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Overview

u Contracted by the Board of  Education to conduct an 
independent, systemic review of  the district’s student 
intervention and special education programming and 
report findings and recommendations to the Board. 

u Selected team members with no connections to the district.
uDo not work in Essex County.
uNot familiar with administrators, board, or staff  prior to the 

review.
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u The Team consisted of  four education professionals: 
u (1) University professor and former assistant superintendent 
u (2) Current Director of  Special Education and parent advocate
u (3) Retired superintendent and former Director of  Special 

Education 
u (4) Current Supervisor of  Special Education. 

u Non-regulatory
u We cannot make the district accept the recommendations in the 

report nor can we mandate that the district address them. 
uStay in our lane.

u We don’t represent the district & can’t speak for the district. 
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u Another set of  eyes

u Independent feedback

u Provide suggestions to increase effectiveness and 
consistency across the district. 

u Not involved in granularity of  specific students or 
cases. Cannot answer those types of  questions or 
”What if ” questions.
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uDid not investigate individual cases.
u Not the scope of  our agreement & would require a 

completely different approach, timeframe, and 
resources.

uThis was not a personnel evaluation.
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u Does not cover standardized test scores because the test 
themselves are known to be very poor indicators. 
uAre not designed for most students with disabilities. 
uDo not match the formats or process in which some 

students learn or demonstrate learning: One-size fits 
all. 

uDon’t allow all the modifications and accommodations 
that some students have access to during lessons, 
especially educational technology. 

uNot multi-sensory in nature and do not recognize 
neurodiversity. 

uNot always aligned to goals and objective of  IEP. 
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Methods

u Began August 20, 2021 and data collection was completed on 
December 20, 2021. 

u Conducted review through the lens of  continuous improvement. 

u Process-based review - understand how well the processes related to 
various student intervention and special education services 
functioned as a unified system of  consistent service PreK-12.
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u Quantitative and qualitative data were collected:
uFocus group interviews
u Individual interviews
uOpen-ended questionnaire to all 

parents/guardians/caregivers of  students with IEPs
u IEP reviews

uClassroom observations in all schools
u IEP meeting observations
uWebsite review
uNJSMART, NJDOE Reports, and IEP Direct/Frontline
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u Semi-structured focus groups and individual interviews were conducted 
with more than 120 people representing a range of  distinct stakeholder 
groups: 
u Parents/Guardians/Caregivers, representing the various special education 

programs and classifications in the district 

u Board of  Education members 

u Director of  Student Services

u CST & Related Service members 

u Central Office 

u Principals 

u Teaching staff  

uElementary Teachers 

uMiddle School Teachers 
u High School Teachers 
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Layered Approach
u Worked our way through stakeholder groups in a deliberate 

sequence. 

u BOE interviews & began IEP reviews

u Parent/Guardian/Caregiver interviews, continued IEP reviews

u Website reviews, NJSMART, DOE reports, Frontline

u CST & Related Service interviews, surveys, continued IEP reviews 

u Classroom observations, principal interviews, teacher interviews, 
continued IEP reviews

u IEP meeting observations, finished IEP reviews

u Director of  Student Services & Superintendent

u Follow ups as necessary
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u Qualitative content analysis with inductive category 
application was used to analyze data.

u Single-case analysis and cross-case analysis were used 
to identify major themes within the data.

u Everything was read by humans and coded by hand. 

11



u Thanks to the many individuals and groups that 
provided data and feedback for this review, including 
the Superintendent of  Schools, Mr. Dirk Phillips; the 

members of  the Glen Ridge Board of  Education; 
GRACE and SEPAC leadership and 

parents/guardians/caregivers; the Director of  Student 
Services, CST and related service providers, the Glen 
Ridge teaching staff  and students; the Principals and 

Assistant Principals, and the non-certificated staff  who 
were very accommodating and helpful during our on-

site visits. 
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u Approached the review from a framework that included the 
New Jersey Tiered System of  Supports (NJTSS) and the 
continuum of  special education services.
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Disproportionality Analyses

u We did not find evidence of  disproportionality by race 
or ethnicity within programs or classification groups. 

u Nor did we find disproportionality by gender.

u We could find no record of  the district being cited by 
the state for disproportionality in the recent past. 
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Themes and Recommendations

u Conducted in the spirit of  continuous improvement.

u District has a strong foundation of  existing programming. 

u Recommendations contained herein should be interpreted as 
suggestions to help increase the effectiveness & consistency of  
existing programming and inform future planning.
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u Sought to identify systemic Themes as opposed to noting 
individual examples provided by stakeholders. 

u Categorized something as a Theme when there were at least 
three data points across stakeholder groups and/or contexts: 
Example: 

u (1) Interview, 
u (2) document review, and 
u (3) on-site observation.  

uData saturation
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Realities 
u District is constrained by its enrollment size, small 

administrative staff  compared to similar sized and 
smaller districts, and budget in terms of  programming 
options that can be operated at peak effectiveness. 
u The small student population constrains scheduling options 

for programming and also limits effectiveness of  some of  
services.

u Budgetary constraints include difficulty with expanding the 
budget beyond the 2% budget cap so as to increase 
discretionary funds that could be used to hire additional staff  
and leadership to grow programming and monitoring 
effectiveness.
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Themes
u Systemic & Proactive Approach to 

Programming 

u Communication 

u Out of  District Placements

u Creative programming

u IEP Development & Implementation 

u IEP Meetings

u Resource Room

u Culture of  Equity and Collaboration

u Sharing the Responsibility  

u Progress Monitoring

u Paraprofessionals

u Staffing Needs

u Stakeholder Education

u Staffing Needs

u Stakeholder Education

u Intervention and Referral Services

u Option 2 / Senior Option Program

u Academic Development Program

u Reading and Writing Enrichment

u Applied Courses

u ABA Programming 

u RTI 

u Dyslexia

u Co-teaching

u General Education Connection

u Supporting CST 

u Professional Development 
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Our Overarching Take-Aways
1. Data suggest the district offers a range of  programming for its size, 

however, there is inconsistency of  the effectiveness within the 
programming and some processes throughout the system. 

2. Programs and processes require ongoing monitoring to function at 
high levels. Areas of  inconsistency in programming draw concerns 
from stakeholders and the concerns are sometimes not as effectively 
addressed as they could be due to a lack of  human resources. 
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3. We attribute a substantial amount of  the inconsistency to a 
dearth of  middle level administrative support for program 
monitoring, and a potential need for staff  in other areas: Too 
few people doing too many jobs. 

4. Although there are many recommendations in the report that 
can begin to be addressed without additional staff, 
inconsistency within some programs and processes could 
continue until the district addresses the staffing issues that 
seem to be the root cause of  many themes in this report. 
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u The district leadership should consider a 4–5-year timeline 
for planning and implementation purposes for the 
recommendations in this report that they choose to pursue. 

u The report may contain more recommendations than can 
be implemented in a typical 4-5-year timeframe given the 
access to resources and continuation of  pandemic 
disruptions.  
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Systemic & Proactive Approach to Programming 

u Increase the effectiveness of  the systems-based approach to services.  
u Use the NJTSS (NJTSS) and the special education continuum of  services to 

drive consistent implementation of  programming. NJTSS and the continuum of  
services facilitate programming in which the academic, behavioral, social, and 
emotional instruction and supports are delivered systemically based on data 
and progress monitoring within and across programs.

u Continue to ensure that articulation and orientation meetings occur for students 
who have IEPs. Teachers, staff  and parents could benefit from additional 
explanation. 

u Common protocols should be encouraged through the use of  checklists and 
monitored regularly throughout the district (e.g., IEP development, IEP 
meetings, data collection for progress monitoring, reporting of  progress, 
dyslexia screening, I&RS, RTI, etc.)

u Focus on monitoring effectiveness and consistency of  programs based on data-
informed progress monitoring.
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u Continue to prioritize mental health and social emotional needs 
as important as academic needs across the district. 

u Increase use of  inclusion K-6 as applicable based on student 
data.

u Strengthen linkages between the general education program and 
student services to increase best-practice supports in the general 
education setting across the district.  

u (e.g., Wide range of  professional development offered. Staff  
would appreciate additional options in areas such as behavior 
supports, reading interventions, accommodations versus 
modifications, effective co-teaching, dyslexia screening, and 
multi-sensory reading instruction – all of  which happen to be 
related to systemic themes we found)
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Communication
u Strive for open and systemic communication.

u Revamp and enhance the Student Services portion of  the website. 

u The website should be made robust to include in-depth information 
about processes and programs. Princeton School District provides 
one example of  a site that has a library of  information for parents: 
https://www.princetonk12.org/academics/special-education

u Checklists and flowcharts would be helpful to guide discussions and decision 
making on the part of  parents/guardians/caregivers, teachers, and CST 
members before and during IEP meetings and I&RS meetings. 

u Return inquiries within 24 hours to let stakeholders know communication 
was received. 
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u Enhance the Chain of  Command information to 
provide more specificity of  who to call when.  See 
Princeton “Whom to Call site for example:  
https://www.princetonk12.org/district/whom-to-
contact). 

u Thin staffing is one cause for communication lapses, 
but care must be taken to create a system where emails 
and phone calls are acknowledged and potential wait 
times for responses are communicated consistently. 
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u Ensure consistent communication practices that 
support successful vertical transitions for students with 
IEPs within schools and between schools.

uConsider adding half-day professional development days 
in September and May, or provide other meeting time to 
facilitate targeted discussions about students.

uAlternatively, ensure that “move-up” day for the teachers 
and staff  has a specific portion set aside for teachers of  
students with special needs to meet to discuss 
programming. Additional time may be needed and can 
possibly occur during faculty meetings in May and June 
and then again during the first day back professional 
development day in September. 
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Out of District Placement
u Approximately 7% of  classified students are placed out of  district. 

u Continue to search for a group of  students at the same grade range and 
needs (n=3-4) whose level of  service is realistic for the district to provide 
through expansion of  programming. 

u Ensure discussion with parents/guardians/caregivers well in advance 
about returning students to the district to allow adequate planning time and 
induction (e.g. student visiting district and being part of  activities, etc., 
prior to returning).

u Families of  Out of  District students should be placed on email blasts for 
Glen Ridge schools so as to be able to participate in functions with their 
hometown peers, unless the opt out of  such communication.
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Creative Programming 

u Continue to explore partnerships, shared services, and insourcing 
programs to return and/or retain students in the district when data 
indicate appropriate.  
u Partner with entities like the Jointure commissions to insource programs. 

u Continue to explore shared service agreements with neighboring districts 
to increase staffing in crucial areas.

u Explore insourcing more involved therapies through agreements with 
private special education schools and jointure commissions. 

u Continue the use of  agencies like Uncommon Thread for services and 
entities like NJ Coalition for Inclusive Education for trainings.

u Continue to expand vocational/technical options for students
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IEPs
u Follow-up training on IEP writing is recommended. 

u IEPs need to be thoroughly reviewed for errors. 
Parents/Guardians/Caregivers provided examples of: (a) incorrect 
student names, (b) incorrect birth dates, (c) accommodations and 
modifications not related to the child’s needs or programming, and 
(d) outdated goals, etc. 
u A system of  internal random auditing should be set up to monitor IEP accuracy. 

u Evidence suggests this is a symptom of  staff  being stretched thin. 

u Goals and objectives should be individualized based on specific skills 
identified in need of  remediation and data to support their need.  
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u All PLAAFPs should provide data and specifically identify 
the student’s current level and limit inclusion of  character 
traits. 

u Accommodations, modifications, and strategies need to be 
updated regularly based on relevance and need, and 
consistently implemented by the teaching staff, regardless 
of  subject area or course level. 

u IEPs must be read, clearly understood by special education, 
general education, and paraprofessional staff, and 
consistently implemented with fidelity. 
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u Professional development support in writing appropriate goals 
and objectives is recommended. 

u Special education teachers and general education teachers 
should be provided the opportunity to dialogue about goals and 
objectives together.  

u Professional development support for general education and 
special education staff  in the areas of  writing PLAAPFs and 
implementing classroom accommodations and modifications is 
recommended. 

u Skyward program does not integrate into district student 
information systems and can create instances in which IEPs do 
not appear to be updated, although they are in Frontline. 
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IEP Meetings

u Ensure that a draft copy of  the IEP is provided to and reviewed 
with parents consistently. 

u Ensure goals and objectives are reviewed and modifications/ 
accommodations discussed consistently. 

u Consistently note parental concerns in IEP.

u Consistently advise parents about their rights to signing the 
document and the review process. 

u Ensure all required staff  members are present throughout the 
meeting. 

u Review the number of  goals included in the IEPs to reflect 
reasonable expectations within one school year.
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Resource Room
u Pockets of  whole class teaching increase as the grade levels increase. 

u Reemphasize the importance of  differentiating the instruction in 
resource rooms based on the learning strengths of  the student.

u Continue to review the resource room placements to ensure students 
are placed in the least restrictive environment. 

u Continue to attempt to limit the number of  students in a resource 
room in K-5 to three to five students at one time to allow for greater 
personalization, differentiation, and adherence to the IEP and monitor 
fidelity of  implementation to avoid whole-class teaching. 
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Culture of  Equity & Collaboration

u Consider reinstating and developing additional 
activities like the Disability Fair to showcase the value 
of  learning differences. 

u Increase the positive visibility of  special services in the 
district.

u Ensure a culture of  “shared responsibility” for 
students. All students, regardless of  placement or 
programming, should be viewed as “our students” by 
all district employees.
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Sharing the Responsibility

u Continue to emphasize a culture of  shared responsibility for 
special education instruction across the general education 
environment systemwide. 
u Training that provides general education teachers with hands 

on experiences with neurodiversity, cognitive, and physical 
disabilities could be helpful

u IEPs must be implemented as written in all classes, 
regardless of  grade level or course level. 

u Students with IEPs should be included in Honors or AP 
courses regardless of  accommodations and modifications 
needed as long as they meet prerequisites for entrance. 
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Progress Monitoring

u Data should inform the child’s programming.  
u Systematize data collection and reporting for the purposes of  progress 

monitoring IEP goals and objectives. 

u There needs to be a culture of  progress monitoring for goals and objectives 
based on actionable quantitative and qualitative data. 

u Lists of  acceptable data for staff. 

u Training on how to collect, interpret, and the communicate the meaning of  data 
should be provided. 

u The district should adopt an “strength-based” approach to data collection 
identify best instructional practices based on student strengths, and identify 
opportunities to provide supports to move the student on the LRE 
continuum. 
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Staffing

u Investigate the creation of  a middle level leadership 
position in student services for grades 3-12 to provide 
daily hands-on coordination at the building levels of  all 
special education and counseling services to monitor 
efficiency, effectiveness, and compliance. 

u Investigate the potential need for additional specialists 
in the area of  BCBA, OT and Orton Gillingham, as 
student needs dictate, so as to maximize effectiveness 
and consistency of  services.
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Stakeholder Education
u Collaborate with the SEPAC/GRASE and organizations like 

NJCIE to expand parent trainings and disseminate information. 

u Update the FAQ document from the most common questions 
parents/guardians/caregivers have and attach it to the Directory 
of  Services or Chain of  Command Documents.

u Create an information kit for parents/guardians/caregivers new 
to special education. Include things like a digital post card with 
the steps and timelines for the process, links to the Directory of  
Services, Chain of  Command, and FAQ, and acknowledge that 
the right to explore supports necessary for LRE. 
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Intervention & Referral Services & RTI

u The purpose of  I&RS needs to be re-established as a means to 
support students in the general education setting, not a path to 
classification. 

u Monitor the fidelity of  implementation of  academic and 
behavioral supports in the general education setting. 

u Enhance the progress monitoring of  I&RS and RTI strategies in 
the general education setting to increase data driven decision 
making. 
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u Provide professional development supports to increase 
fidelity of  implementation and progress monitoring of  
the I&RS & RTI processes. 

u Decisions whether to move forward with special 
education testing must be made based on quality data 
and fidelity of  implementation of  the strategies. 
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Academic Development

u Inconsistent satisfaction with the AD program as 
currently structured. 

u AD is primarily undefined in its content. Special 
education teachers do actively solicit topics from the 
students’ teachers that need to be addressed via a 
google form, but some students do not have any work 
to do on some days
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u Take a skills-based approach to the current structure and tier 
the program based on intensity of  intervention. One example:
u Tier 1 would focus explicit support and training with executive 

functioning skills scheduled five days a week. The first 15 minutes of  
every class would be devoted to executive functioning. All students 
with special needs in grades 7 & identified students in grade 8 would 
attend this program five days a week.

u Tier 2 would occur five days a week for students in grades 9-10 and 
focus on content/homework assistance with the principles of  
executive functioning integrated into the daily work as needed. 

u Tier 3 would be open to students in grades 11-12 who are on track to 
achieve their required credits for graduation and be serviced through 
a combination of  a general study hall course and 2-3 days a week of  
targeted assistance from an AD teacher.

u May require the addition of  5 periods or so of  staffing.
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Dyslexia
u The district is increasing its ability to address the needs of  

students with dyslexia through ongoing expansion of  OG.

u Review the fidelity of  implementation for dyslexia screening and 
programming.  

u Ensure ELA curriculum includes multi-sensory reading 
instruction strategies in general education and teachers receive 
training. 

u A diagnosis of  dyslexia does not automatically warrant special 
education services as per the New Jersey Dyslexia Handbook. 

u Invest in some initial professional development for general 
education and special education staff  in Dyscalculia. 
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Co-Teaching
u Provide professional development on the various co-teaching 

models to promote the use of  more active teaching in ICS classes 
(e.g., parallel, station, alternative, team, complementary 
teaching, etc.,) 
u Teachers should be asked to identify the roles and responsibilities 

of  each teacher within each model to avoid the one teach-one drift 
model being used. 

u The models and roles and responsibilities should be shared with all 
administrators who conduct classroom observations so they are 
clear on the expectations of  each teacher in the room. 

u Ensure that general education teachers share their lesson plans in a 
timely manner with the special education co-teaching.
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Professional Development
u Investigate a differentiated professional development model that 

balances district requirements with teacher needs. This can be 
done through a mix of  virtual and face-to-face venues.

u Get input from special education teachers on specific topics that 
would be beneficial based on the grade level/s and subject/s and 
disabilities taught. 

u Executive functioning training for all teachers is a need across 
the district. 

u It is important that school administrators are included in 
trainings related to special education topics with their staff  
because they are so involved in special education issues. 
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Closing

u Strong foundation & many positives.

u Dedicated staff, great children, and committed 
stakeholders.

u Too few people doing too many things creates 
inconsistencies and impacts effectiveness.
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Questions from the Board
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