WHAT DRIVES THE SUCCESS OF
SCHOOLS WITH GREAT RESULTS
FOR STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS?
Most students – both with and without disabilities – can learn rigorous, grade-level
content and graduate from high school ready for college or a career of their choice.
All students deserve every shot at success that our schools can provide them.
We believe that “all” truly means all. Yet far too often, low expectations and
inadequate support limit students with special needs*. These students are often denied
the same opportunities to succeed that are afforded to their peers without disabilities.
Some schools and districts have shown that we can change that reality. This framework
summarizes the research on what they are doing to achieve better results for students
with special needs and how they put them on track for success. For a more in depth
look at the schools and how they achieve their success, read the school profiles here:

w w w.innovate schools.org/special education
This report puts the student perspective at the center to highlight
the research behind the practices that make a difference.

I N O R DER FO R ME TO TH R IVE , M Y SCHO OL M US T…

1. Believe In Me
Leaders at every level of the system and the school team
believe in the potential of all students, including those with
disabilities. The superintendent/CEO, principal, special
education and general education teachers, staff, and
student familities believe all students can graduate
prepared for college and/or career.
The superintendent/CEO and principal set an education
vision that addresses how to use school money, staff,
space, and time to support students with disabilities, and
makes this a priority for everyone – not just special
education specialists.
Leaders hold all staff accountable for having high
expectations for students with disabilities and proactively
include these students in the classroom. The school team –
including teachers, administrators, and instructional
support staff – takes responsibility for the success of every
student. They make sure all students receive appropriate
support to engage in challenging work, and they regularly
discuss each student’s progress.

2. Include Me
The school team fully includes students with special needs
in general education classrooms during as much of the school
day and week as possible.
Teachers provide individualized support that addresses the
specific disabilities of students and gives them access to the same
standards, curriculum and learning environments as their
peers without disabilities.
The school team intentionally designs its stafﬁng plan, budget,
physical layout, and schedules to meet the needs of students
with disabilities. This requires strong collaboration between
general education and special education teachers. This may
include co-teaching in the same classroom or other supports
within the general education setting, such as one-on-one support
(e.g., push-in or pull-out strategies), and flexible groupings that
change over the course of the day, week, or year.
The school team intentionally creates a school culture that is
safe, welcoming, and inclusive of students with disabilities. The
school culture celebrates and explores learning differences
among students. Staff educate all students about the rights of
people with disabilities, and the contributions of people with
disabilities to society, science, art, technology, literature, etc.

* We use “students with special needs” and “students with disabilities” interchangeably.
Both align to California’s definition of a student in special education services, which is any
student who has an individualized education plan (IEP).

3. Find Me

4. Catch Me When
(or Before) I Fall

The school team has a quick, accurate, and transparent process
for identifying students who will benefit from an individualized
education plan (IEP).

The school team regularly tracks every student’s behavioral,
social-emotional, and academic progress to ensure they don’t
fall behind.

The school team provides early, school-wide, and
appropriately intensive support to all students as soon as they
fall behind.

The school team provides a wide range of increasingly
intensive supports to meet the needs of all learners including
those who are struggling and those who are advanced, and
proactively works to prevent academic and behavioral
challenges. This includes universal screening, early intervention
and frequent progress monitoring, all while supporting
students to learn and grow independently.

If these interventions are not enough, the school starts
a collaborative, unbiased, and timely process to formally
evaluate a student’s need for special education services.
The school team regularly reviews the results from the
identiﬁcation process to ensure that certain student groups
– particularly students of color, low-income students, and
English-language learners – are not overidentified as having
a disability.
The school team proactively communicates with families
at every step of the identification process.

5. Meet Me Where I Am
and Challenge Me

Comprehensive, research-based intervention processes –
like multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) and response to
intervention (RtI) – help schools identify students with
disabilities earlier and more accurately.
Both general and special education teachers at the school have
strong training in special education interventions, particularly
for the most common disabilities among their students.

6. Know Me

The school team provides support for students with disabilities,
yet still engages them in rigorous, grade-level content every step
of the way.

The school team and families all work together to understand
the needs of every student from the student’s first day and track
the student’s progress over time.

All students – including those with disabilities – have different
learning needs and preferences. Instruction is individualized
so that all students can meet the state standards.

The school team builds strong and lasting relationships
with students and families.

Teachers provide support and services to address the speciﬁc
disabilities of each student and build upon his or her unique
strengths, without allowing a diagnosis or a label to limit their
high expectations for each and every student.
As much as possible, teachers measure students with
disabilities on the same tests and assignments as general
education students. This assures they are on track toward high
school graduation, college, and a successful career.

7. Involve Me
and My Family
The school team engages students in decisions about their own
learning and engages parents as an equal and important
partner in a child’s education.
The school team supports students to understand their
learning goals and needs. Students are supported to track
their own progress, and have a voice in developing and
monitoring their own IEP.
The school team and parents work together to holistically
understand student strengths and challenges, both in the
classroom and at home. Parents participate in developing
the IEP, monitoring their child’s progress, and adjusting the
plan for support.

Educators use data regularly to measure the academic progress
and social-emotional/behavioral development of all students,
including students with disabilities, and track whether
interventions are working.
The school team communicates regularly with parents
and students about interventions and progress, both inside
and outside of school.

8. Stick With Me
Given the unique learning needs of students with disabilities,
they benefit even more than other students from consistency
over time. When school leaders and teachers stay at their
school for many years, they develop trusting and supportive
relationships with students, families, and one another.
Teachers and other staff actively collaborate to support the
needs of students.
The school team supports special education staff with
coaching, professional development, and additional
planning time so they can help students succeed. The
administrative team creates a culture of excellence that makes
teachers want to stay.

