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2013-2014 School Year 

 
Acton and Acton-Boxborough Regional School District 

 
Special Education Programs and Services 

 
The Acton and Acton-Boxborough Regional School District offers a continuum of specialized services 
from the preschool level to the age of 22.  Learning Center programs, specialized programs, and related 
services are provided to meet the needs of individual learners.  While descriptions of programs are 
provided, adjustments are made as needed to address individual student needs.  All programs emphasize 
skill development and skill remediation along with the development of self-advocacy skills for greater 
independence and responsibility for learning. 

 
Early Childhood 

Early Childhood Services 
 

 Pre-referral observations, consultations and screenings 
 Systematic transition from Early Intervention Services starting when children are 2 1/2 years old 
 Special Education Evaluations 
 Direct service to meet the therapeutic needs of individual children 
 Comprehensive Integrated Preschool Program 
 In-house program serving students with Autism Spectrum Disorders 
 Preparation and assistance with transition to Acton Public School Programs 
 Consultation with parents and staff working with children in area preschools and daycares 
 Collaboration with others serving young children and their families through the 

Acton/Boxborough/Littleton/Harvard Early Childhood Advisory Council, First Connections and 
Minute Man Early Intervention 

 Referral and consultation with other agencies providing services to young children with special 
needs as necessary 

 
Acton Public Schools Preschool 

 
Program Descriptions 
 
The APS Preschool consists of two programs, the Integrated Preschool (IPS) and the Preschool Applied 
Behavioral Analysis (ABA) Program.  The Integrated Preschool provides services to students who are 
developing typically and students with delays across the developmental spectrum through use of an 
integrated therapy model.  The curriculum follows the MA Early Learning Guidelines.  The Preschool 
ABA Program provides a continuum of programming for students diagnosed on the Autism Spectrum.  
Students in the ABA Program are also enrolled in the IPS classes to provide opportunity for 
social/pragmatic skill development. 
 

Integrated Preschool   Preschool ABA Program 
* Four half-day sessions/two full-day session  * 2:1 or 1:1 instruction 
* Currently serving 80 students (34 w/special needs) *  Consultation/supervision by Board Certified     

    Behavioral Analyst (BCBA) 
*  Related Services:  (both groups)   *  Extensive support to families through 
    Speech/Language Therapy        daily home logs, and individual monthly 
    Occupational Therapy        clinics 
    Physical Therapy        
    Audiological/Educational Specialist S/L 

               * Ongoing support and consultation with families 
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2013-2014 School Year 
 

Acton and Acton-Boxborough Regional School District 
 

General Definitions 
For 

Special Education Program and Services 
 

Learning Centers 
 
Learning Center programs at the elementary and secondary levels provide services to students whose 
primary disability is typically in the areas of learning, communication, and/or executive functioning. 
The majority of students are fully enrolled in regular education classes but small group instruction is 
available to address individual needs.  Accommodations are provided as needed for students to access 
the general education curriculum. Some students require support within the general education 
classroom.  All students are assigned a school counselor. 
 
Specialized Programs 
 
Specialized programs generally have a smaller number of students.  Students in specialized programs 
require additional supports within the general education classroom and/or accommodations or 
modifications to the classroom curriculum.  Students may be provided with individual and/or small 
group academic instruction, as needed to address individual needs. All specialized programs within the 
elementary schools emphasize development of self-advocacy skills, greater independence and 
responsibility for learning. Students from the primary specialized programs (Grades K-3) who continue 
to require intensive support can transition to intermediate level specialized programs (Grades 4-6) 
where they can continue to be supported within our public school community with their typical peers.     
 
Related Services 
 
Acton-Boxborough Regional School Districts offers a wide range of identification, educational and 
therapeutic support services.  Related services include: 
 

 Speech and Language services 
 Psychological and Counseling Services 
 Occupational Therapy 
 Physical Therapy 
 Mobility Services 
 Vision Services 
 Deaf and Hard of Hearing Services 
 Adapted Physical Education 
 ADL, Life Skills, Employability, and Community based services 
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The Blanchard School 
 

 
 
Specialized Program Description 
 
The Specialized Primary Program (K-2) and Intermediate Program (3-6) at Blanchard provide intensive 
support and instruction for students diagnosed on the Autism Spectrum, with secondary learning and 
therapeutic issues. These programs offer a systematic, structured behavioral teaching approach in 
addition to academic instruction, social pragmatics and behavioral support for students.  
 
Students may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnoses), distractibility and/or focusing 

issues 
 Executive functioning and self-regulation deficits 
 Sensory integration issues 
 Significant difficulties with social/peer interactions 
 Hyper-focused patterns of interest 

 
Specific services provided in the program include but are not limited to: 

 Structured behavioral teaching approach 
 Individual or small group counseling 
 Small group instruction to foster social pragmatics skills 
 Individual and small group multi-sensory, research based instruction 
 Peer modeling within inclusive experiences 
 Skills are reinforced daily and a system of rewards and consequences promote positive 

behavioral outcomes 
 Most students require adult support for academic, social and/or emotional/behavioral 

needs 
 Occupational Therapy services and consultation to special educators and general 

education teachers to support students with executive functioning and sensory integration 
issues 

 Speech and Language services to develop social language skills 
 Program support to parent/staff by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) 
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The Conant School 
 
 

 
 
Specialized Program Description 
 
The Connections Program at the Conant provides a continuum of programming for students diagnosed 
on the Autism Spectrum K-6. “Connections” offers a systematic, structured behavior based teaching 
approach for students who have successfully transitioned from the District’s Integrated Preschool 
Program.  
 
Students may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Significant difficulties with social/peer interaction 
 Significant difficulty in interpreting verbal and nonverbal communication 
 Hyper-focused patterns of interest 

 
Specific services provided in the program include but are not limited to: 

 Structured behavioral teaching approach 
 Small social skills groups to develop social pragmatic skills 
 Supported mainstream inclusion opportunities to provide peer modeling 
 Program support to parents/staff by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) 
 Individual and/or small group instruction to preview, review, reinforce academic skills  
 Speech and Language services to develop language and social pragmatic skills 



  Page 5 
 

The Gates School 
 

 
Specialized Program Description 
 
The Specialized Program at Gates (K-3) provides intensive therapeutic support and instruction for 
students with learning and therapeutic issues. This program provides academic, social pragmatics and 
behavioral support for students who have significant needs.  
 
Students may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnoses), distractibility and/or 

focusing/attentional issues 
 Executive functioning and self-regulation deficits 
 Sensory integration issues 

 
Specific services provided in the program include but are not limited to: 

 Structured behavioral teaching approach 
 Small social skills groups to develop social pragmatic skills 
 Supported inclusive opportunities to provide peer modeling 
 Program support to parent/staff by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) 
 Individual and/or small group instruction to preview, review, reinforce academic skills 
 Speech and Language services to develop language and social pragmatic skills 
 Individual or small group counseling 
 Most students require adult support for academic, social and/or emotional/behavioral 

needs 
 Speech and Language services to develop phonemic awareness, social language skills and 

vocabulary development 
 Occupational Therapy services and consultation to special educators and general 

education teachers to support students with executive functioning and sensory integration 
issues           
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                                               The McCarthy-Towne School 
 

 
 

Specialized Program Description 
 
The McCarthy-Towne School provides a continuum of services for students who require intensive 
support and instruction for students with learning and therapeutic issues.  A continuum of services is 
provided (K-3 and 4-6).  This program provides academic, social pragmatic and behavioral support for 
students. 
 
Students may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnoses), distractibility and/or 

focusing/attentional issues 
 Executive functioning and self-regulation deficits 
 Sensory integration issues 

 
Specific services provided in the program include but are not limited to: 

 Structured behavioral teaching approach 
 Individual or small group counseling 
 Small group instruction to foster social pragmatics skills 
 Individual and small group multi-sensory, research based instruction 
 Peer modeling within mainstream experiences 
 Skills are reinforced daily and a system of rewards and consequences promote positive 

behavioral outcomes 
 Most students require adult support for academic, social and/or emotional/behavioral 

needs 
 Occupational Therapy services and consultation to special educators and general 

education teachers to support students with executive functioning and sensory integration 
issues 

 Speech and Language services to develop phonemic awareness, social language skills and 
vocabulary development 

 Program support to parent/staff by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) 
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The Douglas School 
 

 
 

Learning Centers 
 
Learning Center programs at the elementary and secondary levels provide services to students whose 
primary disability is typically in the areas of learning, communication, and/or executive functioning. 
The majority of students are fully enrolled in regular education classes but small group instruction is 
available to address individual needs.  Accommodations are provided as needed for students to access 
the general education curriculum. Some students require support within the general education 
classroom.  
 
Until 2007 the Douglas School offered a continuum of specialized services for students who required 
intensive support and instruction with learning and therapeutic issues.  The program provided academic, 
social pragmatic and behavioral support for students.  As students’ needs shifted, adjustments were 
made to address individual student needs.  Specifically, resources from the Douglas School program 
were reallocated to enhance service delivery at the Merriam School.  At this time, specialized programs 
for primary and intermediate students with disabilities are designed on an individual case-by-case basis 
and provided in an integrated model. 
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The Merriam School 
 

 
 
 
Specialized Program Description 
 
The Specialized Primary Program (K-3) and Intermediate Program (4-6) at Merriam provide intensive 
support and instruction for students with learning and therapeutic issues. These programs provide 
academic, social pragmatics and behavioral support for students.  
 
Students may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnoses), distractibility and/or focusing 

issues 
 Executive functioning and self-regulation deficits 
 Sensory integration issues 

 
Specific services provided in the program include but are not limited to: 

 Structured behavioral teaching approach 
 Individual or small group counseling 
 Small group instruction to foster social pragmatics skills 
 Individual and small group multi-sensory, research based instruction 
 Peer modeling within inclusive experiences 
 Skills are reinforced daily and a system of rewards and consequences promote positive 

behavioral outcomes 
 Most students require adult support for academic, social and/or emotional/behavioral 

needs 
 Occupational Therapy services and consultation to special educators and general 

education teachers to support students with executive functioning and sensory integration 
issues 

 Speech and Language services to develop phonemic awareness, social language skills and 
vocabulary development 

 Program support to parent/staff by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) 
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    R. J. Grey Junior High School 
 

 
Specialized Program Descriptions 
 
At this time there are three specialized programs at the junior high school. All specialized programs are 
attached to a 7th and 8th grade regular education team.  
 
The Language Learning Program (LLP)  
 
Students in LLP typically have moderate to severe language based learning and/or communication 
disabilities and may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 
   

 Difficulties with oral and written expression 
 Difficulties with reading acquisition and/or reading comprehension 
 Difficulties with math computation and applications 
 Possible anxiety (related to learning issues), distractibility and/or focusing/attentional 

issues, executive functioning deficits 
 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 May be functioning below grade level in one or more basic academic areas 

 
The Connections Program (Connections III) 
 
The Connections Program offers an inclusive education to students who may be diagnosed with one or 
more of the following disabilities that impacts social functioning: 
 

 Asperger Syndrome 
 Pervasive Development Disorder, NOS 
 Communication Disorders 
 Non-Verbal Learning Disability (NVLD) 
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Students in this program are generally able to access grade level curriculum within the regular 
education classroom, but may require flexibility in their schedule to allow for periods of less inclusion.  
Specific services within the program may include:   
 

 Small group academic instruction 
 Supported regular education classes 
 Executive Functioning support and instruction 
 Social pragmatic support and instruction 
 Sensory diet accommodations 
 Therapeutic and behavioral support 
 Consultation by Board Certified Behavioral Analyst (BCBA) 
 Psychological supports 

 
The Center for Learning and Student Services (CLASS) 
 
The CLASS program offers a therapeutic model to students who face emotional challenges.  Students in 
CLASS may exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 
 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnoses), distractibility and/or 

focusing/attentional issues 
 Executive functioning deficits 

 
Specific services provided in the program may include:  

 Peer modeling within inclusive experiences 
 Small group academic instruction 
 Supported regular education classes 
 Individual and small group counseling 
 Most students participate in outside counseling with an opportunity to coordinate 

strategies to support the student’s emotional growth 
 Behavioral programming and reinforcement 
 Consultation by Board Certified Behavioral Analyst (BCBA) and/or Behavioral 

Psychologist 
 Psychological supports 
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Acton-Boxborough Regional High School 
 

 
 
Specialized Program Descriptions 
 
All specialized programs within the high school community emphasize the development of self-
advocacy skills with greater independence and responsibility for learning.  Students are encouraged to 
pursue a course of study to prepare for post-secondary opportunities.  Starting at the age of 14, all 
students are encouraged to be part of the IEP process and to be actively involved in transitional 
planning to address post-secondary goals. 
 
The Occupational Development Program (ODP) 
 
The ODP program provides appropriate functional and inclusive education for students with moderate 
to intensive special needs.  Highly individualized instruction is provided and the following interventions 
and supports: 
 
Aspects of the program and student needs may include the following: 

 Inclusive opportunities within the general education program as appropriate 
 Small group instruction with remediation of basic skills as appropriate to meet individual 

needs 
 Most students are in ODP are working toward a Certificate of Completion and typically 

attend school until age 22 
 Some students participate in small group special education classes outside of the ODP 

classroom.  These courses fulfill graduation credit requirements and provide MCAS 
preparation. 

 Schedules based on employability and academic needs 
 Community based learning 
 Employability training with opportunities within the school and town community 
 Work behaviors are taught, practiced, reinforced, and generalized 
 Small group and individual counseling 
 Support with transition to post-secondary opportunities and adult agency involvement 
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Supported Career Education Program (SCE) 
 
SCE is a highly structured program for students who need close monitoring and a high degree of 
staff/student involvement.  For specific students, the program offers small group academic instruction 
in all four major academic subjects, for high school credit.   
 
Students placed in the SCE program may be diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, Pervasive 
Developmental Disorders, significant Learning Disabilities, and Non-Verbal Learning Disabilities.  
While students in this program are generally able to access the general curriculum, significant 
flexibility may be required and students generally exhibit one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Difficulty with oral and/or written expression 
 Difficulty with reading and/or comprehension 
 Difficulty with math computation and applications 
 High levels of anxiety, distractibility and/or focusing/attentional issues 
 Significant difficulties with all aspects of organization and academic production 
 Social Language Weaknesses 

  
Aspects of the program and student needs may include the following: 

 Small group credit-based academic classes 
 Supported regular education classes 
 Sensory diet accommodations 
 Employability and life skill training that focuses on independence building 
 Social Pragmatic Groups 
 Emphasis on transitional programming for post-secondary educational opportunities and 

vocational training 
 Social Language Support 

 
The REAL Program (Relational/Emotional/Academic Learning) 
 
The REAL program offers a therapeutic model to students who face emotional disabilities.  These 
students are often “at risk” with behavioral, social and/or emotional needs.  Typically, students in 
REAL have experienced difficulty in school.  All students are capable of performing grade level 
academic work and are capable of earning a high school diploma.  Students in REAL may exhibit one 
or more of the following characteristics: 
 

 Significant difficulties with all aspects of academic production 
 Executive functioning deficits 
 Significant anxiety (related to social/emotional diagnosis) 
 Significant focusing/attentional difficulties 

 
Specific services provided within REAL may include: 

 Supported classes 
 Individual and/or small group counseling with the school psychologist 
 Individual and/or small group tutorial during crisis points (STAR) 
 Outside counseling and communication between home and school 
 Therapeutic support  provided throughout the day as needed 
 Behavioral programming and reinforcement for academic attendance 
 Transitional planning 
 Psychological & therapeutic support 
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The Bridges Program 
 
Building on the Connections III program, we offer a program at the high school, BRIDGES, a 
continuum for students with social and cognitive challenges.  These students may be diagnosed with 
one or more of the following disabilities: 
 

 Asperger Syndrome 
 Pervasive Development Disorder, NOS 
 Communication Disorders 
 Non-Verbal Learning Disability (NVLD) 

 
The focus of the program equips these students with a set of skills, academically and socially, that 
will help them to become independent members of their community. Furthermore, these skills will 
help them to successfully make a transition into the world of work, beyond the high school setting or 
give them additional opportunities, based upon their individual strengths. Students enrolled in the 
Bridges program access the general curriculum offered at ABRHS within the mainstream setting with 
support, as needed. Additionally, students receive individual and small group support while accessing 
services provided by specialized staff. 
 
There is one teacher/liaison to the program and an assistant for support. Additionally, a speech and 
language specialist, a school psychologist, and a board certified behavior analyst supplement the 
program. 
 
Implicit and Explicit instructional approaches that are individualized to each student’s  
challenges/strengths are used in the Bridges Program.  Students are taught in a small group setting 
through a fluid and dynamic approach that focuses on both individual and group goals. Students in 
the Bridges Program participate in credit bearing specialized classes that teach social pragmatics and 
functional life skills.  These classes focus on an understanding and development of: 
 

 Social Awareness 
 Expected Behaviors 
 Self-Advocacy Skills 
 Self-Awareness 
 Social Thinking 
 Metacognitive Skills (knowledge/awareness, regulation, experiences) 
 Transitional Planning and employability skills 
 

 
Alternative Programs at ABRHS 

 
Alternative programs provide programming to both regular and special education students in a less 
traditional school model.  
 
STAR Center 
 

 A tutorial service for students struggling with a medical or social/emotional issue requiring 
stabilization. 

 Students are referred by a counselor, special educator, or school administrator. 
 Duration of tutoring program may be short-term or year-long depending on the needs of the 

student. 
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Merriam Alternative Program/MAP 
 

 Students in grades 9 through 12 who are struggling to participate in a large classroom  
setting  

 Students are provided grade level academics and opportunities to participate at the high 
school in small group classes 

 A special educator is an integral part of the program and provides direct support for 
curricular mastery 

 Individual and/or small group counseling with the School Psychologist 
 
 
School to Work Alternative Program (SWAP) 
 

 School to work alternative program for 11th and 12th grade students 
 Academics taught two nights per week at ABRHS 
 Students must have a job 
 Students must be motivated, and be able to maintain employment independently 
 Special Education students receive academic supports as outlined in the IEP 
 

 
Transitions  
 

 Grade 9 students, referred by JHS staff, who require a continuation of the “team concept” 
offered at the JHS 

 For student on IEPs, a Special Educator is available for academic support and an assistant is 
part of the classroom design for reinforcement of academic skills, organization, and self-
advocacy strategies 

 Monitoring of class size 
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Special Education Budgetary Planning 
FY’15 

Questions and Practical Answers 
February 2014 

 

Question 1:  What steps should Pupil Services consider to ensure equality of 
program, equity of resources, and synergy of schools during our first year of our 
unified school system: Acton-Boxborough? 
Whenever there are changes, in this case, an approval for regionalization, there is an opportunity 
for all of us to embrace basically two major concepts: equality and synergy. Although these 
words are often used in many settings, for us as a school district and a family of families, they 
become a value system as well a way of ensuring the rights of every student and family who 
participate in our schools. We welcome all from the Towns of Acton and Boxborough. 
 
There are several principles that I would like to discuss in striving towards equality and synergy. 
 
Communication: In order that we continue our practice of open communication and 
transparency, in talk and in action, we must recognize that discussion and processing are ways to 
reaching consensus and resolving differences. If we hold this principle in our heads and in our 
hearts, we recognize that we appreciate differences, respect them, and accept them. 
 
Integration: In accepting these differences, we reflect on the principle of integration. Our 
schools recognize that when we come together, we are a collection of talents and ideas, with 
individual cultures within each school. Our school district prides itself in this individualization. 
Our now six elementary schools are held in high esteem by their own culture, a “macro” issue for 
us. But, we are one school district, Acton and Boxborough. We come together with one mission: 
to help students learn and achieve to their maximum ability so that they can compete in a global 
society, become live long learners, and live the core values of citizenship that are taught in our 
schools with the lead from our parents and guardians. This approach is far different from 
“adapting” or “assimilating” to our schools. Integration is weaved through our fabric and 
continues to be part of our makeup. All of us, those of us who have been here a while and those 
of us who are new, will have new experiences which will complement our growth as we move 
forward in excelling. 
 
Synergy: In a spirit of cooperation, we begin the process of evaluating our resources, talents, and 
skills of students and faculty to ensure a thoughtful school experience and culture in learning. It 
is natural, and quite expected, that when there are fluid pieces to a school plan (of 
regionalization), there is a period of stress and sometimes internal conflict, which results in state 
of disequilibrium. Any organization goes through this period of confusion, questioning, 
avoidance, etc. Our task in Acton and Boxborough is a progressive, not regressive, endeavor to 
minimize the psychological underpinnings and emphasize the growth potential by open 
communication, a respect for individual cultures, integrative experiences and acceptance, and a 
cooperative spirit in thought, action, resources, as one team. In a sense, we want additive 
synergy! 
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Getting there… 
But, with the aforementioned principles upheld, we must have a practical plan to get there. 
Below you will find a “work in progress” that Pupil Services will implement to make this 
synergy additive. 
 
Similarly mentioned in my Q & A FY ’14, that if we do not control spending in special 
education, there would be a cyclical event that would change the landscape of our school and 
programs. There would be less money to spend in regular education, because special education is 
a mandated program. Class size could be jeopardized by having larger class sizes, controlled by 
budgetary reasons rather than based upon research-evidenced studies. Students could face 
hurdles by not meeting the curriculum standards and subsequently, could be referred for an 
evaluation to determine eligibility in special education. 
 
Thoughtful planning and careful execution are guiding principles that assist Pupil Services in 
reaching its goals for equality of program, equity of resources, and synergy of schools. 
Therefore, based upon our effective execution of the action plans that were written as part of The 
Report of the Special Education Financial Task Force II (December 2008), Pupil Services will 
modify those plans to ensure that we have identified potential ways of reducing costs, 
streamlining special education procedures and processes, and recommending continuum 
programs and staff reconfigurations to meet those challenges.  
 
Why are action plans so important? Action plans for Pupil Services are ways of making our 
vision concrete and practical. They describe in measurable terms how each step will contribute 
to the overall objective. When I consider these steps and objectives, I ask myself if the outcomes 
of these action plans lead to new opportunities as I consider the risks and benefits of each action. 
They also serve as mechanisms for accountability. 
 
Coupled with our recent programmatic and fiscal evaluation through Futures Education, Inc., I 
intend to revisit (and modify) the following action plans for a fully regionalized school district: 
 
Out of District: We will assess our OOD population to provide appropriate transitions for 
selected students from out-of-district to in-district placements. An analysis of all elementary (6 
schools) and secondary (2 schools) patterns of IEP development, programs within each school, 
continuum programs, and location of programs (space utilization, cost of transportation, etc.) will 
be investigated. 
 
IEP Process: We will review for all schools the effectiveness and efficiency of the IEP process, 
especially through timely communications of parents. 
 
CASE programs and transportation: With the pressure of a CASE re-definition of the 
assessment formula, and an increase in the subscription to our collaborative, we will evaluate 
each child in each program in CASE and determine if some of the identified needs can be 
translated into existing (expanding) or newly created programs that are cost effective, both in 
program and transportation. 
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Child Study Teams: We will once again re-evaluate the CSTs’ effectiveness of regular 
education interventions. We will note any disparities among teams and reach consensus on how 
teams may be enhanced. 
 
Program Development: In tandem with out-of-district outcomes, we will build programs 
(expansion; new; continuums) to meet the needs of returning students and those students who are 
at risk within our schools. 
 
In history, there have been commissioned reports in special education to study the process, cost 
drivers, and cross-school data analysis of special education in our school system (October 2003; 
December 2008). We have also received a Coordinated Program Review (CPR) from the 
Department of Secondary and Elementary Education (DESE) and an independent programmatic 
and fiscal evaluation from Futures Education, Inc., last year. We may be due for the 6-year cycle 
investigation of the cost drivers evaluation in December 2014. 
 
For FY15 budget, we have aggregately created a unified budget for the Towns of Acton and 
Boxborough.  Over the last six years as Director, I have been able to establish a baseline in year 
one, followed by a close analysis of trends and patterns.  With that compiled data, we were able 
to formulate action plans, supported by internal and external reports for fiscal drivers and 
efficacy of programs.  Consequently, we were able to adjust fiscal concerns and efficiencies in 
program development.  We intend to follow the same steps in our unified school district’s FY15 
budget. 
 
Lastly, regionalization has given us the opportunity to take the initiative, on the ground floor, to 
re-examine our programs, resources, and integrate all of our talents, skills, cultures, and 
successes together and share them through tight budget processes. We are unified in our 
thinking, in our planning, and our teaching of our students.  I believe that our synergetic 
endeavors in regionalization will yield effects greater than the separate sums of our 
accomplishments of our school districts. 
 
 

[a version of this document will be published as an OnTeam newsletter in September 2014]
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Special Education Budgetary Planning 
FY’14 

Questions and Practical Answers 
January 2013 

 
Question 1:  What is the impact and anticipated outcomes both financially and 

programmatically, of increased Special Education costs? 
 
 
If spending were not controlled in special education, there would be a cyclical event that would 
change the fiscal landscape of our schools. Special education is a mandated program under IDEA 
and Chapter 766 in which eligible students receive specialized instruction through services that 
would assist them in their skill building. 
 
But, what would happen if spending was out of control? The immediate impact would be less 
money to fund regular education services because special education is a mandated program. It 
would also affect the percentage of integration of students with special education needs because, 
often times, integration has built in classroom support. Those supports would be less. 
 
If there were less money in regular education, class size would be jeopardized by having larger 
classes. If there were larger classes, it would be more difficult to address student needs, despite 
our heroic efforts of our teachers and paraprofessionals. 
 
Additionally, students could face additional challenges by not meeting the curriculum standards 
and subsequently, could be referred for an evaluation to determine special education eligibility 
because they were not making effective progress. 
 
Whether or not the eligibility would be the final outcome, the costs of referral and evaluations 
are prohibitive (staff costs). The aforementioned students, if found eligible, predictably would 
have mild special needs. The rolls in special education would increase. 
 
If these special education numbers increased, there would be significantly heavier caseloads, 
which could violate student education guidelines and recommendations. As we burst at the seams 
in this scenario, there would potentially be more out of district referrals and consequently, 
requests for more moneys for tuitions. The end result would be less money for regular education 
as we work our way through the same or similar cycle. 
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Question 2:  To what degree have efficiencies in program design, development 

and staffing, complemented student success in an environment of 
fiscal responsibility and accountability that leads to a cap on Special 
Education expenditures? 

 
 
 
During my tenure, I have emphasized that every dollar spent must be connected to a child in a 
special education program, from support in the regular education classroom to the most 
restrictive programs that we offer. Complementing our own initiatives, we have had school 
committee task forces that identified and studied fiscal drivers in special education to audits of 
compliance through the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). We have 
also has a MASBO financial review and we currently have just completed Phase I* of the 
Futures Education, Inc. programmatic, transportation, and fiscal review of our expenditures.  
 
Throughout these various types of reviews, we have developed action plans from 
recommendations, suggestions, or our own self-study and connected them with our internal goals 
and SMART goals of the Superintendent. All data from all reports have been studied to yield 
“efficiencies” in program design, development and staffing by realignment, restructuring, and 
redesigning our resources to meet the ever-changing needs of our special education student body 
without changing the integrity or the quality of our programs. 
 
To enforce these principles of fiscal accountability and responsibility on our design in 
developing programs help us to cap spending by reasonably requesting a budget that meets the 
needs of students. Over the last few years, we spent a great deal of time on fiscal data and did the 
“true up” for expenditures; we continue with “true up” accounting. We concurrently dealt with 
the principles of efficacy and efficiency to ascertain the validity of programs and costs 
respectively. 
 
Our preliminary data from Futures Education confirms these efficiencies in staffing, program 
development and design. My recommendations and requests for budget this year will be based 
on those efficiencies (program continuums {ABRHS Bridges; APS psychology model -- to 
identify two areas}). 
 
* Phase I has just been completed in December 2012 and covered the regional schools, grades 7-12. Phase II will begin in March 
2013 and study the elementary schools. We anticipate that Futures Education will report its complete findings by the end of this 
school year. 
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Historical Perspective 
Questions and Practical Answers 

From FY13 (January 2012) 
 

Question 1:  How are the three indices (realistic budgeting, underfunded and 
unfunded mandates) interconnected in creating a Pupil Services 
Budget? 

 
 
Practical Answer:  
 
The Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), designed to address the needs of 
students with identified disabilities is a federal grant program, usually reauthorized every five 
years.  Although Congress tried to simplify some of the rigid procedural requirements of the 
statute, Congress was unsuccessful.  Instead, Congress attempted to align IDEA with the 
NCLB (achievement accountability – AYP, etc.).  Funding for the IDEA is contingent on 
compliance and grant programs, which are state administered.  
 
Specifically, funds are distributed to states and contain formulas. But, it also mandates 
requirements to receive funding, determines the nature, location and type of services to eligible 
students, lists rights for parents and students and establishes a system for due process.  Schools 
must identify, evaluate, determine eligibility, cooperatively write an IEP within the TEAM 
process, including the parent or guardian, and make placement decisions.  Evaluations, 
eligibility for IDEA services must be conducted to ensure compliance.   
 
Additionally, it is essential to understand that school districts, under the Civil Rights Act 
(1964), are mandated to guarantee the rights of all students with a physical or mental 
impairment, which substantially limits one or more life activities, or is regarded to have such 
an impairment. These cover a general, but wide range of impairments from neurological, 
musculoskeletal, respiratory, cardiovascular, digestive, etc. to any mental or psychological 
impairment.   
 
The IDEA has been a natural development and growth from the Civil Rights Act (1964) and 
the Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965, a grant program to assist states with educating 
students who had been denied educational opportunities.  However, the development of these 
laws has conceptually moved the education of targeted student populations forward but 
moneys did not match the regulatory requirements.  Simply put, the programs are 
underfunded, yet mandated. For example, all students who are eligible in special education 
through IDEA are protected under the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) but not vice versa.  Yet, 
any assessment in OCR, plan, or services deemed necessary to meet the criteria are not 
reimbursed, an unfunded mandate.  OCR evaluation for eligibility, developed OCR plans, and 
services, if applicable, are not part of a special education delivery system; they are a regular 
education service, but budgeted and supervised under Pupil Services. 
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In 2002, the Commission of Excellence in Special Education was a basis for a major reform in 
the reauthorization, among a list of other findings, and concluded that students with disabilities 
required highly qualified teachers.  Reauthorization requires states to increase accountability, 
reduce paperwork, improve early intervention, reduce over identification or misidentification, 
support general and special education teachers, reduce litigation, increase flexibility of 
educational programs, and enhance safety of schools.  The emphasis is on prevention rather 
than intervention upon failure; the priorities of the reauthorization inspire progress.   
 
It is critical to recognize is that Pupil Services budget line items cover aspects of services 
that are considered regular education as noted above.  The aforementioned regular 
education services, its unfunded mandate coupled with the underfunded mandate of IDEA 
from the federal or state governments to implement programs, create havoc on school 
budgeting as school systems have had little say in the development of these mandates, lack 
lead time for planning for compliance with the new requirements, etc.  In these situations, 
school districts are put in the unfortunate position of “robbing Peter to pay Paul” so to speak, 
even though we continuously re-align and re-allocate resources to compensate for these 
deficits. It is a daunting task to plan ahead, predict what an ordinary expense is, or to plan for 
unpredictable situations in a child’s or family’s life. In the final analysis, Pupil Services 
creates a budget, a realistic one, knowing that there are underfunded and unfunded mandates 
with a historical knowledge from data that there are unexpected, sudden, and unpredicted 
changes in service delivery and placement in a given year. 

 
 
 
 
 
Question 2:  How does the Pupil Services Department deal with an unpredicted 
and/or unencumbered expenditure   
 
 
From a YOU-Tube video, (incorporated in the budget slides from Pupil Services at the SC 
meeting, 1-28-12), you will see a grocery man stacking up 12 cans, neatly and with pyramidical 
precision.  He planned his activity, unboxed the cans, and stacked them uniformly.  Suddenly, 
quite unexpectedly, a customer grabbed one of the cans, and all the cans were jolted and fell.  It 
happened several times.  In desperation, the grocery man tells the last customer, “don’t touch 
(kick) the cans!”  The customer selected cans from a different pyramid and chaos occurred, 
except in the area in which the original cans were not touched or taken. 
 
In the schools, we create a realistic budget, year to year, through cooperative planning and 
foresight, based upon previous trends and patterns.  Inherent in this budget process is a firm 
commitment to the principles of responsibility and accountability. 
 
But, similar to the grocery man stacking his cans, we create a budget that has appropriations that 
are accurate but lean.  The pyramid of line items looks precise and “on target.” But, schools do 
not have the luxury of touching, removing, or replacing one of the cans when a crisis occurs. If 
so, other programs may be jeopardized.  
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Question 2:  How does the Pupil Services Department deal with an unpredicted 
and/or unencumbered expenditure?  

 
School budgets are approved on a yearly basis; there is little opportunity to encumber additional 
funds. 
 
In Pupil Services, there are situations that are unpredictable, urgent, and sometimes crisis 
oriented.  Let’s consider three examples from FY12 (September –December): 
 

1. In-flux of summer move-ins created the necessity of adding a pre-school integrated 
classroom, despite our coordination with the Department of Public Health, and the 
Department of Developmental Services, our outreach Massachusetts agencies in early 
interventions notifications, and our knowledge of previous trends and patterns.   

      FY12 expenditure:   
 

0.2 FTE Speech/Language Specialist         $16,261 
0.8 FTE Special Educator/BCBA               $34,047 
25 hour/week ABA Trainer                        $21,125 
14 hour/week SPED Assistant                    $  6,665 
Space Rental                                               $  9,100 
                                                 Total          $87,198 

 
2. A student is psychiatrically hospitalized, due to factors outside the school.  The student is 

guaranteed an education as the process of eligibility, goals and objectives, and possible 
placement, based upon diagnosis and factors of fragility begin.  Estimated range of 
program during FY12:  $70,000. 

 
3. A student, who is suspended or expelled even though protections differ in regular and 

special education, must be educated.  Estimated range of program during  
            FY12:  $25,000-50,000. 
 
If we could predict that the schools would encounter three scenarios described above on a yearly 
basis, we could predict a realistic budget.  But, we cannot.  Sometimes, there are 4-6 scenarios 
per year.  There are no savings, investments, placeholder, or “war chest”.  We re-allocate, re-
align, and design programs creatively to meet the needs.  If the cans in pyramidical fashion are 
kicked, we must punt, reasonably and creatively, re-allocating and re-aligning (the cans). 
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Historical Perspective 
Questions and Practical Answers 

From FY12 (January 2011) 
 
 
Question 1:  What are the identified cost drivers in special education; three 

years later?  What are the potential cost drivers over the next three 
years? 
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The Report of the Special Education Financial Task Force II (December 2008) 
identified potential ways of reducing costs and recommending opportunities 
for streamlining special education procedures and processes.  Subsequently, 
Pupil Services developed action plans to address each identified area. 
 
But over the last three years, additional fiscal pockets were identified:  1) 
contracted services/related services and 2) translation line time.  Over a five-
year period, we have seen related services rise exponentially. Due to the nature 
of our obligation to translate documents into several languages, as required by 
regulations, we have found that costs are prohibitive.   
 
We have also identified fast moving targets in the budget. For example, we 
have seen an increase of referrals to the Student Support Teams at the high 
school level (N=200+) in dealing with adolescent challenges of mental health, 
eating disorders, and substance abuse.  (More) individual and group 
interventions, both on prevention and treatment levels, are necessary to 
dissipate these challenges and focus on achievement.   
 
The development of specialized programs (completion/continuation of the 
Hayward Center and the development of a high school Connections program 
respectively) as well as responding to Learning Center education caseloads are 
interconnected aspects of these potential cost drivers.   
 
Finally, a system wide requirement of a FTE 0.2 ELL certified teacher is 
needed to coordinate services, based upon our recent Coordinated Program 
Review (CPR) by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
(DESE). 
 
In summary, we identified over the last three years: 

A) An increase in contracted services/related services 
B) An increase in translations into several languages (required) 

 
We predict that these expenses, listed below, will increase: 

C) Referrals to Student Assistance Teams for mental health issues 
D) Continuation/completion of specialized programs at both the junior and 

senior high levels 
E) CPR requirement: FTE 0.2 ELL certified teacher 
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Question 2: What are the next steps for the cost drivers identified over the last 

and next three years? 
 

 
P

ra
ct

ic
al

 A
n

sw
er

s 

 As you probably know, Pupil Services has also taken many initiatives to reduce 
costs while applying its own litmus test for efficiency and efficacy of these re-
alignments.  Our contracted service vendors have a special skill set that is 
usually not found in the faculty. Training in “safety” assessments and the ability 
to conduct those intensive evaluations are critical to the survival of some of our 
students.  Others have a unique perspective, that is, they have been trained in 
systemic intervention, including program design, and strategic planning which 
help move this school system in a cost efficient way, without sacrificing quality 
of our services.  Periodically through the year, through the Team meeting 
process, we access the quality, necessity, and expense of these services and 
adjust service delivery where necessary and/or appropriate. All contracted 
service providers have a direct impact on students and high academic 
achievement through assessment, service delivery, program design and 
development, or systemic intervention and strategies.  Our goal centers on the 
efficient use of contracted services and the realignment of those services 
wherever possible. 
 
Moreover, to continue our initiatives for the reduction of special education 
referrals, we must address organizational requirements that best meet the 
changes in our student body.  At the high school level, an additional FTE 3.0 
(FTE 1.0 each in the areas of school psychologist, school counselor, and special 
educator) is required to more effectively handle our SAT mental health referrals 
through the school psychologist.  We would include a school counselor not only 
to partially reduce case-loads (currently 1:230) but also, to expand group 
interventions for students identified in the SAT, and specialized programs.  
Finally, in order to complete the remaining pieces of the Hayward Center and 
reduce our learning center case loads (N=47), an additional special education 
teacher at both the junior and senior high schools (FTE: 2.0) is required. 
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Question 3: What are the factors that influence fiscal change in special 

education? 
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In order to influence changes in special education, a systems approach for 
collecting data (hard and soft), analyzing the data, synthesizing the results, 
creating action plans, allowing for input from the school and community are 
necessary steps in instituting and owning change. 
 
Complementing this systems approach, vision assists in understanding the two 
axes for influencing change:  external and internal factors.  By developing this 
dual approach, by addressing concurrently both factors, we are better able to 
control costs. 
 
Internal controls are based upon the development of yearly action plans that 
enhance growth through data systems and development of phased-in cost 
effective programs and the realignment of resources, both in personnel and in 
educational programs.  These action plans are based upon the intensive review 
of the special education financial task force of December 2008 in which cost 
drivers were highlighted for study.  Consequently, we examined cost saving 
strategies and programmatic improvements in the following areas:  monitoring 
finances, OOD study and transitions back to in-district settings, IEP process, 
CASE programs and transportation, child study teams, communications, 
personnel distribution, legal trends and fees, early intervention, and program 
development. 
 
The external factors are principally centered around our OOD population 
(CASE and approved private schools).  We have created a substantial OOD 
action plan in which we have scrutinized not only the internal factors that lead 
up to the recommendation of OOD, but also examined the factors which prevent 
a student from returning. 
 
If we subscribe to a systems approach, with vision to concurrently look at 
internal and external factors, complex as they may be, that influence rising 
costs, we have a grand opportunity through the collection of data, analyzing and 
synthesizing that data, to predict outcomes which lead to solid program and 
budget building.  Both sound educational programming and fiscal 
accountability are reciprocal elements to running a school system that is 
characterized by excellence and quality.  It’s a blueprint for accountability. 
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Question 4: Are collaboratives effective both programmatically and fiscally? 
 

 
P

ra
ct

ic
al

 A
n

sw
er

s 

Collaboratives are designed to meet the needs of a subset of the special 
education student body whose needs are so unique and severe that creating a 
program for them in district would be prohibitively expensive.  Low incidence 
(low numbers) and type of disability are better met in pooled resources, shared 
among several participating school systems (economy of scale) rather than 
developing in district programs by one school district which may escalate costs 
because of the few numbers and special resources needed (diseconomy of 
scale). 
 
 

 
 
 

Question 5: Based upon the analysis of data, what are the Pupil Services 
initiatives for FY12 and why? 
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We continue to develop systematic changes through our action plans (SPED 
Task Force, December 2008) which keep our costs “in check”.  But, through 
our analysis we have found that there are particular spikes in creating the FY12 
budget (contracted service, translation line item, and personnel requests at the 
high school and junior high levels).  But, our goal is efficiency in programming 
which requires both the consolidation of services and realignment of resources.  
We are also investigating ways to reduce costs in non-personnel line items, e.g., 
paper, copying costs, postage, etc.  We will be asking DESE for clarification of 
the paper requirements and seek technical help for such reduction, including but 
not limited to technological consultation. 
 
Finally, to further reduce referrals to special education, closer collaboration 
with curriculum and instruction will be initiated to support the recommendation 
to hire math and literacy coaches.  Our expectation is that these 
recommendations will help to support our most at risk students. 
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Historical Perspective 
Practical Questions and Answers  

From FY11 (January 2010) 
 
 
Question 1:  Are there opportunities to gather information that leads to 

efficiencies in delivering services, which result in cost savings? 
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There are many sources from which to gather information: forums, PAC 
brainstorming, task forces, collaboration among administrators, department 
leaders, open dialogue with families, open dialogue with staff in which all ideas 
are discussed, weighed and examined for cost effective strategies and efficiencies.  
The recent PAC memo that addresses cost savings strategies is an example of how 
Pupil Services gathers information reflectively. Additionally, through a systematic 
and systemic analysis, PS decision-making rubrics are examined consistently and 
thoroughly for cost effective strategies to reduce and stabilize the budget.  

 
 
Question 2:  What are the identified cost drivers in special education? 
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A little history….. 
The cost of special education is the responsibility of the district where a child 
resides, supported by four main funding streams:  Chapter 70, Circuit Breaker, 
IDEA and Medicaid.   
 
In these severe economic times, fiscal responsibility and accountability are primary 
objectives for the schools as well as Pupil Services.  Every dollar that we spend in 
our department goes directly or indirectly to the development of programs of our 
children; directly, by implementing cost-effective programs and indirectly by 
maintaining close supervision and teacher development for that all children, 
especially those connected with special education, can succeed in school and 
become productive citizens for our community and in society at large.  
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Question 2:  What are the identified cost drivers in special education? – 

[continued] 
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The response….. 
Spirited by the December 2008 Sped Financial Task Force II, major issues were 
identified that may lead to the acceleration of the budget. The Task Force 
recommended: monitoring and collaboration between the PS and Finance 
Directors, especially regarding the out of district placements, streamlining the 
efficiencies of the effectiveness of the IEP process through expanded use of 
technology and timely communication with parents, the examination of the cost 
accounting strategy for CASE programs and transportation, the examination of the 
Child Study Team for its effectiveness in the referral process, improving the 
communication system between parents and regular education teachers, studying 
the hiring practices and use of outside consultants in lieu of hiring permanent staff, 
examining the legal fees and consolidation of those fees among school 
communities, proving that early intervention practices are cost effective, and 
concentrating on in-district program development. 
 
Each area from the Task Force was dissected and an action plan was created for 
each area. Those action plans have either been completed or are in process. 
 

 
 
Question 3:  How are substantive budget decisions made in Pupil Services? 
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The following questions are asked:  does this dollar help this child?  Can we 
improve services and still have the same services for this dollar?  Is every dollar 
connected to the program?  Is every child connected to the program?  Can we have 
high standards and optimal performance for our children and yet be cost effective?   
 
More sequentially, PS applies rubrics to making decisions about the budget. The 
first major consideration begs the question, “Does our action benefit the child?” As 
partners with our families, we consider the “disability” itself by investigating the 
degree of disability (multi-diagnosis), the severity of that disability, and the chronic 
nature of that disability. The second major consideration in budget building is the 
“frequency of incidence”. Systemically, we want to group students in ways that 
make sense for their learning and achievement. Inclusion, pull asides, pull out 
models are considered. The third major consideration is building of in-school 
district programs to meet the needs of those students, both programmatically and 
fiscally. The fourth major consideration is developing major blocks of services 
school-wide or providing services outside (Acton, Acton-Boxborough, CASE or 
another collaborative setting, out-of district setting). 
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Question 3:  How are substantive budget decisions made in Pupil Services? – 

[continued] 
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These four steps are the rubrics that are used in understanding the child, his/her 
needs, grouping children, creating programs for them at the school district or 
providing education elsewhere. When these steps are completed, PS assesses and 
reassesses each step and starts over to ensure that we have met two standards: The 
child’s educational needs are comprehensively met and the fiduciary 
responsibilities are recognized, completed, and executed. PS recognizes its 
accountability in both of these areas. 

 
 
 
 
Question 4:  How would Pupil Services specifically advance effective reforms? 
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Over the last recent fiscal years, Pupil Services has thoughtfully planned out 
objectives to advance effective reforms by yearly action plans that enhance 
educational growth through data systems, developing cost-effective programs, and 
realigning our resources, both in personnel and in educational programs.   
 
Specific examples include:   

 Continuing to develop in-district programs that offer equivalent services to 
OOD.  Keep students in their home communities while addressing their 
complex needs (Connections, etc.). 

 Streamlining the efficiency and effectiveness of the Team meeting process 
through expanded use of technology (reduce staff time, reduce parent 
frustration, etc.). 

 Re-examining the cost accounting strategies for CASE programs and 
transportation. 

 
Effective reform must also be focused on regular education initiatives that will 
ultimately reduce special education costs: 
 

 Consistent retraining of Child Study and Student Assistance teams 
 Reducing team/class size  
 Developing/expanding regular education Academic Support Centers 
 Coordinating professional development in regular and special education 
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Question 5:  How do we meet the needs of students to avoid special education? 
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PS has a long history in its development of mandated Child Study Teams (CST), 
which influence the direction of strategies for the classroom teacher and assistant.  
The CST is a child-centered team whose major mission equips the classroom 
teacher and assistant with measurable strategies, which are used in the classroom. 
Additionally, “drop-in” consultation, a check and balance system, provides teachers 
with immediate support from our specialists. 
 
Systemically, materials and effective practices are shared events between special 
and regular education.  At the elementary level, we will begin to study common 
planning time to enhance this endeavor. 
 
There is a high priority in training teachers in special education strategies through 
professional development. In a coordinated view, as we give teachers a new set of 
skills, including strategies and materials, with common planning time, we can 
envision that there would be a reduction of referrals to special education, which can 
be measured. The CST offers another avenue for the teacher to equip 
herself/himself with the latest strategies for the child. We have revamped how we 
operate the CST for efficiency and effectiveness and will continue to evaluate, 
through random observations, CST meetings. 
 
At the administrative level, we discuss ways to help our teachers with regular 
education classroom issues by identifying problems, having solutions to those 
problems and measuring the outcomes of our intervention. These efforts include PS 
administrators, building principals, and superintendent’s council. 
 
And most importantly, meeting the needs of our students by involving our parents, 
as partners, in identifying problems early, thinking and brainstorming with them 
about possible solutions, and implementing them with home support, will help 
dissipate referrals to special education, at least in some cases. 
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Historical Perspective 
Practical Questions and Answers  

From FY10 (January 2009) 
 

 
Question:  What is the definition and formula of Circuit Breaker? 
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Circuit breaker is a system of reimbursement for extraordinary costs of a student’s 
program. When the tuitions exceed $35,408 (this was the FY08 figure), the school 
district becomes eligible for circuit breaker. The in-district tuition reimbursement 
formula is based upon the range of services provided and is determined by the 
previous fiscal year’s costs (FY09 costs will determine FY10 reimbursement. FY08 
costs determined FY09 reimbursement). The reimbursement for this year is 
calculated at 72%.  When we began the budgetary process this year, we planned for 
65%, but we believe that the reimbursement rate may be the same for FY10, i.e., at 
72%.   

 
 
Question:  What can CASE programs do and not do for us? 
 

 P
ra

ct
ic

al
 A

n
sw

er
s  

Our CASE programs are both exemplary and meet many of our students needs. 
Because of the complexity and needs of some eligible students, CASE may not 
have the needed programs or services; therefore, in those circumstances, students 
may be placed in another collaborative setting. In general, other collaborative 
placements are less restrictive and less expensive than a day placement, but could 
easily cost more than a CASE program.  
 

 
 
 
 
Question:  Based upon the Task Force recommendations, would CASE differentiated 

tuitions help decrease the costs of the projected students? 
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Under usual circumstances, to have a differentiated tuition rate (pay for services of 
the actual program rather than an average rate for all programs) may be 
advantageous, but at APS, two out of the four students projected for out of district 
are multi-involved preschoolers. The differentiated rate, i.e., the actual cost of the 
program, would actually work against us since the tuition based upon the average 
rate, the current formula for CASE, is presently less than the actual cost of the 
program. 
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Question:  What can out-of-district placements do that can’t be done in-district? 
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Out-of-district placements exclusively focus on the actual disability. Many of our 
students’ placements emphasize behavioral goals, even at the expense of achieving 
in a rigorous academic environment. (That’s why students, who return back to our 
schools, offer a special challenge because there may be gaps in their skills). 
Programming is the key element that differentiates an out-of-district from in-
district but this difference is also heightened by the therapeutic milieu and a lower 
student/staff ratio that are offered. 
 
And, whether it is a residential or a day placement, these placements offer structure 
24/7 or all-day respectively. When we think about Acton’s education, we think 
about students having choices in academic learning and making these choices with 
the gentle guide of a teacher. In turn, these choices generate excitement in learning 
and encourage inquisitive minds. The difference between OOD and in-district is the 
degree of structure that is offered (and imposed) on the student learning process. 
 

 
 
Question:  Why is there such a range of tuition rates and what is the impact on school 

districts?  
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The specialty of the school itself, the services provided, and the length of the 
school year all impact tuition rates.  Depending on the needs of a specific student 
and their specialized services, the student may be placed in a more expensive day 
or residential program that adequately meets his/her needs and meets the 
requirement of a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), in the Least 
Restrictive Environment (LRE) so that the student can make measurable 
educational gains.   This is our obligation.  
 
Students are placed based upon their individual needs and accepted IEP.  
Depending upon those needs, placements could include:  a 24 hour therapeutic 
setting, specialized services in individualized programs, low student/teacher ratios, 
a range of supervisors/teachers (academic, social, behavioral, medical), length of 
school year, extensive family/home connections, and the use of assistive 
technology.  Those are all the factors that will affect the range of tuition rates. The 
aforementioned examples affect the range of tuition rates.  
 
The more involved students mean higher specialized placements.  
The more involved a student is, the more likely is a higher and more costly 
specialized program.  
 

 


































