

Many of the implementation steps mentioned below would not involve additional cost t o the district.
However, some would and the estimated costs of these strategies would reduce the overall cost savings
the recommendation. Estimated costs would include additional training and campus grants as presented
in Exhibit 27. It is also possible that additional staff could be assigned t o campuses with money saved
through implementation of the staffing recommendations in Section C of this report.
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Exhibit 27
C o s t s to I m p l e m e n t R e c o m m e n d a t i o n I
That Would O f f s e t Savings
Implementation Step
Estimated Cost per Year
Years 1-5
2 days o f Child Study T e a m Training:
All Campuses
Substitute Day

178 campuses, 5 staff members
Per campus = 890 participants
Substitute pay for 2 days per person
For 890 people = 1,780 substitute days
1,780 substitute days @ $100 per Day = $ i78.000

Materials

Materials selected by Department of Student
Services
1,780 sets of materials @ $50 per Set = %89.000

Years 2 4
Additional training
campuses:
- a t I0 targeted
Same as above
Years 2 4
Competitive "Reduce t h e Referrals" Grants
t o 10'
Campuses per year
Total Cost Estimate f o r t h e Child Study
Team Training

Gibson Consuiting Group, Inc.

Presenters selected by Department of Student
Services
16 days of training (2 days per cluster)
2 presenters
Presentation fees and travel expenses
16 days for 2 Consultantr/presenters = 32 days @
$2.500 per day = %80.000
TOTAL for Child Study Team
Training = $347,000 per year
5% of total costs above = $17,350 per
Year
Criteria for activities and selection set jointly by
Depament of Instruction and Department of
Student Services
I 0 grants @ $25,000 each = $250.000 p e r year
$614.350 per year
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Scenario I
Fiscal Impact o f Reducing Number o f Qualified Special Education Students by 2 percent,
Reducing Assessment Costs for Non-Qualifying Referrals by 14 percent, Less the Costs o f
implementing Child Study Team Training.

Scenario 2
Fiscal Impact of Reducing Number of Qualified Special Education Students by 5 percent,
Reducing Assessment Costs for Non-Qualifying Referrals by 14 percent, Less the Costs of
Implementing Child Study Team Training.
Reducing
Number of
Qualified
Special Ed

Gibson Consulting Group. Inc.

Reducing Number

Cost for the
Implementation of
the Child Study
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Scenario 3

Fiscal Impact of Reducing N u m b e r of Qualified Special Education Students b y I0 percent,
Reducing Assessment Costs for Non-Qualifying Referrals b y 14 percent, Less t h e Costs o f
l m ~ l e m e n t i"
nn
C h i l d Studv T e a m Trainine.
Reducing
Number of
C o d for the
Implementation
Qualified
Special Ed
Reducinn Number of the Child Study
Team
students
of ~eferrals
Total
FY 2004 1
$1,106,965
I
($614.350)
1
$56 1.834
1
$69,152
S2.470.883
FY200S 1
1
% 150.600
($6 14.350)
$2.007.133

~-~

Implementation Strategy
The Instructional Services Department should manage this project, in coordination with the Department
of Special Services. The following steps should be taken t o reduce the overall number of students in
special education, by reducing initial referrals:
Focus on providing feedback to schools regarding their data in the areas of referral rates,
qualification o r non-qualification rates, area(s) of disability, etc.
Require monthly reports from schools and review the data t o determine trends, problems, and
successes.
Target campuses with high referralllow qualification rates for specific intervention.
Write a staff development plan to re-train all campus Child Study Teams.
Provide training and materials t o all teams by cluster. Include topics related t o flexible
modifications, alternative instructional techniques, specific disability-related strategies, etc.
Evaluate reading scores, including Stanford, DM, and SOL data t o determine possible overidentification o f struggling readers, struggling math students, low income under-achieving
students, and non English-speakingstudents who are failing.
Provide additional training and support t o campuses with excessive referrals related t o the
problems mentioned in the last suggestion.
Provide competitive grants that are supervised by Department of Special Services professional
staff members t o schools t o replicate national models, continue t o refine successful practices, o r
initiate new models of pre-referral intervention. Activities could include site visits, conference
attendance, materials purchase, staff development, etc.
Review national models of effective whole-school intervention like Success for All, Accelerated
Schools, etc. Consider piloting promising models at selected campuses with Instructional Services
Department guidance and funding.
Replicate in and out of district models from effective schools.
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I. The review team was very impressed with the approaches taken at Mount Eagle
Elementary, which included a team approach t o all initiatives on the campus, a "can do"
attitude, follow through after staff development, a focus on effective reading instruction,
objective based teaching, flexible use of resources, data-based planning, high
expectations, and strong parent involvement

2. The review team also suggests replicating the practices in place at Frost Middle School.
The campus leadership, including department chairs, takes responsibility for all students'
learning. The campus uses benchmarks and on-going testing, collaboration and coteaching among general and special education staff, instructional teams that include both
general and special education teachers, a commitment to inclusive approaches, flexibility
in meeting students' needs, and strong staff development related t o a diverse population
t o achieve this.
Consider an evaluation of pre-school programs and referrals. The pre-school program was
beyond the scope of this review, but since the number of referrals at that level is very high, a
systematic review seems in order.

This section discusses the special education centers in FCPS. The centers are the most restrictive
placements for students with disabilities in the school district They are also some of the most
expensive. While the potential savings from making changes t o center-based services are significanr they
will not be as great as the savings realized by reducing referrals or changing staffing formulas. However,
the center-based service delivery model is highly restrictive and represents the inability of the district t o
successfully meet many students' needs on regular campuses. Most of the students in the centers have
emotional disorders: however there are many other nationally recognized service delivery models that
might provide better services to students with emotional disturbance at a lower cost t o the district.
Before examining the centers in more derail, it is helpful to understand how this instructional
arrangement fits into a special education continuum of services.
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Restrictiveness of Center Placements and the Law

A cornerstone of IDEA is the provision known as the Least Restrictive Environment (IRE) requirement,
20 U.S.C.5 14 12 (a) (5),which states:
To the rnoxirnurn extent oppropriote, children with disobilities ... ore educoted with children who are not
disobled, ond speciol dosses, seporote schooling, or other rernovol of children with disobilities from the
regulor educotionol environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the disobiliiy of o child is
such thot education in regulor dosses with the use of supplementory aids and services connot be
achieved sot.isfoctori/y.
A school district is required t o mainrain a full continuum of educational settings in which t o serve
students with disabilities. From this continuum of settings, the IEP committee is t o determine, for each
individual student, which setting is the LRE. The outcome of litigation in special education has, over the
years, maintained a commitment t o serving students in the least restrictive environment possible. The
case of Doniel RR v. El Poso ISD, 874 F.2d 1036 (1989) helped provide guidelines t o districts by setting
out a four part inquiry that an IEP committee must consider in placing a child in the LRE:

I. May education in the regular classroom, with the use of supplemental aids and services, be
achieved satisfactorily for a given child?
2. Has the school district taken good faith, not token, steps t o accommodate the child by making
modifications in the regular classroom?
3. What are the relative benefits t o the child from mainstreaming, as compared t o a more
restrictive setting?
4. What are the effects on other students of placing the child in a regular class?
In reviewing the Doniel R R case, it is clear that a high standard must be met t o show that a child should
be removed from a regular campus t o a separate school. In general, districts must show that all
reasonable less restrictive options on a regular campus have been exhausted and that the student is too
dangerous o r disruptive t o be served on the regular campus before a more restrictive placement can be
considered. This is a very high standard t o meet. A t FCPS, 5.2 percent of special education students are
served in centers instead of on a regular campus.
FCPS has made significant progress in achieving the school board target t o increasing the capacity of all
campuses t o serve a broader range of students with disabilities in their neighborhood schools. The
direct support provided for schools through the inclusive school teacher facilirarors, the pyramid
resource specialists, and through capacity building grants is highly effective. School-based staff members
have access t o a wide range of staff development opportunities related t o inclusive schools. Data
collected by the Department of Special Services indicates strong participation by general education and
special education teachers, paraprofessionals, and school based administrators. In 2002, the district
received a commendation from the Virginia Department of Education during Federal Program
Monitoring for exemplary inclusive school practices.
Demographic Information about the Centers

FCPS has 21 special education centers. The special education centers are categorized in the federal
reporting system as separate public facilities and, except for day treatment, residential, and hospital
placements, are the most restrictive special education environments in the district. Two of the 2 I
centers, Davis and Pulley, are Career and Transition centers that provide career and life skills
development t o students with disabilities. These two centers also coordinate transition t o post

Gibson Consulting Group, Inc.

34

Fairfax Counw Public Schools

S~ectalEducation Sewices

secondary service providers and typically work with older students, including some with mental
retardation and multiple disabilities. O f the remaining 19 centers, three are stand alone centers and the
other 16 are connected t o a school and called "co-located." Exhibit 28 illustrates the centers by type
(stand alone o r connected), and by level.

I Center

Exhibit 28
Special Education Centers b y Type and Level
I Tme
I Level

I

Approximately 5.2 percent of the district's special education students are placed in centers. Exhibit 29
shows that the number of students served in each center ranges from a low 15 at Franconia Center of t o
a high of 106 at Woodson. Woodson, Quander Road and Cedar Lane Centers serve the largest
percentage of center-based students. The review team was told that Franconia Center was scheduled t o
be closed at the end of M 2003.
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Exhibit 29
N u m b e r of Special Education Students Served
A t Each Special Education Center

,

/ Twain

I

Woodson
Total Number of Students
Placed in Special Education
Centers
Percent ofAll S~ecial
I
I Education Stud& Placed 1
in Centers

1

~

.-

-LO

106
1,208
5.2%

I

Source: Fairfax County Public Schools, Wfrce of Speciol Educorion,
December 2002, Received March 2003.

Exhibit 30 illustrates the number of students by disability served at each center. The exhibit shows that
most students served in centers have an emotional disturbance (52 percent). Students with multiple
physical disabilities and students who are medically fragile are commonly served in separate settings.
Highly intensive needs, such as those for health services, an adapted environment, access t o specialized
equipment, and other resources, often dictate center-based. For many students with emotional
disabilities, a more restrictive placement, off a regular campus, is also a necessity. When students'
emotional problems include severe disorders that require very close monitoring, intensive psychological
services, safety management, medication monitoring, a very low student t o staff ratio, or other related
services, then a highly restrictive placement is appropriate and necessary. However, when patterns of
placement become common just because restrictive placements are available, districts are likely t o have
difficulty controlling the enrollment in those restrictive placements. W e believe that such is the case at

FCPS.
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Exhibit 30

Legend

AUT=autlsm. DD=developmencald~sab~l~ues.
ED=emot~onaldarurbance. HI=heanngImpairments. SLDllearnmg
daab~lit~es.
MD=mulr~~le
d~sab~l~t~es.
MOD=. MR=mental retardauon. OHI=ocher health imoalrmenu.
- ~. Ol=onhooedr
-impairments, SD=severe disabilities. SLI=speech or language impairments,TBI=tnumatic brain injured, VI=visual
impairments.
~

~

Costs at Centers

The costs associated with educating students in highly restrictive, separate facilities are typically very
high. Exhibit 3 1 illustrates the total expenditures and expenditures per student at each center.
Expenditures per student range from $12,770 t o $38,726. Expenditures per student are highest at
Burke, Franconia, and Olde Creek. Burke Center is a stand-alone middle school center that serves
mainly students with emotional disturbance and some students with learning disabilities. Burke School
serves 4.3 percent of all students in centers. Olde Greek Center, housed at an elementary school,
serves 1.9 percent of all students in centers and hosts students who have emotional disturbances and
multiple disabilities. Woodson has the lowest expenditures per student serves students with emotional
disturbance, other health impairments, learning disabilities and multiple disabilities.
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Exhibit 3 1
Total Expenditures and Expenditures p e r Student
A t Each Special Education Center
FY 2003
I
I Expenditures

I

Exhibit 32 illustrates the combined FY 2003 budget for all centers, by type of expenditure. The
majority of expenditures in centers are for teachers, instructional o r specialized assistants, specialists
and principals. In most cases, a center has only one principal and one specialist. While the 1.208 students
in the district's special education centers represent approximately 5.2 percent of the students in the
special education program, the $26.8 10,985 cost of operating the centers is approximately I 0 percent of
the total special education budget
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Exhibit 32
B u d g e t by O b j e c t for All Special E d u c a t i o n Centers,
Center
Budget
Assistant Principals
$425,12 1
Custodial Personnel
$343,28 1
Equipment
$25
%. 1.224
Facilities Modifications
/ Hourlv, Salaries
I
16 .193847
.-,- ..
Instructional Assistants
%2.601,709
Materials and Supplies
$422.482
Office Assistant Personnel
$1.365.522
P4.400
Overtime
.,
Principals
$1.828.526
School Initiatives
$25,425
Specialists
$2,272.635
Specialized Assistants
$1.498.325
Staff Training
$42.305
Substitute Costs Leave
$426.864
Substitute Costs -Training
$4,794
Supplements
$34.302
Teachers
P 14.427.236
. ., .-. ,-- Technical
II
SR94
...~ .Personnel
-.
. . fX7
-,
Transportation
($1.705)
TOTAL
1
$26.8 10,985
Source: FY 003 Budget (All Funds).

-

~

-

I

-

~

- .-

I

Personnel at Centers
Because the largest expense f o r centers is personnel, Exhibit 33 illustrates the number o f students,
teachers and instructionallspecialized assistants in each center. As outlined in the e x h i b i ~the number o f
teachers and assistants is n o t contingent o n the number o f students served in that center. For example.
Armstrong Center has 54 students and 9 teachers, whereas Burke School Center has 52 students and
19 teachers. Virginia has very clear staffing formulas, b u t these staffing formulas d o n o t appear to be a
consideration at the centers. However, Virginia also requires that each student in special education
receive at least some services from a teacher who is endorsed in his or her disability status (5 V A C 2080-45 2(c)). The impact of this requirement is discussed further in the next section o n staffing.
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Exhibit 33
Number of Teachers and Instructional or Specialized Assistants by Center*

*Number of Students b a e d on December I b u n t for 2002.

Exhibit 34 presents the ratio of teachers to students, assistants to students, and the ratio of the
combined total of teachers and assistants to students. These ratios are, in most cases, lower than the
state guidelines.
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these data allow comparisons with other students in the district, which is helpful in determining what
academic progress is being made. The overall cost per student in the centers is so high that outcomes
should be a consideration in evaluating their effectiveness.
The next eight exhibits, Exhibit 35 through 42 present FY 2002 SOL participation rates and
achievement results for the centers in which the students take the SOLS(see Appendix D for FY 2001
achievement results). The achievement charts are similar t o those in the referral section and show the
failing rates of students taking the SOL tests at nine of the centers compared t o the district's average
fdiling rates on the same tests. The data are presented as ascending and descending bars (by reading
scores) that represent the difference between the average failing rate for the district and the failing rate
for the students taking the test at the center. If the bar descends below the district average, the students
taking the test at that center had a higher percent of failing students than the district average. The
further the descent, the greater the difference in failing rates and the worse the students did on the test.
Conversely, if the bar ascends above the district average, the center had fewer failing students than the
district average. The higher the ascent, the better the students did on the test.
Exhibit 35 shows the number of grade 3 students at each center who took the SOL English and
mathematics tests in 2002.
Exhibit 35
N u m b e r of Students Takinn t h e S O L b y Center and Test in Grade 3

Source: Office of

Student Testing Division of EducotionolAccountobilRy, May 2003

Exhibit 36 shovvs the third grade scores. All of the centers had more na
iflgi
students than the district
average. The lowest reading and math scores were at Bush Hill, Franconia, and Olde Creek Centers.
The failing rates for reading exceeded the district's failing rates by as much as 77 percent at some
centers. In math, students' failing rates exceeded the district average by 24 percent t o 84 percent
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E x h i b i t 36
G r a d e 3 S O L Reading and M a t h e m a t i c s C e n t e r Fail Rates f o r S t u d e n t s
T e s t e d C o m p a r e d t o D i s t r i c t Fail Rates
FY 2002

E x h i b i t 37 shows the number of grade 5 students at each center who took the SOL English and
mathematics tests in 2002.

E x h i b i t 37
N u m b e r of S t u d e n t s Taking
- t h e S O L by Center and T e s t in Grade 5
2002
I English: I
1
School
~ e a d i n ~ Mathematics
Armstrong Center
9
9
BrooMield Center
I
8
I
9

I

I

Olde Creek Center
Saratoga Center

7
23

1

7
21

Source: Offrceof Student Testing, Division ofEducotiona1 Accountability. May 2003.
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Exhibit 38 shows the M 2002 fifth grade SOL scores at nine centers. All of the centers had more
failing students than the district average. The centers whose failing rates for reading exceeded the
district average the most were North Springfield, Bush Hill. Franconia, and Olde Creek Centers. In
math, students' failing rates exceeded the district average by 22 percent t o 78 percent.
Exhibit 38
Grade 5 SOL Reading and Mathematics Center Fail Rates
For Students Tested Compared to District Fail Rates
FY 2002

Exhibit 39 shows the number of grade 8 studenu taking the SOL English and mathematics tests in
2002.
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Exhibit 39
N u m b e r of Students Taking t h e S O L b y C e n t e r and Test i n Grade 8
2002
School
Burke School

1
I

I

~ e a d i n ~ Mathematics
33
I
30

-.
.Twain Center
I
22
I
22
Woodson Center
20
25
Source: Office of Student Testing, Division of EducationalAccountobilify, May 2003.

On the eighth grade reading and math tests, students' failure rates the district average at every center
and ranged from 33 t o 78 percent higher in reading and 50 t o 81 percent higher in math (Exhibit 40).
Mount Vernon and Quander Road centers exceeded the district averaee the most in readine. While in
math, Mount Vernon and Cedar Lane centers exceeded the district average the most.

-

-

Exhibit 40
Grade 8 S O L Reading and Mathematics C e n t e r Fail Rates
F o r Students Tested C o m p a r e d to D i s t r i c t Fail Rates
FY 2002

I G r a e l w Fail Rater in Reading

'rce: W c e of

OGmater Fail Rates in Mathematics

Student Testing Division of Education01Accountobil~,May 2003.

Exhibit 41 shows the number of student taking the end of course SOL test, by center for 2002.
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N u m b e r o f Students Taking t h e End o f Course S O L Test, b y C e n t e r
2002
English:
School
ReadinglLiterature Mathematics
Cedar Lane School
14
24
Chantilly Center
II
13
Herndon Center
28
I
Mount Vernon Center
16
25
Quander Road School
23
18
Woodson Center
14
16
Source: Officeof Student Jesting Division of Educdlonal Accountabilq, Moy 2003.

The failing rates for students taking the English: ReadinglLiterature and Algebra I end of course exams
are shown for the five high school centers in Exhibit 42. Again, all of the centers had failing rates that
exceeded the district average on both exams except Chantilly Center in math and Woodson Center in
reading. .Woodson Center's failing rates were the closest t o the district average in both areas.
Exhibit 42
End of Course S O L English: ReadinglLiterature and Algebra IC e n t e r Fail Rates
For Students Tested Compared t o District Fail Rates
FY 2002

IOElplb: R s W S n t u . 0-bn

I

rce: Office of Student Jesting Division of Educdlonal Accountability, Moy 2003.

Conceptud M o d e l of the Interaction between Center Costs and Student Achievement
In summary, the achievement outcomes of center students do not support the high costs of operating
the centers. The per student cost of the centers is higher than every other special education
instructional arrangement in FCPS. Conversely, the achievement levels of center-based students are
among the lowest. These factors support the development of center alternatives targeted t o improve
the qualiry of service and reduce costs.
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~ e c o m m e n d a t i o n2:
Close two centers every two years, ultimately reducing
t h e n u m b e r o f centers from 21 to 5.

I

Fiscal Considerations and Variabks Related t o Recommendations for the Centers
FCPS special education centers are expensive, both in terms of overall costs and cost per student More
importantly. the centers are extremely remictive. While some of the co-located programs encourage
students' education, for at least part of the day, with their non-disabled peers, many do not. These
students in the centers have few opportunities to model appropriate social skills, participate in
challenging academic classes, and begin a re-integration process back into mainstream school settings.
In determining the advantages of the individual centers additional data would have been helpful.
However, the district lacks a consolidated data management system, making data collection very labor
intensive for the school district In the short time allowed for this review, it was impossible t o gather
and analyze data related t o graduation rates for all center students. mobility rates for all center students,
and most importam the number and percent of center students who successfully re-integrate t o less
restrictive settings. The only reliable data available for comparisons was the academic data. Given the
cost of the programs and the lack of demonstrable positive outcomes, we recommend closing some of
the centers in the FY 2005. and closing additional centers during the FY 2007.
Several variables were considered in selecting centers whose closing would have the least negative
impact. The variables we considered were:
The number of students served.
Disabilities of and services provided t o students.
Achievement scores of students in reading and math.
Total and per student expenditures.
Age of students served, with special consideration given to not disrupting middle school
students.
Location of the centers and availability of other centers in the cluster.
Opportunities for inclusion with non-disabled peers.
After reviewing each variable, we recommend closing Old Creek and Quander Road centers during FY

2005.
The review team also considered the disabilities of students at each center and the type of program,
including specialized services not available elsewhere in the district. For these reasons. we suggest that
the following centers remain in operation and not be closed:
Key
Kilrner
Davis
Pulley
Camelot
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For the centers that remain open, we suggest the district increase oversight of these programs,
including:
Academic accountability
Attendance and truancy rates
Graduation rates
Number of students re-integrated t o Less restrictive environments
Dropout rates
Follow-up data on employment continued education, independent living
Fiscal Impact for F Y 2005

FCPS will save a total of $1,575,276 in FY 2005 by eliminating 37.5 of 67 positions at Olde Creek and
Quander Road. Incumbents should be used t o fill existing vacancies where possible. The remaining 29.5
positions will transfer with students t o other centers o r schools. The following exhibits explain how the
savings calculation was derived beginning with Exhibit 43, which shows the number of positions that
will be eliminated and the number of positions t o be transferred with the students.
Exhibit 43
Positions to be Eliminated or Transferred
a t Olde Creek and Quander Road Centers
FY 2003

I

1

I

1
Position
Assistant Principal
Custodial Personnel

Source:

I

I
1

Olde
Creek

I

0
0

4.0

I

I Transfer 1

1

1
Quander
Road
I.O

Total
1 .O
4.0

I

Eliminated
I.O
4.0

I

with
Student

I

0
0

M 2003 and Gibson Consulting Croup, Inc

Exhibit 44 provides the percentage breakdown of positions t o be eliminated throughout the district
and those transferred with students t o other locations.
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Exhibit 44
Percent of Positions t o be Filled o r Follow Students
at Olde Creek and Quander Road Centers

Exhibit 45 shows the budgeted expenditures for positions and other related costs for Quander and
Olde Creek Centers. These expenditures are used to determine the amount that will be saved.
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Exhibit 45
Budget Expenditures for Positions and O t h e r Related Costs
FY 2003
Quander

Exhibit 46 shows the total savings of $1,575,276 based on taking the total expenditures from Exhibit
45 and multiplying by the percentages shown in Exhibit 44.

I

Exhibit 46
Savings for Positions and O t h e r Related Expenditures
F o r Olde Creek and Quander Centers

I

I

1

Savings from
Eli&atina

1
/

Staff t o Remain in
Special Education
a d Transfer with

1

Fiscal Impact for FY2007
FCPS will save a total of $1,109,109 in FY 2007 school year and every year thereafter. This calculation
takes the avenge of the total position expenditures for the remaining 13 centers that we recommend
closing and uses the same percentages t o determine the savings used for the Quander and Olde Creek
Centers. The following exhibits will explain how the savings calculation was derived beginning with
Exhibit 47, which shows the number of positions that will be eliminated and the number t o transfer
with students.
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Exhibit 47
Savings for Positions and Other Related Expenditures
For Two Centers
Staff to Remain in
Savings from
Eliminating Special Education and
Transfer with
Positions
Position
Students
Total
I

I

Assistant Principals
Custodial Personnel

$6,373
S16.657

I

I

I

$6,373 1
S16.657 1

$0
SO

Fiscal Impact for FY2005 through FY09
Exhibit 48 displays the total savings for 2004-05through 2008-09.
Exhibit 48
Savings for Positions and Other Related Expenditures
For Two Centers
Savings from Quander and
Olde Creek

2004-05

2005-06

2006-07

$1,575,276

$1,575,276

$1,575,276

$0

$0

%1.109.108-

2007-08
$1.575,276
$1.109,108

2008-09

-

$1,575,276

51.109,108

y
f
r
o
m
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T o t a l Fiscal I m p a c t o f Recommendation
Savings from Quander
and Olde Creek

Savings from Elimination
of 2 Centers

Implementation Strategy
The Department of Student Services should coordinate this project The following steps should be taken
to close the centers:

Improve accountability over student performance in centers by making key data available t o
center principals, Cluster Directors, and Special Education management Data elements should
include:
SOLdata
Alternative assessment data
= Mobility rates
Attendance data
Use the following model programs and sources t o guide development of a plan t o more
effectively place students who are emotionally disturbed in general education environments.
I.
Beacons of Excellence, on Offrceof Speciol Educm'on Programs (OW) funded projea
= This project identified factors associated with schools whose students with
disabilities were achieving exemplary learning resulu within the context o f all
students achieving such resulu.
Studied how curricula, instruction, leadership, and other factors contribute t o
exemplary results for all high school students.
Modeled on the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award framework.
Data-based model with a variety of data collection strategies.
Selected four schools from 1 14 nominated t o see how they worked. Focused on
standards-based learning and viewed a separate special education system as
inconsistent with their goals. Schools were Fred J. Page High School, High School of
Telecommunication Arcs and Technology. William H. Turner Technical Arts High
School, and Sinagua High School.
MOSAIC, on EDC Report Series
2.
= Focuses on inclusive practices in the context of school reform.
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Center for Applied Special Technologies (CAST) supports a view of universally
accessible curriculum.
3.
Center for Efective Collaboration and Procuce
Focuses specifically on students with emotional disturbance and issues related t o
effective practices.
Examines restrictiveness of placements and the characteristics of programs that
work.
OSEP funded t o support research with this population.
Developed a NationalAgenda t o serve as the basis for state planning and evaluation
efforts.
Provides a list of "Success Stories," 19 programs nationwide that can be replicated.
They include:
a. BEST professional development program implemented at Newman Elementary
School and Bennion Middle School in Utah.
b. Kentucky IMPACT Program with wraparound services for families.
c. Stark County, Ohio program implemented at Stanton Middle School and
Summit Elementary School in Canton using the Accelerated Schools model.
4.
Virginio Deportment of Educm'on
Provides information on "Best Practices" that are supported by scientific research.
Provides a list of Best Practice programs for violence prevention.
Train teachers and administrators throughout the district in: inclusion practices, positive
behavior supports, crisis intervention, and collaborative techniques.
Obtain community support by holding public forums. Discuss IDEA, inclusion practices, and cost
benefits for closing centers.
Decide how t o use the Quander Road facility.
Decide where t o place Olde Creek and Quander Road students, sending them t o less restrictive
placements whenever possible. This must be done before school opens in the fall of year two.
Two choices exist for Olde Creek Center and three choices exist for Quander Road Center.
Students currently served at Olde Creek could be sent to a less restrictive center such as Laurel
Ridge. Olde Creek students might also go back t o their base schools. In most cases only one
student at any given elementary school. Students currently served at Quander Road may need
t o be placed at Cedar Lane, which is at the same level of restrictiveness as Quander Road.
Quander Road students could also be placed at Woodson Center, a less restrictive center, or
placed back at their base schools. The review team encourages that the least restrictive
placement be considered for all students. Work collaboratively with schools who will receive
students. This may necessitate the placement of some Woodson and Laurel Ridge students back
at their base schools.
Decide where to place current staff. Exhibit 49 below illustrates the personnel for the two
centers.
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Exhibit 49
Personnel Staffed a t O l d e Creek and Quander Road Centers
Quander
Position
Olde Creek
Road

Assistant Pri~.-.~-.
Custodial Pe-'--"-I
a"....=,
Instructional Assistants
--A-.:-uallrr: rvsnsrant Personnel
Principal
8

Technical Personnel
M 2003 Budget AN Funds.

I

I

I

n
"

II

A

I2
3
I

6

1.5
I

I

0

Source:

I

Use these guidelines t o make the decisions:
a) the two principals and one assistant principal could be placed in open positions, retire,
or be placed at a campus in a new position as a special education assistant principal;
b) I I of the teachers should be placed in open positions, if anilable or terminated and the
remaininn 20 should be transferred with the students;
c) 12 of the instructional assistant should be placed in open positions, if anilable or these
positions should be eliminated and the remainin%6 should transfer with the swdenu;
d) 2 of the specialists should be placed in open positions, if available o r terminated and the
remaining 3.5 should be transferred with the studencs;
e) all 4.5 office assistant personnel should be placed in open positions, if anilable, or
terminated;
f) all 4 custodial personnel should be placed in open positions, if available, or terminated;
and
g) the one technical personnel should be placed in an open position, if anilable or
terminated.

-

-

=

=

Close Olde Creek and Quander Road centers.
Continue t o train teachers and administrators in: inclusion practices, positive behavior supports,
crisis intervention, and collaborative techniques.
Continue t o obtain public support through public forums.

Decide which two centers t o close during year four based on the criteria presented earlier.
Make the same types of decisions discussed above in deciding where t o place the students.
Continue t o train teachers and administrators in: inclusion practices, positive behavior supports,
crisis intervention, and collaborative techniques.
Decide where t o place current staff.

Close two more centers.
Continue t o train teachers and administrators on campuses throughout the district in: inclusion
practices, positive behavior supports, crisis intervention, and collaborative techniques.
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Decide which two centers t o close during year six based on the criteria presented earlier. Make
the same types of decisions discussed above in deciding where t o place the students.
Continue t o train teachers and administrators in: inclusion practices, positive behavior supports,
crisis intervention, functional behavior assessments, and collaborative techniques.
Decide where t o place current staff.

This section discusses current Virginia and FCPS staffing requirements for special education programs. It
also provides a comparison between Virginia's two staffing options and FCPS' staffing ratios and makes
recommendations for staffing changes in FCPS. This review specifically examines the staffing of special
education teachers and instructional assistants (called paraprofessionals in VA Staffing Requirements) at
the school-age level. The special education preschool program is beyond the scope of this review;
therefore, non-categorical early childhood was not taken into consideration. Special Education staffing in
Virginia is very complex, and is further complicated by Virginia teacher licensure requirements. W e have
attempted w present this issue in terms that can be easily understood, but the complex and technical
nature of the information made this difficult Part of the difficulty is due t o the nature o f special
education; however. FCPS' staffing formulas add complexity t o the equation.
The Department of Student Services (DSS) is t o be commended for having already initiated the planning
for a different staffing model. After obtaining input from principals, via focus groups, DSS staff members
developed a conceptual model using a weighted formula approach; the proposed model is designed to
be cost neutral consistent with principals' concerns that, at a minimum, the current special education
staffing levels be maintained. Staff members have presented the conceptual model t o the Leadership
Team, principal groups, and the Advisory Committee for Students with Disabilities and also plan t o
present it t o the school board prior to implementation.
Virginia provides t w o staffing options for its school districts. These two options specify the maximum
caseloads that are allowed in classrooms that serve special education students. As discussed in the
background, Virginia staffing is based on the services provided t o students as defined by the student's
IEP. One student may receive multiple services. For example, a student receiving Level 2 services (selfcontained) for a learning disability (LD) may also receive Level I services (resources) for an emotional
disability and related services (e.g., speech). This student would be counted into the staffing formula
three times. Once for his or her Level 2 service in LD, once for his o r her Level I services in ED, and
once for his o r her related speech service. Because staffing is based on services, we use the term service
instead of student throughout t h i s section.
The first option. shown in Exhibit 50 is based on the ratio of services to teachers, with and without
paraprofessionals. Using this formula, 9 or 10 Level 2 LD services can be sraffed with one teacher and
one paraprofessional: 8 or fewer Level 2 LD services can be staffed with one teacher and no
paraprofessional. Services that are Level I are staffed one teacher t o 24 services, regardless of the
disability label.
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Disability Category

-Audsm
- Deaf-Blindness
~

S~ecialEducation Services

Exhibit 50
L o c a l School D i s t r i c t Caseload M a x i m u m s *
Level I1
With Paraprofessional
W i t h o u t Paraprofessional
100%of the Time
100% of the T i m e
R
I
A
I
I

I

-

8

Level I

-

I

-.
74

6

Developmental8
Delay:
. Aae
- 5-8
Developmental Delay: Age 2-5
8 Center-Based
I 12 Home-Based andlor 1
10 Combined
Itinerant
I
I0
I
R
I
74
Emotional Disturbance
- ..
.
.
-.
I
Hearing Impairment IDeaf
10
8
24
Learning Disability
I0
8
24
10
Mental Retardation
24
8
Multiple Disabilities
8
6
10
Orthopedic Impairment
8
24
10
Other Health Impairment
8
24
8
Severe Disabilities
6
Speech or Lannuaae
68
.
.
Impairment
(itinerant)
Traumatic Brain Injury
/ May be placed in any program, according to the IEP.
Combined Group of Students ( 20 Points (See exhibit titled "Values for Students Receivina Level IServices
Needing Level I Services With when combined With Students Receiving Level II ~ervice")
Students Needing Level II
Services.
Source: Regulotlons Governing Speciol Education Programs far Children with Disabilnies in Virginia, March 2002.
* as funded by the Virginia Appropriation Acr

-

-

/

The second staffing option, shown in E x h i b i t 5 1 assigns values to Level I services (less than 50% o f the
instructional day receiving special education support) and Level 2 services (50% or more o f the
instructional day receiving special education support). For Level 2 services, the values are assigned based
on t w o factors: (a) the primary disability label and (b) whether there is a paraprofessional in the
classroom 100% of the time. In this second staffing method. Level I services are all assigned a value o f I,
regardless of the disability label. The values for each service are combined and the total value per
classroom may n o t exceed 20.This formula allows schools to take a building average if children with
disabilities in a single building receive academic content area instruction from multiple special education
teachers. For example. a building average is computed by dividing the total weights for all services by the
number of special education teachers. As stated above, the maximum number o f points is 20 and the
building average may n o t exceed this value when Level I and Level 2 services are combined. Buildings
that only serve Level I services may not exceed a building average of 24. ltinerant teachers are counted
according t o the amount of time the teacher spends in the school. This option provides more flexibility
for districts in assigning teachers and grouping students. In addition, the methodology used in calculating
staff is simplified.
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Exhibit 5 1
Values for Students Receiving Level IServices W h e n Combined W i t h Students Receiving
Level ll Services

, Deaf-Blindness
8

L

Developmental Delay: Age 5-8
Emotional Disturbance
Hearing Impairment 1 Deaf
Learning Disability
Mental Retardation
Multiple Disabilities
Orthopedic Impairment
Other Health Impairment
Severe Disabilities

I

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0
-. .
2.5
2.0
2.0
2.0

,

- .-

I

2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5

I
I
I
I

2~S

I

3.3
2.5
2.5

I
I
I

2~5

I

1

Until recently special education staffing in Virginia was impacted by a rule regarding special education
endorsements. Teachers in the state are endorsed in specific disability areas such as Learning Disobilrty,
Emotion01Disturbance, Mental Retardation. and Severe Disabilities. Until recently students could be taught
only by teachers endorsed in their primary or secondary disability (service), which made it difficult t o
limit staffing. For example, prior t o 2002 a student with an emotional disability was t o receive the
majority of his or her instruction from a teacher with an emotional disability (ED) endorsement. Even if
the instruction was in an academic area (eg., reading), which might be an area in which a learning
disability teacher is available and well qualified, the previous requirement would mean that an additional
position for an ED teacher could be needed. The endorsement rule is less restrictive now. Specifically it
states: "The child shall receive some services for each disability from appropriately endorsed personnel."
(8 VAC 20-80-45 A2c). Even though the word most was changed t o some, this still poses problems for
districts as they seek to find qualified teachers and as they assign staff t o schools. The district may wish
t o consider working with the state t o create a "generic" endorsement that would be appropriate for
students with mild to moderate disabilities, regardless of the specific label.
Another recent change to Virginia regulations related to serving students with disabilities makes the
weighted formula an attractive option for districts. This rule states that students with disabilities "may
receive services with children with the same disability o r with children with different disabilities." (8
VAC 20-80-45 Al).
Current FCPS Speciol Education Staffing Requirements
Exhibit 52 illustrates FCPS special education staffing requirements for teachers and paraprofessionals
by disability. When there are small numbers of Level I services and no Level 2 services in the same
disability area at the site, intervention is typically provided by itinerant teachers assigned centrally. This
is noted in the table. Other exceptions are discussed in the end notes of the table.
The last column in the exhibit illustrates the difference in the number of services that could be provided
without adding additional staff if the district were t o adhere strictly t o Virginia requirements using the
formula based on caseload maximum. For example. Virginia's caseload maximum formula for staffing
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requires that school districts use a ratio of at least I teacher for every 24 Level I autism services but
the district uses a ratio of I teacher for every 15 Level I services, 24 if no travel. FCPS follows the state
staffing formulas for Level I services when the teacher is assigned full-time t o the school building;
however, when the teacher must carry a caseload at several different school buildings, FCPS takes travel
time into account in determining the caseload, as explicitly required by the state regulations.
Nevertheless, even with travel time considered, if FCPS strictly followed Virginia staffing requirements
(caseload maximum), potentially 9 additional Level I services could be staffed with one teacher. Given
the fact that FCPS special education personnel costs are rising at a significant ate, FCPS needs t o
consider its current staffing formulas in terms of costs in addition t o quality of services. Expenditures for
FCPS special education teachers have risen 50.9 percent from FY 1998 t o FY 2002, and as compared to
the special education budget, have risen 196 percent over the last five years. Clearly, staffing formulas
should be examined for potential savings.
As discussed earlier Virginia requires most Level 2 services at a 1:8 ratio without a paraprofessional and
1: 10 ratio with a paraprofessional. Therefore, if a class has 9 or 10 students, a paraprofessional must be
added. In addition, class sizes of Level 2 studenu cannot exceed 10 students.
Exhibit 52
FCPS Special Education Staffing: Teachers and Paraprofessionals
Maximum Additional
Paraprofessional
Services if VA
Teacher Ratio
Regulations Used
Ratio
Disability
Level l
Level 2
Level l
Level 2
Level I
Level 2
Autism
1: 16.5
1 :6.5'
0
1 :6.5
0
15
(itinerant)
1 :24
Emotional Disturbance
0
I:Sb
1:lO
5
0
1:lO
1:16.5
0

Moderate Retardation
Severe Disability
Physical Disability
(Orthopedic
Impairment)
Vision Impairment

I

1

NA
NA

I

I

1:16.5
(itinerant)

I:8 (30+)
1:lO
1:8
I:4
1 :8.5

1
I

NA
NA
0

I

l:IO

1:8
28.5

1

0
0
7.5

I

0
0
4
1.5

1:8
0
!:I2
1:8
None
None
(itinerant)
Source: M 2003 Speciol Education stoffing excel file providedby Deportment of Special Educdon
Exce~tionsto FCPS S t f i n e Formulas
*At some sites with an autism program. autism Level I services are provided by the school-based Level 2 autism teacher
and are counted as 0.5 in the Level 2 (sekonained) ratios.
bone elementary ED center which serves students in the most restrictive setting is staffed at I teacher to 5 students.
CLevel I and Level 2 LD services are added together for snfing purposes.
dLD paraprofessionals are staffed on the number of Level 2 services at 1:15 for the first 15 services and 1:10 thereafter.

I

1

-
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*Because FCPS staffs Level I and Level 2 services together, this difference changes depending on the number of services
in the summation that are Level I.
'LD teachers are staffed on the number of Level I services at 0.5 for the first 17 services. 0.5 for the next 14 services.
and an additional 0.5 teachers for every I 2 services thereaker. This means that if there are 18 Level I L D students,
there is I teacher: at 32 services, another 0.5 teacher is added; at 44 services, another 0.5 teacher is added and so on.
:LD and MR secondary paraprofessionals are cappea at 3 FTE.
hSevere Dlsabilltv Center Behavlor Modlficauon Class is staffed 1:4 for both teachers and oara~rofesslonalsOnlv two
locations, Key and Kilmer Centers. have these classes and they are limited t o students for whom they are appropriate.
NA=There are no Level I services for this disabilii except as an artifact o f students receiving multiple services, which
reduces their primary service t o a resource (less than 50% of the day) Level.
NoneEVhion Impairment is not covered by the V A staffing formulas.

. .

Recommendation 3: Change special education staffing
formulas for teachers and instructional assistants to
reduce expenditures related to staffing.

I

Method ofReview
To calculate possible savings in special education personnel the review team conducted a study following
accepted scientific research principles. This was done t o insure accuracy. Because FCPS is so large, the
review team selected a stratified random sample of schools.
Sample Selection
W e calculated the number of teachers that would result using the two different staffing formulas
developed by the state on a stratified random sample of schools. In stratified random sampling, the
population of interest is divided into non-overlapping subdivisions, called strata, based on one o r more
classifications. Within each stratum, the sample is randomly selected. Our strata were grade level (i.e.,
elementary. middle school, high school) and cluster location. Approximately 5%, or 14 schools, in FCPS
were selected (we did not include centers in our sample because they are discussed separately in
Section B). A random number was used t o choose the first school. Thereafter. we used the random
number t o count down through each cluster to select the sample. W e counted down first through
elementary schools, then through middle schools, and finally through high schools until the sample was
chosen. The 14 schools sampled are listed in Exhibit 53.
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Exhibit 53
Schools by Level, Enrollment, and Cluster Included i n Sample f o r
Staffing Formula Calculations
I
I
Tad
I

r

Hughes
Thoreau
Whitman
McClean
Robinson
Stuart

Middle School
Middle School
Middle School
High School
High School
High School

92 1
769
94 1
1.526
2,870
1,427

8
2

4
I
5
3

Source: FY 2003 Special Education Stoffing&bson excel file; provided by Deportment of
Special Services.

Data Used

Next. the review team needed t o determine which data should be used t o make our calcularions. W e
required two pieces of information: the number of services at each school by level and by disability and
the number of current special education teachers and instructional assistants staffed at each school.
FCPS provided the review team with an excel file that provided this information (FY 2003 Special
Education Staffing-Gibson). The file contained service counts from several rimes throughout the year
(e.g., June 2002, Dec. 1 2002, Feb. 2003). Service counts varied from one part of the year to another. A t
the suggestion of the DSS Coordinator, Financial Management, we used the most current numbers
available. Therefore, we used staff and services as of February 1,2003.
Procedure
Virginia allows a district t o determine staff, with and without paraprofessionals using the two formulas
(i.e., caseload maximum and weighted) discussed earlier. W e calculated the number of teachers using
both of these formulas. The weighted formula applies different weights depending on whether a district
uses paraprofessionals or not. Therefore, we used both weighted methods in our calculations. instead of
using an FTE of 1.0, we used 0.5 FTE t o determine teacher and instructional assistant staffing. For
example, Virginia's caseioad maximum formula for staffing requires that school districts use a ratio of at
least I teacher for every 24 Level I emotional disturbance (ED) services. If the school had 12 or less
Level I ED services and these services were not provided by an itinerant, a 0.5 teacher was staffed.
(Students with visual impairments are excluded from Virginia's Staffing Requirements and were not
considered in the staffing examples). Schools that have small numbers, such as 4, of Level I services in a
disability area where there are no Level 2 services of the same disability provide intervention with
itinerant teachers. Because the exact number of itinerant teachers was not available for each school,
FCPS staffing formulas were used t o calculate the number of itinerant teachers. Itinerant teachers in
FCPS are staffed centrally and are only considered in the weighted formula since this formula allows a
district t o combine Level I and Level 2 services allowing more flexibility in assigning teachers. Finally, we

- -
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defined paraprofessionalsas instructional assistants. FCPS also has other paraprofessionals such as
attendants. W e did not consider these other positions in this review, nor did we count them as part of
the current staff for comparison purposes.
Results
Two examples are illustrated and discussed here. The remainder of the examples can be found in
Appendix E.
Example of Hayfield Elementary
The first example is of Hayfield Elementary. The current special education staff is illustrated in Exhibit
54 and consists o f 5 teachers, 6 paraprofessionals (one is staffed on unique needs), and .48 itinerant
teachers.

Exhibit 54
Number of Special Education Staff at Hayfield Elementary
FY 2003
Position
1 Number
5
Teachers
I
Instructional Assistants
6*
Itinerants
I 0.48"
Source: M 2003 Special Education StoffingGibson excel file;
~

-

provided by Deportment of Speciol Educatjon
O n e IA is stoffed bosed on the unique needs ofthe campus
** Excludes services for students wRh visuol impairments.

Exhibit 55 shows the number of teachers and instructional assistants who would be assigned t o the
campus if the coselood maximum formula were used. Specifically, this exhibit shows:
the disability categories served at Hayfield Elementary,
the number of special education services in each category,
the maximum caseload allowed under VA regulations, and
the number of teachers and instructional assistants (paraprofessionals) that could be assigned if
the district strictly adhered t o the caseload maximum.
Haflield Elementary has one Level I service with autism, three Level I services with emotional
disturbance, three Level I services with hearing impairments, and one each of Level I and Level 2
services with visual impairments. As discussed earlier, we will not consider staffing for students with
visual impairments because they are not part of the Virginia Staffing Requirements. The other seven
services are staffed with itinerant teachers and will not be added into the formula caseload maximum.
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Exhibit 55
Special Education Staffing for Hayfield Elementary:
Caseload M a x i m u m Formula

*The number of teochen ondporaprofessionols is bosed on stoffing two teachen and two poroprofessionok for 5
services (LDJ and two teachers and two poroprofessionols for two caseloods of 9 services (MR).

Exhibit 56 shows an example of the number of teachers and paraprofessionals that would be staffed
using a weighted approach with paraprofessionals. Specifically, this exhibit shows:
the disability categories served at Hayfield Elementary,
the number of special education services in each category,
the weight by which t o multiply the number of services under VA regulations, and
the total points and the number of teachers and instructional assistants (paraprofessionals) that
could be assigned if the district strictly adhered to the weighted formula with paraprofessionals.
In this example and the next, the seven services (excluding services with visual impairments) staffed by
itinerant teachers are added into the weighted formula because the weighted formula allows level I and
level 2 services t o be combined and provided schools greater flexibility in the ways intervention is
provided.
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Exhibit 56
Special Education Staffing for Hayfield Elementary:
W e i g h t e d Formula with Paraprofessionals
N u m b e r of TeacherslParaprofessionals
I
I
I

r

I

L~eachenl~ara~rofessionals
Source: Gibson Consuhing Group, Inc
Note: Totals ore d~ndedby 2 0 to orrlve at the total number of teachers
'Totolr for Level 2 sernces ore d ~ d e dby 2 0 to a n m of the tot01 number of paroprofess~onoh.

Exhibit 57 shows an example of the number of teachers that would be staffed using a weighted
approach without paraprofessionals. Specifically, this exhibit shows:

=

the disability categories served at Hayfield Elementary,
the number of special education services in each category,
the weight by which t o multiply the number of services under VA regulations, and
the total points and number of teachers that could be assigned if the district strictly adhered t o
the weighted formula without paraprofessionals.
Exhibit 57
Special Education Staffing Example for Hayfield Elementary School:
W e i g h t e d Formula w i t h o u t Paraprofessionals
N u m b e r of Teachers
I
I
I

I

.-

I Total Number of
1 teacherslparaprofessionals

1

I

I

5.510

Source: Gibson Consuhing Group, Inc
Note: Totals are divided by 2 0 to arrive ot the tot01 number of teachers.
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As this example illustrates, FCPS has allocated Hayfield Elementary more special education teachers and
instructional assistants than any of Virginia's staffing formulas would have. Exhibit 58 shows the number
of actual staff at Havfield Elementaw and the amount of savines
" ~ossibleif staffing formulas were
changed t o match the State of Virginia's Staffing Requirements.
8

I

Exhibit 58
Actual Staff, Staff Based on Formulas and Savings Bast I on Formulas
I
I
I
staff
~
- I~
~
Allowed
Staff Allowed
Staff Allowed
with
; h t iw
with Weighted
Caseload
without
Maximum
Paraprofessionals
Paraprofessionals
Actual Formula Savings
Savings
Formula
Savings
Formula
~

Position
Teacher
Paraprofessionals

--

5/5.48*

4.5

$26,900

$52,754

6

4

$55.663

$55,663

b 166,988

$82.563

$108.417

6165.912

Total

5.5

($1,076)

Source: Gbson Consuhinc G r o u ~Inc
,
*The first number is basid on &offing using caseload moxrmum and the second 6 bored on stoffing using the weighted formulas

Example 2: Stuart High School
Example t w o uses Stuart High School and shows their current special education staff Exhibit 59.
Exhibit 59
Number o f Special Education Staff at Stuart H i g h School, FY 2003
Position
I Number
Teachers
17
Para~rofessionals
I
5
~

-~

~

Source: M 2003 Special Educdon Stoffinfibson
excel file; provided by Depament of S p e d Educaoon.

I

Exhibit 60 shows the number of teachers and instructional assistants who would be assigned to the
campus if the caseload maximum formula was used. Specifically, this exhibit shows:

a

the disability categories served at Stuart High School,
the number of special education services in each category,
the maximum caseload allowed under VA regulations, and
the number of teachers and instructional assistants (paraprofessionals) that could be assigned if
the district strictly adhered t o the caseload maximum.

Stuart High school has seven Level I services with hearing impairmenrs and four Level Iservices with
physical disabilities. The I I services are staffed by itinerant teachers and will not be added into the
formula caseload maximum.
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Exhibit 60
Special Education Staffing f o r Stuart HS:
Caseload
Maximum
-.
Number of TeacherslParaprofessionals
I
I
1
Number of / Caseload I
~

I

I

~

~

I

Number o f
Teachers1

1

I

Source: Gbson Consulfine Gram. Inc
'The number of teocheiond p&professionak b bared on stoffing six teachen and six paraprofessionals for 54 services
and one teacher and no poroprofessional far 8 services.

lit 6 1 shows an example of the number of teachers and paraprofessionals that would be staffed
using a weighted approach with paraprofessionals. Specifically, this exhibit shows:

the disability categories served at Stuart High School,
the number of special education services in each category,
the weight by which t o multiply the number of services under VA regulations, and
the total points and the number of teachers and instructional assistants (paraprofessionals) that
could be assigned if the district strictly adhered t o the weighted formula with paraprofessionals.
In this example and the next, the seven services (excluding services with visual impairments) staffed by
itinerant teachers are added into the weighted formula because the weighted formula allows Level I and
Level 2 services t o be combined.
Exhibit 6 1
Special Education Staffing for Stuart HS:
Weighted F o r m u l a w i t h Pataprofessionals
N u m b e r of TeacherslParaprofessionals

TeacherslParaprofessionals
dource: ~ b s o nbnsuiiing Group, fnc
Note: Totols are divided by 20 to arrive af the taw1 number ofteachen. Totals for Level 2 services are divided by 20 to anive
af the tot01number of paraprofessionok

- -

--
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Exhibit 62 shows an example of the number of teachers that would be allocated using a weighted
approach without paraprofessionals. Specifically, this exhibit shows:

-

=
=

the disability categories served at Start High School,
the number of special education services in each category,
the weight by which t o multiply the number of services under VA regulations, and
the total points and the number of teachers that could be assigned if the district strictly adhered
t o the weighted formula without paraprofessionals.
Exhibit 62
Special Education S t a t k g for Stuart HS:
Weighted Formula without Paraprofessionals
Number of Teachers
I Number of I
1

1

I

Source: Gbson Consuhing Group, Inc
Note: Totak are divided by 20 to a r r ~ eaf the total number of teochen. Totak for Level2 services are divided by 20 to arrive
af the total number of paraprofessionals.

As this example illustrates, FCPS has allocared Stuart High School with more special education teachers
and instructional assistants than any of Virginia's staffing formulas would have. Exhibit 63 shows the
number of actual staff at Stuart High School and the amount of savings the State of Virginia's Staffing
Requirements were used.

Exhibit 63
Actual Staff. Staff Based on Formulas and Savings Based on Formulas
Stuart High School

-

/ /
Position

(

Actual

I

Staff
Allowed
with
Caseload
Maximum
Formula
14

/ 1

I Savings I

1

Staff Allowed
w i t h Weighted
with
Para~rofessionals
Formula
Savings
14
1 $204,442

I

'

II

Staff Allowed
with Weighted
without
Paraomfessionals

orm mu la

I
I
/ 161.402 1
1
15.5
17/17.8*
reacher
'araprofessionals
I 5 I
6
1 (55,663) 1
7.5
1 ($69.578) 1
0
1
/ 105,739 /
1 $134.864 1
rota1
lurce: Gibson Cnnsuhing Group, Inc
The fim number is based on stoffing using caseload maximum ond the second number is based on using the weighted formulas.

1

1
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Savings
$123.741

1 $139,157
1 $262.898
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Fiscal Impact
To calculate this fiscal i m p a n we used all fourteen examples from our stratified random sample (see
Appendix E) and calcualted an average for elementary schools, middle schools and high schools. W e
then used this average t o calculate the fiscal impact Using the caseload maximum t o allocate teachers
and instructional assistants results in a savings of $19,223,661; using the weighted formula with
paraprofessionals results in a savings of $14,822,669; and using the weighted formula without
paraprofessionals results in a savings of $28.09 1.3 16.
The fiscal impact was calculated using the weighted formula without paraprofessionals since this
approach results in the greatest amount of savings. FCPS must recognize that the calculated savings are
based on a staffing formula that does not include paraprofessionals. If the district staffs with
paraprofessionals in spite of using the higher weight savings will be significantly reduced. To allow the
district ample time t o achieve the full savings impact of this recommendation, the fiscal impact chart
assumes a phase-in implementation strategy, with 25 percent of savings resulting in year 1, 50 percent in
year 2, and 100 percent thereafter.

FY 2005
FY 200'

1
'

Savings
$0

I

I

Recurring Savings
$7,022,629
158
1

-. .

Total Savings

$7,022,829
$14.045.658

Implementation Strategy
The review team recognizes the exemplary services that FCPS provides its students with disabilities. The
district should not dilute the quality of services by being too conservative in its staffing. Therefore, we
expect that the district will not strictly adhere t o Virginia's staffing requirements when staffing for its
special education program. However FCPS costs for special education are high and increasing yearly (see
background). The district must make changes in its special education spending practices o r face the
danger that quality of services for other students, such as general education students, will decline,
especially since 74% of its special education funding is provided locally. Therefore, two considerations
must be taken into account in implementing this recommendation: the quality of service delivery and the
associated costs.
The Department o f Financial Services should coordinate this project with the Department of Student
Services and the Department of Human Resources. The following steps should be taken t o change the
current staffing requirements:
Move primary responsibility for special education staffing t o the Department of Financial
Services. Special education staff can continue to provide a support role, but special education
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Staffing formulas are the only ones outside the scope of Financial Services, and we believe this
may inadvertently contribute t o the rapid growth in program resource levels.
Prepare new staffing guidelines based on the weighted without paraprofessionals formula. This
will provide FCPS with maximum flexibility in staffing and provide the most significant cost
savings.
Develop out-year targets for pupil-teacher ratios in special education, as well as pupil-IA ratios,
and pupil-total special education staff ratios. These ratios should not fall below current levels of
resource productivity, and efforts should be made, through implementation of these
recommendations, t o improve resource productivity (increase pupil-staff ratios).
Track Full-Time Student Equivalent (FTSE) for special education students. This measure is a
more appropriate measure t o compare with costs, since headcount data does not reflect the
level of services. Expenditures per FTSE special education student should be an additional
measure compared t o regular education.
Develop additional guidelines for staffing paraprofessionals making sure that these guidelines do
not staff paraprofessionals at the same weight as teachers. If FCPS sraffs paraprofessionals at this
weight the end result will likely be increased costs. Use strategies such as staffing one
paraprofessional t o work on a flexible schedule with several classes: basing the number of
paraprofessionals at sites in relationship with attendance rates (e.g., the lower the attendance
rates, the fewer paraprofessionals staffed); and assigning no paraprofessionals t o sites with low
numbers of Level 2 services.
Calculate the minimum number of teachers and instructional assistants at each school based on
the new staffing guidelines and compare t o current numbers. If the number of paraprofessionals
is the same as currently staffed. redo paraprofessional staffing guidelines t o be more
conservative.
Obtain school board approval for the new stafting guidelines.
Develop training for principals, board members, staff members and others as the Department of
Financial Services (if staffing responsibility is reassigned to DFS, training responsibility should go
t o DFS as well) deems necessary that explain the new staffing guidelines.
Implement new guidelines. Reassign current personnel no longer needed t o district job
vacancies when possible.
Recommendation 4: Implement an incentive grant
program for inclusion to encourage Level 2 services sent
to centers to go back to the base school and to reduce
the amount of time Level 2 sewices spend in special
education resulting in a reduction of a Level 2 sewice to
a Level I service.

FCPS serves about 50 percent of its special education population with Level 2 services. This practice
affects costs and educational programming. First staffing costs are much higher for Level 2 services.
Second, overall costs are much higher for Level 2 services than Level I services. Finally, the IDEA states
that students with disabilities should be served in the least restrictive environment t o the maximum
extent possible. Level 2 services may be provided in self-contained classes, but may also occur because a
special education student receives support from special education staff in a general education setting for
more than 50 percent of the instructional day.
To encourage schools to take Level 2 services back to base schools and t o reduce the amount of time
Level 2 students spend in special education, FCPS should implement a grant program for inclusion. This
incentive grant will provide I FTE general education teacher t o a campus t o set up a learning lab
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designed to assist students with their content work. The school must match the

FTE teacher with a 0.5

FTE instructional assisrant. The learning lab should include the following features:
Serve both special and general education students.
Provide support to general education teachers t o make modifications t o instructional materials
for students with disabilities.
Provide a quiet place for students to take tests and complete assignments.
Assist students in completing assignments.
Set up a volunteer program that solicits mentors and tutors from the community t o w o r k with
individual students.
Fiscal impact
This fiscal impact assumes that 10 schools per year will participate in the incentive grant each year. The
district should place a cap o n the number of schools allowed to participate a t 40. Each participating
school will receive one teacher at an average cost of $53,800 annually; $1.000 in materials and supplies
in the first year of participation; and $300 in materials and supplies every year o f participation thereafter.
The fiscal impact by year is calculated as follows:

Year4

New
Porticibonts:
Teacher
Materials

New

Total Year 1

$53.800
$ 1.000
$54.800
XI0
$548.000

=Teacher
-:

$53.800
$ 1,000
$54,800
XI0
$548.000

Materials

Existing
Porticibontc:
Teacher
Materials

Existing
Porticibwtc:
Teacher
Materials

$53.800
$300
$54.100
XI0
$54 1.000
$ 1.089.000 Total Year 3

Total Year 2

FY 2005
FY 2006
FY 2007
FY 2008
FY 2009

F

Y

FY 201 1
FY 2012
FY 2013
FY 2014
FY 2015
Total

One-time Costs
$0
$0
$0
$0
SO$0
$0
$0
$0
$0
$0
$ 0
7

Z
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New
Po~cibwts:
Teacher
Materials

O

$53,800
$1.000
$54,800
XI0
$548.000

l

$53,800
$300
$54.100
X20
$ l.082.000
$1,630.000 Tocal Year 2

O
$0

$0
$0
$0
$0
$0
($5,438,005)

$53.800
$1,000
$54,800
XI0
$548,000

Existing
Porticioonn:
Teacher
Materials

Recurring Costs
($548.005)
($1,089,000)
($1,630,000)
($2.17 1,000)
~n
V"

New
Porticibontc:
Teacher
Materials

$53,800
$300
$54,100
X30
$1,623,000
$2.17 1.000

Total Costs

-

$(548,005)
($1,089,000)
($1.630.000)
($2.17 1,000)
an
*"

$0
$0
$0
$0
$0
$0
($5,438,005)
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Implementation Strategy
The Instructional Services Department should coordinate and manage this project, with the assistance of
the Department of Special Services. The following steps should be taken t o encourage schools t o take
Level 2 services back t o base schools and t o reduce the amount of time Level 2 students spend in
special education:
Develop a Request for Proposal (RFP) for an incentive grant and send it t o all schools. The grant
should include provisions for schools that are already doing well with inclusion and schools that
would like to become more inclusive. For schools that are not inclusive, set a minimum number
(e.g., five) of Level 2 students that must be taken back to the base school. This also supports
Target 7 of the district's strategic plan.
Establish guidelines for the learning labs.
Develop a rating system and establish a panel of grant readers.
Fund ten grants a year.
Conduct an analysis of space needs afcer center closures t o determine which, if any, schools
need t o be reconfigured t o accommodate learning labs.

D.ADDITIONAL
CONSIDERATIONS
FOR THE DISTRICT
Below are additional recommendations that fall outside the scope of the three areas approved by the
board. FCPS should use internal resources t o implement these recommendations.

I. Conduct an IEP audit t o determine if the number of services specified by the IEP is reasonable. In
particular, look for double disability labels and speech services for students identified with emotional
disturbance and for older students with mild disabilities.
2. Conduct a staffing review - similar to this review - of the preschool special education program and
autism centers.
3.

Conduct an attendance audit of the special education centers. W e found that reported attendance
was 30 percentage points above what was observed and represented as typical attendance in one
center visited. Although not all centers were tested for attendance, because staffing is based on
enrollment and not on attendance, we feel this would be a valuable analysis and could potentially
lead t o further cost savings.
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