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Dr. Emerita Orta-Camilleri, Superintendent
Belmont-Redwood Shores School District
2960 Hallmart Drive
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Dear Superintendent Orta-Camilleri:

In February 2008, the Belmont-Redwood Shores School District entered into an agreement
with the Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team for a study to perform the following:

1. Review the efficiency and cost effectiveness of the district’s special education program
delivery system and provide recommendations for improvement;

2. Identify options and processes needed for the transition of in-home ABA services for
incoming three-year-olds to school-based services;

3. Review the district’s costs for NPS students and provide recommendations for cost
containment;

4. Analyze district staffing ratios within the special education program and provide
recommendation for changes, as appropriate;

5. Provide recommendations for ensuring due process while working within the realities
of a litigious parent population and limited resources.

FCMAT visited the district on March 5-7, 2008, to interview employees, analyze data and
review information. This report is the results of those activities. We appreciate the opportu-
nity to serve you, and please give our regards to all the employees of the Belmont-Redwood
Shores School District.

Sincerely,

Joel D. Montero
Chief Executive Officer

FCMAT
Joel D. Montero, Chief Executive Officer
1300 17* Street - Ciry CenTRE, Bakersfield, CA 93301-4533 - Telephone 661-636-4611 « Fax 661-636-4647
422 Petaluma Blvd North, Suite. C, Petaluma, CA 94952 - Telephone: 707-775-2850 -« Fax: 707-775-2854 « www.fcmat.org
Administrative Agent: Larry E. Reider - Office of Kern County Superintendent of Schools






TABLE OF CONTENTS

Table of Contents

FOreword ...ttt i
INtrodUCtioN ....ccovoeeireeiieeeeee ettt |
Executive SUMMArY .....cocccvivnneieeeeceeeeeeecenes 3
Findings and Recommendations .........cccccceceeveeurecnnnes 5
Program Efficiency and EffeCtiVENESS ......wvrvvirresssiresssisesssiesssssissesssissssssesessn 5
Program Delivery and CoSt EffeCtIVENESS ....uvvvivvwsvessivvssirissiirsssiisessvssssisssssisses /
TFANSILION Of SEIVICES.ovvvsiiivvrrssssiivrvesssssisessssssisssssssssssssesssssssssessssssssssessssssssssssssssssssss oo [l
DIStriCt STAffING RATIOS ..vvvvvsivvvvssivvesssivresssiivsssssissssssissssssssssssssssssssissssssessssssssssssssssesn 21
DUE PrOCESS coooovvvvvvsssievvvsssssiesssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessis 25

APPENAICES ...ttt et seesenene 27






FOREWORD | iii

Foreword
FCMAT Background

The Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) was created by legislation
in accordance with Assembly Bill 1200 in 1992 as a service to assist local educational
agencies in complying with fiscal accountability standards.

AB 1200 was established from a need to ensure that local educational agencies throughout
California were adequately prepared to meet and sustain their financial obligations. AB 1200 is
also a statewide plan for county offices of education and school districts to work together on a
local level to improve fiscal procedures and accountability standards. The legislation expanded
the role of the county office in monitoring school districts under certain fiscal constraints to
ensure these districts could meet their financial commitments on a multiyear basis. AB 2756
provides specific responsibilities to FCMAT with regard to districts that have received emer-
gency state loans. These include comprehensive assessments in five major operational areas and
periodic reports that identify the district’s progress on the improvement plans.

Since 1992, FCMAT has been engaged to perform nearly 700 reviews for local educational
agencies, including school districts, county offices of education, charter schools and community
colleges. Services range from fiscal crisis intervention to management review and assistance.
FCMAT also provides professional development training. The Kern County Superintendent of
Schools is the administrative agent for FCMAT. The agency is guided under the leadership of
Joel D. Montero, Chief Executive Officer, with funding derived through appropriations in the
state budget and a modest fee schedule for charges to requesting agencies.

Total Number of Studies............. 694
Total Number of Districts in CA 982

© Management Assistance........ 658 (94.8%)
O Fiscal Crisis/Emergency............ 36 (5.2%)

Note: Some districts had multiple studies.
@ Districts (7) that have received emergency loans
from the state.
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Introduction
Background

Located in San Mateo County, the Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
has an enrollment of more than 2,500 students and serves the communities of Belmont
and Redwood Shores as well as portions of Redwood City, San Carlos and San Mateo.
The district is composed of the following schools:

Ralston Middle School Cipriani School
Benjamin Fox School Mae Nesbit School
Central School Sandpiper School

In February 2008, the district entered into an agreement with the Fiscal Crisis and
Management Assistance Team for a study that would perform the following:

1. Review the efficiency and cost effectiveness of the district’s special education
program delivery system and provide recommendations for improvement;

2. Identify options and processes needed for the transition of in-home ABA services
for incoming three-year-olds to school-based services;

3. Review the district’s costs for NPS students and provide recommendations for cost
containment;

4. Analyze district staffing ratios within the special education program and provide
recommendation for changes, as appropriate;

5. Provide recommendations for ensuring due process while working within the
realities of a litigious parent population and limited resources.

Study Team

The study team was composed of the following members:

William Gillaspie, Ed.D. Dorothy Kay Atchison
FCMAT Management Analyst FCMAT Consultant
Sacramento, CA Auburn, CA

Leonel Martinez Jo Ann Murphy
FCMAT Public Information Specialist FCMAT Consultant
Bakersfield, CA Santee, CA

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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Study Guidelines

FCMAT visited the district March 5-7, 2008 to review documents, interview staff
members and collect information. This report is the result of those efforts and is divided
into the following sections:

I. Executive Summary
II. Program Efficiency and Effectiveness
III. Program Delivery and Cost Effectiveness
IV. District Staffing Ratios
V. Due Process

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary

The Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District is a comprehensive K-8 school
district that provides a wide range of services to students with exceptional needs. Due to
active parent and community involvement, expectations for student achievement are high.

The district provides a full range of services to students with exceptional needs despite
limited financial resources. FCMAT found that overall, the district has established trust
and respect with parents and service agencies to provide excellent services to students.

The district is concerned about significant fiscal increases in providing special education
services. Special education encroachment on the general education fund is projected

to increase by $1.5 million during the 2007-08 school year. FCMAT found that $1.4
million of this increase occurred because of the need to provide costly behavioral
intervention services for 22 students with autism. Most of the newly identified students
are in the three-and four-year old range and transitioned to the school district while
already receiving a range of services through the Regional Center. These students require
intensive behavioral intervention services in the home as part of their school program.

The student study team (SST) process is a function of the Special Education Department
and has become a gateway to special education identification. The district should develop
a Response to Intervention model (RTI) that is focused on general education intervention
instead of a method of identifying students for special education.

Over the past two years, the district has made commendable efforts to explore new
options for program delivery that contain costs and increase the efficiency of mandated
services in special education. The Special Education Department has established a
successful pattern of returning students from county office programs and programs
operated by other school districts.

The district contracts with nonpublic agencies (NPA) in the same geographical area to
provide Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) services for 22 students at a cost of

$1.4 million or $63,636 per student. In the 2006-2007 school year, the cost to serve 18

students was $804,155 or $44,675 per student. The cost and numbers of students being
served have increased, and the cost per student has risen by $18,961.

These 22 students attend preschool through second grade. Some ABA services are
provided through special education programs at the school sites and county office.

Other students in the district also receive NPA services for ABA, which are part of the
NPS and NPA costs of $2,265,297. The district’s NPS, NPA and the ABA programs for
special education students are more costly than all other special education programs
and services in the district. Some parents want the ABA provider to continue providing
services to their child after age three.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

School districts throughout the state are implementing ABA programs. One district pays
$16,000 per student using staff members hired and trained by the district. A visit to some of
these programs would help the district learn which areas are easy and difficult to implement.

FCMAT believes it is reasonable to consider transferring the Inclusion Specialist’s
administrative responsibilities to site administrators and the Director of Special
Education. The district should consider redesignating the Inclusion Specialist position
and moving the case load responsibilities for fully included students to Learning Center
teachers assigned full time to the student’s school of attendance.

The district operates two special education preschool-kindergarten classes with an
average enrollment of nine students. The preschool resources could be used more
efficiently if the district rescheduled its special education pre-K classes so that one is held
in the morning and the other in the afternoon.

The district contracts for one speech and language specialist position because of the lack
of availability of staff. Many districts throughout the state have unfilled positions and
use contract staff. Eliminating the need for the contracted position could result in an
additional savings of $17,000 per contract hired staff.

The district has been unable to hire an Occupational Therapist. To provide the mandated
services for students, the district has contracted for this service at an annual cost of
$116,714. Contracting for this service adds approximately $45,000 to the special education
budget.

FCMAT found that the district has reduced costs through efforts such as building positive
relationships with parents, resolving legal issues at the informal level, and forming a PTA
for special education parents. There is a perception that while the district is successful at
resolving issues at a lower level, the related costs are not actually reduced.

From 2006-07 to 2007-08, special education encroachment on the general education
fund is projected to increase by $1.5 million. However, at least $1.4 million is due to an
increase in mandated services for students with autism and not due process or legal fees.

This report will discuss how the district is effective and efficient in many aspects of the
special education delivery system. As with numerous school districts of this size, many
administrative responsibilities fall on only a few staff members. This creates heavy
workloads and short time frames to complete these tasks. Therefore, communication is
essential between all departments.

The report will reflect considerations for the district to streamline services at some
reduced costs, while reviewing the requirements of maintenance of effort along with
ensuring appropriate services for students with exceptional needs.

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team
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Findings and Recommendations

Program Efficiency and Effectiveness

Twelve percent of the Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District’s students
were identified as eligible for special education services in the 2005-06 school year,

13 percent in the 2006-07 school year and 15 percent in the 2007-08. This exceeds

the statewide average identification rate of 11.5%. Forty-four new evaluations have
been completed this year, and an additional 38 students were found eligible for special
education. Another 25 evaluations are still in process. As the following table shows, a
review of school referral rates in the district found that they are higher than average at
some schools.

Referral Rate for Students Eligible for Special Education

School Site | Referrals for assessment | Eligible for special education
2007-08 (as of 3/5/08)

Central 8 3

Cipriani 9 9

Fox 12 7

Nesbit* 34 18

Ralston 2 1

*This site may be affected by preschool referrals

To maintain the identification rate at approximately the statewide average, the district
should examine its eligibility, entrance and exit criteria and review the pupil count for
eligibility trends. The district appears to overidentify students for special education,
which can result in increased costs and cost-containment difficulties. Some school sites
tend to refer more students for assessment. While every school site has its unique needs
and student populations, the district should review the existing levels of intervention prior
to referral and the identification process in schools with a high referral rate.

One of the strengths of the CASEMIS reporting system is its ability to track changes in
student enrollment by disability over a four-year period. FCMAT reviewed the trends in
disability areas from December 2004-2007. The data in the following table illustrates

a shift in the district’s special education population, which is consistent with statewide
trends. As the following table shows, the district’s specific learning disabled population
has decreased while the area of autism has dramatically increased.

To control costs in special education, effective tools are necessary to manage the data
that is critical to program development, staffing and the district’s fiscal health. There
is no position control in special education staffing, and this could greatly affect budget
projections.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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Annual Data Comparison, Autism and Specific Learning Disability (SLD)
California Special Education Management Information System (CASEMIS)
Annual Data Comparison

Disability 2004 2005 2006 2007
SLD 82 50 53 57
Autism 13 15 22 38

As of December 2006, research studies indicate that one of every 150 children nationwide
has been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). In California, the Department
of Developmental Services (DDS) reports a large and increasing number of children with
autism. For the quarter ending on June 2006, the DDS staff diagnosed 3,717 three- and
four-year olds with autism. The district pupil count (Dec. 2007) indicates a 73% increase
in the diagnosis of autism in the past school year.

Special education encroachment on the general education fund is projected to increase

by $1.5 million during the 2007-08 school year. FCMAT found that $1.4 million of this
increase occurred because of the need to provide costly behavioral intervention services for
22 students with autism. Most of the newly identified students are in the three-and four-year
old range and transitioned to the school district while already receiving a range of services
through the Regional Center. These students require intensive behavioral intervention
services in the home as part of their school program. This range of service, its impact and
alternatives will be discussed in greater depth in another section of this report.

The student study team (SST) process is a function of the Special Education Department
and has become a gateway to special education identification. The process is defined by
special education and is composed of special education forms and procedures. The SST
process is heavily staffed with speech and language specialists and psychologists who
are required to attend all SST team meetings. This is not the most effective use of special
education resources. In other districts where the SST is a function of general education
instead of special education, there is a higher level of participation by the site principal
and other general education staff members. Special education staff members can be part
of the SST on a case-by-case basis.

There is no formal training for the staff, including principals and general education
teachers, on implementing the SST process. SST training should be provided annually for
all staff members, and updated training should be ongoing. The district does not have a
board policy that outlines the referral process and procedures for SSTs.

The district’s referral rate is greatly affected by recent changes in the Reauthorization of
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2004. Changes in federal law establish new
requirements for local school districts in evaluating children with disabilities as follows:

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team
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Section 300.131 Child Find for parentally-placed private school children
with disabilities - Each LEA must locate, identify and evaluate all children
with disabilities who are enrolled by their parents in private, including religions,
elementary schools and secondary school located in the school district served by
the Local Education Agency.

In the past, the district was responsible for evaluating only the students with disabilities
that lived within its boundaries. Charles Armstrong School, one of the private schools
located within the district’s attendance boundaries, accounts for 18% of the evaluations
completed by the district this year. FCMAT estimates that this change in requirements
has cost the district an average of $70,421 this year due to required staffing increases (.5
FTE psychologist and .2 FTE speech and language specialist). Plans are underway to
finalize a memorandum of understanding that will provide for shared costs throughout
the San Mateo Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA). This should help the district
maintain reasonable costs for private school assessments.

Some school site principals do not take ownership of the special education program

at their site. Some do not regularly attend IEP meetings, are sometimes unavailable to
participate in enrolling new special education students and do not function as liaisons
with special education parents. The district lacks a clearly defined process for principals
to verify residence of special education students enrolling in their schools.

Recommendations
The district should:

L.

Review the eligibility criteria for identifying students with disabilities and
compare the trends in identification available on the pupil count submitted to the
California Department of Education by the SELPA each December. This will
provide data on the eligibility rate of the district in relation to other districts in the
SELPA and provide comparisons with the statewide identification rate.

Review and implement entrance and exit criteria for students with disabilities
requiring special education and related services. The district should also review its
guidelines for special education eligibility.

Audit the referral rate for some school sites with high rates. The district should
also review the existence of prereferral interventions that are available at that site
and provide training and support to provide appropriate interventions and support
to students prior to referral for special education.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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10.

11.

Provide student study team training annually for all staff members and updated
training as needed.

Develop and adopt a current board policy that outlines the referral process and
procedures of student study teams. This policy should emphasize that the SST
process is a function of general education to ensure that students are educated
in the least restrictive environment and that movement toward a Response to
Intervention model is focused on prereferral general education interventions.

Formally move the SST process from the Special Education Department to the
Educational Services Department, ensuring that all principals take a leadership
role in the SST process.

Restructure roles and responsibilities on the SST team so that the number of
specialists (e.g. psychologists, speech and language specialists) is reduced and
these personnel are free to perform other assessment and instructional duties for
students with disabilities.

Ensure the SST handbook is utilized throughout the district.

Continue with the SELPA plan to finalize a memorandum of understanding among
participating members of the SELPA to share in the impact of costs for assessment
at Charles Armstrong School.

Define the expectation that principals attend IEP meetings for special education
students assigned to their school sites.

Refine the enrollment process for principals at the school sites so that it includes
residence verification by the site administration prior to enrollment in special
education and related services.

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team
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Program Delivery and Cost Effectiveness

Over the past two years, the district has made commendable efforts to explore new
options for program delivery that contain costs and increase the efficiency of mandated
services in special education. The Special Education Department has established a
successful pattern of returning students from county office programs and programs
operated by other school districts. In the 2007-08 school year, the staff successfully
returned 13 students to district programs at a savings of $591,864.

In the 2007-08 school year, the district began implementing the learning center model
(LC) for district provided special education and related services. This implementation
followed a successful pilot program operated by the district in 2006-07. The LC model
is based on an integrated service model designed to meet the individual needs of each
student and may include small group or one-to-one instruction based on diagnostic

and prescriptive teaching with a variety of educational supports. It replaces the more
traditional model of special day class and resource specialist models. The LC model
promotes the education of students in the least-restrictive environment, allows children
to attend neighborhood schools and resulted in a savings to the district of $125,883 in
2007-08 (Additional information is available in the appendix section of this report). The
long-range program goals include a reduction in the numbers of students qualifying for
special education, more movement/transition back to general education, greater flexibility
in the use of resources, and a reduction in the need for full-time instructional aides for
fully included students. The potential reduction in the number of aides should prompt
additional savings.

To make these types of major reductions to special education expenditures, the district
must ensure that it meets the federal maintenance-of-effort requirement for special
education, which is often referred to as the “supplement and not supplant” standard

(ref. Sections 300.203-300.205 of Title 34 of the Code of Federal Regulations [CFR]).
According to these requirements, the district must continue to spend the same level of
state and local funds on special education as it did in the prior year, however, a lower level
of local and state support is permitted under several circumstances such as the following:

e The voluntary departure of staff at the high end of the salary scale who are
replaced by staff at the lower end of the salary scale.

e The termination of services to students who have moved out of the district or
exited special education.

e A decrease in the enrollment of children with disabilities (a potential outcome of
the LC model).

e A discontinuation of costly expenditures for long-term purchases (a potential as
students transition to district programs from high cost out of district programs).

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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Because the cost of salary and benefits along with step-and-column increases will occur
each year, the district likely can still meet the federal maintenance-of-effort requirement,
even after incorporating the savings achieved through alternative district special
education programming.

The Superintendent’s cabinet members have a variety of different functions, duties

and responsibilities, which is very common in school districts of this size. Therefore,
interdepartmental communication is critical regarding position control, staffing,

hiring, budget analysis, projections, facility needs and educational programming
requirements. Timely communication is occasionally lacking between departments

and the Superintendent. Greater emphasis should be placed on communication with the
Superintendent regarding issues that create unexpected expenditures to the general fund.

In reviewing the efficiency of the budget planning process for special education, FCMAT
found that the district has no streamlined, effective method of analyzing significant data
needed for staffing projections that are critical to the effective management and overall
operation. At present, data is gathered on demand without a standardized approach, which
is time consuming and inefficient. To control costs in special education, effective tools

are necessary to manage the data that is critical to program development, staffing and the
district’s fiscal health. There is no position control in special education staffing, and this
could greatly affect budget projections.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Continue developing programs and services in the district rather than using
placements at the county office or other districts.

2. Continue implementing the Learning Center Model or other appropriate
alternative models of programs and services for students with disabilities.

3. Continue to ensure that the maintenance-of-effort requirement outlined in federal
law is met.

4. Conduct weekly meetings among the business office, Special Education and
Education Services departments with a maximum meeting length of one hour
for updates on any areas that affect budget or decisions regarding personnel. The
results of these meetings should be shared with the Superintendent to inform her
of key issues affecting the district.

5. At least bimonthly, utilize the superintendent’s executive cabinet meeting
to update district leadership on issues and projections that have fiscal and
programmatic impact on the district. The agenda for this update should be written
and structured and presented at least 48 hours in advance.

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team
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Transition of Services

Applied Behavior Analysis

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is a method of treating autistic children that became
popular in the 1980s. ABA claims to have a proactive style of teaching that identifies

the actions students should take, not just those they should avoid. ABA is not a specific
program, but a set of principles and guidelines that can be used as a basis for educational
programs.

Behavioral and educational intervention programs for young autistic children are a
fast-growing area of special education. Over the last 20 years, numerous methods and
interventions have become controversial with parents and educators. School districts and
county offices that are responsible for programs for young autistic children frequently
disagree on the assessments or services recommended by IEP teams. Some school
districts offer one strategy, but according to the research, all autistic children learn
through a variety of interventions or a combination of methods. It is also common for
the practitioners of one strategy or intervention to be critical of those who use another
method.

The first major study applying an intensive behavioral intervention program for young
autistic children was published in 1987. Student therapists provided students with an
average of 40 hours intensive instruction per week, working in the home, school and
community. Each therapist worked with one child every day for a year. This approach
relied on basic behavioral principles and methods. Aggressive and self-stimulatory
behaviors were reduced by ignoring and using time out to shape more socially acceptable
behaviors. Several other experts have adapted this intensive behavioral program, which
has reduced the number of hours of instruction per week, the length of follow-up, and the
necessity of using other personnel.

The district contracts with nonpublic agencies (NPA) in the same geographical area to
provide ABA services for 22 students at a cost of $1.4 million or $63,636 per student.

In the 2006-2007 school year, the cost to serve 18 students was $804,155 or $44,675 per
student. The cost and numbers of students being served have increased, and the cost per
student has risen by $18,961.

These 22 students attend preschool through second grade. Some ABA services are
provided through special education programs at the school sites and county office.
Other students in the district also receive NPA services for ABA, which are part of the
NPS and NPA costs of $2,265,297. The district’s NPS, NPA and the ABA programs for
special education students are more costly than all other special education programs
and services in the district. Some parents want the ABA provider to continue providing
services to their child after age three.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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A brief analysis of autism treatments used in the U.S. is included in the appendix section
of this report.

In developing new programs for children identified as having autism or autistic spectrum
disorders, it is important for the school district to establish a relationship with Golden
Gate Regional Center and nonpublic schools and agencies in San Mateo County that
provide ABA programs to children and families. Other strategies in working with
children include the following:

e Picture Exchange Communication (PECS)

Treatment and Education of Autistic and related Communication-Handicapped
Children (TEACCH)

Floor time

Inclusion

Social stories

Sensory Integration Therapy

Relationship Development Intervention (RDI)

School districts throughout the state are implementing ABA programs. One district
pays $16,000 per student using staff members hired and trained by the district. A visit to
some of these programs would help the district learn which areas are easy and difficult
to implement. Cost containment will not be immediate since equipment and materials
need to be purchased, and district employees will need to be provided with extensive
professional development. The following school districts and or SELPAs may be visited:

Oakland Unified School District — Programs for Exceptional Children

Poway Unified School District — San Diego County

Rocklin Unified School District — Placer County

Bob Farran, Director, Southwest and Area Administrator — Los Angeles County

*FCMAT contacted the Northern California Diagnostic School in Fremont regarding
consultation to the school district on ABA services and other related autism services. The
Diagnostic School provides outstanding professional development and services to school
districts throughout Northern California. The district should immediately contact the
school regarding ABA and autism services.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Carefully review the IEP of each student receiving ABA services or special
education services in an NPA and/or NPS. A checklist should be developed to
ensure that the district’s representative serves as administrator at IEP meetings
and that district policies and procedures are consistently followed. The checklist
should include the following areas:

Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team



TRANSITION OF SERVICES | 13

Student information

Recent assessment information

Methods of instruction

Appropriate goals and objectives

Assessments of student performance that drive and guide instruction
The frequency and duration of services

A transition plan

Absences

The length of enrollment

Other appropriate issues

Assign the teams to review this checklist to identify patterns, instructional
strategies, assessment information and any other data that would help determine
when students should transition from an ABA and/or NPS to general education.
Dual enrollment is another possibility.

Lead the IEP meetings of children receiving services from NPS and NPA
providers. The person chairing these IEP meetings should contact the
administrator of the NPS or NPA to briefly confirm the date and time and any
other information that a chairperson needs before the meeting.

Hold at least two meetings a year with all NPS and NPA providers to discuss
programs and services and any new directions under consideration by the district.
This is an opportunity to build trust and positive relationships and potentially
develop new and innovative programs in the public school system instead of
always relying on an NPS and/or NPA for services.

Develop a master plan that includes a time line detailing when the majority of
ABA programs and other services to ASD students will be operational. This
master plan should also include the following information:

e How parents will be included in ABA programs.

e Identification and referral procedures.

Comprehensive assessments in speech and language, psychology, physical
and occupational therapy.

The salaries and job description of tutors.

Curriculum and instruction

The salary and job description of behavioralists.

A two-year professional development calendar for psychologists, speech
and language therapists, occupational and physical therapists, and ABA
SUpervisors.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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6. Hire a trained person to supervise the current programs and work with the ABA
staff and general education teachers on monitoring the programs in general
education classrooms and learning centers, transitioning students to different
programs as necessary and monitoring programs and services. This person must
be experienced in ABA, have the appropriate ABA credentials and training and
have a good reputation in the ABA community.

7. Consider operating some ABA programs after school and not during regular
school hours. These services could be provided at the schools instead of the
NPA sites. This would allow some students to avoid being pulled out of class for
services and remain in the general education program longer, demonstrating the
district’s flexibility in serving students. This could be an area of cost containment.

Other Issues

Many autistic children benefit from speech and language therapy, occupational therapy
and physical therapy. An Occupational Therapist can help children with poor hand skills
and sensory motor problems that are common among autistic children. Physical therapy
helps some children with motor planning, which is a critical skill in child development.
Speech and language therapists work with nonverbal children and focus on language

and speech development. All these therapies are important to the education of autistic
children.

The district’s general education staffs have been with professional development on
children with autism, but this training is not ongoing. The district’s two small elementary
schools have two professional development days at the beginning of the school year

as well as early release on Wednesdays. A special education needs assessment would
help the district gather information from teachers on professional development areas

that would improve student learning and/or provide strategies for dealing with difficult
behaviors in the classrooms. Many teachers need help to modify or redesign curriculums
for students with autism and other disabilities. Another recommended topic is
communicating more effectively with the parents of special education students.

Comprehensive assessments and evaluations establish the direction necessary to develop
eligibility criteria for special education services and develop an Individualized Family
Service Plan (IFSP) or an Individualized Education Program (IEP). Assessments must
provide accurate data to identify the child’s strengths and needs and develop realistic
teaching strategies. This initial assessment information provides the baseline for
evaluating student progress.

The district has exit criteria to determine when a student no longer needs a particular
special education service, but these criteria are not consistently used. Utilizing the
district’s exit criteria, exit criteria should be developed for each child at the first IEP
meeting and discussed in detail with the parents at every subsequent IEP meeting. This
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will provide parents with information about when the student will no longer need special
education and on the methods of instruction that will be used to accomplish goals.
Parents are often concerned when student IEP teams discuss transferring students from
special education, especially when this subject has never been discussed at previous [EP
meetings. These criteria should be added to the IEP since many of the state’s SELPAs are
addressing the same issue.

The Sonoma County SELPA Special Education Handbook is a good reference source
since the SELPA developed exit criteria on speech and language services years ago.
Another reference is the Workload Analysis Approach for Establishing Speech-Language
Caseload Standards in the Schools: Technical Report, a publication by the American
Speech-Language Hearing Association.

The district also lacks a consistent transition process for students receiving services at
NPSs, NPAs, and home programs. This type of plan would have to be in accordance
with Education Code 56345 B-4 on transfers from NPS and NPAs to regular programs
or special day classes for any part of the school day. When appropriate, this topic should
be discussed at I[EP meetings so the student, the parents and the school can begin the
transition process. Arrangements should be made so that the student can first visit

the program and perhaps spend a couple of hours there. This should then increase to
weekly sessions, gradually transitioning students back to the public school system. This
takes a great deal of coordination with the parents and the NPS to be successful. This
cost containment approach for students in NPS and NPA programs can be effective if
managed properly.

Parents are often aware of their child’s disability and in some cases, have had extensive
evaluations completed by medical professionals and others. However, parents are often
reluctant to accept a diagnosis of autism and the possibility of mental retardation.
Assessment results should be presented to parents objectively and sensitively. Parents
should be encouraged to actively participate in the assessment process to ensure that the
assessment reflects the child’s functioning levels.

The district has created a Home Communication Sheet that is sent home to parents,
creating a more positive relationship between the schools and the parents. The Special
Education PTA has also strengthened the relationships between parents and schools in
the area of special education. This group developed a colorful flyer on special education
topics and sponsored professional development for parents and staff.

One professional development program that the district should consider is How to
Establish an Effective Learning Community, which teaches school personnel and parents
to support one another, the school and home instruction. Since schools are held to a
different standard of accountability, the district should form learning communities where
every teacher is held accountable for the learning of all students in that classroom. A

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District



16

TRANSITION OF SERVICES

program from the Riverside County Office of Education, Riverside County Achievement
Teams (RCAT), supports schools in improving student achievement through staff
mentoring. Dr. Mike Jones, Assistant Superintendent, Riverside County Office of
Education is the contact person. The autumn 2007 issue of Special Edge, a newsletter
published by the California Department of Education, includes an article on this topic.

It is difficult to assess children who may have developmental delays, mental retardation,
autism spectrum disorders or combinations of these disabilities. Therefore, school
districts should have talented professional teams with special training in these areas

to conduct assessments, especially in the area of autism. Autism teams can often ease
parental fears that school personnel lack the expertise to provide assessments and
recommend appropriate programs and services.

All referrals, assessments, IEP planning and development, and IEP reviews would

go through this team, and professional development should be implemented to help

the team develop additional expertise. Preparation may include initial and ongoing
professional development as well as observation of programs and services known for
their effectiveness with autistic children. The Diagnostic School is an excellent training
resource for the autism team.

Researchers indicate that autism is not a single disease but a range of disorders along

an autistic spectrum. As a result, great confusion has arisen about autism, and different
terms are often used, including autistic, autistic-like, autistic spectrum disorder, pervasive
developmental disorder, mentally retarded and speech and language impaired. It has also
become increasingly difficult to identify the appropriate assessments and indicators of
services based on the assessment results.

All SELPAs as well as the 21 regional centers in California are required to have
memorandum of understanding (MOU) between SELPA school districts and regional
centers. This memorandum should define each agency’s responsibility in providing services
to children and youth ages three to 22. Many agreements describe a collaborative role in
delivering services for children and their families. A MOU could accomplish the following:

e Ensure services are provided to mutual students (special education students who
are also regional center clients) according to legislative mandates and intents.

e Encourage a cooperative and collaborative relationship among education agencies,
regional centers and families.

e Develop and maintain open communication channels between agencies and
families.

e Define the financial responsibilities of each agency in accordance with the
Lanterman Act and California Education Code.
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e Address and implement a smooth transition for children before their third birth
date.

e Develop procedures and a process for resolving disputes.

The San Mateo SELPA has a written agreement with Golden Gate Regional Center
(GGR) that was signed in June 2007. The regional center recently provided the school
district with a list of the 40 students who will turn three years of age in the 2008-2009
school year. Providing additional services for these students will have a major financial
impact on the district.

A future MOU should include language to address case management responsibilities and
the role and responsibility of school districts. The district should also include language
regarding three-year-old children and how these referrals should be made. Both agencies
should discuss how large numbers of referrals will affect the educational system and
families and the alternatives. Since discussions are taking place regarding the Jump Start
Learning to Learn program, it may be appropriate to identify the areas of this program
that could be included in the interagency agreement.

It would be beneficial to establish communication with parents of the 40 children who
will qualify for services. Based on their ages, the district could notify all families of

the dates of meetings to discuss special education programs in the district and begin
establishing time lines for providing assessments to these children. The district could also
involve the parents in professional development provided by the Special Education PTA
and other workshops.

The regional center also has discussed the possibility of implementing a Jumpstart
program of early childhood education in the near future. This program was created and
developed in 2004 as a national model to provide needed training to parents, teachers,
and others who work directly with young children with autism. Jump Start came from
the UCSF/CCLP Autism Clinic as a research program under the direction of Dr. Bryna
Siegel, is well known, and is expanding throughout the state.

When young children receive services from an agency other than the school system, a
relationship is established between the parents, the service providers and the agency.
The relationship between the school and family can become strained when there is a
potential change in service delivery. Home programs can become a comfortable learning
environment for the child and the parents, especially in the early years.

SELPA administrators held numerous discussions with the regional center administration
regarding the roles of each agency and the interagency relationships between the schools
and regional centers. The staffs from the school district, the SELPA and regional center
meet every six weeks to discuss students coming into the educational systems.
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Some regional centers enjoy a positive and cohesive relationship with families and have

a clear understanding of their needs as well as those of the children. Since the regional
center can be involved with families from birth to adulthood, strong ties often develop
between social workers, case managers and other regional center support staff members
and parents. Schools need to be sensitive to families when their students transfer from an
agency’s service to the school system. These changes should occur gradually and with the
appropriate support.

The San Mateo County Blue Ribbon Task Force on Autism published a report dated July
11, 2007. The recommendations of this report have not been approved to date. The district
was a member of this committee. The district should meet with the SELPA administrator
to discuss the school district’s need for the expertise of autism specialists that can provide
consultation to school districts. Since San Mateo County includes 24 school districts,
many in the Bay Area, the demand for services from parents of autistic children will
continue to place a serious strain on school districts. The San Mateo County Office of
Education reduced the numbers of students it served, and school districts want to provide
cost-effective local programs, which will necessitate considerable support from the
SELPA.

Because of the increase in the number of children identified as autistic, state
Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell last year formed a Superintendent’s
Autism Advisory Committee. On November 2, 2007, the committee’s recommendations
were submitted to the Legislature and the Governor. The committee provides advice

on how public and nonpublic schools can better serve students with autism spectrum
disorders (ASD) and their families. The committee made the following recommendations
regarding policy, information sharing and assistance to schools:

1. Changes are called for to ensure a seamless delivery of services and early
intervention for students with ASD and their families. Also, changes are called
for in the dissemination, training, credentials, and certification of people
working with students with ASD.

2. Develop a statewide, education-focused interagency clearinghouse to provide
information on ASD-related, evidence-based, interventions, strategies, and
other resources.

3. Provide technical assistance and training to people at schools to implement
and disseminate evidence-based ASD information and strategies.
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Information about the committee and a copy of the recommendations can be obtained
via the Superintendent’s Autism Advisory Committee (SAAC) — Administration and
Support Web site at http:/www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/saac.asp. Two other studies on ASD
were completed last year by the Legislative Blue Ribbon Commission on Autism and a
statewide committee on autism funded by the Department of Developmental Services
(DDS). The DDS study is available on the DDS Web site at http:/www.dds.cahwnet.gov/
These studies should be incorporated into any new programs and services for autistic
children.

The district also has insufficient classroom space to meet the needs of an expanding
special education program.

Recommendations
The school district should:

1. Establish communication as soon as possible with the parents of the 40 students
from Regional Center Services who will turn three years of age in 2008-2009.

2. Continue to improve the working relationship between the Regional Center and
the schools in the San Mateo SELPA. This relationship is crucial in moving ABA
programs from a home-based/agency-based program to a school-based model.

3. Consider contacting the SELPA to discuss modifications to the interagency agree-
ment with Golden Gate Regional Center as previously discussed in this report.

4. Work with the Regional Center and the SELPA regarding the Jump Start Learning
to Learn program. The Placer County SELPA may be contacted for information.

5. Work directly with the SELPA administrator on the recommendations made by
the Blue Ribbon Task Force on Autism in July 2007 focusing on autism programs
in the San Mateo County SELPA.

6. Form an autism team consisting of a general education teacher, school psycholo-
gists, a Speech and Language Therapist, and an Occupational Therapist.

7. Continue using the Home Communication Sheet to include parents in school-to-
home issues.

8. Review the professional development plan and focus on the certificated staff to
improve communication and collaboration between students and teachers in
classrooms.
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9. Continue working with the Special Education PTA to maintain a good working

10.

I1.

12.

13.

14.

relationship with the Special Education Department. The PTA can help increase
parent participation at schools and work with the district to improve educational
services for special education students.

Complete and implement a facilities study as soon as possible. Many preschool
students could be eligible for special education services, but it would not be cost
effective to place them in NPA or NPS programs. In the afternoon, the district
could use school facilities such as preschool special day classes and kindergarten
rooms.

Review the exit criteria for all special education students. Exit criteria should be
developed for each child at the first IEP meeting and discussed in detail with the
parents at every subsequent IEP meeting.

Develop a student transition plan in accordance with Education Code 56345 B-4
on transfers from NPS and NPAs to regular programs or special day classes for
any part of the school day.

Develop a master plan for providing special education services to autistic
children. A part of the master plan should detail how the district will work with
parents of autistic students. There are guidelines and directions on how and when
to transition ABA services from one provider to another, which in this case, could
be district personnel. This is usually not a financial concern for parents, but the
relationships with each child created in the current ABA model may be an issue.
When parents are satisfied with the ABA providers, and the child is making
progress in the program, it is difficult to make changes.

Meet with the current ABA providers so that they are included and have input
into the model. Parents from the Special Education PTA should be included, and
an expert should be hired to help the district design the master plan for autistic
children. Parents should have an opportunity for input into the program, and a
chance to share their experiences and knowledge with the school district staff.
Many parents of autistic children are knowledgeable, research-oriented, and
motivated to share information.
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District Staffing Ratios

FCMAT’s review of the size of the individual school sites and the district as a whole
found that it is reasonable to consider transferring the Inclusion Specialist’s administrative
responsibilities to site administrators and the Director of Special Education. The district
should consider redesignating the Inclusion Specialist position and moving the case load
responsibilities for fully included students to Learning Center teachers assigned full

time to the student’s school of attendance. The principal is in a key position to assume
responsibility as the liaison between the district and the parents of fully included students.

FCMAT reviewed the staffing ratios of the Designated Instructional Services (DIS) staff
using comparative statistics and statewide benchmarks developed by School Services of
California, Inc. In a few instances, the staffing is defined with maximum case loads in
the Education Code, but for the most part, guidelines are used for best practice. As the
following tables demonstrate, FCMAT found that case loads for speech and language
specialists and psychologists are well below the standard of practice in the state. The
district should consider aligning DIS case loads with the guidelines used by other districts
throughout the state. In addition, the district ratio of psychologists to students is far
below the standard of practice in the state. However, several factors may have prompted
this. A new law went into effect last year necessitating that the district of location
complete assessments for special education students. This necessitated the addition of a .5
psychologist. Another significant factor was taking back county office and NPS students
and starting a new district severely handicapped special day class. This justified an
increase in psychologist and speech therapist time.

Designated Instructional Services (DIS) Case Loads (Guidelines vs. District)

Designated Instruction Services (DIS) Case loads

Provider Guidelines Belmont —Redwood Shores

Individual/Small group 20-28 Learning Center Model 19

Instruction
Occupational Therapy 20-35 43
Speech and Language 40 Maximum (per EC) 34

Preschool 55 Average (per EC) 42.6
Speech and Language

(Elem)

Comparative Statistics: Statewide Staffing Benchmarks for Psychologists

Comparative Statistics: Statewide Staffing Benchmarks for Psychologists vs. District

Staffing Elementary Enrollment per FTE Belmont-Redwood
FTE Shores
Psychologists 1,596 737
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The district operates two special education preschool-kindergarten classes with an
average enrollment of nine students. The preschool resources could be used more
efficiently if the district rescheduled its special education pre-K classes so that one is held
in the morning and the other in the afternoon. This would allow for the elimination of one
teacher position while the district continues to provide the appropriate level of mandated
services, yielding an approximate cost savings of $85,270 per year.

The district contracts with an independent provider for speech and language specialist
services because of the lack of availability of staff. Many districts throughout the state
have unfilled positions and contract with outside providers. The district salary cost of the
in-house position is $93,282, and the cost of an outside provider is $110,000. Replacing
the outside provider with a district employee could result in an additional savings of
$17,000 per contract hired staff.

The district has been unable to hire an Occupational Therapist. To provide the mandated
services for students, the district has contracted for this service at an annual cost of
$116,714. Contracting for this service adds approximately $45,000 to the special education
budget when compared to the cost of a district Occupational Therapist.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Reassign the administrative duties of the Inclusion Specialist position to site
administrators and the Director of Special Education. The learning center Teacher
would observe the one-to-one paraeducators and provide strategies for them. This
Teacher can also be responsible for arranging IEP meetings and testing while the
school Psychologist observes inclusion students in the classroom and provides
recommendations/strategies for the teachers and paraeducators.

I~

2. Provide annual training and support to the school site staff to facilitate full
inclusion with the appropriate accommodations and modifications to general
education curriculum.

3. Maintain occupational therapy case loads at the current level since the district
reports that these case loads are manageable at present.

4. Review the use of speech and language specialists and justify the increased
staffing or reconfigure speech case loads and reduce by one Speech Pathologist,
which could result in a savings of $93,282 per year.

5. Maintain individual/small group instruction at the current levels to allow
Learning Center teachers to implement the previous recommendation regarding
the Inclusion Specialist position.
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Review the use of the school psychologists and justify the increased staffing or
align the psychologist staffing to the Statewide Staffing Benchmarks. This could
result in a staff reduction of 1.9 psychologists and a savings of $189,430 per year.

Secure a district hired speech and language specialists in lieu of contract staff.
This could result in a cost savings of $17,000 per year.

Reschedule the preschool- Kindergarten classes so that one class is held in the
morning and the other in the afternoon for an approximate savings of $85,270 per
year.

Secure a district hired Occupational Therapist in lieu of contract staff. This could
result in a cost savings of approximately $45,000 per year. The district should
continue its positive efforts to hire a qualified applicant.

Belmont-Redwood Shores Elementary School District
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Due Process

The district has reduced formal due process filings and costs over the past three years as
indicated in the following table:

Due Process Cost Reduction: 2005-08

Due Process Cost Reduction 2005-2008
School Year Cost Savings
2005-06 $158,709
2006-07 $27.,700
2007-08 $18,882

There is a perception that while the district is successful at resolving issues at a lower
level, the related costs are not actually reduced. However, FCMAT found that the district
has reduced costs through efforts such as building positive relationships with parents,
resolving legal issues at the informal level, and forming a PTA for special education
parents.

From 2006-07 to 2007-08, special education encroachment on the general education fund
is projected to increase by $1.5 million. At least $1.4 million was due to an increase in
mandated services for students with autism and not due process or legal fees. The figures
in the above table represent the total cost of mediated settlements and attorney fees. The
district has clearly changed the direction of formal due process filings over the past three
years with a significant decrease in the associated costs.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Continue to build defensible programs that provide behavioral intervention
services to students with autism in a more cost effective manner.

2. Continue to expand options for developing positive relationships with parents
through the PTA for special education through parent education on the IEP
process and strategies for effective communication with the district staff.

3. Provide annual training for all principals and the general education staff on the
legal aspects of special education and key areas.

4. Provide all staff members with training on mediating differences and resolving
disputes, including communication strategies on all levels.

5. Consider using the facilitated IEP process and alternative dispute resolution
programs to further reduce the need for litigation.
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Appendices

Learning Center Cost Analysis Update

Summary of Autism Treatments

Guidelines for Use of Special Circumstance Aides
Study Agreement
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