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School districts should be careful 
characterizing educational 

services and supports as “general 
education” interventions when they 
may actually constitute services, 
accommodations and modifications 
which are individualized to a child’s 
particular needs. A child’s progress 
utilizing such services and supports 
could indicate that he or she qualifies 
for special education and related 
services under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (“IDEA”).

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Ninth Circuit recently ruled in L.J. v. 
Pittsburg Unified Sch. Dist., No. 
14-16139, 2016 WL 4547360 (9th 
Cir. Sept. 1, 2016) that a general 
education fifth grade student should 
have been found eligible for special 
education despite an adverse 
finding by the Pittsburg Unified 
School District (“District”). The 
supports and services the District 
provided L.J., which the District and 
lower court decisions characterized 
as general education interventions, 
were interpreted by the Ninth 
Circuit as mischaracterized special 
education services. It was therefore 
inappropriate for the District to 
assert that L.J.’s progress utilizing 

such supports and interventions 
could serve as evidence that he 
did not qualify for special education 
eligibility. 

Analysis 
L.J.’s clinical diagnoses included 
bipolar disorder, oppositional 
defiant disorder, and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder. L.J. exhibited 
maladaptive behaviors and made 
multiple suicide attempts resulting 
in psychiatric hospitalizations. The 
District provided a host of services 
and supports allowing L.J. to 
progress academically and, to a 
measurable extent, behaviorally. 

The Individualized Education 
Program (“IEP”) team found that L.J. 
was ineligible for special education 
because he made progress with 
supports and accommodations in 
the general education setting. At 
the due process hearing initiated by 
L.J.’s parent, the administrative law 
judge ruled in favor of the District. 
On appeal, the district court ruled 
that while he met eligibility criteria 
for multiple qualifying disabilities, 
L.J. did not require special education 
services since his performance and 
progress was satisfactory utilizing 

only general education supports 
and interventions.  Parent, in 
disagreement, then appealed to the 
federal appellate court.

The Ninth Circuit’s analysis fell 
squarely on the distinction between 
special education and related 
services versus general education 
supports and interventions. “Special 
education means specially designed 
instruction…to meet the unique 
needs of a child with a disability.” 34 
C.F.R. § 300.39(a)(1).  

The Ninth Circuit provided four 
examples of services or supports 
provided to L.J. for the time period 
at issue that equated to specially 
designed instruction rather than 
general education interventions: 

Specialized Instruction and Services for a General 
Education Student Amounted to Eligibility for 
Special Education and Related Services

--> “The Ninth Circuit has made 
clear it does not want to see 
students receiving services, 
supports and interventions 
which are, for all intents 
and purposes, ‘specially 
designed instruction’ without 
the auspices of the IDEA 
protections attached to an 
IEP.”
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1. L.J. received special 
assistance from a one-on-one 
behavioral paraeducator aide (this 
service was provided pursuant to a 
settlement agreement between the 
parents and the District).

2. L.J. received mental health 
services that were specially 
designed for him. He received two 
educationally-related mental health 
services (“ERMHS”) assessments, 
plan development, group and 
individual rehabilitation, group and 
individual therapy, family therapy, 
collateral family group and intensive 
home-based services. 

3. L.J. received extensive clinical 
interventions by a behavior specialist. 
For example, the behavior specialist 
designed behavior support plans 
(“BSP”) which included adapting 
the method and delivery of his 
instruction. The behavior specialist 
also “designed a nine-hour training 
session for L.J.’s paraeducator” and 
closely supervised the paraeducator 
to ensure compliance with the new 
BSP.

4. L.J. received a host of 
accommodations, some of which 
were interpreted by the Court as not 
available to all general education 
students, including “persistent 
teacher oversight, additional time 
to complete classwork or tests, 
shortened assignments, discretion 
to leave the classroom at will, or the 
option to complete classwork or tests 
in other rooms or with one-on-one 
support.” 

The Court opined that because these 
supports and services were not 
available to the general education 
student body at large, were tailored 
to L.J.’s unique needs resulting from 
his disabilities, or were adaptations 
to the regular education instruction 
meant to ensure L.J.’s access to 
the curriculum, they constituted 
“specially designed instruction” - the 
very crux of the legal definition of 
“special education.”  Accordingly, it 
was inappropriate for the IEP team to 
conclude that L.J. did not qualify for, 
and did not need, special education 
because he was progressing 
appropriately with what the Court 
deemed to be mischaracterized 
general education interventions.

Despite L.J.’s academic progress, 
the Court found L.J. continued to 
struggle with behavior and social 
emotional issues. He threatened and 
attempted to kill himself on three 
occasions resulting in psychiatric 
hospitalizations, frequently acted 
out, and relied on medications to 
attend school. The District argued 
that the hospitalizations and suicide 
attempts were not relevant to 
IEP team discussions since they 
occurred outside the school setting. 
Not persuaded by such assertions, 
the Court countered, “That he 
attempted suicide outside the school 
environment is immaterial. His 
emotional disturbance adversely 
affected his attendance and his 
teachers all reported that L.J.’s 
classroom absences, due to 
psychiatric hospitalizations, hurt his 
academic performance.”  

What this means for school 
districts 
The Ninth Circuit has made clear 
it does not want to see students 
receiving services, supports and 
interventions which are, for all intents 
and purposes, “specially designed 
instruction” without the auspices of 
the IDEA protections attached to an 
IEP.

When ascertaining whether a support 
or service has a general education or 
special education function for a child, 
ask the following questions: are these 
services/supports specially-designed 
for the student, or otherwise uniquely 
tailored to a student’s needs in such a 
way that would not normally occur in 
the general education setting? If the 
answer is “yes”, then these services 
are most likely specially designed 
instruction which must be recorded, 
delivered and monitored through an 
IEP. Dismissing a child’s potential 
eligibility for special education by 
mischaracterizing the nature of his 
or her individually tailored services 
and supports as strictly general 
education accommodations and 
interventions will likely run afoul of 
the IDEA’s requirement to properly 
identify, assess and serve all eligible 
special education students. 
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The United States Supreme Court has decided to take up an issue that has long 
divided federal courts: How much educational benefit must Individualized 
Education Programs (IEPs) provide to special needs students? 
 
On September 29, the high court granted review of Endrew F. v. Douglas 
County School District RE-1 (No. 15-827), a case decided by the 10th Circuit 
Court of Appeals in Denver on August 25, 2015.  In that case, the court 
affirmed a lower court holding that the district did not deny the plaintiff a free 
and appropriate public education (FAPE) because the IEP it drafted for him 
offered “some educational benefit.”  The plaintiff argued that the law requires 
IEPs to provide a “meaningful educational benefit,” a standard that has been 
articulated by other federal circuits. 
 
The high court’s decision could have a major impact on the way schools draft 
IEPs for special needs students and on the level – and cost – of services that 
must be provided in order to ensure students have been provided a FAPE.   
 
For more than a decade, the courts generally applied the standard articulated 
in another Supreme Court case, Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson 
School District v. Rowley (1982) 458 U.S. 176.  In that case, the high court held 
that federal law required IEPs to provide “some educational benefit” to 
students, adding that states are required to provide a “basic floor of 
opportunity” to disabled students, not a “potential-maximizing education.”  But 
some federal circuits have interpreted amendments to the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act to mean that a higher standard – that IEPs should 
provide a “meaningful educational benefit” – should apply, leading to a split in 
authority among federal circuit courts. 
 
In 2009, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals made clear that it would adhere to 
the Rowley standard in J.L. v. Mercer Island School District (9th Cir. 2010) 592 
F.3d 938, calling it the “proper standard to determine whether a disabled child 
has received a free appropriate public education.”  In a footnote, the court 
explained that its reading of the Rowley decision led the judges to the 
conclusion that the phrases “educational benefit,” “some educational benefit” 
and “meaningful educational benefit” all applied to the same standard, adding 
that school districts must confer at least some educational benefit on disabled 
students in order to make such access meaningful. 
 
Lozano Smith will be watching this case closely and will report on any 
additional developments and the Supreme Court’s decision as soon as they 
happen. 
 
For more information on the Endrew F. decision, educational benefit standards 
or special education law in general, please contact the authors of this Client 
News Brief or an attorney at one of our 10 offices located statewide.  You can 
also visit our website, follow us on Facebook or Twitter or download our Client 
News Brief App. 
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Legislative Wrap‐up

SB 884 – Mental health‐related reporting and monitoring
• As introduced, the bill would have required: procedural safeguards to have been 
provided any time a Prior Written Notice was given; SELPAs to establish new policies and 
procedures; types of providers listed in IEPs for each related service; documentation of 
funding allocations for mental health; reports on the frequency and duration of related 
services; and other mandates. 

• The bill was gutted of all mandates in the Assembly. As amended, the bill requires that 
funding for mental health services be subject to existing audit procedures and that CDE 
create a report on its compliance findings and corrective action plans related to mental 
health services.

• The bill was signed by the Governor on September 29th and takes effect on January 1, 
2017.

Legislative Wrap‐up

SB 1113 – EPSDT pilot programs
• This bill would have authorized counties and LEAs to enter into partnerships for the 
provision of EPSDT mental health services and be subject to certain requirements. 
Unspecified funding would be made available for four pilot programs over the course of 
three years.

• Earlier versions of the bill would have funded the pilots with AB 114 dollars, using that as 
a match to draw down additional federal funding.

• The bill was VETOED by Governor Brown on September 28th.
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Legislative Wrap‐Up

AB 2785 (O’Donnell) – Special Education/English Learners

• This bill requires CDE to develop a manual providing guidance to LEAs on 
identifying and supporting English learners with disabilities.

• Existing resources developed by SELPAs may be used as a model for the 
manual.

• SELPA Administrators actively supported this bill authored by the Chair of the 
Assembly Education Committee and staffed by a key consultant.

• The bill was signed into law by Governor Brown on September 24th and will go 
into effect on January 1, 2017. 

Implementation Issues

SB 277 (Pan) – We had sent a letter to Senator Pan regarding the need 
for clarity around students with IEPs and developed specific questions 
for Senator Pan’s staff to submit to Legislative Counsel for an opinion. 
Legislative Counsel has responded to Senator Pan that due to pending 
litigation, they have put their opinion on hold pending the outcome of 
existing litigation.

8



 

{SR206206} 
 

CLIENT NEWS BRIEF 

As the information contained herein is necessarily general, its application to a particular set of facts and circumstances may vary.  For this reason, this News Brief 
does not constitute legal advice.  We recommend that you consult with your counsel prior to acting on the information contained herein. 

© 2016 Lozano Smith 

September 2016 
Number 66 

 
  

Assembly Bill (AB) 2785 was signed by the Governor on September 24, 2016.  
AB 2785 requires the California Department of Education (CDE) to develop a 
manual providing guidance to local educational agencies (LEA) on identifying, 
assessing, supporting and reclassifying English learners who may qualify for 
special education services, and also, pupils with disabilities who may be 
classified as English learners.  Other states offer similar guidance.   
 
Last year, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) alleged that California failed to 
adequately address reports dating back to the 2007-2008 school year 
indicating that more than 20,000 students in the state’s English learner 
population of 1.4 million had not received proper instruction.  In a recent 
federal settlement with the DOJ, the CDE and State Board of Education (SBE) 
agreed to implement new training and monitoring procedures to ensure 
language education is provided for all students designated as English learners.  
(See 2016 Client News Brief No. 67.) 
 
With over 700,000 pupils with disabilities in California public schools, some of 
whom are English learners, the passage of AB 2785 follows decades of concern 
regarding the over- and under-identification of English learners in special 
education.  Existing special education law requires LEAs to “search and serve” 
individuals with exceptional needs, from birth through 21 years of age.  As 
special education relates to the English learner population, research has 
uncovered longstanding issues, such as difficulty distinguishing between 
language needs and disabilities, poor reclassification practices and insufficient 
referral and intervention strategies. 
 
AB 2785 seeks to ameliorate these problems through the provision of state-
issued guidance.  The development of the manual would include the review of 
other available and relevant manuals and resources and consultation with 
experts and practitioners in special education and/or English learner education.  
The manual is to contain evidence-based and promising practices, and address 
topics such as how to accurately identify English learners who may have 
disabilities, how to accurately classify pupils with disabilities as English learners, 
early interventions, referral and reclassification processes, assessments, the 
development of Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for English learners 
and the exit of English learners from special education.   
 
AB 2785 requires the CDE to develop the manual on or before July 1, 2018, for 
voluntary use by LEAs, charter schools and state special schools.  With the 
availability of this guidance, combined with the obligations outlined in the 
recent federal settlement with the DOJ, English learners will hopefully have 
their educational needs better served and districts will have more clarity 
regarding their obligations to these students.   
 
Separately, the United States Department of Education released what it billed 
as significant guidance on September 23, 2016 intended to help states and 
LEAs meet their obligations to English learners under the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended by the Every Student Succeeds 
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 Act of 2015.  Among other things, the guidance, which can be found here, addresses a new requirement to 

separately report the progress English learners with disabilities are making toward English proficiency. 
 
For more information on AB 2785 or on requirements for serving special needs students who are English learners, 
please contact the authors of this Client News Brief or an attorney at one of our 10 offices located statewide.  You 
can also visit our website, follow us on Facebook or Twitter or download our Client News Brief App. 
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Level of Benefits At Issue In Special Ed. Case 
Case Could Yield Landmark Ruling 

 
By Christina A. Samuels  

Education Week  

October 11, 2016 

 

Just how much benefit must a student receive through special education to meet the goals of the 

key federal law? 

Four decades after the passage of what was to become the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act, the U.S. Supreme Court plans to take up that question in Endrew F. v. Douglas County School 

District. 

Experts in special education law say the court’s decision could mean as much to educators as the 

landmark case Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson Central School District, which in 1982 defined the 

central question of special education law: What is a “free, appropriate public education?” 

Endrew F. “potentially will be as important as Rowley to shape what we do in special education 

for years to come,” said Antonis Katsiyannis, the president of the Council for Exceptional Children 

and a professor at Clemson University with a focus on special education law. “[It’s] very exciting 

to have the Supreme Court addressing the meaning of [free, appropriate education] again.” 

‘Meaningful’ vs. ‘Some’ 

In Rowley, the Supreme Court said that the IDEA requires instruction that is “reasonably 

calculated to enable the child to receive educational benefit.” The court intentionally declined to 

say just how much benefit would be adequate. “[C]ourts must be careful to avoid imposing their 

view of preferable educational methods upon the states,” Chief Justice William Rehnquist wrote 

for the six-justice majority. 

But lower courts have grappled with that question and come up with different terms. Should the 

educational benefit to students be “meaningful”? Are schools required to offer just “some” benefit? 

Or can the standard be met if educational benefits are little more than trivial? 

That’s the question that the newer case is intended to answer. 

Endrew, called “Drew” in court briefs, is now a 17-year-old student with autism living in suburban 

Denver. In 2010, his parents pulled him out of the 66,000-student Douglas County district because 

they said he wasn’t making any meaningful educational progress in public school. The parents 

argued that the district should be required to pay for Drew’s private school tuition. 

An administrative-law judge, a federal district judge, and the 10th Circuit Court of Appeals all 

decided against the parents. The appeals-court ruling in August 2015 said that Drew was gaining 

“some” educational benefit from his individualized education program. Referring to an earlier case 

in the same circuit, the court also said the IDEA requires that special education only offer a more 

than “de minimis,” or trivial, benefit. 
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While the parents lost at the lower-court levels, they gained a powerful supporter when they 

appealed to the Supreme Court—the federal government. 

“No parent or educator in America would say that a child has received an ‘appropriate’ or a 

‘specially suitable’ or ‘proper’ education ‘in the circumstances’ when all the child has received are 

benefits that are barely more than trivial,” wrote the U.S. solicitor general’s office, urging the 

Supreme Court to take the case. “That is particularly true when a child is capable of achieving 

much more.” 

The 10th Circuit Court is among several that have said educational benefits under special education 

need be only more than trivial, the solicitor general’s brief said. Other circuits, however, have 

stated that educational benefits must be “meaningful,” a more robust standard. That is a 

disagreement that only the U.S. Supreme Court can resolve, the solicitor general’s brief says. 

Setting a Standard 

Paula Hans, a spokeswoman for the Douglas County district, said in a statement that “it would be 

inappropriate to discuss the specifics of the case while it is still being litigated, but the court’s 

decision is not a decision on the merits, and we look forward to addressing the issues before the 

court.” 

Ronald Wenkart, the general counsel for the Orange County education department in California, 

explored those differing circuit-court standards in a 2009 article for West’s Education Law 

Reporter. Some circuits have at times used both “meaningful educational benefit” and “some 

educational benefit,” his paper says, leaving even the judges in those circuits questioning the 

ambiguity. 

The impact of the high court’s decision could rest on how broadly the justices decide to interpret 

the question, Wenkart said in an interview. 

“They could set a standard and explain what the standard is,” Wenkart said, a move that he believes 

would lead to more harmonious meetings between parents and school officials. Conflicts over 

educational progress currently arise all the time, he said. 

“This actually might be better for the courts to decide. Congress could add to the law, but that’s 

probably going to be a huge political fight. I don’t know if Congress could actually agree,” 

Wenkart said. 

Having the Conversation 

Kathleen Sullivan, the chief counsel for the Colorado Association of School Boards, agrees that 

the case is significant, because there are only a “handful of Supreme Court cases interpreting the 

law.” However, Sullivan said she doesn’t see the conflict among the circuits that the parents have 

alleged. 

“School districts across the country really talk about providing a free, appropriate public education 

to students with disabilities and do not talk about there being a higher or lower standard in certain 

jurisdictions,” she said. 
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She also noted that Congress has amended the special education law several times since Rowley 

was decided in 1982. “If Congress wanted to tell the Supreme Court that it was wrong in Rowley, 

Congress knows how to do so, and it hasn’t,” she said. 

Jack D. Robinson, the lawyer representing the parents, said he has two objectives in the suit: first, 

to convince the high court that the IDEA requires more than trivial educational progress; and 

second, “to articulate a coherent standard to the Supreme Court for them to adopt and flesh out 

and for the nation to apply.” 

“What are we investing these millions and millions of dollars on? Are we serving the purpose of 

the IDEA by requiring some meaningful benefit in light of the child’s potential?” Robinson asked. 

“It’s important, regardless of the outcome, to have this conversation.” 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Most Students Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing (DHH) Experience Language Delays. 

California currently serves about 14,000 DHH students a year. Because DHH students cannot 
respond to spoken language as easily as their hearing peers, they often lag behind in developing 
important language, social, and cognitive skills. These developmental delays lead to academic 
challenges, with DHH students as a group performing far behind other student groups on statewide 
assessments of reading/writing and math.

A Variety of DHH Educational Programs Exist, but Some Students Have More Options Than 
Others. Several types of DHH educational programs operate in California, with programs varying 
by classroom setting and instructional approach. Regarding setting, some programs serve DHH 
students in mainstream classrooms, whereas others serve them in special classrooms consisting 
either solely of other DHH students or broader groups of students with disabilities. Regarding 
instructional approach, some DHH programs provide instruction in spoken language, others 
provide instruction using sign language, and still others use a combination of spoken and sign 
language. No single programmatic approach works best for all students. Students in some districts, 
typically large urban districts, tend to have access to more DHH programmatic options than 
students in other districts. DHH options typically are most limited in small, rural districts. 

DHH Education Is Costly, but Programs With Many Students Cost Less Than Smaller 
Programs. The cost of DHH education ranges from about $20,000 to more than $100,000 per 
student per year. Even using the low end of this range, the state spends significantly more on 
DHH students than it does on most other student groups, including students with various other 
disabilities. While DHH educational costs vary for several reasons, programs with many DHH 
students generally cost less than smaller programs.

Two State Special Schools (SSS) Serve a Small Number of DHH Students at High Cost. The SSS, 
which are located in Fremont and Riverside, use sign language to educate about 800 DHH students 
a year. About 60 percent live on campus as residential students, whereas the remaining 40 percent 
live nearby and commute to school each day. Even though the SSS are larger than most local DHH 
programs, they currently spend on average $92,000 per student annually, significantly more than 
most local DHH programs. 

Assessment

California Could Address Many DHH Educational Issues by Fostering “Critical Mass.” 
Programs with a certain number of DHH students (between 3 and 20 students per grade) are said 
to have critical mass. DHH students in these programs are less likely to be socially isolated and thus 
more likely to develop important language and social skills. Programs with critical mass also are 
more likely to offer a variety of DHH instructional approaches, increasing the chances of finding the 
best fit for each student. Finally, programs with critical mass generally can offer the same services as 
smaller programs at a lower cost.

A N  L A O  R E P O R T
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Regional Programs Help Foster Critical Mass, but Currently Are Rare. Regional programs are 
more likely to have a critical mass than programs organized within individual districts or Special 
Education Local Planning Areas (SELPAs). This is because regional programs draw DHH students 
from multiple SELPAs and serve them on a few campuses. Despite the advantages of assembling 
critical mass, relatively few regional programs exist in California today. These programs tend to be 
more difficult to form because they require school administrators both within and across SELPAs to 
agree on DHH programmatic and fiscal decisions. 

The SSS Have Major Shortcomings. Though the SSS are intended to help foster critical mass 
by drawing together DHH students from sparsely populated areas of the state, the SSS serve 
mostly DHH students from urban areas. These are the students most likely to be able to access 
local programs with critical mass. Districts also currently pay far less to place DHH students at 
the SSS than they do to serve these students locally. This arrangement likely discourages some 
administrators from establishing their own regional programs. Finally, SSS funding is not linked to 
enrollment. Over time, inflation-adjusted SSS spending per student has increased significantly—the 
result of enrollment declines coupled with funding increases. 

Recommendations

Encourage More Regional Programs to Foster Critical Mass. Though the state already fosters 
critical mass through SELPA arrangements, we believe the state could do more in this area—
particularly given the low incidence of DHH students statewide. Specifically, we recommend the 
Legislature take three key actions to encourage more cross-SELPA regional programs. First, we 
recommend providing one-time grants to cover the cost of starting or expanding these programs. 
Second, we recommend simplifying the process for creating regional programs by allowing these 
programs to serve all interested students without first obtaining permission from their home 
districts. Third, we recommend authorizing regional programs to charge districts a reimbursement 
rate that covers the average cost of participating students. Based on our review of available cost data, 
we recommend initially setting a default rate of $35,000 per student.

Help the SSS Refocus on Serving Students From Rural Areas. Because even regional programs 
are unable to foster critical mass in some rural areas, we recommend refocusing the SSS to serve 
students from sparsely populated areas. To this end, we recommend the Legislature adopt an 
enrollment-based funding formula for the SSS that explicitly encourages rural enrollment while also 
reducing funding disparities between SSS and local DHH programs gradually over time. We further 
recommend providing transitional support to the SSS.

Change Reimbursement Rate SSS Charges Districts to Improve Student Placements. In 
tandem with the above recommendations, we recommend raising the amount districts pay to send 
students to the SSS initially to $35,000 (or the going rate for regional programs). Setting the rate at 
this level would lessen districts’ incentives to place students at the SSS solely for fiscal reasons. It also 
would encourage more districts to develop local DHH programs by minimizing the cost difference 
between placing students at the SSS and serving them directly. Finally, this change would result in 
state savings that could be redirected for the regional program grants mentioned above.

A N  L A O  R E P O R T

4	 Legislative	Analyst’s	Office			www.lao.ca.gov
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CAPTAIN Partners 
 

Diagnostic Centers, CDE 

 
 

Family Resource Centers Network of 
California 

 
 

Center for Excellence for Developmental 
Disabilities at UC Davis MIND Institute 

 

 
 

USC University Center for Excellence in 
Developmental Disabilities (USC UCEDD) 

 

California Department of Developmental 
Services 

SELPA Administrators of California

 

 

For Resources & Additional 
Information: 

 
 

Visit: www.captain.ca.gov 
Email: autismebp@gmail.com 

 
 

Patty Schetter, MA, BCBA 
Coordinator, Education Initiatives 

CEDD at the MIND Institute 
916-826-1915 

 
 

Ann England, M.A., CCC-SLP-L 
Assistant Director, Diagnostic Center  

Northern California CDE 
510-794-2500 

 

 

 

 

California Autism 
Professional 
Training and 
Information 

Network

C.A.P.T.A.I.N. 
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  About Us: 
 
Leadership Team: 
    The Leadership Team is comprised of 
professionals from the California 
Department of Education, Diagnostic 
Centers, University Centers for Excellence 
in Developmental Disabilities (UCEDDs), 
Regional Centers Network, the Department 
of Developmental Services, Family 
Resource Center Network, and the Special 
Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs). Our 
leadership participated as trainers in the 
National Professional Development Center 
for Autism Spectrum Disorders (NPDC-ASD) 
statewide training project.  As a part of the 
dissemination efforts of the NPDC-ASD, we 
have established CAPTAIN to support 
implementation of EBPs across our state. 

 

Cadre Members:  
    Cadre members are nominated by 
SELPAs, Regional Centers, and Family 
Resource/Family Empowerment Centers.  
They receive training through our annual 
summit so that they can provide local 
training, implementation coaching, cross 
agency collaboration, and dissemination of 
the EBPs at the local level.  Cadre members 
have access to the NPDC-ASD and CAPTAIN 
training materials and will assist with the 
statewide distribution of the EBPs by 
providing support and training locally.  For 
a list of local Cadre members, please refer 
to the CAPTAIN website. 
  

 
 

 

Welcome! 
CAPTAIN is a multiagency network developed to support the 

understanding and use of Evidence Based Practices for individuals 
affected by Autism Spectrum Disorder across the state. 

 
CAPTAIN is dedicated to the following: 

 Providing statewide access to trainings and resources in 
Evidence Based Practices (EBPs) that are culturally sensitive, 
family centered, cost effective, and competency based. 

 Establishing supports that are locally based with trainer of 
trainers at the local level. 

 Emphasizing how to use EBPs to assist students in accessing the 
California Common Core State Standards and developing College 
and Career Readiness. 

 Providing ongoing training, support, and technical assistance to 
implement EBPs and ensure fidelity of implementation. 

 Supporting the development of local multiagency collaborations 
to support consistent use of EBPs. 

 Providing an annual training summit and a forum for collegial 
communication and support to CAPTAIN Cadre members. 

 Providing web based access to materials and resources that are 
vetted and align with current EBPs. 

 Providing information and outreach to other interested 
stakeholders and provider groups who could benefit from 
learning more about EBPs (e.g. Professional Organizations, 
Higher Education, Self-Advocates, Allied Health Providers) 
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For any questions about upcoming professional learning offerings, contact Tara Stout 

tstout@edcoe.org | 530.295.2462 

Professional Learning Opportunities 

October – December 2016 

Program Date Location 

Crisis Prevention Intervention 

(CPI) Certification Full Day 
October 27 

8:00am – 4:00pm 
Gompers Charter 

1005 47th Street 

San Diego, CA 

Crisis Prevention Intervention 

(CPI) Certification Full Day 
October 27 

8:00am – 4:00pm 
Fortune School of Education 

2890 Gateway Oaks Drive 

Sacramento, CA 
Crisis Prevention Intervention 

(CPI) Recertification 
October 28 

8:00am – 12:00pm 
Fortune School of Education 

2890 Gateway Oaks Drive 

Sacramento, CA 
Crisis Prevention Intervention 

(CPI) Recertification 
October 28 

8:00am – 12:00pm 
Gompers Charter 

1005 47th Street 

San Diego, CA 
Unpacking Evidence-Based 

Practices / Autism 
October 31 

8:00am – 11:00am 
Fortune School of Education 

2890 Gateway Oaks Drive 

Sacramento, CA 

Impactful Interventions/Autism October 31 

12:00pm – 3:00pm 
Fortune School of Education 

2890 Gateway Oaks Drive 

Sacramento, CA 

Unpacking Evidence-Based 

Practices / Autism 

November 1 

8:00am – 11:00am 

Empower Charter 

2230 East Jewett Street 

San Diego, CA 

Impactful Interventions/Autism November 1 

12:00pm – 3:00pm 

Empower Charter 

2230 East Jewett Street 

San Diego, CA 
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https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-cpi-full-day-1617513-tickets-25942981155
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-cpi-full-day-1617513-tickets-25942981155
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-cpi-full-day-1617211-tickets-25871663843
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-cpi-full-day-1617211-tickets-25871663843
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-cpi-recertification-1617212-tickets-25871671867
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-cpi-recertification-1617212-tickets-25871671867
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-cpi-recertification-1617514-tickets-25942999209
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-cpi-recertification-1617514-tickets-25942999209
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-unpacking-evidence-based-practicesautism-1617213-tickets-25871686912
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-unpacking-evidence-based-practicesautism-1617213-tickets-25871686912
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/sacramento-impactful-interventionsautism-1617228-tickets-25958923840
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-unpacking-evidence-based-practicesautism-1617515-tickets-25943032308
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-unpacking-evidence-based-practicesautism-1617515-tickets-25943032308
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/san-diego-impactful-interventionsautism-1617516-tickets-25943059389


 
 

 

For any questions about upcoming professional learning offerings, contact Tara Stout 

tstout@edcoe.org | 530.295.2462 

Professional Learning Opportunities 

October – December 2016 

 
 

Unpacking Evidence-Based 

Practices / Autism 

November 3 

8:00am – 11:00am 

Rocketship 

2001 Gateway Place, Ste. 230E 

San Jose, CA 

Impactful Interventions/Autism November 3 

12:00pm – 3:00pm 

Rocketship 

2001 Gateway Place, Ste. 230E 

San Jose, CA 
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https://www.eventbrite.com/e/bay-area-unpacking-evidence-based-practicesautism-1617315-tickets-25936333271
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/bay-area-impactful-interventionsautism-1617316-tickets-25936420532
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December 1, 2016 CASEMIS Report 
Top 10 – Preparing for CASEMIS 

 

1.  Review and correct CASEMIS errors and warnings daily. 
o CASEMIS errors and warnings are found on the SEIS Homepage. 
o Please review and correct all errors and warnings by November 17, 2016. 

 

2.  Avoid making any changes to the future IEPs after November 17, 2016. 
o Staff can resume prepping for future IEPs on December 2, 2016.  

 

3.  Remember that CASEMIS is pulled at the end of day on December 1, 2016. 
o CDE does not give us an exact time of when the CASEMIS data with be pulled, just that 

the pull will happen sometime after 5pm. 
o Avoid holding IEP meetings between November 17, 2016 and December 1, 2016. This 

can cause avoidable errors and possible DINC issues. 
 

4.  If changes in the future IEP are necessary, pay caution to the blue/red boxes. 
o SEIS has distinguished CASEMIS data fields on the Future IEP forms by inclosing the data 

in blue boxes (which will turn into red boxes closer to the CASEMIS pull date). Any 
changes in the CASEMIS fields in the future IEP may negatively impact CASEMIS 
reporting by triggering errors, warnings, and/or DINC. 

 

5.  Check SEIS and/or your e‐mail regularly for updates from your assigned 
SELPA Program Technicians. 

o Your assigned program technician will send your LEAs assigned District Level User 
updates during the upcoming weeks to ensure your LEA is prepared for the CASEMIS 
report. 

o Your assigned program technician will also post updates on the homepage of SEIS 
regularly. 

 

6.  Avoid changing “pending” students to “eligible” students. 
o Students who are currently in “pending” status should remain there until the 

determination IEP is held and you are ready to affirm/attest the IEP. This will help to 
avoid errors and warnings 
 

7.  Watch for DINC issues. 
o Data Identified Non‐Compliance (DINC) components are not considered errors. These 

components are considered warnings. The codes for the warnings that could be 
considered DINC are: 
o W909 – LAST_IEP DATE IS OVER 1 YEAR 
 On the CASEMIS A Page in SEIS (Field A‐36), the date entered for the last 

annual IEP is over 1 year ago. Either the date needs to be changed, an 
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already held IEP needs to be affirmed/attested, or an IEP needs to be held 
before 12/01/16 in order to correct this warning. 

o W910 – LAST_EVAL DATE IS OVER 3 YEARS 
 On the CASEMIS A Page in SEIS (Field A‐37), the date entered for the last 

triennial is over 3 years ago. Either the date needs to be changed, an already 
held triennial needs to be affirmed/attested, or a triennial needs to be held 
before 12/01/16 in order to correct this warning. 

o W928 – TRAN_REG IS EMPTY FOR AGE 16 & OLDER 
 On the CASEMIS A Page in SEIS (Fields a‐47 through A‐54), either one or more 

of the transition fields is marked “No” for a student who is age 16 or older. 
All transition fields should be marked “Yes” (except for Field A‐54 which can 
be marked either “Yes” or “N/A”). In order to correct this error, you can 
check the current IEP to see if the IEP was marked yes (if so, make sure 
CASEMIS A reflects the same information as the current IEP) or an IEP would 
need to be held before 12/01/16 in order to correct the transitions marked 
“No.” 

o W935 – EVLDLAY CODE IS MISSING 
 On the CASEMIS A Page in SEIS (Field A‐30), a delay reason is missing for 

initial evaluation that was held over the 60 day requirement. If there was an 
acceptable reason for the evaluation to be held late, please enter the delay 
reason. Only leave this section blank if the evaluation was truly late with no 
acceptable reason. This action does not require an IEP be held. 

8.  Check “Shared Searches” in SEIS. 
From the Black Navigation Bar  Searches  Shared Searches 

o CASEMIS Prep  Duplicate Services: This search will show all CASEMIS duplicate 
services. During the month prior to CASEMIS, these student records will generate an 
error code (E211). 
 A service code may only be used once per student. All duplicated must either 

be removed or marked DNR. 
o CASEMIS Prep  Services ended in the Previous School Year: This search will show 

all service codes that ended in the previous year. 
 These services should be verified and deleted before the December report 

date. 
o CASEMIS Prep  No Services Listed: This search will show all students that are being 

reported to CASEMIS as “eligible” but have no services on their record. 
 There are 2 options: 

 Student has not been determined eligible yet and is not receiving 
services so the student record should be marked as “pending.” 

 Student had been determined eligible and is receiving services so 
the service page needs to be verified that services are listed and 
the start date is before 12/02/2016. 

o CASEMIS Prep  Service Marked DNR: All services that are marked Do Not Report. 
 Since the December CASEMIS is the reporting time that helps determine your 

budget, it is important to make sure you are reporting all services that should 
be reported. 

o CASEMIS Prep  Blank SSIDs: Students with no SSID number on their student 
record, this will cause an error code (E522). 
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 If there are any student records in this search you will need to find the 
students SSID and enter it on the CASEMIS A page in SEIS. Only District Level 
Users and SELPA Level Users can enter SSIDs. 

o CASEMIS Prep  Transition Fields: This search will list all students ages 15 or over. 
This is a DINC issue. 
 Ensure that the Transition Fields (1 through 7) are marked “Yes”. Transition 8 

can either be marked “Yes” or “NA”. 
o CASEMIS Prep  Projected Exit Dates: A search that lists all students with a future 

exit date. 
 Please remove the future exit date. 

 

9.  Watch for the most common errors during CASEMIS reporting. 
o The top 5 most common errors are: 

1. E130 – LAST_IEP IS A FUTURE OR PROJECTED DATE 
a. CASEMIS A (A‐36) is showing a date later than 12/01/15 which is past 

the report date. 
2. E201 – INVALID PLAN_TYPE FOR ELIGIBLE STUDENT OR VERIFY 

EXIT_DATE/REASON 
a. Student is listed eligible but has an exit date/reason, please remove 

exit date/reason or exit student. 
3. E211 – DUPLICATE SERVICE 

a. More than one of the same service codes is listed on CASEMIS B page. 
Please mark at least one of the services DNR. There should only be 
one of each service code listed as active. 

4. E519 – PARINPUT CODE IS IN ERROR 
a. Parent Input (A‐56) is blank. Please mark either “Yes” or “No” 

(Remember the statewide requirement is 90%, but it should reflect 
what was marked on the current IEP). 

5. E522 – SSID IS MISSING 
a. The students SSID is missing (A‐11). Please enter the 10‐digit number. 

 

10. Feel free to contact your assigned SELPA Program Technician for assistance. 
o Your designated SELPA Program Technician is always more than happy to help with 

assisting you while you try to fix the student records listed in the above shared 
searches. Our contact information is below: 
 
 

El Dorado County Charter SELPA – Program Technicians 

Name  E‐mail 

Amanda Ramirez  aramirez@edcoe.org 

Kate Hewett  khewett@edcoe.org 
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DATA IDENTIFIED NON-COMPLIANCE (DINC) 
 
Background 
 
The California Department of Education (CDE) Special Education Division (SED) reviews and analyzes 
student level data submitted to the California Special Education Management Information System (CASEMIS) 
for compliance with state and federal requirements. Specifically, the data is analyzed in relationship to three 
compliance indicators from the California State Performance Plan (SPP):  

 
o Indicator 11: One hundred percent of children were evaluated within 60 days of receiving parental 

consent for initial evaluation. 
 

o Indicator 12: One hundred percent of children referred by Part C prior to age three, who are found 
eligible for Part B, have an Individualized Education Program (IEP) developed and implemented by 
their third birthday. 
 

o Indicator 13: One hundred percent of youth aged 16 and above have an IEP that includes the eight 
required measurable postsecondary goals. 

 
In addition, the CASEMIS data is analyzed for compliance with the state and federal timeframe requirements 
for: 
 

o Annual IEP meeting (once a year) 
 

o Triennial re-evaluation to determine the student’s continued eligibility (every three years) 
 
Overall Process and Timelines 
 

 August: June 30 CASEMIS data is analyzed to determine non-compliance. 
 

 September to November: LEAs are notified of non-compliance findings. The CDE forwards a link to 
the DINC portal and provides a unique password to those LEAs deemed non-compliant. LEAs use the 
portal to examine noted non-compliance and to record corrections. 
 

 December to February: December CASEMIS data is used to verify correction of previous non-
compliance and to retest for new non-compliance in the same areas found non-compliant in the June 30 
submission. Federal procedures require the CDE to evaluate a subsequent data set to determine if there 
is continuing non-compliance in the same areas. This is called a Prong II test. 
 

 March: LEAs are notified if they have successfully completed a Prong II evaluation. If the LEA does 
not meet the requirements of Prong II, they must correct any new student findings of non-compliance 
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and submit a revised CASEMIS Table A by March 31. Specific instructions for this submission will be 
sent at this time. 
 

 April: The March 31 Table A submission will be evaluated to verify correction of previous non-
compliance and to retest for any new non-compliance in the areas found non-compliant in the December 
1 CASEMIS submission. LEAs that do not pass this second Prong II evaluation will be required to 
conduct a CDE guided root cause analysis and submit a compliance plan for CDE approval. In addition, 
the LEA will be given an overall compliance determination of “needs assistance.” Two consecutive 
years of a “needs assistance” determination requires the CDE to take certain actions that will affect the 
use of IDEA funds (see 34 CFR 300.600 et seq). Specific instructions will be sent when this 
determination is made.  

 
Corrective actions for each of the noncompliant indicator findings is specified below: 
 

Corrective Actions Table 

CASEMIS 
Noncompliance 

Name 
Student Non-Compliant Finding Corrective Action 

60 Day 
If the IEP has not yet been completed, the LEA must convene the IEP team to develop the IEP 

and update the student data record. If the IEP was late, but has been completed, the LEA 
must update the student data record. 

Part C to B 

If the IEP has not yet been completed, the LEA must convene the IEP team to ensure that the 
student transitioning from early intervention services under Part C has an IEP developed and 

implemented, and update the student data record. If the IEP was late, but has been 
completed, the LEA must update the student data record. 

IEP 
For the student whose annual review was late and has still not been completed, the LEA must 
convene the IEP team to review and revise the IEP and update the student data record. If the 

IEP was late, but has been completed, the LEA must update the student data record. 

3 Year Evals 

For the student whose triennial review was late and has still not been completed, the LEA 
must convene the IEP team to review and revise the IEP and update the student data record. 

If the triennial review was late, but has been completed, the LEA must update the student data 
record. 

Tran_Reg1 
The LEA must provide evidence that the IEP contains measurable postsecondary goals for 
education or training, employment and, as needed, independent living. In addition, the LEA 

must update the student data record. 

Tran_Reg2 
The LEA must provide evidence that the IEP contains measurable postsecondary goals that 

are updated annually and must update the student data record. 

Tran_Reg3 
The LEA must provide evidence that the IEP contains measurable postsecondary goals based 

on age appropriate transition assessments related to training or education, employment, 
and where appropriate, independent living. The LEA must also update the student data record.

Tran_Reg4 
The LEA must provide evidence that the IEP contains transition services that will reasonably 

enable the student to complete the annual goals. The LEA must also must update the student 
data record. 

Tran_Reg5 
The LEA must provide evidence that the IEP includes a course of study with focus on 

improving the academic and functional achievements of the student to facilitate movement 
from school to post school. The LEA must also update the student data record. 

Tran_Reg6 
The LEA must provide evidence that the current IEP includes annual goal(s) that match 

transition services identified on the IEP. The LEA must also update the student data record. 
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Tran_Reg7 
The LEA must send a notice of the meeting inviting the student to the IEP meeting to discuss 
transition services, and must reconvene the IEP team for the purpose of transition planning. 

The LEA must also update the student data record. 

Tran_Reg8 

The LEA must send a notice of the meeting inviting a representative of any agency that is 
likely to be responsible for providing or paying for transition services, and must reconvene the 

IEP team for the purpose of transition planning. If no other agencies are involved in the 
payment or provision of transition services, the LEA must submit a statement to that effect. 

The LEA must also update the student data record. 
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Leadership Academy

edcoecharterselpa.org/leadership-academy

2017

July 24-28th

Long Beach, CA

Hotel Maya 
Doubletree by Hilton

700 Queensway Drive
Long Beach 90802

Applications will be available starting 
April 3rd, 2017.

The Leadership Academy is a week-long, in-depth 
training focusing on critical skill-development for 
successful administration of special education 
programs.

The training brings together a cohort of current or 
new special education administrators. The focus of the 
training is to build essential skills to provide special 
education support and services tailored to your unique 
charter school’s mission, community, and student 
population. The Leadership Academy focuses on five 
core special education modules:

• Leadership
• Finance and Resource Management 
• Program Design and Implementation
• Student Performance and Outcomes
• Compliance and Legal Responsibilities

A three-day in-depth academy will also be occuring for 
past graduates July 25th through 27th. 



46



u 	 SUMMER 2016 	 	 The Special eDge:   UNIFIED SYSTEMS—FROM IDEA TO REALITY  	 PAGE 1  	 t

N
o

te
s
 

P
redictable” is a common descriptor 
for many strategic plans for 
education. These documents 
typically promote high standards 

for learning, quality curriculum, and effective 
instruction. Within the past decade, they 
have also tended to include calls for closing 
achievement gaps, promoting diversity and access, 
using technology to support student learning, and 
attending to the social and emotional health of 
students. California’s plan addresses all of these—
and adds a singular spin that may prove to be an 
educational bellwether for the nation. 

In 2015 California’s Superintendent of Public 
Instruction Tom Torlakson delivered the state’s 
strategic plan for education: A Blueprint for Great 
Schools: Version 2.0. While framing the California 
Department of Education’s (CDE) approach 
to implementing the state’s rigorous academic 
standards for all students through quality 
curriculum and instruction and a focus on “the 
whole child,” the plan offers a vision of a system 
that is collaborative, unified, and coherent: “The 
California Way.” 

This system “builds on a collaborative team 
approach to positive educational change and is 
now attracting attention as an alternative to test-
driven reform,” and it “engages students, parents, 
and communities as part of a collaborative 
decision-making process around how to fund and 
implement” improvement efforts.1
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The California Way echoes a direction that has 
perhaps been most comprehensively articulated in 
the report of the California Statewide Task Force 
on Special Education2 and that is gaining traction 
in the state. Collaboration is a word now being 
applied to the state’s accountability system (see 
article page 3); to the state’s model of supports for 
schools, districts, and county offices—a model 
guided by a process of continuous improvement 
and collaboration, not sanctions and punishments 
(see article page 7); to the state’s teacher training 
programs as they are being reshaped so that all 
educators can work within the same system and 
with all students (see article page 11); and to 
the system of coordinated services and learning 
supports that constitutes a multitiered system of 
these supports (MTSS), in which the state has 
made a significant investment (see article page 9).

The Blueprint’s definition of  The California 
Way also reflects critical components of the state’s 
landmark school funding law, the Local Control 
Funding Formula (LCFF), and its underpinnings 
of “subsidiarity.”

Inside
p3 

p7

p9

p11

p16

Insert

Educational Accountability 
As One System  

New Collaborative for  
Educational Excellence 

Building California’s  
Own MTSS

 
New Ways to  
Prepare Teachers 

Breaking Barriers among 
Child-serving Systems 

The Advisory Commission 
on Special Education: 
Annual Report 2016

(Blueprint 2.0 continued on page 6)

1. For the complete blueprint, go to http://www.cde.
ca.gov/eo/in/bp/documents/yr15bp0720.pdf  
This document furthers the plans of A Blueprint for Great 
Schools, released in 2011 and available at http://www.
cde.ca.gov/eo/in/bp/documents/yr11bp0709.pdf

2. This task force report is at http://www.smcoe.org/
assets/files/about-smcoe/superintendents-office/
statewide-special-education-task-force/Task%20
Force%20Report%205.18.15.pdf

“
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Letter from 
the State  
Director

The goal:  
one coherent,  

unified system that  
effectively and 

efficiently serves  
all children.

The Special
During the past year, the Special Education 

Division—the second largest division in the California 
Department of Education, with its staff of more than 
140 committed professionals—has seen three directors 
at the helm. As the third, I am both privileged to build 
on the foundation that my predecessors have laid 
and excited about the opportunities that lie ahead 
for students with disabilities, their families, and the 
professionals who support them.

Expressed appreciation goes to Fred Balcom, who led the division during its landmark 
alignment of special education accountability with that of general education, a practical as well 
as an importantly symbolic step toward unifying both “educations.” Balcom retired from the 
position of director in October 2015. 

More appreciation goes to the eminently qualified Chris Drouin who, on the eve of his 
retirement from a 30-year career in public service, selflessly agreed to serve as acting interim 
director until a permanent director was selected. Drouin carefully navigated important work 
with the federal Office of Special Education Programs and furthered within the Special 
Education Division an atmosphere of innovation, collaborative thinking, and creative 
progress.  This atmosphere is especially important for a number of reasons: The Local Control 
Funding Formula and its accountability plans are still taking shape. A new special education 
accountability system is under construction. And the state’s rigorous learning standards and 
aligned assessments are in the middle of a complex unfolding. It’s safe to suggest that every part 
of the state’s PreK–12 system of education is in flux. With the many complications of these 
dramatic changes, the Special Education Division has made remarkable and steady progress 
during the past year, contributing to a system that improves school outcomes for students with 
disabilities and aligning efforts across all education-related initiatives and divisions. The goal: 
one coherent, unified system that effectively and efficiently serves all children. 

There’s an irony to this goal. The Special Education Division has been uniquely involved 
in and guided by the work of the California Statewide Task Force on Special Education. The 
recommendations of this group grew out of a discontent that parents, educators, policymakers, 
and other stakeholders had with a fragmented system of special education that seemed driven 
more by labels and funding categories than by a child’s educational needs, a system that for too 
long had failed to support clear progress for too many students with disabilities. However, what 
has emerged from the work of this group is a general understanding that its recommendations 
articulate more than just the changes that need to be made to better serve students with 
disabilities. There is the growing belief that, when a system serves well its most vulnerable 
children, it is better able to serve all students. There is also the realization that the task force 
recommendations describe what needs to be accomplished for all children; they are, in fact, 
general education recommendations, which serve as a whole-system guide for improving 
outcomes for every student.  

I assumed the mantle of state director because I believe in the vision of one coherent 
system of education that serves all students well. And I assume it with optimism because of the 
promising landscape that my predecessors have worked hard to shape.  I am confident that the 
talent and commitment that exists within the Special Education Division will advance this one-
system vision in a way that will contribute in unprecedented ways to the educational success of all 
students with disabilities.  —Kristin Wright
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Creating a Unified Accountability System:

Federal Legislation and Beyond

T
he recent history of 
educational legislation in  
the United States brings to 
mind the story of “Goldilocks 

and the Three Bears.” What’s too little 
federal involvement? What’s too much? 
What’s just right? 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 
passed in 2001) provided schools with 
an unprecedented amount of money—
and established a commensurately 
unprecedented and weighty set of 
obligations. Through NCLB, the federal 
government required schools to achieve 
100-percent student proficiency at grade 
level on standardized tests by a particular 
date. This was certainly an admirable target. 
However, those schools that failed to make 
“Adequate Yearly Progress” toward this 
goal faced serious sanctions—sometimes 
reorganization by an outside entity or even 
closure. More than two-thirds of states were 
unable to abide by the law’s requirements 
and were operating under waivers by the 
time NCLB was reauthorized—indicative, 
perhaps, of a vision not well tied to realities.1

Yet NCLB left one powerful and 
important legacy that has radically altered 
the focus and vocabulary of education in this 
country: local education agencies (LEAs: 
school districts, charter schools, and county 
offices of education) for the first time had 
to break out—“disaggregate”—test scores 
for individual subgroups of students: racial 
and ethnic minorities, low-income students, 
and students with disabilities who received 
special education services. For the first 
time, all students had to take standardized 
tests, and their scores had to be factored 
into school and district results. Those 
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students who traditionally or predictably 
performed poorly on tests could no longer 
be easily absented from the process. Their 
educational achievement mattered, and 
people had to start paying attention not just 
to the quality of the education and services 
provided but to the actual achievement and 
advancement of all students. The degree 
to which students were “college and career 
ready” and “prepared for independent living 
and adult life” became an integral part of 
conversations about school improvement 
and reform. 

NCLB is history, replaced in December 
2015 by the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA); and there is good reason to 
believe that things are a little closer to “just 
right.” Gone is the “high-stakes testing” 
hammer over the heads of LEAs and states. 
Preserved, however, is NCLB’s underlying 
philosophy of accountability for all students 
and standards-based reform, which uses 
objective metrics to accurately assess student 
performance. The new law also continues to 
hold schools and districts answerable for the 
performance of specific subgroups: students 
who receive special education services, 
English language learners, racial minorities, 
and those in poverty. As such, ESSA 
continues the commitment to “providing all 
students—regardless of their background or 
circumstances—with a high-quality college- 
and career-ready education. As President 
Obama has said, this is the civil rights issue 
of our time.”2 

California is months away from 
submitting its ESSA plan to the federal 
government, but the state has already 
been in alignment with ESSA in a number 

1. Kamenetz, A. (2014). “It’s 
2014. All Children Are 
Supposed To Be Proficient. 
What Happened?” nprEd: How 
Learning Happens. http://
www.npr.org/sections/
ed/2014/10/11/354931351/
it-s-2014-all-children-are-
supposed-to-be-proficient-
under-federal-law

2. U.S. Department of Education.  
(2016). Implementing the 
Every Student Succeeds 
Act to Enhance Equity and 
Excellence. Home Room. http://
blog.ed.gov/2016/05/
implementing-the-every-
student-succeeds-act-
to-enhance-equity-and-
excellence/

Xu Read more about the California 
Assessment of Student 
Performance and Progress 
(CAASPP) System, California’s 
statewide student assessment 
system, at http://www.cde.
ca.gov/ta/tg/ca/

Xu The National Conference of 
State Legislatures provides a 
summary of the Every Student 
Succeeds Act at http://www.
ncsl.org/documents/educ/
ESSA_summary_NCSL.pdf

Xu The Parent Center Hub explains 
how ESSA impacts students 
with disabilities at http://
www.parentcenterhub.
org/repository/essa-
reauth/#disability (Accountability continued on page 4)
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of important ways. In fact, the U.S. 
Department of Education appears to have 
complimented California by taking a page 
from the Local Control Funding Formula 
(LCFF) playbook as it constructed the 
federal law. And California has taken the 
best part of the accountability focus of 
NCLB and incorporated it into LCFF, 
which “states that the performance of 
all student subgroups matter—all races 
and ethnic subgroups and 
students with disabilities. 
They are actually a part of 
what student outcomes are,” 
says David Sapp, deputy 
policy director and assistant 
legal counsel at the California 
State Board of Education. The 
federal government has wisely 
provided enough flexibility 
in ESSA to make it possible 
for California to establish 
one more level of coherence 
and alignment in its system of 
educational accountability. 
The Nexus of ESSA and 
California Reform

In 2013, Governor Brown proposed 
LCFF, his groundbreaking path to school 
reform. Through this new formula, the 
state gave back to LEAs an unprecedented 
degree of authority and control over the 
way they could spend their education 
dollars. In addition to creating a more 
straightforward financial formula for 
schools, the law also embodied formulas 
that were conceptual: Since high-need 
students cost more to educate, those 
places with more high-need students (i.e., 
English language learners, students in 
poverty, and foster youth) should receive 
more money. (Money designated for 
students with disabilities through the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act was untouched and currently 

follows previous distribution formulas.) 
In addition, since the people closest to 
the students (parents, teachers, local 
administrators, and community members) 
know best what their students need, these 
local stakeholders also know best how 
to develop and enact plans for spending 
school dollars to meet those needs; 
and they should be accountable for the 
outcomes of those plans.

and extends the provisions outlined in 
the federal Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) to support a world-class education 
for every student in the Golden State.”5 
Additional Alignment

ESSA promises to become an aligned 
and integrated piece of LCFF. 

As LCFF placed a primary focus on 
students who live in poverty, so also ESSA 
provides much greater flexibility in how 

schools can use their federal dollars 
earmarked for economically 
disadvantaged students (a fair 
move, since the federal government 
provides less than 10 percent of the 
actual funding for education6 ).

As LCFF has collapsed dozens 
of categorical programs into a 
single funding stream, eliminating 
many prescriptive requirements 
on how money is spent and ceding 
more control to local entities, 
so also has ESSA combined 50 
programs into one block grant, 

which districts can use largely at their own 
discretion and with only such general 
guidelines as “helping students become 
well-rounded” and “safe and healthy.”7  

As California is developing a tiered 
system of interventions and supports for 
struggling schools and districts through its 
California Collaborative for Educational 
Excellence, an important part of  LCFF, 
so also ESSA is promoting two levels of 
intervention for struggling states and 
districts: targeted and comprehensive. 

As LCFF is moving away from 
sanctions/punishment-based 
accountability to a process of continuous 
improvement, ESSA is allowing for more 
flexibility in how school improvement is 
designed and supported.

As California is developing a robust 
and multifaceted set of rubrics for 
determining school success and support, 

(Accountability continued from page 3)

In a comparable move, ESSA hands 
back to “State Education Agencies (SEAs), 
school districts, and Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs) much broader autonomy 
in shaping education policy, particularly on 
issues related to funding, access, data, and 
accountability.”3 States and local school 
systems will be responsible for determining 
what school success looks like for their 
students, what schools and LEAs need to 
track in order to ensure that success, and 
how the system’s efforts will be evaluated. 

The general belief is that “the new 
federal law appears to mesh well with 
California’s plans for its accountability 
program.” 4 The Superintendent’s 
Advisory Task Force on Accountability 
and Continuous Improvement wrote, 
“California now has the opportunity to 
develop a system of accountability and 
continuous improvement that aligns with 
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so also the new federal law encourages 
states to use multiple measures to 
evaluate student and school progress, 
“setting their own long-term and short-
term goals for improvement, which 
would require them to collect data on 
multiple factors for all students and for 
subgroups of students.”8  

As LCFF’s Local Control and 
Accountability Plans 9 are designed to 
chart growth, so also ESSA is designed 
to focus on measurements of growth 
and improvement rather than strict 
proficiency.
California’s Response 

No wonder California is treating 
ESSA as another opportunity to create 
a more unified system. A great deal of 
alignment is already in place, and there 
are visions of more, according to Barbara 
Murchison, ESSA state lead at CDE. 
“As we develop the plan for the federal 
government, CDE is bringing together 
representatives from every division to 
capitalize on opportunities to build on 
the work that is already being done,” she 
says. These division liaisons meet every 
two weeks “to study the law and explore 
further opportunities for collaboration, 
integration, and coherence.” As 
Murchison sees it, members of this 
working group are balancing the vision 
of a “big-picture, coherent, unified 
system” with the unique needs of their 
respective constituencies: students with 
disabilities, English language learners, 
students growing up in poverty, foster 
youth, and so on. 

In broad strokes, the current effort 
is “to build a vision, write a plan, 
meet federal requirements, and then 
implement the plan. Our goal is to have 
a plan to the California State Board 
of Education in January 2017,” says 
Murchison. 

Theresa Costa Johansen, an 
administrator for the Special Education 
Division at CDE, believes that “ESSA 
is a gift” and an opportunity to work 
together across divisions. “We’re asking 
each other, ‘Have you thought about 
this? How are specific student groups 
being considered and incorporated 
into the larger plan?’” Through this 
collaborative approach, students with 
disabilities and their school achievement 
are becoming an integral part of the 
planning process—not an afterthought.  

Focusing on systems improvements 
as well, Johansen reports that she and her 
colleagues are exploring how they can 
streamline requirements for districts. 
“How can we make all of these initiatives 
and plans line up and match?” is another 
question they are grappling with. “We 
never had the opportunity before to 
work this way. ESSA is giving states 
more control over how they write their 
plans—what to include, how to evaluate 
it, and how to support districts.”

Having worked as a teacher, a school 
and district administrator, and now a 
CDE administrator, Johansen knows 
well the reporting requirements that 
schools and LEAs face. Ticking them 
off, she lists what districts have had to 
deal with in the immediate past: “the 
Consolidated Application (ConApp),10 
the LCAP, the LEAP [Local Education 
Agency Plan] and the SPSA [Single 
Plan for Student Achievement] from 
NCLB (parts 1 and 2),11 and the SARC 
[School Accountability Report Card],12 
and then there’s special education 
reporting and accountability. All of 
these different reports have historically 
operated separately from each other. 
The department’s mega-priority is to 
create one coherent system of public 

3. Partners for Each and Every Child. ( January 
2016.) The Every Student Succeeds Act: 
Implications for California and Equity. 
http://partnersforeachandeverychild.
org/ESSA%20in%20CA%20
Webinar%20Backgrounder_1.11.16.pdf

4. Murphy, P., & Warren, P. (December, 2015). 
Good Timing for New Federal Education 
Law. Public Policy Institute of California. 
http://www.ppic.org/main/blog_
detail.asp?i=1923

5. Preparing All Students for College, 
Life, and Leadership in the Twenty-
first Century, p. 32. (May 2016). 
http://cdefoundation.org/staging/
wp-content/uploads/Final-ACITF-
Report-May-16-2016.pdf

6. Ed100. Lesson 8.3: Who Pays: Where 
California’s Public School Funds Come 
From. http://ed100.org/support/
whopays/

7. Cue. (2016). Significant Potential State 
and Federal Funding Available for 
Technology. http://www.cue.org/news/
legupdate_2_16

8. Hiler, T., & Hatalasky, L. (December, 2015). 
“How the Every Student Succeeds Act 
Changes No Child Left Behind.” Third Way 
Fresh Thinking. http://www.thirdway.
org/memo/how-the-every-student-
succeeds-act-changes-no-child-left-
behind

9. “The LCAP is a three-year plan that describes 
the goals, actions, services, and expenditures 
to support positive student outcomes that 
address state and local priorities.” WestEd. 
Developing a Quality Local Control and 
Accountability Plan: Resource. https://
lcff.wested.org/developing-a-quality-
local-control-and-accountability-plan-
resources/

10. The Consolidated Application is used by the 
California Department of Education (CDE) 
to distribute categorical funds from various 
state and federal programs to county offices, 
school districts, and direct-funded charter 
schools.

11. These two plans were rolled into a Single Plan 
for Student Achievement. See http://www.
cde.ca.gov/nclb/sr/le/singleplan.asp

12. For more about the SARC, see http://www.
cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/sa/ (Accountability continued on page 8)
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(Blueprint 2.0 continued from page 1)

Subsidiarity
Succinctly phrased, subsidiarity 

occurs when decisions are made “at the 
lowest level possible and the highest 
level necessary.”3 Within the context of 
education in California, Governor Brown 
described the principle in the following 
terms: “Higher or more remote levels of 
government, like the state, should render 
assistance to local school districts, but 
always respect their primary jurisdiction 
and the dignity and freedom of teachers 
and students.”4  

In no way does subsidiarity grant an 
abdication of responsibility on the part 
of those in authority or power or a license 
to say, in effect, “Here, you take over.” 
Linda Darling-Hammond and David 
Plank write, “Reciprocity and subsidiarity 
should guide state-local relationships. 
Each level of the system should be held 
responsible for the contributions it must 
make to support learning for every child. 
The state is responsible for providing 
adequate and equitable resources, while 

Recognizing that the Blueprint asks 
educators and stakeholders to change in 
new and perhaps uncomfortable ways, 
the authors of the plan looked for the 
most robust and proven “drivers”—those 
factors that, when applied, encourage and 
enable people to build “the capacity of 
California educators and the systems that 
support them” to become more effective 
and collaborative. 

The Blueprint offers four such drivers: 
1) investing in and building educator 
professional capital; 2) emphasizing 
collaborative efforts based on shared 
aspirations and expectations; 3) 
supporting effective pedagogy; and 4) 
developing systemic solutions to create a 
coherent and positive education system. 

The Blueprint then lists nine 
principles to serve as a “filter or litmus 
test for future policies and programs” and 
to guide educators and policymakers in 
their efforts to create in California the 
best possible system of education. These 
principles emphasize meaningful learning, 
a focus on the whole student, community 
engagement, creativity and flexibility, 
transparency, multiple measures for 
evaluation, trust and responsibility, 
reciprocity and subsidiarity, and equality. 
And they call out collaboration and 

What Is Subsidiarity?
Developed within Catholic moral theology and social justice teachings, 

“subsidiarity” is an organizing principle that emerged from the complexities of 
modern life and the struggle to balance the dignity and good of the individual with 
the power of large systems. Oftentimes, “individuals and groups . . . are unable to 
accomplish something on their own.” Subsidiarity comes into play when they are 
“aided by a higher or broader authority,” which then, to the fullest extent possible, 
allows those being helped “to decide how to allocate” that assistance.1   

1.  McKenna, K. E. (2013). Catholic Social Teaching (pp. 32–33). South Bend, IN: Ave 
Maria Press.

local districts must allocate resources 
intelligently to meet students’ needs.”5 
And as the LCFF “encourages decision-
making at the lowest appropriate level,” 
school districts will have to discern 
carefully which decisions are best made at 
their level and “which more appropriately 
are delegated,”6 either to individual 
schools themselves or back to the state.

Much of the LCFF is still evolving. 
The final rubrics for evaluating school 
and district progress are in development, 
the template for local plans is a work in 
progress, and the system of assistance 
and supports for districts is in its infancy. 
What is clear is that, for all of this to work 
as envisioned, collaboration is essential. 
Mission Statement and 
Principles

The first part of the mission 
statement of  the Blueprint charges 
CDE with providing “a world-class 
education for all students, from early 
childhood to adulthood.” The statement 
becomes visionary when it also calls 
on the department to serve “our state 
by innovating and collaborating 
with educators, schools, parents, and 
community partners. Together, as a team, 
we prepare students to live, work, and 
thrive in a multicultural, multilingual, and 
highly connected world.”  

3. Clark, M. (2012). Subsidiarity 
Is a Two-Sided Coin. http://
catholicmoraltheology.com/
subsidiarity-is-a-two-sided-coin/

4. Brown, J. (2013). State of the State 
Address. https://www.gov.ca.gov/
news.php?id=17906

5. Darling-Hammond, L., & Plank, D. 
L. (2015). Supporting Continuous 
Improvement in California’s Education 
System. PACE; Stanford Center for 
Opportunity Policy in Education. http://
edpolicyinca.org/sites/default/files/
PACE%20Scope%20CCEE%20
January%202015.pdf

6.  Two Years of California’s Local Control 
Funding Formula: Time to Reaffirm 
the Grand Vision. PACE Policy Brief. 
December 2015.  http://edpolicyinca.
org/publications/two-years-
californias-local-control-funding-
formula-time-reaffirm-grand-vision (Blueprint 2.0 continued on page 8
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A 
hero with a cape, 
parachuting into schools 
and rescuing systems that 
are struggling” is not a role 

any state can play, says Carl Cohn. While 
the approach California is developing to 
help schools improve is something less 
dramatic than superhero magic, it may 
turn into one of the state’s most innovative 
and successful reform efforts yet. 

Cohn, who is the executive director 
of the newly created California 
Collaborative for Educational Excellence 
(CCEE), is not alone in thinking that 
the recently outdated federal No Child 
Left Behind Act wielded an unrealistic 
stick over states and school districts.1 
Under NCLB, if the designated measures 
on high-stakes tests weren’t met, the 
consequences were often dire. “We’re 
pivoting away from that toward the 
emerging concepts of improvement 
science, taking a good hard look at what 
continuous improvement and capacity 
building is all about,” says Cohn. 

Continuous improvement and 
capacity building are apt descriptions of 
the goals of the CCEE, the state agency 
created in the wake of the Local Control 
Funding Formula and designed to help 
school districts figure out how to use 
their Local Control Accountability Plans 
(LCAPs) to raise student achievement. 
Cohn is determined to operate within the 

California Collaborative for Educational Excellence:

Supporting Continuous Improvement 
“organizing principle of subsidiarity—
this belief that if we want to rescue all 
kids, it starts with those closest to where 
the kids are.” Cohn was for many years 
superintendent in Long Beach Unified 
School District, where “our improvement 
efforts are now owned by the people at 
that local level. It can’t be about fear of 
Sacramento or catering to DC. It must 
be all about coming together in the 
interest of the community to better serve 
students.” In his vision for the CCEE, 

In general, explains Cohn, the 
collaborative will be “looking at 
school systems that are struggling 
with student performance.” What is 
“fair game” in this effort, he says, is 
“any aspect of improvement under the 
eight state priorities2 and any and all 
underperforming subgroups, including 
special education. 

“We’re starting small. The governor 
and the legislature have given us money 
for training and a pilot project.” The 
CCEE chose Palo Verde in Blythe for 
the first of a number of pilots because, 
according to Cohn, “here’s a school system 
where since the mid nineties numerous 
interventions have been tried” to improve 
student outcomes—and nothing has been 
successful. “New eyes are needed.”

Cohn is optimistic about the ability 
of the CCEE to provide those new eyes. 
“Even though we are a new state agency, 
we’re independent of CDE and not in 
Sacramento.” This independence, Cohn 
suggests, distances the agency from 
previous ways of providing support and 
allows people to consider CCEE from a 
fresh perspective. “We make it clear that 
we’re there because of a reciprocal duty 
to reach all youngsters, wherever we find 
them. And we have a responsibility to 
reach all places and make sure the new 
efforts are working,” Cohn says.

In the fall, the California State Board 
of Education will decide on the final 
rubrics for the LCAPs. As the LCAP 
is the focus the CCEE’s training and 
support, these decisions will launch the 
collaborative’s work in earnest. “The roll-
out of the system and its philosophical 

Cohn is taking that approach “to 1,000 
school districts, the charter schools, and 
the 58 counties across California.”

Recounting a common presumption 
that “the reason things are so bad is 
because something is wrong with the 
locals,” Cohn says, “We’re out to change 
that dynamic. We’re looking to develop 
a thought-partner relationship. What 
we’re giving [school administrators 
and educators] is the ability to improve 
on their own—building capacity and 
improvement efforts so that they’re owned 
by stakeholders at the local level. This is 
the formula for success. We want to work 
with them, not do things to them.” 

1. Resnick, B. (Dec 16, 2010). “The Mess 
of No Child Left Behind.” The Atlantic.

2. For a list of the eight state priorities, 
go to https://lcff.wested.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/09/
required-data-for-8-areas-july-
2014-update.pdf

“
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(CCEE continued from page 7)

approach to improvement will be seen in 
all parts of the state.” 

Cohn is not alone in being excited 
about the challenge.  David Sapp, 
deputy policy director and assistant legal 
counsel for the California State Board 
of Education (SBE), is also optimistic 
about the potential of the CCEE to 
provide “targeted and tailored” technical 
assistance (TA). The SBE is working to 
design the LCAP so that it supports this 
process of continuous improvement that 
is central to the CCEE’s approach. “The 
more LCAP data provides a clear look 
at the school progress of every group of 
students and identifies which isn’t meeting 
performance expectations,” explains 
Sapp, the better CCEE can “focus on the 
particular reason that a county office, 
district, or charter needs assistance.”  

As the LCAPs are being used as a 
vehicle for creating a single system of 
accountability, Sapp also sees the potential 
for creating a single TA system for all 
K–12 educational interests, with the 

education that supports the whole 
child. The direction we’re getting from 
the State Board of Education, CDE 
leadership, and OSEP is to create a single 
system with one plan and one reporting 
mechanism—to make [the reports] all 
align and synergistically support improved 
educational outcomes for all students.”

That direction is already being 
realized. The accountability requirements 
from the federal Office of Special 
Education Programs for special education 
in California are being addressed in 
a State Systemic Improvement Plan, 
which has been integrated into LCFF 
accountability.13 OSEP approved that 
alignment in March 2016. For the 
first time in the history of the state, 
special education and general education 
accountability will be one and the same.

What CDE ultimately develops for 
the accountability system described in 
its ESSA plan will be “an excerpt of our 
larger LCFF plan,” says Murchison. The 
structure of that “larger LCFF plan,” 
as it has to be informed and shaped by 
numerous requirements from multiple 
entities, is showing itself to be a sturdy 
vehicle for aligning these entities and 
creating a unified and coherent system 
of education in the state. The most 
important question for students with 
disabilities hangs on the degree to which 
this vision actually translates into practice 

(Accountability continued from page 5)

in the field. LCFF has been called a “grand 
experiment”14 of faith in local school 
boards, superintendents, principals, 
teachers, and parents to assume new roles 
and work creatively, intelligently, and 
collaboratively for the good of children; 
and it relies on the patience and will of 
state-level leaders to develop a robust 
system of supports, encouragements, 
and guidelines so that local educators are 
willing and able to do their jobs. 

A great deal still has to be put in place 
at the many levels of California’s system  
of education to ensure that the vision 
and the plan translate into success in the 
classroom for every student. When that 
happens, education in the state will be 
“just right.”  t

CCEE being an important centerpiece; in 
effect, “building a TA structure for LEAs 
to be integrated into a single source of 
support.” 

There is nothing boilerplate about 
the CCEE’s approach, and “we don’t 
underestimate the difficulty of these 
kinds of changes,” says Cohn. While the 
vision is as unprecedented as the single 
accountability system, both are starting to 
happen.  t

coherence: “Collaboration and coherence 
at the state level, across districts and 
LEAs, within schools, and between 
early childhood, preK–12, and higher 
education, as well with the diverse state 
and private agencies and departments 
serving children and families [see article 
page 16], should enable California’s 
educational system to operate more 
effectively to meet the state’s educational 
needs.”7

The North Star
The Blueprint has labeled the 

combination of CDE’s mission, drivers, 
and guiding principles as the state’s 
educational “north star,” orienting and 
informing all decisions and efforts. 

Any blueprint is just that—a paper 
charting a plan. Actually changing large 
and complex systems is something else 
entirely. California is on track to turn 
its system of education into a flexible, 
responsive, and continuously improving 
force. While the actual creation and 
construction of what is in A Blueprint for 
Great Schools, Version 2.0 may be years in 
the making, the California vision holds 
great promise.  t

(Blueprint 2.0, continued from page 6)

13. See the spring 2016 insert to The Special 
EDge—“California’s State Systemic 
Improvement Plan: An Overview”—at 
http://www.calstat.org/specialEdge.
html

14. Fuller, B., & Tobben, L. (2014). 
Local Control Funding Formula in 
California: How to Monitor Progress 
and Learn from a Grand Experiment. 
Berkeley Law. https://www.law.
berkeley.edu/files/PEEC_LCFFinCA_
HTMP.LFTGE_11.5.14.pdf

7. A Blueprint for Great Schools, Version 2.0 (p. 
4). http://www.cde.ca.gov/eo/in/bp/
documents/yr15bp0720.pdf
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During 2015–2016, the 
California Advisory Commission 
on Special Education (ACSE) 
worked to support efforts that 
create coherence and unity in 
California’s K–12 education 
system and that align with the 
recommendations of the State-
wide Task Force on Special 
Education. The singular focus of 
the commission is on strength-
ening this system to improve 
school outcomes for children 
with disabilities. As the system 
recently has come several steps 
closer to becoming truly unified, 
we are cautiously thrilled with 
the trajectory. 

The ACSE used the follow-
ing strategic priorities to guide 
its efforts: coherently conceived 
and coordinated systems, the 
involvement of families in the 
educational life of their children, 

2015                        20162015                        2016

effective assessment for all, and 
successful transition to adult 
living.

The State Board of Education 
(SBE) approved, on March 9, 
2016, a proposal from the Cali-
fornia Department of Education 
(CDE), Special Education Divi-
sion, to begin aligning special 
education accountability with 
the master accountability plan 
for general education. The ACSE 
had voiced unanimous support 
for this very practical, concrete, 
and importantly symbolic move 
to make special education part of 
general education and ultimately 
toward creating a unified system 
that is aligned, efficient, and ef-
fective for all students. 

Local Control Accountability 
Plan (LCAP) rubrics require an 
unprecedented level of parent 
participation and involvement. 
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This includes parents of children with disabilities. The ACSE 
has committed itself to exploring ways that these parents can 
become “general education parents first” and an integral part 
of the larger system. The commission began in 2016 a search 
for resources and supports so that all parents can be informed 
and effective in their efforts to participate in the local educa-
tion plans that are critical to preparing their children for the 
future.  

The ACSE also focused on student assessments, which 
provide another vehicle for unifying systems. Most students 
with disabilities will take the general education assessment, 
California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress 
(CAASPP), which is built on California’s rigorous content 
standards. What is taught is what will be tested. The ACSE 
also argued for the importance of including the one percent 
of students with significant cognitive disabilities in quality 
standards and testing. These students will take the California 
Alternate Assessment, which the ACSE insisted should be 
directly based on students’ curriculum and instruction—an 
important right for all students and reflective of an integrat-
ed and aligned system. In addition, the ACSE stressed the 
importance of ensuring that students with significant cogni-
tive disabilities are taught 
to standards based on those 
taught to their peers. 

Given the many—and 
dramatic—changes that 
teachers face in adopting the 
relatively new state academic 
standards and assessments, 
the ACSE has stressed the 
critical importance of quality 
supports and resources for 
teachers to make it possible 
for them to administer tests effectively. 

Part of the current sea change toward a unified system is 
reflected in how, for the first time in our experience, special 
education is included at the inception of important initia-
tives. The Superintendent’s Task Force on Accountability is 
just one example of how special education is no longer an 
afterthought and is now being given “a seat at the table” of 
efforts to improve education for all children. 

One of the ACSE’s most concrete accomplishments was 
its creation of a Disability Equity Rubric (see pages iv and v). 
Designed to advise and guide the Governor, SBE, legislators, 
policymakers, and other stakeholders, the ACSE rubric of-
fers a template of considerations for making program, policy, 
and legislative decisions that affect students with disabilities. 
These students are among the most vulnerable populations; 

they are the first to feel the effects of less-than-adequate sys-
tems and instruction. What is clear from research and reflected 
in these rubrics is that any decision that creates a more effective 
system of education for students with disabilities ultimately 
serves to create a stronger and more effective system for all 
students. 

As the system of K–12 education in the state becomes more 
unified, the system’s increased efficiencies and effectiveness, co-
ordination and coherence, alignment and alliances will ensure 
that students are prepared to transition out of high school into 
the worlds of college, career, and independent living. This is 
an exciting time to be part of efforts to merge special educa-
tion into the larger general education system—a place where 
it squarely belongs and where the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) originally intended it to be. We have 
been privileged to be those commissioners who provided infor-
mation, council, and advice toward realizing that vision.  
One System

The ACSE supports legislation and initiatives that ensure 
a system of education that is built on a framework of coordi-
nated, tiered academic and behavioral programs, supports, and 
interventions and that is supportive of the strengths and needs 

of local communities. During 
its 2015–2016 meeting year, 
the ACSE listened to numer-
ous speakers who represent 
the growing commitment 
across the state to unifying 
educational systems. This 
vision of one, coherent system 
of education is relatively new, 
and the fact that so many 
educational leaders and 
stakeholders are dedicating 

their efforts to make the vision a reality has refined the ACSE’s 
focus and sharpened its enthusiasm for the work that is yet to 
be done. 
State Systemic Improvement Plan

The ACSE was pleased to be the first formal organization 
to learn of the Special Education Division’s (SED) plans to tie 
special education reporting and accountability requirements, as 
defined by the federal government, to the state’s Local Control 
and Accountability Plans of general education—an unprec-
edented advancement toward a single, coherent, and unified 
system. The federal Office of Special Education Programs 
(OSEP) monitors how states use the money they receive from 
IDEA, along with the benefits student receive from that use. In 
this capacity, OSEP gave states a great deal of leeway to define 
their plans—State Systemic Improvement Plans (SSIP)—and 

Additional ACSE Priorities 

• Adequate Funding

• Data Collection and Accountability 

• Assistive Technology and Accessibility 

• Teacher Preparation and  
Professional Learning

• Identification and Early Intervention 

• Addressing Disproportionality 
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the SED took advantage of the opportunity to coordinate  
and unify efforts. 
State Board of Education

As the state struggles to interpret how exactly to create one 
coherent system out of very complex and disparate structures, 
meetings with the SBE have provided a glimpse of the possi-
bilities. The commission has been encouraged by the unparal-
leled inclusion of and interest in special education issues by 
the members of the SBE, who are intentional in their efforts 
to make special education an inherent part of general educa-
tion. The SBE liaison to the ACSE, Niki Sandoval, expressed a 
desire to see “one, coherent system that supports each child as 
a general education student first. Every student in California 
deserves an inclusive learning environment that fosters his 
inherent abilities and strengths. We have a responsibility to 
make this happen.” 

The commission continues 
to explore with great interest 
the fact that 70 percent of 
students with disabilities also 
qualify for educational sup-
ports from other categorical 
sources—Title 1 and English 
language learner funds, for 
example—contributing to 
the understanding that no 
student holds a static, singular 
label and that every student 
would benefit from a uniquely 
devised and coordinated set of resources and supports that are 
an intrinsic part of the larger, general education system. The 
ACSE is eager to see how plans to serve multifunded students 
take shape across the divisions of CDE. 
Blueprint 2.0

The state’s strategic plan for education, A Blueprint for Great 
Schools: Version 2.0, also expresses a vision of a unified system. 
The plan focuses on success for all students, including students 
with disabilities. In a statement to the commission, the deputy 
superintendent for the District, School, and Innovation 
Branch of CDE said, “We can’t be successful in our  
local control plans if we can’t figure out how to help kids with 
disabilities be successful.” The ACSE endorses this plan and 
applauds its seamless treatment of students with disabilities as 
members of the general education community.
Every Student Succeeds Act

With the reauthorization of the federal law governing 
general education, now the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), the ACSE saw the SED take advantage of another 
opportunity to make California’s system of education more 

unified. While the division clearly acknowledges the fund-
ing complications, the need “to keep clear identity of IDEA 
money,” and the attitudes and structures that reinforce a “you 
have your IDEA money and you work on your kids” approach, 
the ACSE was pleased and encouraged that the SED is work-
ing intently on ways to address cross-program student need, in 
spite of past prohibitions and cultures of segmentation. With 
70 percent of students with disabilities also belonging to one 
of the three specific subgroups targeted by the Local Control 
Funding Formula (LCFF) for additional school monies—stu-
dents who live in poverty, students who are English language 
learners, and students who live in foster care—the division 
is working across CDE to enhance the policy and program 
conversations about these three groups to include children 
with disabilities. The goal, as ACSE sees it, should be to make 

multifunded services the 
norm in the system and not 
an anomaly. 
Teacher Credentialing

In a presentation about 
teacher preparation, the 
ACSE learned about the 
work of the California 
Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing to contribute 
to a unified system by pre-
paring teachers to serve all 
students through educator 
preparation and professional 

learning. The ACSE heard and supports this organization’s 
clear commitment to unified systems: “All adults on a school 
campus are responsible for student learning. All students 
have a right to participate and learn together. All students are 
welcomed and valued in the general education classroom. And 
all teachers will be prepared through a ‘common trunk’ [of 
knowledge and skills], using evidence-based practices.”
Inclusion Collaborative

The ACSE sees the CDE-funded Inclusion Collaborative 
at the Santa Clara County Office of Education as an impor-
tant initiative for creating a statewide culture of inclusion and 
contributing to the creation of a unified system. The ACSE 
especially appreciated the collaborative’s focus, which ironi-
cally “is not inclusion, rather student success,” according to 
one of the program’s directors. Building trust, providing what’s 
best for the child, focusing on relationships, putting in place a 
solid foundational system, being proactive rather than reac-
tive—all of these principles guide the collaborative and make 
it a powerful force for change, improvement, and coherence in 
California’s schools. 
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ACSE Disability Equity Rubric
The purpose of this rubric is to provide policy makers 

a tool to help ensure that future legislation and policies 
consider access for the full range of California learners 
including students with disabilities.

1. Access and Equity
] How will the proposed policy/program/initiative 

ensure equity, inclusion, and access for the full 
range of California learners, including students 
with disabilities

] Are there participation requirements that might 
exclude specific student populations, including 
students with disabilities?
s Are there provisions/special circumstances that 

can be put in place to prevent exclusion?

2. Dialogue and Discussion
] Are/were appropriate disability stakeholders  

included in the initial planning and/or develop-
ment of policy/program/initiative?

] Which stakeholders have been informed and  
authentically engaged in the development?

3. Learning and Technical Assistance
] What supports and resources might allow students 

with disabilities to access and find success through 
this proposed policy/program/initiative?
s What existing programs/policies that serve 

students with disabilities might align or serve to 
support or partner with the proposed policy/
program/initiative?

] What considerations have been given to how stu-
dents with disabilities might be supported through 
this policy/program/initiative?

] Will training and supports be available for  
parents, teachers, and administrators to successfully 
implement the policy/program/initiative?

4. Ensuring Accountability and Continuous Improvement
] What data will be collected to measure the success 

of this policy/program/initiative specific to serving 
students with disabilities?
s Is student data going to be disaggregated by 

students with disabilities?
] What program requirements have been included 

that specifically address access for students with 
disabilities?

Family Engagement
The ACSE supports legislation and initia-

tives that strengthen collaboration between 
schools and families to ensure active and 
meaningful parent and family engagement.
Parents and Accountability Plans

The ACSE has played an important role in 
bringing the voice of students, parents, practi-
tioners, and stakeholders together in this new 
era of local control. With its long history of 
attending carefully to the voice of parents and 
the importance of their contributions to their 
children’s education, the ACSE is pleased that 
parent involvement is now one of the central 
tenets of LCFF. Local Education Agencies 
(LEAs: charter schools, county offices of edu-
cation, and school districts) are responsible for 
the school success of students with disabilities 
and must plan for that success in their LCAPs. 

The commission sees a conundrum in this 
proposed involvement. While parents of 
students with disabilities are included and 
ostensibly welcome to this process, these 
parents often do not 
see themselves or their 
children as belonging in 
general education first. In 
addition, many are often 
not familiar with the gen-
eral education initiatives 
that could benefit their 
children. And while some 
LEAs may not have an 
infrastructure in place or a 
culture that invites or wel-
comes authentic participa-
tion and partnerships, the 
responsibility for develop-
ing this system now resides 
at that local level. As such, the ACSE assumed 
a new commitment to supporting parents of 
students with disabilities in their involvement 
in schools and the LCAP process. The com-
mission began and will continue to study what 
it means to include children with disabilities 
within general education and will continue its 
effort to inform parents about what the LCAP 
is, how it influences the education of their 
children, why it is important for them to get 

views favorably the proposed use of a multiple-
measures approach to constructing this system, 
which will include a robust capacity to build 
technical assistance and supports directly into 
the accountability cycle, allowing LEAs and 
the state to quickly “course correct” as they 
learn from their own data. The ultimate goal 
of the new accountability system is to improve 
programs and services for all students. One pre-
senter on the topic said, “Our focus is on mak-

ing the connection 
between instruc-
tion and assess-
ment. . . . We’ve 
lived through a 
very sanction-ori-
ented accountabil-
ity system. That is 
changing. The goal 
now is to continu-
ously improve.” 
The ACSE ap-
preciates the great 

care and time the state is giving to this effort to 
ensure that all components work together in a 
coherent, aligned way. 
Transition

The ACSE supports legislation and initia-
tives that ensure that students with disabilities 
are given the education and supports they need 
to transition successfully out of high school 
into the world of college or career and to live 
independently to the fullest extent possible. 

Through this lens of transition, the ACSE 
followed the developments of the California 
Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE) 
initiative as it aligns its efforts with the Califor-
nia Community of Practice on Transition and 
with WorkAbility. The commission sees the cur-
rent focus on tightening linkages among CDE, 
the Department of Rehabilitation, and the 
Department of Developmental Services as one 
more important way that educational efforts in 
the state are becoming more collaborative and 
coordinated. While “there is a lot to be worked 
out, and we are just at the beginning” of these 
efforts, according to a CIE presenter to the 
ACSE, this initiative represents an important 
start as the state seeks to better serve students 

involved in LCAP processes, and what those 
involvement opportunities are.
Parent Centers

In its commitment to parents, the ACSE has 
been a staunch supporter of parent training and 
information centers, family resource centers, 
and other organizations that provide support, 
counsel, resources, and direction to parents 
of children with disabilities. The ACSE sees 
these organizations as ideal sources of training 
for parents to become effective contributors to 
LCAPs and other local initiatives.
Assessments and Accountability

The ACSE supports legislation and initia-
tives that ensure that assessments are aligned  
to instruction, with the appropriate accommo-
dations in place to allow students to fully and 
accurately demonstrate what they know and  
can do.
California Curriculum Framework

As California aligns its rigorous state aca-
demic standards to its curriculum and assess-
ments for all students, the ACSE has closely 

followed the integration of 
the English language arts 
and the English language 
development frameworks, 
another unprecedented 
educational breakthrough 
in its coherence. The 
framework sharpens the 
state’s focus on how to 
make all students success-
ful through aligned cur-
riculum and instruction. 
The ACSE recognizes this 
effort as a vital step toward 
school success for students 
with disabilities—and an 

important step in unifying systems.
California Assessment of Student  
Performance and Progress (CAASPP) 

The ACSE received several updates on the 
progress of the CAASSP and appreciates the in-
tricacies of introducing this complex process to 
the thousands of schools in the state. The ACSE 
has expressed numerous times the importance 
of training teachers on how to administer these 
tests and of providing them with ongoing sup-

port throughout the school year. One challeng-
ing feature of this effort involves the online de-
livery of the assessment. The ACSE is optimistic 
about this test’s potential to more fully and 
authentically include students with disabilities 
in the general assessment process, since the 
majority of them take this test. But the com-
mission is also concerned that online accom-
modations and modifications may represent a 
significant stumbling block for those students 
and teachers who 
are less experienced 
with computers 
than others. The 
goal is to provide 
a fair and accurate 
test statewide for 
all students, and 
numerous factors 
influence that goal: 
the alignment of the 
test with classroom  
instruction so that 
students are tested on what they are taught, 
the knowledge that teachers have of the test 
and their experience administering it, and the 
familiarity on the part of students with the test 
format. ACSE has confidence in the state’s abil-
ity to create a robust structure for ensuring that 
all of these necessary components and supports 
are in place.     
California Alternate Assessment

The commission is passionate about the 
importance of providing students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities with the same 
kind of opportunity to show knowledge and 
mastery and to experience school success that 
other students have. Ensuring this opportunity 
is a critical component of a cohesive and unified 
educational system that promotes the success 
of all students. As such, the ACSE awaits with 
anticipation a final California Alternate Assess-
ment and will continue to monitor the progress 
of this assessment as it is being field tested. 
New Accountability System

During every meeting of the 2015–2016 
year, the ACSE received an update on the 
progress of the state’s efforts to create a new 
educational accountability system. The ACSE 
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services and instruction. School leaders saw that providing 
special education services apart from general education 
deprived students with disabilities of effective access to the 
core curriculum. Beyond this problem of access, the ap-
proach was triggering social-emotional and behavior chal-
lenges among the segregated students, who felt stigmatized 
and marginalized. This realization led to the creation of 
DBI, an innovative, full-inclusion special education model.
Principles and Structure

“A moral imperative to serve all kids” guided the school’s 
leaders in creating DBI, along with four fundamental 
principles. First, school leadership and staff made special 
education a priority: the DBI model drives the operations 
of the school—from bell schedules, staff planning schedules, 
teaching partnerships, and class rosters—and all decisions are 
made with special education first in mind. Second, the school 
made a commitment to support the collaborative efforts of 
general education and special education teachers; co-planning 
time is scheduled each week for co-teaching teams, and 
annual release days are budgeted to allow for longer-term 
planning and data analysis. Third, all adults in the school are 
responsible for all students. And finally, students’ services are 

individualized across a 
spectrum of supports, 
which are determined 
by ongoing data 
analysis.

Within the DBI 
model, each special 
education teacher has 
a caseload of 10 to 12 
students and works 
with the support of a 
nine-person parapro-
fessional team. The 
school treats these 
paraprofessionals as 
important contribu-

tors to the DBI model. All staff receive ongoing coaching, 
professional development, and training so that they can 
work with all students. The students with individualized 
education programs (IEPs) are strategically clustered into 
heterogeneous general education classrooms, and a spe-
cial educator provides academic supports by co-planning 
weekly and co-teaching daily with a general educator. 
Co-planning sessions focus on scaffolding lessons and 
activities and ensuring that all necessary accommodations 
and modifications are accounted for as outlined in each 
student’s IEP.  This general education-special education 

with significant cognitive disabilities and prepare them for 
independent living and adult life. 

In general, the ACSE is in support of any effort at every 
level of the educational system that promotes quality learn-
ing and instruction to prepare students for success in life and 
employment after high school. 
Disability Equity Rubric

Perhaps one of the ACSE’s most enduring accomplishments 
during 2015–2016 was the development of its Disability Eq-
uity Rubric (see  pages iv and v), designed to guide SBE mem-
bers, legislative staff, and other policymakers in how to develop 
relevant initiatives and legislation in a way that appropriately 
considers students with disabilities. It is the ACSE’s hope that 
this rubric continues to be used in the creation and adoption of 
policies and that it will contribute to a system of education that 
is responsive and sensitive to the needs of California’s diverse 
student population. 
The GOAL Award

Certainly one of ACSE’s most satisfying activities during 
the year is presenting the GOAL Award. The commission 
created this award in 2005–2006 through a generous contribu-
tion from film producer Brian Grazer, who donated $100,000 
to recognize educational 
programs in the state that 
demonstrate exemplary 
practices for students with 
disabilities. The GOAL 
Award—Grazer Out-
standing Achievement in 
Learning—celebrates both 
the programs that serve 
California youth with dis-
abilities and the profession-
als who work with them. 

The recipient of the 
2016 GOAL Award is 
Camino Nuevo Char-
ter Academy’s Dynamic 
Blended Inclusion (DBI) program. The school was founded 
17 years ago and serves 570 students in a K–8 setting in the 
MacArthur Park neighborhood of Los Angeles; 97 percent 
of these students qualify for free or reduced-price meals, and 
more than 98 percent are Latino. Twelve percent of students 
qualify for special education services. 
History

Before 2011, the school’s special education program 
educated many of its students with disabilities in self-
contained, segregated classes; others were taken out of their 
general education classes to receive specialized academic 

ACSE commissioners with GOAL Award recipients from Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

59



ACSE  u  Public Report 2015–2016    u  vii

collaboration results in a variety of teaching models—team 
teaching, co-teaching, and station teaching—all of which 
make it easier to group students to optimize their access to 
core content. 

The school’s original plan was to roll out its new model 
over the course of five years, beginning in the elementary 
grades. However, the results from the first months of im-
plementation were so positive that the teachers themselves 
asked to accelerate the process. In addition to the numer-
ous social and emotional successes that students with 
disabilities experienced when fully included in general 
education classrooms, these students most notably realized 
a 50-point increase on the Academic Performance Index at 
the end of the first year of implementing DBI. 

DBI is a replicable model, and staff 
from Camino Nuevo regularly partici-
pate in districtwide professional devel-
opment events as well as in state and 
national conferences to share their work 
and best practices. They have given 
consultation support to many schools 
and other organizations on how best to 
serve all students, and the school itself 
serves as a lab site where other profes-
sionals can observe and learn. As such, 
ACSE is proud to have recognized the 
exemplary work of Camino Nuevo.
A Look Forward

In the coming year, the ACSE will continue to be actively 
engaged in all aspects of educational accountability as the 
state develops a system that accurately assesses what students 
have learned. 

A number of LEAs in the state have begun to create their 
own successful versions of “one coherent system.” As these 
efforts grow, the ACSE looks forward to highlighting those 
models that demonstrate improved outcomes for all students, 
as well as those that have created systems for not only gather-
ing useful data but contextualizing and translating that data 
into information that truly informs and guides programmatic 
and instructional decisions. These kinds of models can be 
invaluable to other LEAs that are seeking similar paths.

The commission also will continue to work for parents, 
researching and gathering resources and supporting parent 
resource centers in this new landscape marked by the operat-
ing principle that “all students are general education students 
first.” The commission is committed to championing any 
protocol or practice that promotes authentic collaboration 
within K–12 education and will work to reduce the fragmen-
tation that has historically plagued this system.

For more than a decade, the commission has valued efforts 
to devise a meaningful Certificate of Completion for students 
with disabilities who choose a non-diploma track during high 
school. In this coming year, the ACSE will sharpen its efforts 
toward making this mark of accomplishment a meaningful 
tool for students as they enter college, career, or the work-
force.

Since the advent of the Local Control Funding Formula 
in 2013, much has been written about the three subgroups 
called out in the plan as the locus of extra dollars. What is less 
well known is that, while the LCFF does not change the way 
special education dollars flow, LEAs must include students 
with disabilities in their improvement plans, and LEAs are 
responsible for the school achievement of these students. It 

is worth repeating that 70 percent of 
our students with disabilities fall into 
one or more of those subgroups. In the 
very recent past, siloed funding, siloed 
programs, and siloed instruction and 
thinking were the norm. That is chang-
ing. The LCFF calls for the educational 
achievement of all students; Cali-
fornia’s strategic plan for education, 
Blueprint 2.0, calls for the education 
of the “whole child.” Students with 
disabilities are not a group separate 
or apart from other students in our 
schools. Many of them are students 

who grow up in poverty; many are English language learners; 
and a disproportionate percentage are students in foster care. 
The ACSE is committed to working toward an understanding 
of how to think about students with disabilities within the 
context of one single system—one system made up of many 
different types of learners, each with unique strengths and 
needs, and each being served as a unique individual and as a 
whole child.

While we are optimistic and hopeful for what is to come, 
we are also realistic. We know that students with disabilities 
are one of our most at-risk populations. It is going to take per-
sistent and purposeful coordination and planning to assist our 
LEAs in meeting the needs of these students. The account-
ability plan is one important component. The California 
Alternate Assessment is another key step. Including special 
education at the outset of policy conversations and as an inte-
gral part of all initiatives is a third critical measure. There are 
probably more pieces to this puzzle than we can know at this 
stage. But as chair of the ACSE, I have never been so hopeful 
about California’s ability to put together the most important 
parts.  —Gina Plate

Join ACSE Meetings
Guidelines for participating in ACSE 
meetings and directions for view-
ing meetings via live Webcast are 

available at  
www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/acse.asp

View archived meetings at  
www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/ 

acsemtgwebcast.asp
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“The California Advisory Commission on Special Education . . .   
. . . is an advisory body mandated by federal and state statutes to provide recommendations and advice to the State 
Board of Education, the Superintendent of Public Instruction, the State Legislature, and the Governor in new or con-
tinuing areas of research, program development, and evaluation in California special education: 
“The State has established and maintains an advisory panel for the purpose of providing policy guidance with respect to 
special education and related services for children with disabilities in the State.

“Such advisory panel shall consist of members appointed by the Governor, or any other official authorized under State 
law to make such appointments, be representative of the State population, and be composed of individuals involved in, or 
concerned with, the education of children with disabilities.”

— Public Law 108-446; 20 United States Code (USC) 1412(a)(21) A-D Section 612

August 10–11

October 26–27

2016–2017  Membership Directory
Commissioners

February 22–23

Location: California Department of Education, 1430 “N” Street, Sacramento, CA

*Exact dates may change. Please visit the ACSE Web site: www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/acse.asp  
or contact the commission’s staff liaison for the most current information or to obtain a schedule.  

ACSE meetings can be viewed on live Webcast at www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/acsemtgwebcast.asp

April 19–20

June 21–22

Michele Auon, State Senate Appointee 
auon.michele@gmail.com

Mildred Browne, State Board Appointee 
BrowneMildred@gmail.com

Somer Harding, State Board Appointee 
harding.somer@gmail.com

Sara Jocham, State Board Appointee 
sjocham@nmusd.us

Betty Karnette, State Assembly Appointee 
bekarn27@cs.com

Christina Mills, State Board Appointee 
christina.mills.gelardin@gmail.com
Matt Navo, Governor Appointee 

Matt_Navo@sanger.k12.ca.us

Gloria Perez-Stewart, State Senate Appointee 
gloriaperez@gmail.com

Lester Pincu, State Senate Appointee 
Lesterpaul10@gmail.com

Gina Plate, Chair, Governor Appointee 
GPlate@calcharters.org

Keila Rodriguez, State Board Appointee 
krodriguez@icoe.org

Mariano Sanz, Governor Appointee 
Mariano.Sanz@harborrc.org 

Barbara Schulman, Vice Chair, State Assembly Appointee 
Barbara.Schulman@gmail.com

Steve Winlock, Governor Appointee 
swinlock@scoe.net

Commission meeting dates* and locations: 2016–2017

Executive Secretary
Kristin Wright, 916-445-4602  

KWright@cde.ca.gov
State Board Liaison

Niki Sandoval, 916-319-0827  
SBESandoval@gmail.com

State Special Schools Liaison
Scott Kerby, 916-327-3860  

SKerby@cde.ca.gov
ACSE Staff Liaison

Venetia Davis, 916-323-9773
VDavis@cde.ca.gov

Legislative Members
Senate Member: Carol Liu, 916-651-4021  

senator.lieu@sen.ca.gov 
Legislative Director: Robert Oaks  

Robert.Oakes@sen.ca.gov
Assembly Member: Tony Thurmond, 510-286-1400  

Assemblymember.Thurmond@assembly.ca.gov 
Legislative Aide: Michael Lucien 

MichaelLucien@assembly.ca.gov
Governor’s Office, Secretary for Education Liaison

 Dena Wilson, 916-323-0611 
 JDWilson@ose.ca.gov
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Multitiered System of Supports:

California Creates Its Own

(MTSS continued on page 10)

W
hen the California 
Department of 
Education issued 
a Request for 

Applications to lead a statewide initiative 
to address students’ academic, behavioral, 
and social-emotional needs, the Orange 
County Department of Education 
(OCDE) was ready. 

“We’d been doing this work for at least 
eight years,” says Jami Parsons, manager 
of student services. Many districts and 
schools within the county already had 
implemented a Multitiered System of 
Supports (MTSS), with its emphasis on 
inclusion, early intervention, and three 
tiers of increasingly intensive academic 
and behavioral supports.

The experience proved valuable 
this spring when Orange County was 
awarded a four-year, $30 million grant to 
develop a scalable and sustainable MTSS 
framework for California schools. The 
project, known as the California Scale-Up 
MTSS Statewide (SUMS) Initiative, will 
“address barriers to learning and re-engage 
disconnected students by creating a 
culture of collaboration” among disparate 
and fragmented support systems. The 
plan envisions a statewide transformation 
that will “increase equitable access to 
opportunity, develop the whole child, and 
close the achievement gap for all students.”   

Over time, the initiative is expected 
to lead to positive student outcomes, 
including increased graduation rates and 
decreased rates of disciplinary referrals, 
suspensions, and referrals to special 
education.

OCDE will have two partners in the 

SUMS initiative, the Butte County Office 
of Education and the SWIFT Center at 
the University of Kansas.

Butte County is part of the effort 
because “we needed to make sure we 
were also addressing the needs of rural 
counties,” says Christine Olmstead, 
OCDE assistant superintendent for 
instructional services. “We don’t have 
experience with that.” Orange serves 
more than 500,000 students in 27 
densely populated districts. Butte has just 
31,000 students in 14 districts, “some of 
them one-school districts,” says Susan 
Hukkanen, assistant superintendent for 
educational support services for Butte 
County. 

Hukkanen also saw the Request for 
Applications and was interested. “But I 
knew we couldn’t do it alone,” she says. “I 
thought that what could strengthen an 
urban district [proposal] was to partner 
with a rural district.” She approached 
Olmstead, and the partnership was 
cemented.

SWIFT, a national technical assistance 
center, previously worked with five states 
to scale up MTSS. “There is enough 
data behind MTSS to suggest that it’s a 
better way to organize schools and teach 
kids,” says Director Wayne Sailor. The 
center—whose name is an acronym for 
“Schoolwide Integrated Framework 
for Transformation”—has developed 
a framework that helps schools build 
their capacity to provide academic and 
behavioral support to all students in 
inclusive settings. The SWIFT framework 
will guide the work of the SUMS 
initiative, with the center providing 

trainers and offering professional learning 
opportunities for California educators. 
Here’s how it will work. 
Structure

The initiative will operate with a 
“trainer of trainers” infrastructure and 
four tiers of teams. At the top is the 
state leadership team (the California 
Department of Education and the three 
SUMS partners). They, and a second tier 
of 11 regional teams, will be trained by 
SWIFT. The regional teams in turn will 
work with the county offices of education 
within each region and provide training 
with support from SWIFT. The fourth 
tier involves Local Education Agencies 
(LEA)—school districts and charter 
schools. Orange County is developing 
a Request for Proposals to invite LEAs 
to apply for subgrants to instruct staff in 
the principles and practices of MTSS: 
how they are applied to best support all 
children; how they address the specific 
needs of students, staff, and place; and 
how they incorporate the strengths and 
resources of each school and district.

Butte County’s role is to identify and 
respond to what Hukkanen sees as the 
unique challenges facing rural county 
offices of education and districts, which 
include limited access to technology, lack 
of public transportation, limited health 
care and social services, and the difficulty 
of recruiting teachers. No schools in that 
county have fully implemented a true 
MTSS yet, she says. “There are bits and 
pieces of it, but nothing comprehensive.”

Orange County’s Parsons will serve 
as overall manager of the project. She 
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(MTSS continued from page 9)

describes her role as “being a conduit of 
information, maintaining momentum, 
supporting the trainers, and focusing on 
next steps.”
Content

The SUMS initiative will apply the 
SWIFT framework of five “domains” that 
influence the educational life of a child: 
(1) Administrative Leadership, with 
strong and engaged leaders at school sites 
and a strong support system for educators 
(coaching, professional development, 
etc.); (2) Multitiered System of Supports, 
with inclusive academic and behavior 
instruction; (3) Integrated Educational 
Framework, with fully integrated 
organizational structures and a strong and 
positive school culture; (4) Family and 
Community Engagement, with trusting 
and authentic family and community 
partnerships; and (5) Inclusive Policy 
Structure and Practice, with supportive, 
reciprocal partnerships between schools 
and LEAs and a clear LEA policy 
framework. LEAs are expected to show 
progress in all five domains. 

Three principles guide the initiative: 
implementation science, universal 
design for learning (UDL), and the 
whole-child approach. Implementation 
science, Sailor says, is “the coordination 
of efforts to install and implement 
practices for sustainability.” It helps 
schools “see where they are” on the path 
to implementing the various aspects of 
the initiative, adds Olmstead.1 UDL, 
a flexible learning environment that 
accommodates diverse learners, is the 
“philosophical cornerstone” of the project 
and “foundational to Tier 1 instruction.” 
State and regional teams will be trained 
in UDL principles and in how to provide 
interventions in Tiers 1 through 3. Tier 
1 refers to the core curriculum delivered 
to all students, including students 

with disabilities; Tiers 2 and 3 provide 
increasingly intensive interventions for 
students who need additional support.2 
The whole-child approach, which 
recognizes that each student has unique 
experiences and abilities, is a part of all 
SUMS professional learning and technical 
assistance training. “It makes us stop and 
think about each child as an individual 
and produce the teaching tools needed to 
support them,” says Olmstead.3 
Assessment

LEAs will be measured on two 
assessments developed by SWIFT. The 
Fidelity Integrity Assessment4 is “a 
progress-monitoring tool that is used by 
schools to self-assess where they are on the 
framework,” Sailor says. Schools will take 
this assessment approximately every three 
months. The Fidelity of Implementation 
Tool5 is a rigorous yearly assessment 
performed by certified outside assessors 
who score progress on all aspects of the 
framework. “It’s a way of telling whether 
the pieces are being put in place and if 
this is making a difference at the level of 
outcomes for all students,” Sailor says.
Broader Context

The SUMS initiative builds on 
recommendations made in the March 
2015 report of the California Statewide 
Task Force on Special Education, which 
called for such evidence-based practices 
as MTSS and UDL to be employed 
throughout the state. Funding for the 
initiative was appropriated in direct 
response to that report.

As an initiative that encompasses 
the whole state, SUMS also answers the 
broader national effort for reform called 
for by Howard Adelman and Linda 
Taylor, directors of the School Mental 
Health Project at UCLA. “Leaders 
for education reform at all levels are 
confronted with the need to foster 

effective scale-up of promising reforms,” 
they write. “This encompasses a major 
thrust to develop demonstrations and 
models for replicating new approaches to 
schooling on a large scale.”6  
Challenges

The project is not without challenges. 
SUMS leaders see time and sustainability 
as major concerns. OCDE originally 
received $10 million from the state. 
“With the original grant we would have 
worked with 250 schools,” Olmstead 
says. Now, with $30 million, “it’s 10,000 
schools” in the same four-year period. 

Many innovative practices “are 
installed, and four or five years later 
they are gone,” Sailor notes. “If we are 
good at implementation science, we will 
start a process for sustainability.” Adds 
Olmstead, “This is fundamental to the 
way we teach kids. It can’t be here and 
gone because of a grant.” t

1. For more about implementation science, 
go to http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu

2. For more about UDL, go to http://
www.udlcenter.org

3. To learn more about the whole-child 
approach in education, see http:// 
www.educatethewholechild.org/
what-is-it/

4. The Fidelity Integrity Assessment is 
at http://www.swiftschools.org/
Common/Cms/Documents/
SWIFT_FIA_v1.1.pdf

5. The Fidelity of Implementation Tool is at 
http://www.swiftschools.org/sites/
default/files/SWIFT%20FIT%20
Technical%20Adequacy%20Report.
pdf

6. Adelman, H., & Taylor, L. (2008). 
Rebuilding for Learning: Addressing 
Barriers to Learning and Teaching 
and Re-engaging Students. New 
York: Scholastic. (p. 112) . http://
smhp.psych.ucla.edu/rebuild/
RebuidlingV11RD28.pdf
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J
amie Schnablegger knows 
she wants to be a resource 
teacher at a low-income 
school, but when she finishes 

her five-year program at California 
State University Long Beach, she won’t 
be limited to teaching students with 
disabilities. She will graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree and a dual credential in 
general education and special education.

As California moves toward a 
single, unified system of education for 
all students, one that includes students 
with disabilities, Schnablegger and her 
cohort at Long Beach are in the vanguard 
of a major shift in the way prospective 
teachers are trained and licensed. The 
shift is occurring on two fronts: on college 
and university campuses 
throughout the state 
and in Sacramento 
at the California 
Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing (CTC).

The goal: All 
teachers—whether 
general educators or 
special educators—will 
share a “common trunk” 
of knowledge and skills 
that will enable them 
to serve all students in a 
general education setting to the greatest 
extent possible.

The driver of this change, says CTC 
Chair Linda Darling-Hammond, was 
the release of One System: Reforming 
Education to Serve All Students, the 
2015 report of California’s Statewide 
Task Force on Special Education, which 
addressed the poor academic outcomes of 

students with disabilities. “The task force 
showed that by all indicators—graduation 
rates, the achievement gap—California 
was doing poorly in educating students” 
who receive special education services, 
Darling-Hammond says. 

According to the task force, the state 
“must break down the long-standing 
divisions that exist between teachers 
within general education and special 
education” if it is to create that one system 
of education. A significant barrier: “short-
sighted teacher preparation and licensing 
practices” that restrict the ability of special 
educators to serve students in general 
education settings and that offer limited 
special education training for general 
educators.

effective instruction and assessment for 
all students, including students with 
disabilities, in the general education 
classroom,” according to the preliminary 
standards document issued by CTC. 

The TPEs comprise the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that prospective 
teachers should acquire in teacher 
preparation programs in California. 
These include the ability to incorporate 
universal design for learning (UDL) 
principles into their instruction, to work 
within a Multitiered System of Supports, 
and to collaborate with other instructors 
and co-teach. The CTC tasked those 
programs with producing a transition 
plan for incorporating the new general 
education standards by March 2017 

and implementing them over a 
two-year period beginning the 
following September.

In June the commission 
approved the TPEs for special 
education teacher preparation 
programs as well. All programs, 
and therefore all beginning 
special and general education 
teachers, will share this 
“common trunk” of knowledge 
and skills. The general education 
“branch” of the trunk will 
continue to be mastery of 

the single subject or multiple subject 
content that they will teach. The CTC is 
forming a working group of stakeholders 
to identify what additional knowledge, 
skills, and abilities should be required for 
a special education credential. The group 
is expected to report to the commission in 
April 2017.

Preservice in Support of Unified Systems:

Re-envisioning Teacher Training

(Teachers continued on page 12)

New Expectations 
In December 2015 the CTC issued 

new standards for general education 
teacher preparation and has approved 
six Teaching Performance Expectations 
(TPEs; see the center column on p. 
12) that require beginning teachers to 
“create inclusive learning environments 
. . . and use their understanding of all 
students’ developmental levels to provide 
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Model Preparation Programs
Victoria Graf was a co-author of the 

TPEs. A professor of Special Education 
at Loyola Marymount University (LMU) 
in Los Angeles, she says there 
was “no push back from general 
educators. People get it.” Graf says, 
“In conversations over a couple of 
years” at LMU, “we determined 
that we as a school of education 
should be promoting inclusive 
education.” All departments in 
the School of Education “have 
been focused on redesign,” says 
Candace Poindexter, chair of the 
department of elementary and 
secondary education at LMU. 
“What do we need to do to educate 
our students to be the best teachers 
of all students?” In response, all 
faculty and staff received training 
in UDL, a framework that offers 
multiple paths for students to 
access information and display 
knowledge. This fall, Graf says, all 
course syllabi incorporate UDL. 
“And,” she says, “we’re starting [to 
incorporate] MTSS” (see article 
page 9). 

LMU is one of six California 
teacher preparation programs1  
that have received a four-year 
grant from the Collaborative for 
Effective Educator Development 
Accountability and Reform 
(CEEDAR), a national technical 

assistance center, to improve instruction 
for students with disabilities in inclusive 
settings. This work aligns with the 
recommendations of the special education 

task force. 
Graf describes the effort as a “coherent 

and coordinated initiative.” CEEDAR 
brings staff from the six schools together 

several times a year to share 
resources, ideas, and syllabi and 
recently presented a forum on 
sustainability. “The schools are very 
collaborative,” she says. “Years ago 
we used to be in competition. Now 
we want to stay together, even when 
the money runs out.”

California State University Long 
Beach is another CEEDAR school. 
Marquita Grenot-Schyer, dean of 
the College of Education, used the 
grant to bring general and special 
education faculty together two years 
ago to develop a curriculum that 
would combine the standards for 
both credentials in a single program.

“There was complete 
collaboration between general ed 
and special ed,” says Cara Richards-
Tutor, professor and director of 
the resultant five-year Urban Dual-
Credential Program. “They all had 
the belief that teachers should be 
prepared to teach all students.” 

The first cohort of 10 
undergraduate students enrolled in 
the fall of 2015. The four-semester 
teacher preparation part of the 
program is also designed with 
MTSS and UDL as a framework. 
“MTSS is drilled into us,” says 
Jamie Schnablegger. Adds classmate 
Brittany Roberts, “The program 
has made me look at students 
individually. It’s not just one lesson 
and I hope everybody gets it.”

Structured, supervised clinical 
practice begins in the very first 
semester, and field experiences 
are integral to the curriculum 

Highlights: Teaching 
Performance Expectations
Engaging and supporting all students 
in learning. Teachers apply their knowledge 
of students’ learning needs and backgrounds to 
engage them in learning. They use a variety of 
instructional strategies, resources, and assistive 
technology, including MTSS and UDL, to 
support access to the curriculum for a wide 
range of learners in the general education 
classroom.

Creating and maintaining effective 
environments for student learning. 
Teachers promote students’ social-emotional 
growth, maintain high expectations for learning 
with appropriate support, and establish clear 
expectations for classroom behavior.

Understanding and organizing 
subject matter for student learning. 
Teachers make accommodations and/or 
modifications to promote student access to the 
curriculum.

Planning instruction and designing 
learning experiences for all students. 
Teachers remove barriers and provide access 
through such strategies as assistive technology, 
UDL, and MTSS. 

Assessing student learning. Teachers 
collect and analyze data from multiple types of 
assessments (diagnostic, progress-monitoring, 
formative, summative, etc.). They use assessment 
data to establish learning goals for students and 
to plan and differentiate instruction.

Developing as a professional 
educator. Teachers establish professional 
learning goals; they recognize their own values 
and biases and work to mitigate any negative 
impact these may have on teaching.

1. The six schools receiving 
CEEDAR funds are Brandman 
University, California State 
University (CSU) Fresno, 
CSU Long Beach, CSU Los 
Angeles, Loyola Marymount 
University, and San Francisco 
State University. For more about 
CEEDAR, go to http://ceedar.
education.ufl.edu

(Teachers, continued from page 11)
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throughout the program. Simultaneous 
coursework covers such subjects as 
equity, inclusion, positive behavior 
supports, and transition services, along 
with the academic subjects that are part 
of the general education curriculum. 
The program is team-taught by general 
and special education faculty. Upon 
graduation, students will receive a general 
education credential and either a mild-
moderate or moderate-severe special 
education credential. 

“The question we are asking ourselves 
is ‘Can we in one [dual credential] 
program prepare teachers as well as a 
single credential program does?’ We will 
do research—interviews and interactions 
with students, observation of student 
teaching. Everyone is giving us feedback—
the students, the teachers and principals 
at the school sites,” says Richards-Tutor. 
“We will follow students as they get jobs. 
Do they stay in the job? We have a rare 
opportunity to answer these kinds of 
questions.”
Challenges and Optimism

The shift in teacher preparation 
standards raises questions beyond the 
efficacy of a dual credential program 
(which not all schools will adopt), and 
some special educators are concerned 
about their changing role. “Nobody in 
our program thinks there isn’t a need for 
special education instruction,” Richards-
Tutor says. “The full continuum of 
services will still be there. We’re trying 
to prepare all teachers to work with all 
students so they understand the role of 
special education supports and can work 
with students who need help but don’t 
have special education labels.” 

And yet, Graf says, it’s natural that 
“there’s a little bit of anxiety. This is a 
change in mindset; we weren’t prepared in 
a collaborative way.”

Teacher Shortages
Some of that anxiety was evident at 

the CTC meeting in June when the TPEs 
were approved. A number of speakers 
expressed concern that additional 
requirements would only exacerbate a 
serious shortage of teachers, especially in 
special education where some districts 
have had to hire provisional teachers. 
Darling-Hammond acknowledges the 
severity of the shortage but says that 
teachers with “deeper knowledge and 
better skills” are more likely to remain 
in their jobs. “In the best years only 50 
percent of special education teachers 
come in fully prepared, and those are 
the ones most likely to leave,” she says. 
“Underprepared teachers leave at rates  
two to three times higher than those who 
are fully prepared, and the situation is 
more acute in special education.” Graf 
agrees that retention is the key. “If we 
could retain the teachers we train, we 
wouldn’t have a significant shortage,”  
she says. 

Other speakers worried about the 
continuing role for teachers of students 
with low-incidence disabilities—such 
as blindness, deafness, or physical 
disability—who are less likely to be 
integrated into a general education 
classroom. “There has been no discussion 
about eliminating low incidence 
credentials,” Darling-Hammond says, but 
now those teachers also “will get general 
education training.”

With the implementation of the new 
approach to general education training a 
year away and special education standards 
still being developed, Graf notes that 
“change is a process, not an event.” But, 
she says, with California moving toward 
one system of education for all students, 
“I’m more optimistic than I’ve been in a 
number of years.”  t

more streamlined care for children and 
families.”
Progress and Promise

Both Powell and Estes see the current 
educational climate, characterized by 
the commitment to develop one system 
for all children and families, as a perfect 
environment for advancing the work of 
Breaking Barriers. “Unified systems hold 
the promise of greater efficiency and 
effectiveness in addressing these challenges 
when interventions are less duplicative, 
more comprehensive, targeted, and readily 
available when needs arise—and when 
they are not driven by categorical funding 
streams or narrow programmatic confines 
but by a commitment to serving needs 
in real time for real people,” says Estes. 
Through Breaking Barriers, “community 
leaders are learning from the best ideas 
of others and receiving support in the 
design of collaborative structures for 
consolidating services.” 

“Even though progress is being 
made,” says Powell, “much work remains 
to be done. But all counties seem to 
recognize that, while they are a long way 
from realizing a fully integrated system, 
they can get there. Such coordination 
requires shared governance, shared goals, 
shared outcomes, and shared means of 
measurement. But it also requires the 
creation of new structures and patterns 
of service that allow for blended funding 
and mutual accountability. It requires the 
setting aside of egos and the politics of 
personal power for the ultimate outcomes 
we collectively seek: healthy children, 
families, and communities. No one entity 
can do it alone. We are interdependent 
and these are our children, our families, 
and our communities. And so we must 
unite.” 

Learn more about Breaking Barriers at 
www.BreakingBarriersCA.org  t

(Barriers continued from page 15)
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(Barriers continued from page 16)

decade. Such behaviors as hyperactivity, 
impulsivity, and defiance are on the 
increase and are particularly disruptive 
to the learning of all students. Internal 
behaviors, such as anxiety disorders and 
depression, frequently go unnoticed and, 
while generally not disturbing to others, 
are devastating to the education and long-
term trajectory of the child. 

The growing question is “why are 
these behaviors becoming 
so common?” Recent 
research has focused on the 
strong connection between 
stressful experiences and 
a child’s ability to learn 
and behave appropriately. 
Physical, sexual, or 
emotional abuse; physical 
or emotional neglect; 
the mental illness of a 
parent; divorce; parental 
incarceration; intimate 
partner violence; and 
parental substance abuse 
all constitute stressful events in the child’s 
life—and these things are common 
in the lives of many of our children. 
When adverse childhood experiences 
(ACE) prior to the age of 18 begin to 
accumulate, these stressful events change 
brain development in ways that disrupt 
learning, behavior, and lifetime health.1 

So powerful is the influence of stressful 
events on the brain of the developing child 
that, according to one national study, 85 
percent of all behavior problems in school 
occur among those students who have at 
least one ACE. And studies show that 6 
out of every 10 California children have 
experienced at least one ACE.2

Unhealthy stress from whatever 
source, however, when experienced 
repeatedly, can alter normal response 
systems in children by saturating their 

brain with a chemical bath of stress 
hormones.3 When this happens, it is 
physiologically impossible for the child 
to learn and to control his or her behavior 
in the classroom, home, and community. 
And problems do not go away. Life 
expectancy among those with six or more 
ACEs is shortened by 20 years.4 More 
than three ACEs is predictive of seven of 
the ten leading causes of death in adults, 

estimated that the lifetime cost associated 
with children who experience any of the 
ACE categories in a single year is $585 
billion. Another study calculated the 
cost of preventing a child from following 
the life course associated with high-risk 
youth (crime, school drop-out, and 
drug abuse); taking into account the 
duplication and overlap that often occurs 
between school drop-out, drug use, and 

criminal behavior, the study 
estimates the lifetime value 
of saving one high-risk youth 
to be between $2.47 million 
and $3.35 million (in 2015 
dollars).6 So, in a world where 
money is the most often-
cited barrier to offering a 
comprehensive, effective, and 
sustainable community of care 
for our children and families, 
Breaking Barriers believes 
that the way we do things now 
costs us so much more than 
it would if we had a system 

capable of addressing problems at their 
source. 
What the Model Looks Like: 
No Wrong Door

Given the magnitude of the challenge 
of coordinating systems, the Breaking 
Barriers model holds that regardless of 
the cause of significant social, emotional, 
behavioral, and educational needs, it is 
unrealistic to expect any one system to 
shoulder the responsibility alone. The 
initiative is promoting a focus on the 
collective alignment of local and regional 
efforts and resources among agencies 
involved in serving children and their 
families, with the conviction that this 
alignment will positively transform 
the lives of children, families, and 
communities now and into the future and 
that from this effort a shared model of 

adult mental health disorders such as 
depression and anxiety, and engagement 
in such risky behaviors as substance abuse 
and multiple sex partners. The magnitude 
of the relationship between adverse 
childhood experiences and physical 
and mental health risk is so huge that 
the Center for Disease Control (CDC) 
has called childhood maltreatment the 
greatest health risk of our time, affecting 
17 percent of the population.5 

The benefits of effective early 
intervention at the first appearance of any 
developmental delay in a child are widely 
recognized. And yet, when it comes to 
issues of emotional health, fewer than 
one in five children will ever receive the 
treatment they need, resulting in financial 
implications that are as significant as 
the personal and social. The CDC has 
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accountability will emerge. “Otherwise, we 
are only tackling one part of the problem—
or worse, we are not tackling it at all as the 
proverbial can is kicked from place to place,” 
says Ron Powell, Breaking Barriers Advisory 
Committee member and former director of 
Desert/Mountain SELPA. 

So what does a model of collective 
responsibility among agencies look like, 
and what responsibilities must agencies 
be willing to share in order to address the 
magnitude of this problem? “Fortunately,” 
says Powell, “we are not left on our 
own to devise models of service system 
integration that work for all children. 
Systems integration occurs at the local 
community level and can be characterized 
by four types of relationships among 
agencies: Communication, Coordination, 
Collaboration and Consolidation (or 
Integration). The stages of relationship 
within each of these models are progressive 
and characterized by increasing levels of 
integration of authority, resources, services, 
and clientele at each stage. Service system 
integration models combine multiple 
service agencies to create seamless access 
to services, including, but not limited to, 
education, social services, child welfare, 
behavioral health, juvenile justice, public 
health, primary health care, California 
Children’s Services, the Regional Centers, 
and community partners. No matter what 
door you enter, you are connected to the 
services you need.” 
The Challenges

“The challenges facing the development 
of integrated systems depend largely on 
the context of the local community and 
the collective will and interest of key 
stakeholders and policymakers,” says 
Powell. Participants in the Breaking Barriers 
Symposium identified other barriers 
to providing comprehensive services to 
children. Many had experienced a pervasive 

disconnect across both public and private 
systems of care throughout the state, which 
results in disjointed care and impaired 
outcomes for children and families. As 
children and families are referred from 
agency to agency or provider to provider for 
different services, care is decreased, delayed, 
or decimated. “It results in incomplete 
care,” says Estes. “Families cannot navigate 
the convoluted web we have woven for 
them. Systems repeatedly fail to collectively 
prioritize prevention and early intervention, 
resulting in what many describe as a ‘wait to 
fail’ model.” Another identified challenge 
revolves around duplicated services, which 
at times solely follow funding streams. 
Symposium participants also pointed to 
the challenges in service provision for 
incarcerated youth and the few supports 
available for cultural competence among 
service providers, within and across 
agencies.

The symposium solidified the suspicion 
that the same challenges exist in every 
county across the state—even those with 
the most integrated systems to date. 
Breaking Barriers is working to change this, 
promoting targeted efforts and technical 
assistance to implement coordination 
teams, consolidate services, and address “the 
systemic challenges that can only be resolved 
through integrated governance, shared 
outcomes, shared funding, and shared 
care,” says Powell. “Those coordination 
efforts that do exist typically do not have 
mechanisms in place to resolve interagency 
confusion or disputes over responsibilities 
for agencies tackling the same needs 
simultaneously but separately. What 
they require to be successful are a shared 
governance, shared funding structure, and 
shared accountability, which participants [at 
the symposium] felt may ultimately resolve 
many of the ongoing challenges of providing 
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Unifying All Child-Serving Efforts and

Breaking Barriers

I 
did not plan to start a statewide 
initiative for aligning California’s 
resources around families and 
children,” Elizabeth Estes recalls. But 

that is what she’s doing, because one morning 
in 1990 she ran out of a bar in Berkeley 
desperate to save her life. A man had come 
in eight hours earlier and had decided to kill 
people. He succeeded with one young student, 
shot many others, and kept Estes and 37 
fellow hostages captive until a SWAT team 
managed to break in and end the crisis. 

“I remember the relief of realizing I had 
survived!” Estes says. “But what I didn’t know 
was that I would have to relive the experience 
and trauma over and over and over during 
the next 25 years. There were all the mass 
shootings that I had to digest over time. But 
in addition, as I obtained my own treatment 
and navigated my own recovery, I started to 
see, hear, and feel the consequences of the 
disconnect among our agencies that serve 
children and families. I started to recognize 
the tragedy of our systemic failure to offer 
necessary services to those in need when they 
need it. As a lawyer in the systems that serve 
children and families, I realized that I’d been 
in hundreds of meetings over 22 years with 
families asking for help from the many entities 
that are designed to serve children’s social, 
emotional, behavioral, and academic needs—
only to hear repeatedly, ‘That’s not what our 
agency does.’ ‘We don’t have that.’ ‘Try over 
there.’ And I finally just couldn’t stay silent 
anymore when we are not collectively serving 
needs in the way we know we must.

“In 2014 I was compelled to write an 
article for The San Francisco Chronicle—an 
impassioned plea for agencies to align and 
comprehensively serve families and children. 

The article hit a responsive chord, and Breaking 
Barriers was born.” 

Estes and more than 33 experts across the 
state of California have united through this 
initiative. Giving presentations across the state 
on the subject of alignment and collective 
impact, Breaking Barriers most recently held 
an April 2016 Statewide Symposium with 
teams from 12 California counties, partnership 
organizations, service providers, foundations, 
and consumer advocates to discuss and address 
the barriers surrounding the disconnected, 
disjointed, and incomplete system of child 
social, emotional, and behavioral health and 
education supports and services. The ultimate 
goal is to improve outcomes for children and 
families. 
Why We Must 

The need to align services is clear. Estimates 
of the prevalence of severe, disruptive behaviors 
among children have doubled in the last 

“
With Elizabeth Estes, Attorney; and Ron Powell, Breaking Barriers Advisory Committee Member and Former Director of Desert Mountain SELPA
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