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SUMMARY  

The previous system for determining minimum and maximum enrollments for special education was based on types of programs as previously defined in PI-11, Wisconsin Administrative Rules.  Those rules were revised and the changes went into effect in October 1998.  One of the changes was the elimination of types of programs (resource, self-contained/integrated, etc.) from the rules.  Therefore, the previous system no longer had any basis.  A task force was selected and convened by the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) to address minimum/maximum enrollments in special education.  The task force was given the following charge: 

 “It is the responsibility of this task force to consider whether staff/student enrollment criteria need to be established and, if so, to make recommendations regarding those criteria.  The department also believes that it is important for the task force to recognize that staff/student enrollment criteria could be supported by the department as ‘best practice’ recommendations as distinguished from mandates which are promulgated as administrative rules.  The department very much would like a consensus recommendation from the task force on this issue but, if that is impossible, we would like to receive written recommendations reflecting the various positions held by the task force members and the rationale for each of those positions.”

The task force met for the first time on March 10-11, 1998 and the final meeting was held  March 2, 2001. In addition to the large group meetings, the task force used individual and small group activities to accomplish their goals. 

Prior to the first meeting, information from several other states was gathered and disseminated to task force members.  Additional information was also gathered regarding any models in use in Wisconsin, and information was received from the Green Bay School District.  The task force asked for and was given briefings by Dr. David Zadnik (Special Education Director, Green Bay School District) on the caseload model being used in that district, and by Mike Boerger (DPI) regarding the task force on special education funding.

The task force expressed the belief that recommendations on caseload determination should be research based to the greatest extent possible.  After a Request for Proposals (RFP) in Spring, 1998, the task force recommended that the proposal submitted by Dr. Bert Chiang and Dr. Billie Jo Rylance at the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh be accepted.  DPI provided funding through State Superintendent’s Discretionary Grants for a three-year research project related to caseload issues in special education.  Six Research Reports were forwarded to the task force:

1. Review of relevant literature (1998-99)

2. Public policy analysis of caseload practices in the 50 States (1998-99)

3. Statewide survey of School Psychologists (1999-2000)

4. Statewide survey of Speech/Language Clinicians (1999-2000)

5. Statewide survey of Occupational Therapists and Physical Therapists (1999-2000)

6. Statewide surveys of Special Education Directors and Special Education Teachers (2000-2001).

Additional case study information will be completed by June 30, 2001, and copies forwarded to the task force members and the Department of Public Instruction.

The task force sent a preliminary report, including initial recommendations to State Superintendent John Benson in February 1999.  That report was disseminated by DPI during  summer 1999 and feedback from stakeholder groups was sought. The task force continued to meet in order to provide input to the UW-Oshkosh research team, and to continue to refine options related to caseloads.

PHILOSOPHY

The emphasis in determining caseloads should be on the services and supports a student with a disability requires to appropriately implement his/her IEP (Individualized Education Plan).  Staffing patterns are then based on the total specialized services and supports needed to appropriately implement the IEPs of special education students.

This approach has several underlying principles:

1)
the services and supports described in a student’s IEP are crucial in determining reasonable caseloads;

2)
there must be flexibility to allow for changes in student needs, local decision making, cost effectiveness, and unexpected situations which may arise throughout a school year;

3)
there must be compliance with federal and state special education rules, regulations, and policies, including maintaining a continuum of services and serving students in the least restrictive environment appropriate for their needs;

4)
disagreements regarding special education caseloads should be resolved locally and at the level closest to the disagreement whenever and wherever possible. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

The task force makes the following recommendations to the Department of Public Instruction.  There is task force consensus on all recommendations.

1. Minimum caseloads are not recommended, as such determinations should be made locally, and should be based on the needs of children with disabilities.  In some cases, for example, one-to-one services may be necessary.

2. Language should be added to the narrative (part 2) of the Special Education Plan (SEP) to address district procedures related to special education caseloads.  Narratives submitted by LEAs (local education agencies) should include responses to the following:

(a) Describe your plan for determining caseloads for special education and related services personnel.  {Note:  Caseloads for physical therapy are found in PI 11.24 (7)(b) and for occupational therapy in PI 11.24 (9)(b).}

(b)  Describe how you address caseload concerns, both informally and formally.

When responding to (b), districts should include examples of the informal and formal methods typically used in the district.  LEAs should use existing options for resolving disagreements related to the implementation of caseload policies.  These options may include, but are not limited to, informal problem solving or dispute resolution, special education mediation, the IDEA complaint process, IDEA Due Process hearings, and the Office of Civil Rights complaint system.

3. Schools districts will choose from the following options in determining special education caseloads and for problem solving regarding concerns about those caseloads.  The options are based on the research reports by the UW-Oshkosh investigators, and on long-standing DPI guidelines and practices.  In addition, a checklist of variables that may impact on caseload was developed by the task force and is included in this report (see Appendix C).  It may be used, as appropriate, with any of the options listed below.  Based on a statewide survey conducted for the task force, a chart of average times for typical special education tasks is included (see Appendix E).  

[Note:  The order of these options should not be used to infer that one is preferable over another.  The Task Force acknowledges that the options will require further explanation and instructions.  That information should be developed by DPI, with input from the UW-O research team, and disseminated to school districts.]

OPTION A:  A caseload plan designed by the district which would include information on the development process (the individuals and groups involved), support from the local school board, and other relevant information.  The caseload plan would be reported in the local districts Special Education Plan (SEP), would meet guidelines established by DPI for the SEP, and would be widely disseminated.


OPTION B:  The statewide maximum caseload chart based on the UW-Oshkosh research report 6 and maximum caseloads for Speech/Language, Vision Impairment, Hearing Impairment, Occupational Therapy and Physical Therapy based on long-standing DPI policies including Information Update 93.3  (see Appendix A).

OPTION C:  The statewide caseload formula also based on UW-Oshkosh research report 6 and including a service level chart for itinerant services developed by the task force (see Appendix B).

4. The plan submitted by the school district in their SEP will be widely communicated to participating constituencies through effective, locally determined means, resulting in full and comprehensive implementation.  The school district will also review and evaluate their caseload plan annually and will revise as necessary.

5. Monitoring and Compliance

A. DPI will provide school districts with clear expectations as to caseload standards and compliance through training and information dissemination to school personnel.  This training and dissemination should be broad so as to reach the greatest number of stakeholders and should include Information Updates, CESA and/or district based inservices, the use of technology such as video and the Internet, and cooperative efforts with educational and professional organizations.

B. DPI will enforce school district compliance with caseload standards.  DPI will implement prompt and effective consequences for non-compliance using a progressive sanction model.

1. Districts will provide corrective action plans with oversight by DPI including supervisory visits and compliance monitoring.

2. In those few situations of repeat violations or egregious disregard for the needs of special education students and/or staff, DPI will implement significant and meaningful sanctions up to and including financial sanctions.

C. School districts will require the participation of appropriate personnel in DPI-sponsored training on caseload issues.  School districts, in turn, will be required to provide information to parents, community members, school boards, and all school staff as to the caseload guidelines accepted by DPI as well as the local district’s compliance.

D. Each school district will be required to develop a caseload complaint procedure with input from parents and staff.  This procedure should include both formal and informal means.  A description of this complaint procedure will be submitted as part of the local district’s special education plan.  The objective is to resolve complaints locally and at the level closest to the concern.

E. In addition, individuals can use other dispute resolution options such as informal problem solving, conflict resolutions, district grievance procedures, special education mediation and due process hearings, IDEA Complaints, and Office of Civil Rights Complaints.  These may be used as appropriate.  They may also contact the appropriate program consultant and/or the local district’s Special Education Plan (SEP) consultant at DPI for information and informal problem solving.
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