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1. What is the Theory of Action?  (Introduction and Overview) 


 


 
 
Theory of Action 
 
If  clear parameters for special education staffing decisions exist and are clearly 
articulated, then students will have the necessary supports for success, staff will be 
allocated in an equitable and child centered manner, and educators and families will have 
a clear understanding of the process. 
 
Introduction 
 
Austin ISD is committed to providing appropriate services for students with disabilities 
within the least restrictive environment and has adopted a process for determining the 
level of support each student needs within a continuum of services.   
 
 
Overview of Tiered Staffing Model  
 
The process for determining the type and level of support for students with disabilities is 
outlined in this document and utilizes the District’s baseline formula, the Step-by-Step for 
Inclusive Schools Us+ Process, and the Intensive Adult Support Process  
 
A 3 tiered model is used to visually represent the District’s staffing model for special 
education.  This tiered model begins with a modified baseline for making staffing 
decisions while also providing a structure for meeting the individual needs of students 
with IEPs. 
 
Tier 1 =  AISD Board adopted modified baseline formula 
 
Tier 2 =  Tier 1 + IEP instructional minutes by grade, subject, and level of support (Forms 
2 and 3) 
 
Tier 3 = Tier 1 + Tier 2 + Intensive Adult Support Process 
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2. What Does the AISD Staffing Model Look Like?  (Tiered Staffing Pyramid) 


                    
 
 
 


INTENSIVE SUPPORTS


(Tier 1 + Tier 2 + Intensive 
Adult Support Process) 


IEP  INSTRUCTIONAL  
MINUTES by


* Grade


* Subject


* Level of support


(Tier 1 + Forms 2 and 3)


REDUCED STAFFING RATIO
District SP R/I SPSS     


Elem        1:24 1:15 1:8
MS           1:29                      1:21 1:12
HS            1:29 1:24 1:12


TAs         ----- 1 per 4 Teacher 1 per 1 Teacher


SPR/I - Sp. Ed. Resource/Inclusion
SPSS - Sp. Ed. Specialized Supports 


Tier 1 


Tier 2 


Tier 3 
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3. How is Tier 1 Determined? 


 
Tier 1 = AISD Board adopted modified baseline formula 
 


 
On February 28, 2011 the AISD Board of Trustees adopted the following modified baseline 
formula for the 2011-2012 school year. 
 
 
 


AISD Staffing Formulas for 2011-12 
 
 
 


Level District Resource/Inclusion Specialized 
Supports 


Elementary 1:24 1:15 1:8 
 


Middle School 1:29 1:21 1:12 
 


High School 1:29 1:24 1:12 
 


Teacher Assistants - 1 per 4 Teachers 1 per 1 Teacher 
 


 
 
 
 
 


 
Tools:  See Appendix Items 
 


• ‘Non-Categorical Staffing Assignments:  A Staffing Practice to Enhance the Use of Special Education 
Personnel’ 


 
•  ‘Guidance Document:  Special Education Staffing Strategies’ 
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4.  How is Tier 2 Determined?  
 


Tier 2 = Tier 1 + IEP instructional minutes by grade, subject, and level of support (Forms 2 
and 3) 
 
The ARD committee is responsible for determining the appropriate services for students with disabilities within 
the least restrictive environment.  THE DETERMINATION OF CLASS SIZE, STAFF RATIOS (with the exception of 
autism supplement), AND PERSONNEL ASSIGNMENTS ARE NOT THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE ARD/IEP 
COMMITTEE.  The ARD committee DOES determine the precise level of support needed for each student with a 
disability throughout the school day. 
 
Decision Making Process 
The process for determining the type and level of support for students with disabilities is outlined in the Step-by-
Step for Inclusive Schools Us+ Process adopted by the Austin ISD.  With this process the team addresses a student’s 
individual needs throughout the school day relative to his or her participation in the general education curriculum 
at the enrolled grade level (before school, transitions, lunch, field trips, staff changes, after school etc.).   
 
A tool that will assist the ARD committee with the decision for the type and level of support is the Classroom 
Activity Analysis Worksheet (Form 2).  This document addresses the school day for the student and allows for a 
decision around each activity of the day.  With this tool as a guide the school will determine the student schedule in 
short increments and ask a set of questions regarding the student’s ability to participate in the activity as designed, 
with accommodations, modifications, or behavior interventions.  Following these decisions the ARD/IEP team will 
consider the type and level of support needed for the student (external, in class, or specialized support).  In cases 
where there is a perceived need for a high level of support, the segments of the day may be broken out in very 
small increments to determine the level of support in that environment. 
 
Central Office/Human Resources Process 
Once the school has determined the precise level of support for each segment of the day a student with a disability 
may require, they then must schedule this support using EXISTING RESOURCES.  Completion of the Planning Grid 
to Determine Staffing Needs (Form 3) will support scheduling decision making.  It is likely that the type and level of 
support will vary throughout the day and that the support may be provided by a variety of individuals that include 
the classroom teacher, special education teacher, paraprofessional, related service provider, peer and other 
appropriate staff.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
Tools:  See Appendix Items –  
 


• Form 2 – Classroom Activity Analysis Worksheet  
• Form 3 – Planning Grid to Determine Staffing Needs 
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5.  How is Tier 3 Determined? 


 
Tier 3 =  Tier 1 + Tier 2 + Intensive Adult Support Process 
 
 
AISD remains committed to providing all needed assistance including the need for 
intensive adult supports should that be required for the student to make meaningful 
progress.  
 
 
The following flowchart illustrates the process for determining the need to provide 
intensive supports for a student with a disability. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
Tools:  See Appendix Items –  
 


• ‘Before Requesting More Staff’ 
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IF PARENT questions or 
requests need for 
intensive adult support 
 


If district staff 
questions or requests 
need for intensive adult 
support 


Discuss request with 
parent to fully 
understand concerns. 
 


Campus staff completes Classroom Activity Analysis (Form 2) 
"Activity" applies to expectations for students across the variety of settings and routines 
of a typical school day 
 


Develop draft ARD/IEP to identify all areas of need with anticipated interventions, supporting 
accommodations/modifications/BIP/goals and objectives.  
Craft IEP goals that address student independence. 
 


Complete Planning Grid to Determine Staffing Needs (Form 3) 


Review ARD draft with: 
• Administrator (discussing possible implications for staffing) 
• Special Education Support Staff 
• Parent 


 


Process for Determining the Need for Intensive Support 
 


Schedule ARD within 10 calendar days 
of parent request or provide Notice of 
Decision if request has been denied. 
 


1.  Review and discuss    
     the 5 concerns (p. 5) 
2.  Answer guiding     
     questions  (p. 4) 


Meet as a campus team to review 
guiding questions and explore if an 
ARD is needed or if issue can be 
resolved through other avenues.  
 


If additional staff is requested contact coordinator to request a staffing allocation review.  Temp 
hourly may be immediately provided.   
After review, special education admin. will notify campus of results. 
 


BEFORE ARD 
Follow steps below in consultation with special education coordinator, related service 


providers, behavior/autism/LS specialists, and campus administrator 
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 AFTER THE ARD – IMPLEMENT IEP 
For additional support, consult with special education coordinator, related service providers, 


and/or specialists for tools and strategies. 
 
 


 


Request any additional evaluations that may be needed to support independence (ie: Assistive 
Technology, OT, FBA, In Home Training, etc.).


Specify student's needs for support throughout the school day (level, type, location, frequency).


Ensure goals specifically address student independence.


Identify necessary accommodations/modifications, related services  for increasing 
independence.


Never exclude student from a program (field trips, 
after school, etc.) soley because of lack of personnel.


Regularly collect data in areas where adult intensive support is 
needed, identify successes and areas where adult support 


could be faded.  


Implement independence plan.


Review the 5 concerns relative to this support and adjust 
when needed.


DURING ARD 
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GUIDING QUESTIONS 
to Support Determination of Student Need for and Level of Adult Support 


 
Guiding Questions Examples 


Can the student participate in this activity as 
designed or as his or her typical peers would 
perform? 


Board/ride the regular bus, transition from car/bus 
into school, participate in class, attend to task, eat 
lunch, complete assignments, etc. 


Can this student participate in this activity if 
accommodations are provided? Seat harness, electronic wheelchair, extended 


time, shortened assignments, amplification 
system, visual timer, verbal prompt, etc. If so, what specific accommodations are necessary 


for the student to participate in this activity? 
Can this student participate in this activity if 
modifications are provided?  Specialized transportation, below level materials, 


multilevel instruction, and modified learner 
outcomes If so, what specific modifications are necessary for 


the student to participate in this activity? 
Can this student participate in this activity with 
behavior interventions? 


BIP, points sheet, tracking system, picture 
communication system, behavioral  contract, 
behavior monitoring, etc. If so, what specific behavioral interventions are 


necessary? 
Can this student participate in this activity without 
personal support? (other than accommodations 
that are provided by the assigned teacher) 


Student is in general or specialized setting during 
this time segment participating appropriately with 
or without accommodations. 


Can this student participate in this activity if a peer 
supports him or her? 


Page turning, peer shared reading, peer escort 
during transitions, peer assistance with materials 
management (locker), cooperative learning group If so, what support would the peer provide during 


this time segment? 
If a peer is not sufficient then can the student 
participate with other students in the activity with 
the support of another adult?  


Adult in small group instruction, parallel teaching, 
alternative teaching, station teaching, monitoring 
and assisting 


If shared adult support is not sufficient, can the 
student participate in the activity with direct support 
of another adult? Adult working directly with one student 
If so, what specific interventions are necessary for 
the student to be able to participate in the activity? 


Will the adult support result in any detrimental 
effect if adult support is necessary for the student 
success? 


Separation from classmates 
Unnecessary dependence 
Interference with peer interaction 
Feeling stigmatized 
Limited access to rigorous instruction 
Interference with teacher engagement 
Loss of personal control 
May provoke problem behavior 


If so, what are the plans to address and/or reduce 
detrimental effects? 
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GUIDING QUESTIONS  
For Implementing and Monitoring Intensive Adult Supports  


 
FIVE CONCERNS 


 
 
Concern 1.  Does this support result in the least qualified staff teaching a student with complex learning 
characteristics?  Is/Are the individuals providing this intense support properly trained and/or qualified? 
 
Concern 2.  Does this support result in any of the following detrimental effects:  


a. separation from classmates  
b. unnecessary dependence  
c. interference with peer interaction 
d. insular relationships 
e. feeling stigmatized 
f. limited access to competent instruction 
g. interference with teacher engagement 
h. loss of personal control 
i. loss of gender identity 
j. problem behavior 


 
Concern 3.  Does this level of adult support result in lower level of teacher involvement? 
 
Concern 4.  Are the teachers, parents, and students getting what they need and expect? 
 
Concern 5.  By providing this support are we delaying attention to needed change in the school? 
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6.  When Does This Process Happen? 


 
 


 
 


Tier Timeframe 
 
Tier 1 =  AISD Board adopted modified 
baseline formula 


 


 
Initial:  November for following school year 
 
Second:  September for current school year leveling 
 
Third:  Ongoing  to address requests for new needs 
 


 
Tier 2 =  Tier 1 + IEP instructional minutes 
by grade, subject, and level of support 
(Forms 2 and 3) 
 


 
Initial:  November for following school year 
 
Second:  September for current school year leveling 
 
Third:  Ongoing  to address requests for new needs 
 


 
Tier 3 =  Tier 1 + Tier 2 + Intensive Adult 
Support Process 
 


 
First:  November for following school year 
 
Second:  September for current school year leveling 
 
Third:  Ongoing  to address requests for new needs 
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7.  Who Can I Contact For Additional Assistance? 


 


 
 


 
 
1. Special Education Coordinator assigned to support your campus 


 
 
 
 


 
2. Special Education Supervisor assigned to support your campus 


 
 
 
 


3. Special Education Assistant Director for School Support 
 


 
 
 


4. Special Education Director 
 
 
 
 


5. Executive Director for Special Programs 
 
 


If there is evidence of imminent and substantial danger to student or others, then 
the option of expediting supports through the temporary hourly process will be 
explored.  Contact Ann Jinkins (Assistant Director School Support) at any time to 


explore this option. 
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8.   Tools Appendix 


 
 


 
 
 
 
 


• ‘Non-Categorical Staffing Assignments:  A Staffing Practice to Enhance the Use of Special 
Education Personnel’ 
 


•  ‘Guidance Document:  Special Education Staffing Strategies’ 
 


 
• Form 2 – Classroom Activity Analysis Worksheet  


 
 


• Form 3 – Planning Grid to Determine Staffing Needs 
 


 
• ‘Before Requesting More Staff 
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Non-Categorical Assignment 
A Staffing Practice to Enhance the Use of Special Education Personnel 
 
 


Advantages of Cross-Categorical 
Assignment 


 
 Fewer grade levels or subject areas for 


which an individual special education 
teacher is responsible 
 


 Fewer general education teachers to 
coordinate with or meet with on a 
regular basis 
 


 Greater opportunity for common 
planning periods with collaborative 
partners 
 


 More focused time for students served 
in smaller range of grade levels or 
subjects 
 


 Better support system for the general 
education teacher due to more in-depth 
knowledge of special education 
teachers of fewer general education 
classes, procedures, materials, and 
students 
 


 Your own thoughts… 
 


 


Disadvantages of Cross-Categorical 
Assignment 


 
 Greater diversity of special education 


student needs within smaller range of 
grade levels or subjects 
 


 Potential difficulties due to State or 
local teacher certification and/or 
assignment requirements 
 


 Your own thoughts… 


Our school uses: 


 Categorical Staff Assignment 


 Cross-Categorical Staff Assignment 
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AUSTIN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT_     
Department of Special Education 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
G01:  Special Education Staffing Strategies 
Developed by:  Janna Lilly 
Date: 3/2/11 
Revision: 
 
Question:  How can I make the best use of the existing staff to ensure the IEP needs of students are 
met? 
 
Answer – Consider strategies listed below: 
 


• Special Education Teachers: 
o Broaden assignment of special education teachers when possible.  “You are not a 


resource language arts teacher only.  You are a special education teacher who will be 
assigned according to student needs.  You may be in different classes, serving different 
students during the school day.” 


o Cross train all special education teachers to support non- categorical use of special 
education staff. 
 Identify the training in E-campus that would be beneficial for all special 


education and general education teachers.  When you see training for autism, 
don’t send only the SCORES teacher.  Send the behavior and 
resource/inclusion special education teachers.  Send general education 
teachers.   


 Assign staff the Stetson on line courses (50 licenses for each elem., 75 MS, 100 
HS). 


 Use the training resume to document the training. 
 Ensure special education teachers are attending all general education campus 


trainings. 
 Utilize experts on your campus to provide the training. 
 Assign special education master teachers to provide embedded, onsite training 


in accommodations, modifications, behavioral supports to other campus staff. 
 Assign special education teachers to attend trainings outside of their standard 


training areas. 
o During student instructional day, assign all special education staff for IEP designated 


roles only: minimal to no coaching periods, clerical periods, and/or other duty 
assignments.  (Note allowable cost requirements do not allow staff funded with special 
education local OR federal dollars to serve in general education roles – i.e. Coaching a 
sport, teaching a general education class as the general education teacher of record).  


o Do not assign special education teachers to be the teacher of record for a general 
education class or for a campus wide learning lab. 


o Support special education department clerical responsibilities through campus 
administrative and clerical staff. 


  


 


Guidance Document 
Special Education Staffing Strategies 
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• General Education teachers: 


o Review certification of all general education teachers.  If any have special education 
certification, consider part day assignments to meet special education needs (inclusion, 
resource). 


o Assign general education master teachers to provide job embedded, onsite training to 
special education staff in rigorous content instruction. 


o Assign general education teachers to attend trainings outside of their standard training 
areas. 


 
• Paraprofessionals:  The greatest inefficiency in special education as identified by 3 external 


review teams is the overuse of intensive adult supports (formerly called 1:1 TA).    
o Analyze specific student needs in small increments of time throughout the student day 


to identify times support is needed and not needed (peer, adult). 
o Utilize the adult supports in other areas when not needed for individual students. 
o Utilize paraprofessionals for inclusion versus teachers when able. 
o Provide information to staff on inadvertent detrimental use of paraprofessionals (see 


attached). 
o Broaden assignment of special education paras when possible.  “You are not a life 


skills para only.  You are a special education para who will be assigned according to 
student needs.  You may be in different classes, serving different students during the 
school day.” 


o Assign paraprofessional to attend trainings outside of their standard training areas. 
 


• Master Schedule: 
o Schedule special education students first in the master schedule. 
o Adjust master schedule to optimize grouping of students to maximize staff coverage. 
o Schedule common planning time for general and special education teachers. 
o Conduct periodic review of staff schedules to ensure staff assignments monitor and 


adjust as necessary to fill in any campus changing needs. 
o Schedule social skills IEP instruction with larger heterogeneous groups. 
o Attend the ½ day ‘Responsible Scheduling’ training at Clifton Center Feb. 21 – 


Register on E-campus. 
o If enrolled grade level specials classes (PE, art, music etc) are not possible, assign 


special education students to a general education class one grade level above or below 
their enrolled grade level. 


o Schedule common planning time for general and special education teachers. 
 


• ARD Decision Making: 
o Review all students’ schedule to determine if supports being provided are in excess of 


IEP requirements. 
o Ensure ARD is not identifying supports available to all students (for example:  do not 


check ‘read test aloud’ if the teachers practice this for all students). 
o Identify and teach skills in specialized support settings that will lead to greater 


independence in a general education setting. 
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		Classroom Activity Analysis Worksheet – Form 2

		Student name:_____________________________														Date:__________________

		Student						Instruction/Intervention														Student

		Time		Class/Sub		Objective #		As Designed ?		With Accommodations ?		If yes, describe accommodations		With curricular modifications		If yes, describe modifications		Behavioral Interventions (If yes, describe)		External Support (adapt materials)		In-Class Support (Support provided inside the general education classroom)														Specialized Support (Support provided outside the general education classroom)

								Yes/No		Yes/No				Yes/No								Peer		Paraprofessional		SPED teacher		Special Pops teacher		Speech/Language path		Related Services		Related services
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Before Requesting More Staff… 
Factors that Impact the Efficient Use of Staff 


Use of Paraprofessionals 
Most studies indicate that paraprofessionals are generally not trained or assigned in ways that 
positively impact personnel needs. 
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 


 Recruit paras who meet criteria to serve in instruction support roles. 


 
Provide training for paras to enable them to assume their instructional support roles with 
competence. 


 
Provide collaborative planning time for teachers (both general education and special populations) 
to meet the paras with whom they work. 


 Periodically review the success of the para/teacher partnerships and adjust as appropriate. 


 
Assure that a minimum of 90% of their time is devoted to instructional support versus 
administrative support/office/clerical tasks. 


 
Annually assess the training and information needs of paras to assure that their skills and 
competencies are continuously updated. 


 
Use of Peer Tutors 
Peers are the most under-utilized resource yet they represent the most “natural” supports for 
students. The assignment of at-risk students as peers in one of the most effective strategies for 
reducing dropout and increasing a sense of belonging among these students.  
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 
 An organized, systematic program for assigning peer assistant and tutors is in place on the 


campus. 
 The faculty recognizes that “natural” supports are preferable to adult supports when this level of 


assistance is sufficient to the needs of special populations students (i.e., this level of support is 
considered first before adult supports are considered). 


 Peer tutors/assistants receive training specifically designed for the roles they assume in the 
classroom and on the campus. 


 Peer tutors have clear roles and responsibilities. 


 Peer tutors derive personal benefit form these roles and responsibilities. 


 The success of the peer tutor/assistant program is evaluated on an annual basis and necessary 
adjustments are made. 


Non-Categorical Staffing Models 
Traditional models, in which special education “departments” were maintained as separately as 
the students they served, result in reduced collaboration and trust and thus the separate 
systems typically required more support personnel.  
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 
 Special education teachers are assigned as members of grade level or department level teams. 
 Teachers have common planning periods and smaller numbers of general education teachers with 


whom to coordinate schedules and services. 
 All special education teachers serve special education students regardless of disability category at 


their assigned grade level or department level. 
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Instructional Strategies 
If teachers are not comfortable differentiating instruction for the increasing number of diverse 
learners, these students will not be successful in the general education classroom and the need for 
additional personnel will increase significantly. 
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 


 All teachers use a variety of effective instructional strategies that assure that the needs of all 
students are met. 


 Lecture-based instruction is not the predominate instructional strategy since this method equates 
to a higher support need for many students. 


 Teachers on the campus are masters of differentiated instruction for mixed-ability classrooms. 


 Teachers recognize and accept that learning outcomes will vary for the students served and that 
all students will not be functioning on the same level (or exactly on grade level). 


 All teachers use the appropriate accommodations or modifications for the students who require 
them. 


 
Instructional Settings 
When students with disabilities are distributed equally across classroom and teachers, their needs for 
additional support and the support needs of their general education teachers are typically reduced.  
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 
 Students are served on their neighborhood campuses whenever possible to assure that a 


disproportionate number of special education students are not served on a single campus (thus 
overloading that campus in such a way that integrated classes resemble special education 
classes). 


 All teachers on a campus accept their responsibility to serve diverse student populations (thus 
assuring that one or two teachers per grade level or subject area are not overloaded with special 
needs students). 


 Teachers understand that often services provided to students with disabilities in resource or self-
contained classes results in less instructional learning time for these students who need more 
instructional time. 


 Regularly scheduled (at least annually) meetings are conducted to acquaint sending and receiving 
campuses with information necessary to smooth transitions for students thus avoiding radical 
shifts in the use of personnel created by the sending campus.  


 
Scheduling Strategies 
Often the strategies for scheduling student supports results in a very poor use of existing staff.  
 


√ Indicates Practice in Place. 
 Individual student needs (by type and level of support needed) are established prior to 


scheduling. 
 Hand scheduling versus computerized scheduling is preferred in order to accommodate the 


specific support needs of individual students.  
 Other special needs teachers and staff are incorporated into the scheduling lineup to assure that 


services are not duplicated for diverse learners and that the pool of in-class support providers is 
enlarged. 


 The times when high-need subjects are scheduled (such as reading/language arts) are varied 
throughout the day to minimize the strain on available special education and other specialized 
personnel. 


 
 





