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August 14, 2017

Anne Silavs, Superintendent
Cypress Elementary School District
9470 Moody Street
Cypress, CA 90630

Dear Superintendent Silavs:

In January 2017, the Cypress Elementary School District and the Fiscal Crisis and Management 
Assistance Team (FCMAT) entered into an agreement for a study, which was amended in May 2017 
to add scope point 4 below. The study agreement stated that FCMAT agreed to do the following:

1.	 Review the district’s implementation of student success team (SST), Response 
to Intervention (RtI), and Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) and make 
recommendations for improvement, if any.

2.	 Analyze special education teacher staffing ratios, class and caseload size using 
statutory requirements for mandated services and statewide guidelines and make 
recommendations for improvement, if any. 

3.	 Review the staffing of both classroom and 1-to-1 special education paraeducators 
for efficiency and make recommendations for improvement, if any. Review the 
procedures for identifying the need for paraeducators, and the processes for moni-
toring the assignment of paraeducators and determining the need for continued 
support from year to year. 

4.	 Analyze staffing and caseloads for speech therapists and psychologists, and make 
recommendations for improvement, if any.

5.	 Determine whether the district overidentifies students for special education 
services compared to the statewide average, and make recommendations that will 
reduce overidentification, if needed. 

6.	 Review the Special Education Department central office administrative and 
support staffing and make recommendations for improvement, if any.
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7.	 Analyze whether the district provides a continuum of special education and 
related services for students from preschool through 22 years of age and make 
recommendations for improvement, if any.

8.	 Review the special education transportation delivery system for efficiency 
and effectiveness, and provide recommendations for potential cost savings 
measures, if any. The review will include but not be limited to the role of the 
IEP, routing, scheduling, operations and staffing.

9.	 Review the district’s unrestricted general fund contribution to special educa-
tion and make recommendations for greater efficiency, if any.

This final report contains the study team’s findings and recommendations in the above areas of 
review. FCMAT appreciates the opportunity to serve the Cypress School District, and extends 
thanks to all the staff for their assistance during fieldwork.

Sincerely,

Michael H. Fine
Chief Executive Officer
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About FCMAT
FCMAT’s primary mission is to assist California’s local K-14 educational agencies to identify, 
prevent, and resolve financial, human resources and data management challenges. FCMAT 
provides fiscal and data management assistance, professional development training, product 
development and other related school business and data services. FCMAT’s fiscal and manage-
ment assistance services are used not just to help avert fiscal crisis, but to promote sound financial 
practices, support the training and development of chief business officials and help to create 
efficient organizational operations. FCMAT’s data management services are used to help local 
educational agencies (LEAs) meet state reporting responsibilities, improve data quality, and 
inform instructional program decisions.

FCMAT may be requested to provide fiscal crisis or management assistance by a school district, 
charter school, community college, county office of education, the state Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, or the Legislature. 

When a request or assignment is received, FCMAT assembles a study team that works closely 
with the LEA to define the scope of work, conduct on-site fieldwork and provide a written report 
with findings and recommendations to help resolve issues, overcome challenges and plan for the 
future.

FCMAT has continued to make adjustments in the types of support provided based on the changing 
dynamics of K-14 LEAs and the implementation of major educational reforms.
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FCMAT also develops and provides numerous publications, software tools, workshops and 
professional development opportunities to help LEAs operate more effectively and fulfill their fiscal 
oversight and data management responsibilities. The California School Information Services (CSIS) 
division of FCMAT assists the California Department of Education with the implementation of 
the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS). CSIS also hosts and 
maintains the Ed-Data website (www.ed-data.org) and provides technical expertise to the Ed-Data 
partnership: the California Department of Education, EdSource and FCMAT. 

FCMAT was created by Assembly Bill (AB) 1200 in 1992 to assist LEAs to meet and sustain their 
financial obligations. AB 107 in 1997 charged FCMAT with responsibility for CSIS and its state-
wide data management work. AB 1115 in 1999 codified CSIS’ mission. 
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AB 1200 is also a statewide plan for county offices of education and school districts to work 
together locally to improve fiscal procedures and accountability standards. AB 2756 (2004) 
provides specific responsibilities to FCMAT with regard to districts that have received emergency 
state loans.

In January 2006, Senate Bill 430 (charter schools) and AB 1366 (community colleges) became 
law and expanded FCMAT’s services to those types of LEAs.

Since 1992, FCMAT has been engaged to perform more than 1,000 reviews for LEAs, including 
school districts, county offices of education, charter schools and community colleges. The Kern 
County Superintendent of Schools is the administrative agent for FCMAT. The team is led by 
Joel D. Montero, Chief Executive Officer, with funding derived through appropriations in the 
state budget and a modest fee schedule for charges to requesting agencies.
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Introduction

Background
Located in northern Orange County, the Cypress Elementary School District serves approx-
imately 3,969 students in grades TK–6 at six elementary schools. The district also operates a 
moderate/severe regional autism program. No charter schools are authorized by the district. 

The district is part of the Greater Anaheim Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA). 
According to 2016-17 data from the California Department of Education (CDE), 390 students 
ages birth to sixth grade who live in the district are identified as having special needs.

In January 2017, the district and the Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) 
entered into an agreement for FCMAT to review the district’s special education program.

Study and Report Guidelines
FCMAT visited the district on May 23-25, 2017 to conduct interviews, collect data, and begin 
reviewing documents. This report is the result of those activities and is divided into the following 
sections:

•	 Executive Summary

•	 Fiscal Considerations

•	 SST/RtI2/MTSS

•	 Identification Rate

•	 Continuum of Services

•	 Special Education Staffing and Caseloads

•	 Instructional Aide and Paraeducator Staffing

•	 Related Service Provider Staffing and Caseloads

•	 Organizational Structure

•	 Special Education Transportation

•	 Appendices

In writing its reports, FCMAT uses the Associated Press Stylebook, a comprehensive guide to 
usage and accepted style that emphasizes conciseness and clarity. In addition, this guide empha-
sizes plain language, discourages the use of jargon and capitalizes relatively few terms.
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Study Team
The study team was composed of the following members:
Shayleen Harte						      Jackie Kirk-Martinez, Ed.D.
FCMAT Intervention Specialist				   FCMAT Consultant 
Bakersfield, CA						     Pismo Beach, CA

JoAnn Murphy						      Laura Haywood
FCMAT Consultant					     FCMAT Technical Writer
Santee, CA						      Bakersfield, CA

Jackie Martin*						      Tim Purvis*
Assistant Superintendent, Business Services		  Director of Transportation
Atascadero Unified School District 			   Poway Unified School District
Atascadero, CA						     San Diego, CA

			 

*As members of this study team, these individuals were not representing their respective 
employers but were working solely as independent contractors for FCMAT. Each team member 
reviewed the draft report to confirm its accuracy and to achieve consensus on the final recom-
mendations.
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Executive Summary
School districts throughout the state face an ongoing challenge in funding special education as 
the difference between federal and state funding provided and the mandated costs for essential 
services continues to increase. The district’s unrestricted general fund contribution to special 
education was 51% of total special education expenditures in 2014-15 and 50% in 2015-16. The 
district’s contribution is expected to increase to 54% for the 2016-17 school year. 

Identification of students with special needs is influenced by a district’s implementation of 
general education processes and interventions, such as Student Study Teams (SSTs), Response to 
Intervention and Instruction (RtI2), and Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). Although 
there is some evidence of intervention support, the district lacks a systemic approach to support 
RtI2. Implementing a comprehensive RtI2 system can ensure all students are supported by 
defining a process of rigorous instruction, universal screening, timely interventions being imple-
mented consistently, progress monitoring and targeted interventions for students not progressing 
commensurate with their peers. 

The district’s K-6 identification rate for district of residence disabled students is 8.4%, which 
is below the statewide average of 10.1%. FCMAT compared the district percentage of special 
education students by disability to the county and statewide average percentage. This comparison 
found that the district’s speech or language impairment (SLI) and autism (AUT) identification 
rates well exceed both the county and statewide averages. The percentage of students identified 
with autism does not include students with autism from other districts who are enrolled in the 
regional autism program at Vessels Elementary School. In contrast, the district identifies far fewer 
students with a specific learning disability (SLD), other health impaired (OHI) or emotional 
disturbance (ED) than both the county and statewide averages. 

FCMAT reviewed the programs and range of service options available to the district’s special 
education students and found nearly a complete spectrum of services as described in the Greater 
Anaheim SELPA Local Plan and as required by state and federal regulations. The district provides 
specialized academic instruction from preschool through sixth grade in a variety of settings based 
on individualized education programs (IEPs). The district provides specialized academic instruc-
tion through inclusion, the learning center model, in a traditional pullout resource specialist 
program (RSP), specialized push-in mild/moderate, and self-contained special day class (SDC) 
programs with mainstreaming opportunities. In addition to the more traditional SDC and RSP 
models, the district provides specialized intensive programs for students with autism and other 
moderate/severe disabilities. 

The district either provides or contracts for all related services required by state and federal 
regulations, including state special schools and nonpublic schools. Although the district provides 
a continuum of specialized services, it does not provide adequate supports to students requiring 
social/emotional supports through intervention services nor a location that allows students 
a break or calming area. Staff report they are concerned that many students need and do not 
receive this support. Cypress students who display an intensive social/emotional need attend a 
nonpublic school outside the district boundaries. 

The district meets its K-sixth grade least restrictive environment requirements through the 
CDE Special Education Performance Indicators. The 2015-16 Annual Performance Report 
Measure prepared by CDE indicates that the district met targets established for Indicator 5: 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), which is designed to increase participation of students 
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with disabilities, ages 6 to 22, in general education. The 2015-16 Annual Performance Report 
indicates that the district did not meet its LRE for preschool students ages 3-5. 

FCMAT requested documents to determine special education staffing, full-time staff equivalency, 
and the number of students served. Several documents were provided in various forms; however, 
staffing assignments, staffing full-time equivalent (FTE), and student caseload numbers were 
inconsistent. For this study, three sources were used in an attempt to establish consistency and 
reliability in certificated staffing and student caseload: Special Education Information System 
(SEIS) and two Student Support Services Department generated documents. Significant incon-
sistencies existed among all three of the sources, and no one source of information could be 
considered reliably accurate. FCMAT made a thorough effort to resolve inconsistencies using the 
available data, but absolute accuracy in establishing total caseloads by type of service provider or 
grade level was not possible. It would benefit the district to have the Student Support Services, 
Business Services and Human Resources departments rigorously analyze teacher staffing and 
student caseload data and routinely review and update it to ensure accuracy. 

The district provides many special education programs that meet either Education Code require-
ments or industry standards for staffing and caseloads. However, there are many instructional 
assistants, paraeducators and 1-to-1 special circumstance instructional assistant (SCIA) paraedu-
cators in the classrooms, thus creating a great staffing overage with some extremely low adult-to-
student ratios. The district recently developed and implemented an SCIA assessment process, but 
it has not been fully implemented. Full implementation will help to determine when individual 
support is required to meet a student’s special needs. This assessment should be performed under 
the procedures of a formal special education assessment, which provides additional rigor in the 
determination process. Once it has been determined through the IEP process that a student 
requires 1-to-1 assistance, it is important to develop a fade plan or goals for reaching indepen-
dence from the additional assistance in the IEP and then review and revise it annually. 

Overall the caseloads for speech pathologists are within the statutory requirements at the 
preschool level and slightly above the average for K-6. FCMAT recommends an audit of the 
indirect caseloads and the exit rates for students receiving speech and language services prior to 
increasing staff. 

The district is below the industry standard for psychologist staffing. Prior to decreasing staff, 
FCMAT recommends the review of psychologists covering for the lack of a behavior specialist. 

FCMAT compared the administrative structures of three comparably sized districts and found 
that the district administration is understaffed in student services by 0.7 FTE administration and 
0.7 FTE program specialist. This is an opportunity to design additional support structures from 
which both special education and student services can benefit. In addition, the clerical support is 
at least 0.3 FTE below comparably sized districts.

From California Special Education Management Information System (CASEMIS) data, approxi-
mately 385 students have IEPs. Of those, 103 have transportation identified as a necessary related 
service on their IEP. This is approximately 26.8%, which is a higher percentage compared to 
other districts that FCMAT has studied. Of the 103 students identified to receive transportation, 
62 students (60.2%) are transported (51 by the district and 11 through a SELPA or nonpublic 
school (NPS) contract). Approximately 182 general education students also receive transporta-
tion support.

The district’s identification of special education students eligible for transportation support is 
indicative of a rich offering of service and most likely not based on any established and relevant 
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criteria. There was no evidence of any formal identification process for transportation. Once a 
student is offered transportation, it appears the parents fill out a form that essentially guarantees 
curb-to-curb service, with no discussion or goals established in the IEP to encourage student 
independence or application of transportation support in the least restrictive manner possible. 

District transportation expenses are not effectively separated among home-to-school, severely 
disabled/orthopedically impaired (SD/OI) and other related transportation support such as extra-
curricular and co-curricular activity trips. The district is not capturing its full pupil transportation 
costs in its pupil transportation budget. The district should consider maintaining an accurate 
separation of home-to-school, SD/OI special education and any other general transportation 
expenses to more effectively understand the transportation expense associated with the special 
education total expense. 

School districts can best utilize their school bus fleets, and ensure use of the fewest buses, when 
they establish sufficiently tiered master bell schedules. FCMAT reviewed the district’s bell 
schedule for its six schools. A well separated master bell schedule having two distinct start and 
end times with a minimum of 45 minutes of separation could improve bus routing efficiency and 
eliminate one to two bus routes. 
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Findings and Recommendations

Fiscal Considerations
The current special education funding structure was established by and is commonly referred 
to as Assembly Bill (AB) 602, which was introduced and signed into law in 1997 and became 
effective with the 1998-99 fiscal year. 

Under AB 602, special education funding is based on the average daily attendance (ADA) of 
all students in a school district, regardless of the number of students served in special education 
programs or the cost to serve them. California distributes special education funds to special 
education local plan areas (SELPAs) based on their member districts’ total ADA counts. The 
district is served by the Greater Anaheim SELPA, which encompasses six school districts located 
in the northern part of Orange County. 

In addition to AB 602 state funding, districts/SELPAs receive a small amount of federal funds. 
Neither source of funding is designed to support a standalone program; they supplement the 
general education program. Therefore, the combined state and federal financial resources are 
insufficient to cover even the most efficient special education programs. Local districts must 
transfer funding from their unrestricted general fund, dollars generated by all students, to pay for 
the portion of special education costs that exceeds program revenues. 

The special education financial reporting methods used by districts, county offices, and SELPAs 
can vary. For example, some districts include transportation while others do not. There also are 
variations in how special education funds are allocated through a SELPA’s approved allocation 
plans. Therefore, it is not always possible to accurately compare a district’s unrestricted general 
fund contribution to that of other districts. However, if a general fund contribution is excessive 
relative to other districts or is increasing disproportionately compared to other costs, attention 
and action are likely warranted.

Federal statute requires districts to spend at least the same amount of state and local funds on 
special education services in each succeeding year. This requirement is commonly referred to as 
the maintenance of effort (MOE). There are limited exceptions to the MOE requirement, and 
if a district is considering reductions to its total general fund contribution to special education, 
it is required to follow the guidelines in the MOE document (20 U.S.C.1413 (a)(2)(A)). The 
California Department of Education (CDE) lists the following as exceptions that allow the 
district to reduce the amount of state and local funds spent on special education:

1.	 Voluntary departure, by retirement or otherwise, or departure for just cause, 
of special education or related services personnel.

2.	 A decrease in the enrollment of children with disabilities.

3.	 The termination of the obligation of the agency to provide a program of 
special education to a particular child with a disability that is an exceptionally 
costly program, as determined by the state educational agency, because the 
child:

a.	 Has left the jurisdiction of the agency;

b.	 Has reached the age at which the obligation of the agency to provide free and 
appropriate public education (FAPE) to the child has terminated; or
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c.	 No longer needs the program of special education.

4.	 The termination of costly expenditures for long-term purchases, such as the 
acquisition of equipment or the construction of school facilities.

The district’s MOE documents indicate that its general fund contribution was $2,839,731 or 
51% of its total special education expenditures in 2014-15 and $3,086,011 (50%) in 2015-
16. The district’s 2016-17 projected budget for special education is $7,103,210 based on the 
second interim MOE document provided. The district’s general fund contribution is projected 
to be $3,820,622, which is 54% of the special education budgeted expenditures. The district’s 
projected MOE special education contribution has increased by $980,891 (34.5%) since 2014-
15. 

According to the March 2015 Special Education Task Force Report, the most recent data available, 
the statewide average general fund contribution percentage to special education is 43%. The 
report can be found at: http://www.smcoe.org/assets/files/about-smcoe/superintendents-office/
statewide-special-education-task-force/Task%20Force%20Report%205.18.15.pdf

The California Legislative Analyst’s Office 2017-18 Budget: Proposition 98 Education Analysis 
dated February 9, 2017, states that as of 2014-15 “state and federal categorical funding covers 
about 40 percent of special education costs in California. Schools cover remaining special 
education costs with unrestricted funding (mostly) LCFF.” This information indicates that the 
statewide average unrestricted general fund contribution has increased to approximately 60%.

Several factors affect a district’s general fund contribution, including revenue received to operate 
the programs; expenditures for salaries, benefits, staffing and caseloads; nonpublic school and 
nonpublic agency costs; and transportation. Litigation can also increase the contribution. 

The Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) was enacted with the passage of the 2013-14 State 
Budget Act and replaced the previous K-12 finance system. The formula for school districts and 
charter schools is composed of uniform base grants by grade spans (K-3, 4-6, 7-8, 9-12) and 
includes additional funding for certain student demographic groups. 

Under the previous K-12 finance system, revenue limit ADA funding generated by special day 
class attendance was transferred from the unrestricted general fund to the special education 
program. This ADA is no longer reported separately, and the CDE determined that the transfer 
will no longer take place under the LCFF. Implementation of the LCFF has automatically 
increased many districts’ general fund contribution to special education because of this 
accounting change.

Effective in 2013-14, special education transportation revenue became an add-on to the LCFF 
and is no longer restricted special education revenue.

The table below compares the special education revenue the district receives from federal, state, 
and local resources. The special education revenue data provided to FCMAT was posted to the 
district’s special education program in its financial system. Since 2014-15 the district’s revenue 
received to operate special education programs has decreased by $42,525 (-1.3%).
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Special Education Revenues from 2014-15 to Projected 2016-17

Description 2014-15 2015-16 Projected
2016-17

Difference from 2014-15  
to projected 2016-17

IDEA Entitlement $556,932 $581,040 $581,040 $24,108

IDEA Preschool $74,353 $94,913 $94,913 $20,560

IDEA Mental Health $44,304 $44,660 $44,660 $356

AB 602 State Apportionment $1,968,930 $2,015,873 $1,963,748 -$5,182

AB 602 State Apportionment, Prior Year 
Adjustments $54,026 $31,894 $0 -$54,026

State Local Assistance Grant $0 $1,110 $0 $0

State Mental Health $229,545 $237,594 $234,244 $4,699

Other Local $113,249 $164,837 $97,193 -$16,056

Tuition $269,936 $341,653 $252,952 -$16,984

Total, Revenues $3,311,275 $3,513,574 $3,268,750 -$42,525

Source: District financial system data

Rounding used in calculations

School districts throughout the state have an ongoing challenge in funding the costs to serve 
special education students. Districts are faced with mounting increases in the differences between 
the federal and state government funding and the mandated costs for these essential student 
services. 

The table below shows the district’s special education program expenditures. The special educa-
tion expenditure data is based on the MOE documents provided to FCMAT. Since 2014-15 
the district’s expenditures to operate special education programs, including transportation, has 
increased by $1,580,590 (28.6%). Salaries and employer-paid benefits is the largest component 
of the increase. Since 2014-15, certificated salaries have increased by 16.9%, classified salaries 
have increased by 14.0%, and employer-paid benefits have increased by 44.3%. A portion of 
this increase is borne by the special education programs due to the increase in State Teachers’ 
Retirement System (STRS) and Public Employees’ Retirement System (PERS) pension costs. 
Since 2014-15 contracted services and operating costs have increased by 39.9%.

Special Education Expenditures from 2014-15 to Projected 2016-17*

Description 2014-15 2015-16 Projected 
2016-17

Difference from 2014-15 
to projected 2016-17

Certificated Salaries $2,356,573 $2,601,636 $2,755,406 $398,833 or 16.9%

Classified Salaries $1,508,208 $1,622,179 $1,718,920 $210,712 or 14.0%

Benefits $956,092 $1,124,949 $1,380,019 $423,927 or 44.3%

Materials and Supplies $15,231 $7,317 $26,226 $10,995 or 72.2%

Contracts and Operating $686,515 $809,860 $960,476 $273,961 or 39.9%

Sub-Total, Direct Costs $5,522,619 $6,165,941 $6,841,047 $1,318,427 or 23.9%

Indirect Charges $0 $3,657 $262,163 $262,163 or 100.0%

Total, Expenditures $5,522,619 $6,169,598 $7,103,210 $1,580,590 or 28.6%

Source: MOE documents

Rounding used in calculations

*Excludes the Program Cost Report Allocation
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The table below compares the district’s December 1 identified special education district of 
service pupil count and the expenditures per identified pupil count. Since 2014-15 the district’s 
identified special education district of service pupil count has increased by 49 (13.5%) and the 
expenditures per identified special education pupil have increased by $2,027 (13.4%).

December 1 Identified Pupil Count and Expenditure per Pupil

Description 2014-15 2015-16 Projected 
2016-17

Difference from 2014-15 
to projected 2016-17

December 1 Identified
Pupil Count 364 379 413 49 or 13.5%

Expenditures per Pupil $15,172 $16,279 $17,199 $2,027 or 13.4%

Source: DataQuest (district of service) and MOE documents

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Monitor its unrestricted general fund contribution through the annual MOE 
and determine if the district can reduce expenditures using any of the exemp-
tions allowed.

2.	 Monitor attendance rates, including attendance rates in special day classes. 

3.	 Review the staffing and related costs being charged to the special education 
budget, and charge only staff serving identified students to that budget. 
Charge direct service special education staff serving non-identified students 
proportionally. Adjust the account coding for any staff that provide services to 
both identified and non-identified students to ensure that the special educa-
tion budget is accurate.

4.	 Review all of the contracted services that are charged to the special education 
budget and consider whether hiring staff would be more cost efficient.
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SST/RtI2/MTSS

Response to Intervention
In 2004, the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA 2004) provided 
support for models that included a response to scientific, research-based interventions. The law 
stated that these methods may be used as an alternative to the discrepancy model in identifying 
students with learning disabilities. IDEA 2004 also shifted research-based interventions from 
special education to general education, stressing that this method would apply to all students. 
The law left each individual state to develop its own guidelines and regulations. Response to 
Intervention (RtI), which the CDE now refers to as Response to Instruction and Intervention 
(RtI2), provides districts with a method to drive educational decisions and measure academic 
growth. The CDE information states: 

RtI2 is meant to communicate the full spectrum of instruction, from general core to 
supplemental or intensive, to meet the academic and behavioral needs of students. RtI2 
integrates resources from general education, categorical programs, and special education 
through a comprehensive system of core instruction and interventions to benefit every 
student. 

The CDE states that RtI2 is used in the following three ways: 

1.	 Prevention: 

All students are screened to determine their level of performance in relation to the 
grade-level benchmarks, standards, and potential indicators of academic and behav-
ioral difficulties. Rather than wait for students to fail, schools provide research-based 
instruction within general education. 

2.	 Intervention: 

Based on frequent progress monitoring, interventions are provided for general 
education students not progressing at a rate or level of achievement commensurate 
with their peers. These students are selected to receive more intense interventions. 

3.	 Component of specific learning disability (SLD) determination: 

The RtI2 approach can be one component of the SLD determination as addressed 
in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 2004 statute and regu-
lations. The data from the RtI2 process may be used to demonstrate that a student 
has received research-based instruction and interventions as part of the eligibility 
determination process. 

The CDE is in the process of further defining how RtI2 could be used in the eligibility process. 
See http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/documents/sldeligibltyrti2.doc, Determining Specific 
Learning Disability Using Response to Instruction and Intervention.

Although there is some evidence of intervention support, the district lacks a systemic approach to 
support RtI2. Implementing a comprehensive RtI2 system can ensure all students are supported 
by defining a process of rigorous instruction, universal screening, timely interventions imple-
mented consistently, progress monitoring and targeted interventions for students not progressing 
commensurate with their peers.
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The district adopted board policy for RtI on September 10, 2015; however, the district has 
struggled with implementation. Staff indicated that the district lacks an RtI2 process that is 
consistently implemented. FCMAT found that Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 
was used at all sites, although staff indicated they have not had sufficient training in diagnostic 
tools. Intervention groups are consistently provided throughout the district by kindergarten 
teachers each afternoon for primary students at risk. Some school sites are using “Read Naturally” 
and/or “Read Well” as an intervention. If needed, resource teachers use “Language!” as a core 
replacement intervention. 

In the past, the district used intervention teachers to assist with the implementation of RtI2; 
however, those positions are no longer in place. The staff lacks the understanding that RtI2 is a 
function of general education, not special education or other designated staff. The district can 
evaluate both school and district readiness to implement RtI2 with tools like the District Capacity 
Assessment available through the National Implementation Research Network at http://imple-
mentation.fpg.unc.edu/.

FCMAT found no consistent districtwide evidence of universal screening tools or the expectation 
that sites use approved intervention curriculum. FCMAT could not discern through interviews 
or evidence that the district has implemented a set of activities and or practices associated with 
RtI2. 

Staff indicated that behavior is a primary concern with students at risk in the district. It was 
reported that some district employees have been trained on Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS). Some elements of PBIS have been implemented at isolated sites but with little 
buy-in from general education teachers.

Staff reported that the district lacks a clearly defined student study team (SST) system. Most 
schools have an SST process in place and principals attend. The members of SST teams vary 
across the district but may include psychologists, speech pathologists, general education teachers, 
special education teachers and site administrators. The SST process is viewed by some as the 
process for initiating an evaluation for special education eligibility rather than interventions as 
part of the RtI2 process.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Define and develop the SST process, handbook and forms in the context of 
RtI2.

2.	  Provide training for all staff on board policies for RtI2 and general education 
interventions.

3.	 Provide the site administration, certificated staff and parents with professional 
development on the SST process.

4.	 Develop data forms to help SSTs determine need or successes.

5.	 Provide ongoing professional development with how to use data collection as 
evidence of implementation.
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6.	 Collect data on the number of SSTs moving toward assessment and results 
of assessment to further analyze district target rates for interventions and 
identifications.

7.	 Develop a strategic plan for the implementation of RtI2 incorporating all 
stakeholders to build ownership of the intervention process in general educa-
tion.

8.	 Ensure that the plan is endorsed by the superintendent and submitted to the 
board for approval and adoption.

9.	 Ensure staff is aware that RtI2 is a general education function, and seek 
acceptance from the entire staff. 

10.	Develop a training module for RtI2 and ensure that intensive training occurs.

11.	Continue to develop a systematic PBIS.

12.	Build levels of accountability for full implementation of RtI2 and PBIS.
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Identification Rate
The district’s K-6 identification rate for district of residence disabled students is 8.4%, which 
is below the statewide average of 10.1%. FCMAT compared the district percentage of special 
education students by disability to the county and statewide average percentage by disability. This 
comparison found that the district’s speech or language impairment (SLI) and autism identifica-
tion rates exceed both the county and statewide averages. The percentage of students identified 
with autism does not include students with autism from other districts who are enrolled in the 
regional autism program at Vessels Elementary School.

Percentage of Special Education Students Identified with SLI and Autism

Disability District Orange County State
SLI 39% 26.2% 21.7%

Autism 26%* 18.8% 13.2%

Source: DataQuest 2016 
 
*Excludes students from other districts who are enrolled in the regional autism program at Cypress SD

The district identifies 23.7% less than the statewide average of 39.2% and 13.6% less than the 
county average of 29.1% in SLD. The district also identifies 3.1% less than the statewide average 
and 4.5% less than the county average of 12.6% in other health impaired (OHI). The district 
identifies 2.58% less than the countywide average in emotional disturbance (ED) of 2.6% and 
3.18% less than the state average of 3.2%.

Percentage of Special Education Students Identified with SLD, OHI, and ED

Disability District Orange County State
SLD 15.5% 29.1% 39.2%

OHI 8.1% 12.6% 11.2%

ED .02% 2.6% 3.2%

Source: DataQuest 2016

Additional review of California Special Education Management Information System (CASEMIS) 
2016 found that the district identification rate has increased from 8% in 2015-16 to 8.4% in 
2016-17. The California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS) snapshot 
report provided by the district showed a total enrollment of 3,969 for 2016-17, an increase of 27 
students.

Efficient management of student information is impacted by the direct linkage between the 
Aeries student information system for all students and the Special Education Information System 
(SEIS). The information for students with disabilities is not aligned in both systems. This is a 
widespread problem in many districts; however, new software is available that provides the neces-
sary bridge between the student data in both systems.
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Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Review the criteria used for the identification of speech or language impaired 
and autism disabilities. Include psychologists, speech pathologists, autism 
specialists and a behavior specialist in this review to gain background and 
knowledge about the criteria used for identification in these areas and deter-
mine why there is such a discrepancy between the district identification rate 
in these areas and the county and state identification rates.

2.	 Explore options to access software that provides a bridge between Aeries and 
SEIS to ensure accuracy of student information across systems.

3.	 Provide training and support to school site staff entering special education 
data into Aeries to ensure alignment with student information across systems.
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Continuum of Services
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires schools to provide each 
disabled student with a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Title 34, Code of Federal 
Regulations, 300.17). FAPE is defined as an educational program that is individualized to a 
specific child, designed to meet his or her unique needs and provide educational benefit. The 
requirement that students be served in the least restrictive environment (LRE) ensures that when-
ever possible, handicapped students are educated with students who are not handicapped. IDEA 
prohibits the removal of any student from the general education setting unless the handicap is 
severe enough to prevent him or her from being educated satisfactorily using supplementary 
aids and services. The legislation permits a student to be placed outside the general education 
program to ensure that his or her IEP can be implemented; therefore, a district has discretion 
regarding how best to serve its special education students. Districts are also required to provide 
students with access to a full range of services (Title 34, Code of Federal Regulations, 300.115 
and Education Code 56361).

FCMAT reviewed the programs and range of service options available to the district’s special 
education students and found the district provides nearly a complete spectrum of services as 
described in the Greater Anaheim SELPA Local Plan and as required by state and federal regula-
tions. The district provides specialized academic instruction (SAI) from preschool through sixth 
grade in a variety of settings based on IEPs. This is done through inclusion, the learning center 
model, in a traditional pullout RSP, specialized push-in mild/moderate, and self-contained SDC 
programs with mainstreaming opportunities. In addition to the more traditional SDC and RSP 
models, the district provides specialized intensive programs for students with autism and other 
moderate/severe disabilities. 

The district either provides or contracts for all related services required by state and federal 
regulations, including state special schools and nonpublic schools. Although the district provides 
a continuum of specialized services, it does not provide adequate supports to students requiring 
social/emotional supports through intervention services nor a location in which to allow students 
a break or calming area. Staff report they are concerned that many students need and do not 
receive this support. Cypress students who display an intensive social/emotional need attend a 
nonpublic school outside the district boundaries. 

The district has developed a lengthy description of the learning center, and a parent brochure for 
the preschool program; however, there are no other formal descriptions regarding other in-district 
services as evidenced by multiple staff interviews and staffing spreadsheets.

The district describes the learning center program and objective through a document provided to 
staff, which states the following:

The Cypress School District is in the process of designing and implementing Learning 
Centers to deliver special education services to Resource Specialist Program (RSP) and 
Special Day Class (SDC) students, as well as interventions for general education students 
in English-Language Arts (ELA) and mathematics. Learning Centers will allow for 
increased flexibility, while still serving all students, by lowering the number of students 
being referred for special education services. It will also allow for earlier and more targeted 
academic interventions for all students who are in need. Learning Centers allow staff 
to create individualized programs for any student, not just for students who have been 
identified as qualifying for special education services. Cypress School District will be able 
to pursue the vision of “special education as a service, not a place.” Students will return to 
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their home school to receive services as identified in their IEP. Students will be included 
in the general education program and will receive Learning Center support as determined 
by their IEPs or individual needs. Students in the Regional Autism Program will continue 
to be served in their self-contained classes. A typical Learning Center staffing will include 
two full time teachers and a minimum of 60 hours of instructional assistant support 
serving approximately sixty students each week. Included in the number of students will 
be general education students who will be provided short term instructional interven-
tions lasting several weeks to several months, depending on progress. In addition, each 
Learning Center will be staffed with a speech and language pathologist, a part or full time 
school psychologist, and part-time behavior support staff.

The district reorganized the delivery of some mild/moderate special education services using an 
SAI learning center model in 2016-17 as a pilot program at two school sites. Staff consistently 
expressed concern regarding the lack of preparation and staff training prior to implementation 
of the two learning centers. Previously, mild/moderate services to special education students 
were delivered in traditional RSP and mild/moderate SDC settings. With the learning center 
model, those services are combined to create more seamless service delivery that ensures each 
identified student receives maximum access to general education classrooms and curriculum 
as appropriate to their needs. The learning center model is applied where one or more special 
education teachers and instructional assistants serve students either in their general education 
classroom or in combination with a special education setting on campus. The learning center 
would be considered the second level of least restrictive environment, second only to students 
being fully included in the general education classroom. The district continues to provide SAI 
services through a combination of services in the general education classroom, an RSP and an 
SDC setting at other sites. Students who require SAI receive the services per their IEP. 

The district meets its K-sixth grade least restrictive environment requirements through the CDE 
Special Education Performance Indicators. Interviews indicated that the learning center has been 
a contributing factor as well as integrating more students into the general education classroom, 
including those who are placed in the moderate/severe regional autism program. The 2015-16 
Annual Performance Report Measure prepared by CDE indicates that the district met targets 
established for Indicator 5: Least Restrictive Environment, which is designed to increase partici-
pation of students with disabilities in general education. 

Indicator 5 Results on the Annual Performance Measure for Cypress School District

Least Restrictive Environment: the average amount of time students ages 6 through 22 receive 
their special education or services in settings apart from their non-disabled peers:

A.	 Inside regular class 80% or more of the school day

B.	 Inside regular class less than 40% of the school day

C.	 In separate schools, residential facilities or homebound/hospital placements

Measure Percent of Students in Environment 
Receiving Special Education Target This Year Target Met

>80% 62.87% >49.2% Yes

<40% 17.65% <24.6% Yes

Separate Schools 1.84% <4.4% Yes

Source: 2015-16 District Level Special Education Annual Performance Report Measure compiled by the CDE
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The 2015-16 Annual Performance Report indicates that the district did not meet its least restric-
tive environment targets for students in preschool ages 3-5. 

Indicator 6 Results on the Annual Performance Measure for Cypress School District 

Preschool Least Restrictive Environment: The percent of children ages 3-5 with IEPs attending:

A.	 A regular early childhood program and receiving a majority of special education 
and related services in the regular program

B.	 A separate special education class, separate school or residential facility 

Measure Percent of Students in Environment 
Receiving Special Education Target This Year Target Met

A. Regular Program 16.28% >41.8% No

B. Separate 45.35% <34.4% No

Source: 2015-16 District Level Special Education Annual Performance Report Measure compiled by the CDE

The district operates a state general education preschool program, and may want to consider 
avenues to support special education students in the general education setting. The district buys 
spots in the preschool housed on the same site as its SDC preschool program for this purpose; 
however, it should be expanded to meet the target for LRE in the table above. Some districts 
utilize reverse mainstreaming where general education students are included in the special educa-
tion setting, which then becomes the general education setting during the integration periods. 

The preschool SDCs operate 4.75 hours per day. Most districts provide 10-15 hours of preschool 
per week, or 2-3 hours per day. If the district ran two sessions per teacher per day, the staff to 
student ratio would be lower and more intensive supports could be provided. The preschool 
teachers need time to complete many initial assessments, attend infant to preschool transition 
meetings along with end of year preschool to kindergarten transition meetings, and complete the 
individualized assessment and Desired Results Developmental Profile required by the state. Some 
districts operate a four-day-a-week program with teachers working on the other duties on the 
fifth day, while others provide frequent release days throughout the school year. 

Staff reported that the preschool playground is not appropriately equipped for student play 
equal to general education preschool playgrounds. FCMAT did not observe the playground but 
suggests that the district evaluate its accessibility. 

The staff inconsistently described the job-alike meetings offered for special education staff. Some 
staff indicated that the meetings are scheduled and consistently held, whereas other staff stated 
the meetings are scheduled but frequently cancelled. Job-alike meetings offer a time to discuss the 
continuum of options and professional development needs.

The staff reported a significant increase in professional development for classified special educa-
tion staff over the last two years. Although it has been optional and staff are paid to participate, 
some staff suggested that the training should be mandatory due to the increase in student needs. 

The district provides extended school year (ESY) for students with IEPs; however, there is no 
formal process for determining the requirement for such services. 

The need for ESY services in accordance with 34 CFR Sec. 300.309, defined as the time between 
the end of one school year and the beginning of the next, is an IEP team decision. ESY is not 
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the standard summer school class. Students who may require ESY services are those who have 
significant disabilities that are likely to continue for a prolonged period of time or indefinitely. 
ESY is required when the interruption of the student’s specialized program will cause a loss of 
skills and, when coupled with the limited recoupment capacity, makes it unlikely or impossible 
that the student will attain the level of self-sufficiency and independence that would otherwise 
be expected. ESY services should be considered based on individual IEP goals, and may not be 
required for all goals in the student’s IEP, depending on the student’s regression and recoupment. 
ESY is not required or intended to maximize educational opportunities for any student with 
disabilities. Annual review and determination through the documentation of recoupment/regres-
sion should be completed. The district lacks a formal process to determine ESY requirements. 
Many SELPAs throughout the state have developed ESY manuals. 

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Research and determine the need to provide an intensive service delivery 
option for students with social/emotional challenges.

2.	 Provide ongoing professional development to all staff before, during and after 
the school year specific to supporting the differing needs of special education 
students in the general education setting.

3.	 Consider professional development offerings as mandatory job duties.

4.	 Develop and disseminate a description of all service delivery options from 
least restrictive to most restrictive environments and share with parents, 
administration, classified and certificated staff. 

5.	 Continue to include students in the general education environment to the 
maximum extent possible.

6.	 Increase preschool integration options for students with special needs.

7.	 Implement and require attendance at monthly job-alike meetings with 
specific agendas and minutes.

8.	 Consider alternative preschool sessions and hours of operation.

9.	 Develop an ESY manual for staff and provide related professional develop-
ment.

10.	Review the need for preschool playground access and determine alternatives, 
if needed.
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Special Education Staffing and Caseloads
FCMAT requested documents to determine special education staffing, full-time staff equivalency, 
and the number of students served. Several documents were provided in various forms; however, 
staffing assignments, staffing FTE, and student caseload numbers were inconsistent. For this 
study, three sources were used in an attempt to establish consistency and reliability in certificated 
staffing and student caseload: SEIS and two Student Support Services Department generated 
documents. Significant inconsistencies existed among all three sources, and no one source of 
information could be considered reliably accurate. The study team made a thorough effort 
to resolve inconsistencies using the available data, but absolute accuracy in establishing total 
caseloads by type of service provider or grade level was not possible. It would benefit the district 
to have the Student Support Services, Business Services and Human Resources departments 
rigorously analyze teacher staffing and student caseload data and routinely review and update it 
to ensure accuracy. 

This section discusses the number of certificated staff per program model and the number of 
instructional hours needed according to Education Code or industry standards. The district 
identifies two levels of classroom support staff: an instructional aide and a paraeducator. An 
instructional aide’s primary role and responsibility is to support students in the special education 
program and general education classrooms, with a focus on academics. The paraeducator’s 
primary role is to support academics in addition to focusing on behaviors, toileting, safety and 
communication. These positions have different rates of pay; therefore, this report reflects a 
different cost per FTE in each classification. 

Resource Specialist Program (RSP)
According to Education Code 56362(c), caseloads for resource specialists shall be stated in 
the local policies developed pursuant to Section 56195.8 and in accordance with regulations 
established by the board. No resource specialist shall have a caseload that exceeds 28 pupils. In 
addition, Education Code 56362 (f ) states that at least 80% of the resource specialists in a local 
plan will be provided with an instructional aide.

According to EC 56362(c) caseload requirements, the district needs 4.5 FTE resource specialists. 
The district employs 4.0 FTE resource specialists and thus is understaffed by 0.5 FTE for a 
potential cost of $50,800.50 that includes salary and benefits. This is a snapshot in time of 
current caseloads, and FCMAT recognizes that the district might not increase staffing toward 
the end of the school year. If the district staffed 1:28 with 4.5 RSP teachers, it would require 
4.5 six-hour aides districtwide. The district employs 3.75 six-hour equivalent aides and is under-
staffed by 0.75 of a six-hour aide at a cost of approximately $33,659.10 (salary and benefits). The 
district also employs 2.3 six-hour equivalent 1-to-1 special circumstance instructional assistants 
(SCIAs) in the program. The district could realize a cost savings by reducing 2.3 FTE of six-hour 
equivalent paraeducators for a savings of approximately $107,506.14 (salary and benefits). 
Calculating all adult staff in the RSP yields an adult-to-student ratio of 1-to-12.55. Several of 
the resource specialists were over the EC 56362(c) maximum caseload of 28 students. When this 
occurs the district is required to apply for a caseload waiver not to exceed 32 students. Cypress 
had not completed this waiver at the time of FCMAT’s fieldwork. 
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Resource Specialist Caseloads
Total 

Teacher 
FTE

Total 
Caseload

Caseload
Average

Education 
Code

Instructional 
Aide total hrs/ 

6-hr. FTE*

1:1 SCIA 
total hrs/ 

6-hr. FTE*

District Ratio 
adult:student 

4 126 1:31.5 1:28 22.5/3.75 13.75/2.3 1:12.55

Source: Education Code 56362 (c)&(f ) and district data

*Calculations based on a six-hour day; however, instructional aides and paraeducators are employed from 3 to 6.5 hours. 

Learning Centers
Districts are utilizing blended programs, such as learning centers, in lieu of traditional RSP and 
SDC programs for students with mild to moderate disabilities. This is based on the amount 
of SAI a student requires rather than on a program placement specific to RSP or SDC. This 
reinforces that special education is a service not a place. Typically, a blended model includes a 
group of students receiving SAI in a general education classroom, and a small number of students 
who require more SAI rotate in and out of the learning center classroom. A blended model 
of RSP and SDC is designed to be efficient in serving students, and depends on the district’s 
needs. This model typically would serve a combination of SDC and RSP students with mild/
moderate disabilities. The teacher-to-student ratio is normally 1-to-24 with one six-hour FTE 
aide. Combining SDC and RSP classes maximizes site resources and provides services at students’ 
home school site, reducing transportation costs and supporting the LRE. 

Five district teachers support the learning center model. Based on 92 students, using the industry 
standard of 1-to-24 teacher-to-student ratio and one six-hour FTE aide, the district is potentially 
overstaffed by 1.2 teachers and 3.5 six-hour FTE aides. The teachers’ current caseload average 
is 1-to-18.4. Two additional factors are not considered with this specific formula. First, specific 
collective bargaining contract language cites the adult-to-student ratios depending on the teach-
er’s credentialing and type of class. This would alter the staffing calculation; however, FCMAT 
could not determine the type of ratio due to students’ specific IEPs, which were not reviewed. 
The second consideration is that the district’s learning center model is new this year and piloted 
at only two school sites. Therefore, the district purposely staffed the learning centers at a lower 
ratio to enable staff to learn by implementing the model. In the future, the district may want 
to consider the industry standard formula if it benefits the students and district. There are 6.8 
six-hour equivalent 1-to-1 SCIAs who provide additional support to seven students. The district 
has a total adult-to-student ratio of 1-to-4.82. 

Learning Center Caseloads

Total 
Teacher 

FTE

Total 
Caseload

Caseload 
Average

Instructional 
Aide total hrs./ 

6-hr.FTE*

1:1 SCIA total 
hrs./6-hr. FTE*

District Ratio 
adult:student

Industry 
Standard

5 92 1:18.4 43.75/7.3 40.75/6.8 1:4.82 1:24 (teacher 
to student)

Source: District data

*Calculations were completed based on a six-hour day; however, instructional aides and paraeducators are employed by the 
district from 3 to 6.5 hours.
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Mild/Moderate Special Day Class
No Education Code dictates class sizes for SDC; however, there are industry standards. FCMAT 
utilized several documents to determine staffing, type of program and caseloads. Industry 
standards throughout California are one teacher and one six-hour instructional aide per class 
with an average of 12-15 students. Reviewing the class descriptions, students and programs, the 
district provides two mild/moderate SDCs with an average teacher to student caseload of 12.5. 
The district is richly staffed with instructional aides and/or paraeducators. Based on a six-hour 
day, 4.3 FTE instructional aides support the two mild to moderate classes. According to industry 
standards the district is overstaffed by 2.3 six-hour FTE instructional aides in this program. 
Additionally, 7.3 six-hour equivalent 1:1 SCIAs in the two classes support seven students. The 
total adult-to-student ratio is 1-to-1.84. The district could conservatively reduce instructional 
assistants by 2.3 six-hour FTE for a savings of approximately $103,221.24 (salary and benefits), 
reviewing each class and program to determine need. More information is reported in the 
Instructional Aide and Paraeducator Staffing section below. 

Mild/Moderate Special Day Class Caseloads

Total 
Teacher 

FTE

Total 
Caseload

Caseload 
Average

Instructional 
Aides total hrs./ 

6-hr. FTE*

1:1 SCIA 
total hrs./ 
6-hr. FTE*

District Ratio 
adult:student

Industry
Standard

2 25 12.5 25.75/4.3 43.75/7.3 1:1.84 1:12-15

Source: District data

*Calculations were completed based on a six-hour day; however, instructional aides and paraprofessionals are employed by 
the district from 3 to 6.5 hours.

Moderate/Severe Special Day Class (Regional Autism Program)
The district provides moderate to severe programs. Again, there is no Education Code for SDC 
sizes; however, there are industry standards and best practices. For moderate/severe classes, 
the industry standard is one teacher and two six-hour paraeducators per class size of 10-12 
students. However, for classes that serve only the autism population, the class size ratio is 8-10 
students. The district is staffed appropriately with teachers and class sizes. However, the district 
is overstaffed by 6.9 six-hour FTE paraeducators. There are 12.9 paraeducators assigned to the 
three moderate/severe classes. The district has an additional seven 1-to-1 SCIA aides based on a 
six-hour day. This does not include health aides or LVNs. The district could reduce paraeducators 
by 6.9 six-hour FTE for a savings of $322,518.42 (salary and benefits), which does not include 
SCIA aides. The moderate/severe classes are staffed at one adult to 1.44 students. The district 
should review each class and program to determine need. 

Moderate/Severe Special Day Class (Regional Autism Program) Caseloads
Total 

Teacher 
FTE

Total 
Caseload

Caseload 
Average

Paraeducators total 
hrs./6-hr. FTE*

1:1 SCIA total 
hrs./6-hr. FTE*

District Ratio 
adult:student

Industry
Standard

3 33 1:11 77.5/12.9 42/7.0 1:1.44 1:8-10

Source: District data

*Calculations were completed based on a six-hour day; however, instructional aides and paraeducators are employed by the 
district from 3 to 6.5 hours.
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Preschool Program
Below is an example of the various industry standards and Education Code requirements for preschool.

Preschool Program # Students # Teachers / # Aides Adult-to-Student Ratio

General Education 16 1/1 1:8

SDC Mild/Moderate 14 1/1 1:7

SDC Moderate/Severe 10 1/1 1:5

SDC Autism 9 1/2 1:3

Source: 22 CCR § 101216.3 and EC 56441.7

The district operates two preschool SDCs on a traditional elementary school campus. The district 
operates two programs that are 4.75 hours per session. There are two teachers for the two classes, 
4.5 paraeducators and 1.7 additional 1:1 SCIA support. The total adult-to-student ratio is 1-to-
3.41. The district should review the type of program ratio necessary for the preschool students 
and staff. Additional information about the program and recommendations is included under the 
Continuum of Services section of this report.

Preschool Program Caseloads

Total 
Teacher 

FTE

Total 
Caseload

Caseload
Average

Paraeducator 
total hrs./6-hr. 

FTE

1:1 SCIA 
total hrs./6-

hr. FTE

Industry Standard 
adult:student per 

session

District Ratio 
adult:student per 

session

2 28 1:14 26.75/4.5 10/1.7 1:5-7 1: 3.41

Source: District data

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Develop cabinet level interdepartmental guidelines on the appropriate caseload 
numbers for special education staff that will be used to establish the need for 
additions or reductions of both certificated and classified special education staff.

2.	 Develop an administrative cabinet procedure for determining the need for 
midyear special education staffing adjustments. Utilize the applicable data 
that is consistently collected in the Student Support Services Department 
and include appropriate steps such as a comprehensive review of existing staff 
assignments and direct communication between cabinet and the director of 
student support services. 

3.	 Develop and disseminate a transparent description of class size ratios and staffing 
support by program, and review the possibility of reducing classified staffing. 

4.	 Review caseloads and assignments using one consistent document containing 
teachers and additional support staff to determine if staffing adjustments 
would be appropriate.

5.	 Complete required RSP caseload waivers as per CDE requirements. 
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Instructional Aide and Paraeducator Staffing
Interviews of district staff and the review of documents provided to FCMAT show that the 
district employs two categories of classified support staff for special education: instructional aides 
and paraeducators. As mentioned above, the instructional aides provide support primarily in 
the academic areas, whereas the paraeducators provide some academic support and most of the 
support for behavioral/social and significant health-related needs. The paraeducators receive more 
professional development and training than the instructional aides. Many staff reported that the 
instructional aides are being assigned to students who require more than just academic support; 
therefore, they need additional professional development. 

District records show that the Student Support Services Department maintains staff tracking 
documents and the Business Services and Human Resources departments maintain position 
control documents that are inconsistent. Staff expressed that they believe the Human Resources 
Department documents are more current and accurate, and stated there is no system to consis-
tently share current Student Support Services Department information with other departments. 
When a student who receives 1-to-1 SCIA support moves out of the district, there is no tracking 
system to confirm that staff is not needed at that site nor a process to transfer the staff to a 
different open position. 

Based on six-hour FTE support staff, there are 32.8 classroom instructional aides and paraeduca-
tors and an additional 25.1 FTE 1-to-1 SCIA paraeducators. Of the 1-to-1 SCIA positions, 17.7 
FTE are assigned due to behavior needs. The class size ratios of adults to students range from 
1-to-1.44 to 1-to-12.55. Twelve classes have an adult-to-student ratio of 1-to-1.44 to 1-to-4.82. 
The complete analysis is included in the Special Education Staffing and Caseload section of this 
report. 

Staff interviews and records reviewed indicate that the district has a SCIA assessment process 
that was recently developed and implemented. Interviews also indicate that not all personnel 
responsible for assessments are trained in the SCIA process. This process will help to determine 
when individual support is required to meet a student’s special needs. This assessment should 
be performed using the procedures of a formal special education assessment that provides 
additional rigor in the determination process. Staff reported that once it has been determined 
through the IEP process that a student requires 1-to-1 assistance, a fade plan or goals for reaching 
independence from the additional assistance are not developed in the IEP or reviewed and revised 
annually. 

While staff report that the district has made some effort to engage in developing PBIS, it was 
not implemented as a districtwide system of intervention. PBIS will not eliminate the need for 
all 1-to-1 support required for behavior; however, it will help imbed the philosophy and practice 
that positive behavior is a teachable skill on all levels of student functioning. Fidelity and rigor 
in a PBIS approach will have a beneficial impact on treating behavior disorders and on learning 
throughout the district. District staff also reported inconsistent special education staff training on 
strategies for extreme behavior, which is encountered primarily in moderate/severe SDC settings. 
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Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Ensure that the position control and Student Support Services Department 
staff tracking documentation is consistent. 

2.	 Develop procedures and documentation to frequently and consistently share 
Student Support Services Department instructional aide and paraeducator 
job assignment tracking information with the Human Resources and Business 
Services departments and cabinet. 

3.	 Consider collapsing the instructional aide and paraeducator positions into 
one job category as students move between levels of service. Train all staff 
equally to support the varying needs of all students. 

4.	 Develop new employee orientation and a schedule of ongoing professional 
development activities for instructional aides and paraeducators.

5.	 Fully implement the SCIA assessment process. Develop a policy to include 
goals for independence in the IEP of every student who receives 1-to-1 
instructional support as a related service. Review and revise the goals annually 
until the IEP team determines the related service is no longer required. 

6.	 Continue to develop a systematic PBIS as an intervention for behavior disor-
ders.  
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Related Service Provider Staffing and Caseloads
Related services are the developmental, corrective and other supportive services required to allow 
a disabled child to benefit from special education (34 CFR 300.34). 

Speech and Language Pathologists
Speech and language pathologists (SLPs) provide direct services and consultation supports to 
students with IEPs. The district employs 7.8 FTE speech pathologists. The Education Code 
establishes a maximum caseload of 40 students for preschool (EC 56441.7(a)) and an average of 
55 for students K-12 (EC 56363.3). 

A total of 1.8 FTE is allocated for preschool speech therapy. The 0.8 FTE preschool speech 
pathologist completes all eligibility evaluations for the preschool assessment team and provides 
direct service in speech and language to nine students. The other 1.0 FTE preschool speech 
pathologist provides direct service to the remaining 41 preschool students. The K-6 speech 
pathologists maintain an average of 56.8 students, which slightly exceeds the statutory SELPA or 
districtwide average of 55 students. 

Speech and Language Pathologist Caseloads

Program # FTE Caseload Caseload Average Education Code
Speech and Language Pathologist (Preschool) 1.8 50 27.8 1:40 Maximum

Speech and Language Pathologist (K-6) 6.0 341 56.8 1: 55 Average

Source: Education Code 56441.7(a), 56363.3 and district data

Overall the caseloads for speech pathologists are within the statutory requirements at the 
preschool level and slightly above the average statutory requirement for K-6. Prior to increasing 
staff, FCMAT recommends an audit of the indirect caseloads and the exit rates for students 
receiving speech and language services.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Establish a formula to ensure that preschool and K-6 students are assigned to 
caseloads in compliance with statutory requirements.

2.	 Audit the speech and language caseloads to determine the extent to which 
students are exiting speech services and examine the extent to which students 
receiving indirect services require support.

Psychologists
The district employs 4.3 FTE school psychologists assigned to K-6 school sites. They perform 
duties common to school psychologists, which consist primarily of attendance at SST meetings, 
504 planning, initial assessments for special education eligibility, report writing, participation 
in IEP meetings and triennial evaluations. The psychologists serve as administrative designees 
for IEPs at the school site and regional classes. The preschool psychologist (0.6 FTE) completes 
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assessments for students ages 3-4 and participates in the transition of students from infant 
services to preschool.

The district’s school psychologists are the main crisis contact at their assigned school. If either a 
general education or special education student experiences a crisis, such as suicidal ideation or 
grieving a loved one, the psychologist is expected to meet with and support the student. If several 
students or classes are affected, the crisis response team may be called to support.

Disabled students needing more intensive counseling are referred for educationally related mental 
health services assessment and services if needed. The district contracts with Western Youth 
Services to complete assessments and provide direct counseling services if needed. Additional 
counseling is also provided through Straight Talk.

Staff reported that job-alike meetings do not occur for the psychologists. Scheduled meetings are 
often cancelled. Professional development is needed in specific areas unique to the psychologists’ 
needs and interests.

The district does not employ a behavior specialist. Most of the districts FCMAT has reviewed 
employ at least one behavior specialist. Behavior specialist support services are based on a training 
model that supports general education teachers, site level training and case specific consultation 
for students with behavioral needs. Psychologists fill the void in the behavior specialist position 
by completing observations of students with behavior problems, developing behavioral interven-
tion plans and providing training and support for teachers for individual students. Although the 
job description for psychologist indicates case management of the behavior intervention plans, 
the staff indicated that the classroom teachers are the case managers.

Psychologist Caseloads

Program # FTE Enrollment Industry 
Standard

District Average 
Caseload

Psychologists 
(K-6) 4.3 3,969 1:1,100 1:923

Source: District data; CALPADS 2016-17; CalEdFACTS 2015-16

Based on the district’s enrollment of 3,969 students, the district caseload average is below the 
industry standard, with an excess of 0.7 FTE psychologists, which represents a cost savings of 
approximately $75,194 (salary and benefits). 

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Ensure that job-alike meetings are scheduled and held monthly throughout 
the year.

2.	 Establish professional development opportunities for the psychologists’ inter-
ests and needs.

3.	 Consider ways for psychologists to support behavior specialist services and/or 
mental health counseling.
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Organizational Structure
FCMAT analyzed the administrative and clerical support structures of three K-8 elementary 
districts with an enrollment range of 4,437-8,725: Centralia, Fountain Valley and Ocean View. 

Areas of Responsibility

District Enrollment Special Education Only Student Services and 
Special Education

Centralia 4,437 X

Cypress 3,969 X

Fountain Valley 6,371 X

Ocean View 8,725 X

Source: CALPADS 2015-16 and district report

The districts provided information on both administrative and clerical support staffing. Each 
district identifies positions differently. FCMAT reviewed the available job descriptions for 
administrative and clerical positions and combined some categories into like groups for purposes 
of this study only. Although comparative information is useful, it should not be considered as 
the only measure of appropriate staffing levels. School districts are complex and vary widely in 
demographics and resources. Careful evaluation is recommended because generalizations can be 
misleading if unique district circumstances are not analyzed and considered.

The directors in Centralia, Fountain Valley and Cypress are all responsible for both student 
services and special education. The director in Ocean View is only responsible for special educa-
tion; however, their district enrollment is close to double the size of Centralia and Cypress.

Administrative Position Comparison 

Administrative Positions Cypress Centralia Fountain Valley Ocean View Total Average**
Exec Director/Director 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

Coordinator 0 1.0 0 1.0 0.7

Program Specialist 0.6* 0 2.0 2.0 1.3

Source: DataQuest and district report 

*SELPA support 

**Total average does not include Cypress

The average number of coordinators in the comparison districts is 0.7 FTE. The district does not 
have coordinator-level administrative support. The average number of program specialists in the 
comparative districts is 1.3 FTE. The district has 0.6 FTE program specialist provided by the 
Greater Anaheim SELPA. The district is understaffed by 0.7 FTE at the program specialist level. 
The district may consider aligning the administrative support in the Student Support Services 
Department with comparative districts. This is an opportunity to design additional support 
structures for both special education and student services. Many options do not involve creating 
additional administrative support. Creating a Teacher on Special Assignment (TOSA) position 
would provide additional support.
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Clerical Support Positions

Position Cypress Centralia Fountain Valley Ocean View Total Average*
Administrative Assistant/Secretary 1.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 1.3

Data Technician 0** 1.0 0 0 0.3

Custodian of Records 0** 1.0 0 0 0.3

Source: DataQuest and district report

*Total average does not include Cypress

**Cypress has 1 FTE in Instructional Services that manages the duties of data technician and custodian of records.

The average number of clerical supports in the comparison districts is 1.3 FTE. The district has 
1.0 FTE clerical support in special education and student services. The clerical support workload 
in both student services and special education is complex, time sensitive and unmanageable. The 
district should consider providing additional clerical support for the Student Support Services 
Department that, at a minimum, aligns with comparably sized districts.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Redesign the administrative support structure for student services and special 
education to include an increase within a range of 0.7 FTE to 1.0 FTE with 
some level of administrative support.

2.	 Consider creating a Teacher on Special Assignment position to provide addi-
tional support.

3.	 Consider providing additional clerical support for the Student Support 
Services Department that aligns with comparably sized districts.
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Special Education Transportation
The district transportation program supports approximately 51 of the district’s 62 special educa-
tion students receiving transportation as a related service, as well as approximately 182 general 
education students who receive transportation. 

Per CASEMIS data, approximately 385 students have IEPs. Of those, 103 have transporta-
tion identified as a necessary related service. This is approximately 26.8%, which is a higher 
percentage compared to other districts that FCMAT has studied. Of the 103 students identified 
to receive transportation, 62 students (60.2%) are provided transportation (51 by the district and 
11 through a SELPA or NPS contract).

School Transportation Finance
School transportation is one of most underfunded areas of the education budget in California. 
Prior to 1977, school transportation was fully funded. School districts would report their 
operational costs and were fully reimbursed in the subsequent school year. With the adoption 
of Proposition 13, the state began reducing the percentage of reimbursement. By the 1982-83 
school year, districts were reimbursed at 80% of their reported costs. In that year, the state 
capped the reimbursement at the level of costs the school districts reported in that same year, 
only occasionally granting a cost of living adjustment. Over the past 34 years, costs have risen 
significantly, demographics have changed and the need for special education transportation has 
increased significantly. From 2008 through the 2012-13 school year, the amount each school 
district has received has been reduced by approximately 20%. 

In the 2013-14 school year California adopted the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF). 
School transportation has been funded at the same level as the prior year appropriation. In 
addition, the funding was structured as an add-on to the base grant received by each district. It 
can only be utilized on school transportation, and districts need to spend at least as much as they 
receive to maintain the same level of funding. On a statewide average basis, California provides 
approximately 35% of the funding necessary for school transportation, based on school districts’ 
reported approved costs.

Starting with the 2014-15 budget cycle, related expenses for student transportation are not 
tracked under the prior standardized account code structure (SACS) resource codes of 7230 for 
home-to-school and 7240 for severely disabled/orthopedically impaired (SD/OI). In addition, 
there is no longer a requirement to specifically report transportation data or populate and submit 
the prior state TRAN report. However, most county offices of education suggest that transporta-
tion expenses continue to be separated for home-to-school and SD/OI, suggesting that it can be 
done through the COE’s generated resource codes. 

The Cypress ESD received $227,322 in state funding for transportation in the 2015-16 fiscal 
year. The district anticipates receiving 96.16% of that amount for the 2016-17 school year under 
the LCFF calculation. For the 2015-16 fiscal year, district budget documentation identified 
a pupil transportation expense of $408,487 and an unrestricted general fund contribution of 
$181,165. Cypress ESD is able to cover approximately 55.7%, over half of its expense, from state 
revenue. This is significantly higher than most districts in the state.

District transportation expenses are not effectively separated between home-to-school, SD/OI 
and other related transportation support such as extracurricular and co-curricular activity trips. 
This may or may not be important to the district; however, it gives the impression that the costs 
for special education transportation are greater than they are. On review of the district’s transpor-
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tation budget, it appears that the district may be applying an annual percentage separation based 
on year-end mileage accumulation between its reported special education and general education 
home-to-school programs. Exact associated vehicle maintenance and labor are not specifically 
tracked to special education and general education buses per usage. Driver labor is not separated 
between special education and general education usage, and it is not clear if driver labor is 
separated from other work performed as utility workers. The district may not be capturing its full 
pupil transportation costs in its identified pupil transportation budget. 

Recommendation
The district should:

1.	 Maintain an accurate separation of home-to-school, special education and 
any other general transportation expenses to more effectively understand the 
transportation support expense associated with the special education total 
expense.

Transportation Organization and Staffing
The district’s transportation program operates as part of the Maintenance, Operations and 
Transportation (MOT) department. The assistant superintendent of business services is respon-
sible for several departments, including MOT. The director of MOT is directly responsible for 
the transportation program, with a lead bus driver performing the daily coordination of transpor-
tation staff, workflow and school bus route design and assignment. The transportation program 
office is staffed as follows:

•	 One lead bus driver

•	 Five school bus drivers/utility workers 

In addition, the transportation program has a long-term consultant under contract performing 
all necessary driver (original, renewal and proficiency) and in-service training for staff. The 
consultant assists the lead bus driver in use and operation of a newly purchased industry standard 
routing software system, TransTraks. The MOT department also has one vehicle mechanic to 
provide maintenance on all district school buses and support vehicles as well as all grounds 
support equipment. The MOT director supervises the vehicle mechanic. 

The transportation program is structured appropriately for an operation of its size; MOT struc-
tures work well with fewer than 25 bus routes. The district only operates six bus routes, with four 
routes generally dedicated to transporting the district’s special education students and two routes 
generally dedicated to transporting the district’s general education students. 

The district’s lead bus driver position is in the classified collective bargaining unit. This position 
provides daily supervision and direction to five school bus driver/utility workers and a warehouse 
utility worker who is being trained as a backup substitute school bus driver. The lead bus driver 
addresses normal daily parent and school questions, coordinates routine route coverage needs, 
communicates via two-way radio and addresses/resolves routing changes for special education 
students that are identified for transportation as a necessary related service, making address or 
school program changes and accommodating program time changes. In addition, the lead bus 
driver coordinates warehouse duties and provides supervision and direction to the warehouse 
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utility worker. A detailed analysis of the lead bus driver position would determine if the position 
should be reclassified as a transportation coordinator or supervisor under the direction of the 
MOT director. The district may also want to consider placing the MOT vehicle mechanic under 
the supervision of a transportation coordinator or supervisor, a position that most often is more 
familiar with the routine needs and expectations of fleet vehicle maintenance. 

The district does not have a state-certified school bus instructor on staff. The long-term consul-
tant performs the necessary duties to ensure the district meets all necessary training and vehicle 
commercial driving record maintenance under Title 13 California Code of Regulations and 
CDE requirements and established best practices. Due to the district’s small size, the district 
could consider two options to ensure appropriate and ongoing school bus driver training needs: a 
continuing contract for these services or requiring state certification as a school bus instructor to 
a newly created transportation coordinator or supervisor position description under the supervi-
sion of the MOT director. 

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Perform a detailed analysis of the lead bus driver position to determine if it 
should be reclassified as transportation coordinator or supervisor under the 
direction of the MOT director.

2.	 Consider placing its MOT vehicle mechanic under the supervision of a trans-
portation coordinator or supervisor.

3.	 Evaluate the benefits of requiring state certification as a school bus instructor 
in a position description such as transportation coordinator or supervisor in 
the transportation program.

Routing Efficiency
For the 2016-17 school year, the district operates six school bus routes. Four are generally dedi-
cated special education bus routes and two are generally dedicated general education bus routes. 
Per district documentation, 51 special education students are transported on four district school 
bus routes, with an additional 11 students transported under SELPA or NPS contract. 

The district provides transportation as a necessary related service as identified in an IEP for 62 
students, or approximately 16.1% of the district’s total special education population. This is 
slightly higher than what FCMAT most recently has assessed in related study reports: between 
10% and 13%. However, in the district’s special education transportation report for 2016-17, 
approximately 103 students are identified as eligible for special education transportation. Using 
CASEMIS data showing 385 special education students with Cypress as the district of residence, 
approximately 26.8% of the district’s special education students have been identified as eligible to 
receive transportation support as a necessary and appropriate related service and 16.1% actually 
receive transportation support. The district’s percentage of special education students receiving 
transportation is very high in comparison to averages of 10% to 13%. It indicates a rich offering 
of service and is most likely not based on any established and relevant criteria for transportation 
as a related service. There is no evidence that the district utilizes a decision tree or other formal 
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process to identify and apply this transportation support (see Appendix A). District-established 
criteria for transportation support, along with staff training, would ensure that special education 
transportation services are provided in the least restrictive manner (see Appendix B).

District bus routing appears to be generally efficient. Based on the number of special education 
students transported on district buses, the district has an average load ratio of 12.75 students per 
bus, which is comparable to similar programs. The district has no school buses with wheelchair 
accessibility. Although it was reported that the district has historically not had many wheelchair 
students and currently has only one student utilizing a wheelchair through a contracted SELPA-
provided bus with wheelchair accessibility, the district may want to review the potential benefit of 
including wheelchair accessibility in making its next school bus purchase.

District source documentation indicated that the district has a standard form utilized to identify 
and provide specific information for a special education student requiring transportation support. 
The district form, Cypress School District Student Services, Student Transportation Information, 
is not designed so that the IEP team can provide the student with transportation in the least 
restrictive manner. The form, by design, implies that the student will have curb-to-curb pick-up 
and drop-off service at the address of residence. Furthermore, in reviewing completed forms 
on file, it appears that the transportation request form is most often completed by the parent. 
Therefore, the district is implying that when a student is identified for transportation support, it 
will be arranged to and from the child’s residence, with no discussion or goals established in the 
IEP to encourage student independence or transportation in the least restrictive manner, such 
as utilization of a corner school bus stop, having the student transported from their school of 
residence to the school of program assignment, or utilization of a district general education bus 
route. A transportation request form that is generated during or immediately following the IEP 
meeting by the IEP team or case manager, not the parent or guardian, could contain all pertinent 
information for the student to ensure appropriate and reasonable transportation support in the 
least restrictive manner. The form could be designed to be utilized for routine student address 
changes, program changes, program time changes, critical emergency contact information 
and names of responsible individuals who can meet students when their bus arrives. Effective 
transportation request forms specifically identify individual student needs such as safety vests, 
behavior plans and health challenges to ensure that district and SELPA school bus drivers are 
trained properly to safely transport special education students (see Appendix C).

The district’s transportation program staff appears to be universally respected for their student 
oriented support, quick turn-around of student scheduling and rapport with staff and parents.

FCMAT reviewed the district’s bell schedule for its six schools. Districts can best utilize their 
school bus fleets, and use the fewest buses, when they establish sufficiently tiered master bell 
schedules that allow routing for longer periods in the a.m. and p.m. student delivery times. This 
allows a single bus and driver to be optimally utilized by routing a bus to service a school in time 
tier one, and then pick up or deliver students attending a second school in time tier two. Larger 
K-12 unified districts may also incorporate a third tier start and end time. A two-tiered master 
bell schedule requires flexibility of the district’s individual schools with an understanding that a 
two-tiered master bell schedule allows for a single bus to serve up to two schools in the morning 
and again in the afternoon. Generally, time tier one would have approximately half of the 
district’s schools beginning and ending at the same time. Time tier two would generally have the 
remaining district schools beginning and ending at the same time. 

In most rural and suburban environments, a minimum of 45 minutes is suggested between start 
and end time tiers. Sometimes, intervals between time tiers can be reduced if district transpor-
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tation is permitted to drop students off a maximum of 30 minutes prior to the start of school in 
time tier one, which allows for an early departure from time tier one schools to begin service for 
time tier two schools in the morning. Instructional minute requirements may make two distinct 
tier deliveries in the afternoon a bit more challenging, especially for special education routing, 
because ride times often are slightly longer than that of general education home-to-school bus 
routes. However, this ensures a district utilizes the fewest number of school buses to support the 
greatest number of students based on the school district’s transportation eligibility criteria. This 
works well for both general education service where students have collection points or bus stops, 
and for special education curb-to-curb delivery. 

The district’s 2016-17 master bell schedule appears to show a semi-limited two-tiered schedule 
with some variations. However, there is less than 25 minutes between start and end times. This is 
essentially a one-tier bell schedule since there is not sufficient time between school start and end 
times to effectively design and route buses for a full second bus route in the a.m. and p.m. Thus, 
the district may not be utilizing its bus fleet as effectively as possible. A two-tiered bell schedule 
may allow the district to reduce one to two bus routes.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Immediately develop appropriate criteria meeting all FAPE requirements for 
identifying student transportation as a necessary related support service.

2.	 Develop criteria and train staff to ensure that transportation support services 
are provided in the least restrictive manner.

3.	 Review the potential benefit of including wheelchair accessibility in making 
the next school bus purchase.

4.	 Develop a transportation request form that is completed during or imme-
diately following the IEP meeting by the IEP team or case manager, not the 
parent or guardian.

5.	 Consider establishing a well separated two-tier district master bell schedule 
with two distinct start and end times and a minimum of 45 minutes of 
separation. 
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Appendices

Appendix A
Sample Transportation Decision Tree

Appendix B
Samples – Consideration for Transportation Services, Student Information 
Data Sheet and Transportation Eligibility Checklist

Appendix C
Sample Transportation Request Form

Appendix D
Study Agreement
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Consideration for Transportation Services 
 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

Is this the student’s home 
school? 

No Yes 

Is this placement a district 
driven decision due to 
program availability or 
other concerns? 

Is the student attending 
this school on an intra-
district transfer because of 
parent/student choice? 

The TEAM will consider the issues 
below in evaluating whether a student 
can access their home school in the 
same manner as a typical peer.  
Students who can access their home 
school in the manner as a typical peer 
are NOT entitled to transportation as a 
related service. The Student IS Eligible for 

SPED transportation.  This 
is NOT a related service.  
The district only offers curb 
to curb services. 

The student is NOT 
eligible for SPED 
transportation services. 

Appendix A
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