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Introduction  
 

Goals and Research Aims of this Needs Assessment 

 

The SECI Task Force has requested investigation into four areas of the special education program at 

Hingham Middle School. These include (1) resource allocation; (2) the role of paraeducators; (3) 

collaboration between general education and special education teachers; and (4) current practices in 

Specialized Programs. This report describes findings in these four areas and a set of evidence-based 

recommendations regarding best practices in the field of special education.  

 

To assess Resource Allocation we have documented the current special education structure, focusing on 

staffing model, distribution of work, roles of specialists, administrators, special education teachers and 

general education teachers. Online surveys to special and general education teachers were administered 

with an emphasis on learning about the attitudes and perceptions of special education and the 

experience of collaboration between special and general educators. Evaluators collected existing 

documents on the program to better understand the experiences of students in various programs and at 

various levels of inclusion. A review of the literature on best practices in resource allocation was used to 

provide a context for understanding existing practices at the middle school and to generate 

recommendations for meeting benchmarks. 

 

To review the role of paraeducators as a key stakeholder in student success.  We included 

paraeducators in the focus group and survey data collection in order to document what paraeducators 

are responsible for in the school day.  This helped us to examine if paraeducators are being used 

consistently and effectively, when compared to best practices. We examined the training and 

development that has been and is currently offered to paraeducators, and investigated whether or not 

their training is appropriate for the population of students that they work with. We spoke with school 

administrators to determine how paraeducators are assigned to classrooms and/or students. 

 

To document the current practices in Collaboration between General Education and Special Education 

teachers, we inquired about professional development, as well as teacher training, and what that 

training staff would like to experience. The survey data from teachers, with attention to their 

experiences in co-taught and/or inclusive classrooms, helped to uncover where the challenges lie and 
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where there are opportunities for increased collaboration in RTI, as well as full and partial inclusion. 

Lastly, using current models of teacher education best practices, we have included recommendations on 

how to foster a cohesive sense of collaboration between general and special education teachers with as 

much time efficiency as possible.  

 

To analyze Specialized Programs, we examined current decision-making processes around placement, 

schedules, resource allocation, and development of Individualized Education Programs through 

documentation of IEP meetings and surveys with key stakeholders. Through documentation of the 

educational process of students in each specialized program, we attempted to document current 

practices as they relate to curriculum access, social development, and academic development. Resulting 

recommendations reflect the specific school context as well as best practices related to scheduling and 

service delivery in a middle school environment.   

 

We also engaged stakeholders by attending planning meetings several times over the project period. 

Brief interim memos were shared with the task force and final written reports were prepared for district 

stakeholders for internal use, along with non-technical summaries for parents and community 

stakeholders.  
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Executive Summary  
This report describes findings from a needs assessment of the Special Education program at Hingham 

Middle School. Findings are derived from data collected from parents through surveys and focus groups, 

from teachers, paraprofessionals, staff, and administrators through surveys and focus group interviews, 

and through classroom observations. 

 

Resource Allocation 

Even as this needs assessment was being completed, there were significant changes in the Special 

Education programming at the middle school and in the district. For example, one of the concerns 

named included limited staffing in Guidance, which was addressed in the 2018-19 school year with the 

hiring of one more counselor to provide more comprehensive coverage, especially during transitions for 

incoming students. A number of stakeholders highlighted ways that special education teachers might be 

included more fully in the development of IEPs, assignment of incoming 6th grade students, and teaching 

core curriculum subjects. Additionally, the hiring of a new Director of Student Services was identified as 

a positive turning point going forward. 

 

The Role of Paraeducators  

Paraprofessionals are critical to the success of the middle school program. There was reported variation 

in their roles and responsibilities and it would be useful for staff to review and strategize about how to 

use their time most effectively, and how to prioritize professional development. For example, attention 

to individual case management and planning may address questions such as how much help to provide 

and what type of help to provide that will support as students in developing independence as they 

increase academic and social skills over the course of middle school.  

 

Collaboration between General Education and Special Education Teachers 

A primary concern voiced by many was the lack of planning time, which limited effective collaboration 

and co-teaching possibilities. In cases of long-standing collaborations, general education and special 

education teachers described making efficient use of informal communication. However, a more 

intentional strategy of collaboration is necessary for greater effectiveness across the school. Given the 

range of student needs, it is also important to consider how to support students receiving services who 

can successfully enroll in advanced level courses with reasonable accommodations.  
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Current Practices in Specialized Programs 

The number of students enrolled in the Life Skills classes is expected to increase in the coming years. 

Currently, there are few classes that serve students with a wide range of needs and there are some 

concerns that putting students together in these ways may not best serve students. In particular, 

concerns were raised about the ability of these classes to effectively support students with significant 

academic needs, but who were doing well socially and emotionally. Differentiation in class assignments 

and/or differentiation in instruction are identified as areas of need going forward.  

 

The Strategies classes were often identified by many as needing restructuring. These classes are 

intended to help students build executive functioning abilities, so that they are able to plan for, and 

complete, assignments. Teachers and parents expressed differing perspectives on the emphasis on skill 

building vs. help with homework completion and preparation for exams. However, there was consensus 

on the need to support the development of students’ executive functioning skills. The Strategies classes 

were also identified as potential context for the experience of stigma by students. This was reported to 

vary among students, with some not wanting to be seen entering these classrooms and other 

unconcerned about it. 

 

Variability in Perceptions Amongst Stakeholders 

Perceptions about special education services at HMS varied significantly amongst stakeholders. Even 

within particular stakeholder groups such as amongst parents or amongst general education teachers, 

viewpoints ranged from very satisfied to very unsatisfied with current programming.  For example, 

amongst staff members, views about the school culture of ranged from the belief that HMS is extremely 

inclusive and responsive to students’ needs to the belief that there is little differentiation of instruction 

and inclusion is not really happening at all. Similarly, parent experiences ranged from excellent to very 

frustrating.   

 

Strengths of the Program 

Both families and teachers recognized the commitment of school staff to meeting the needs of all 

students. Some families described moving from other districts because of the special education 

programs in Hingham Public Schools, expressing satisfaction with the improved services their children 

were receiving in Hingham. The dedication and understanding that special education teachers, reading 

specialists, guidance counselors, and adjustment counselors have shown in their work with students was 
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recognized and appreciated by many parents. Teachers in Hingham Middle School describe staff at 

Hingham Middle School as caring, collaborative, knowledgeable in their work with special education 

students.  

 

Another identified strength was the co-teaching model used in some classrooms at Hingham Middle 

School. Parents described how their children were able to access the general education curriculum, 

work on executive functioning skills, and be socially integrated with their peers because services were 

provided through an effective co-teaching model. School staff also recognized co-taught classes as a 

strength of the program, benefitting both general education and special education students.  

 

In general, stakeholders felt that the special education program is well-staffed with highly-qualified 

professionals and paraprofessionals. Because the program is well-staffed, parents and teachers agree 

that small class sizes create opportunities for individual student needs to be identified, understood, and 

addressed.  
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Description of Data Collection 
Methods 

In order to document the Special Education program at Hingham Middle School multiple approaches 

were used to gather data. Two brief online surveys were developed, one for parents and one for 

teachers, administrators, and staff. Each of these surveys included questions developed in response to 

priorities discussed at meetings with the Task Force and with district administrators. Some questions 

were also derived from published studies of special education practices. 

 

Staff Survey Sample 

Altogether, of the 94 current staff, 77 (81% response rate) completed the online survey, including 53 

general education teachers, 6 special education teachers, 5 paraprofessionals, and 13 others from 

administration, guidance, and school psychologists. 

 

Parent Survey Sample 

There were 1070 students enrolled in Hingham Middle School (grades 6-8) in the 2017-2018 school year. 

Of those, 119 students (11%) of enrolled students were receiving special education services through an 

IEP, and 87 students (8%) of enrolled students were receiving accommodations through a 504 plan. Of 

the subgroup of those receiving special education services, 76 parents (37%) completed the online 

survey. These included a few parents of students receiving special education in the elementary grades 

and some who did not have children receiving services related to 504 or IEP. We report on responses 

from all parents when it is appropriate to the survey question (i.e., not including responses for a parent 

with a child not in middle school). Similarly, we include only the 65 responses of parents with students 

at the middle school with 504 or IEP for the questions where this is most appropriate. Of the parent 

respondents, 42 provided at least one qualitative response to open-ended questions. 

 

Staff Focus Group Procedures and Sample 

Research staff conducted focus groups at the middle school on four different days. This allowed for both 

formal scheduled meetings and additional drop-in conversations with teachers and staff who were able 

to come in between classes. A total of 23 staff participated in interviews, including special education 

teachers, paraprofessionals, administrators, guidance counselors, school psychologists, and reading 

specialists. 
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Parent Focus Group Sample 

After consulting with the Task Force we determined that the most effective way to reach parents was 

for the Task Force to widely publicize this project through parent networks. With their coordination, we 

scheduled three focus group sessions including one in the morning at the Hingham Public Library, and 

one in the evening and one in the morning at Hingham Middle School in order to allow a variety of 

options to meet parents’ scheduling needs. They were also offered the option of a phone interview if 

they could not make any of the scheduled times. A total of 17 parents signed up for the three focus 

group meetings. 

 

Analysis 

Surveys were cleaned and coded. Descriptive analysis was conducted to explore trends in the data. 

Qualitative data was transcribed from notes and audio-tapes (as available) and coded using NVivo 

software. Results are summarized below. 
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Discussion and Recommendations 

 

Strengths of the program: 

1. Both families and teachers recognized the commitment of school staff to meeting the needs of all 

students. Some families described moving from other districts because of the special education 

programs in Hingham Public Schools, expressing satisfaction with the improved services their 

children were receiving in Hingham. The dedication and understanding that special education 

teachers, reading specialists, guidance counselors, and adjustment counselors have shown in their 

work with students was recognized and appreciated by many parents. Teachers in Hingham Middle 

School describe staff at Hingham Middle School as caring, collaborative, knowledgeable in their 

work with special education students.  

 

2. Another identified strength was the co-teaching model used in some classrooms at Hingham Middle 

School. Parents described how their children were able to access the general education curriculum, 

work on executive functioning skills, and be socially integrated with their peers because services 

were provided through an effective co-teaching model. School staff also recognized co-taught 

classes as a strength of the program, benefitting both general education and special education 

students.  

 

3. In general, stakeholders felt that the special education program is well-staffed with highly-qualified 

professionals and paraprofessionals. Because the program is well-staffed, parents and teachers 

agree that small class sizes create opportunities for individual student needs to be identified, 

understood, and addressed.  

 

Recommendations based on parent surveys: 

1. Strive for compliance with IDEA regulations: themes included timelines not being met, parents not 

feeling included as equal team members in the Team meeting, parents not being notified of a 504 

meeting. 

 

2. Increase communication with parents: parents felt that they had limited information regarding what 

was going on at school and were not sure of their students’ progress; teachers did not always 
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respond to their emails or requests for communication; parents relied on their children for 

information, who they did not feel were reliable or appropriate sources of information about 

progress. 

 

3. Improve social-emotional supports and culture of inclusion for students: many parents felt that their 

children struggled socially, were isolated from their peers, and/or negatively labeled due to their 

disabilities.  Parents felt that few social-emotional supports were available, but that they were 

desperately needed (curriculum, additional school adjustment counselor, etc.).   

 

4. Offer professional development on meeting the needs of students with disabilities: Parents felt that 

the school was not meeting the needs of their children; that it was “luck of the draw” with special 

education teachers -  some were great and others were not as trained to meet their child’s specific 

needs, which made for a long, unproductive year; and that general education teachers also lacked 

the training and/or resources to meet students’ needs. 

 

Recommendations based on teacher surveys: 

 

1. Provide professional development and resources to support effective inclusion of students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. Many teachers felt that their classes were too large 

and they did not have enough support to appropriately meet the needs of all students in their 

classes.  Many teachers also specifically requested support in this area.  

 

2. Develop a shared vision of and commitment to inclusion. Some teacher responses indicated a belief 

that special education students may not benefit from inclusion in general education or may interfere 

with the learning of others. This lack of buy-in may interfere with the adoption of effective inclusive 

practices.  Additionally, this should include a clearer understanding of roles and responsibilities in 

supporting students with disabilities.  

 

3. Increase opportunities for special and general educators to plan together. Shared planning time was 

the most commonly mentioned resource teachers wished they had. Lack of time to collaborate was 

also the most commonly mentioned challenge to meeting the needs of students with disabilities. 
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General education teachers see the special education liaisons as a key resource for supporting 

students with disabilities, but lack structured opportunities to access their expertise.  

 

4. More clearly identify roles. Teachers often indicated that they were unsure of who was responsible 

for things like modifying curriculum, contacting parents, etc.  

 

5. Request for more training surrounding mental health and social emotional learning and 

development. 

 

6. There were a number of requested for resources.  But some were small and more easily fulfilled, 

such as manipulatives for effective instruction.  Some were at higher cost, such as iPads, and others 

were large in scale such as personnel. 

 

Recommendations Related to Social-Emotional Learning: 

Research has shown that reducing stigma related to students with disabilities is challenging. Several of 

the recommendations provided here are expected to move the school towards this goal (e.g., providing 

teachers more support to provide differentiated instruction, considering space in which services are 

provided). The district may also consider identifying a team of staff and students (particularly student 

leaders) at the middle school to review different approaches to disability awareness and stigma 

reduction (for example, reviewing available programs) and develop a plan for the school. 

  

There are a number of resources that are being used by school districts to address stigma related to 

students with disabilities. The district may want to consider adding programs related to disability 

awareness across the district. Some perceptions of students with disabilities in the middle school may 

have begun forming at the elementary level and, thus, a district-wide approach might be helpful. For 

example, many districts around MA are using a program called Understanding Our Differences 

(http://understandingourdifferences.org/; https://www.aucd.org/template/news.cfm?news_id=12364&

id=17). 

 

One resource for evidence-based professional development is provided by Vanderbilt University 

(https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources/iris-resource-locator/). The IRIS modules are free, online, 

interactive trainings for teachers and staff on working with students with disabilities. Given the interests 
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raised by teachers, we recommend modules on Behavior and Classroom Management, Differentiated 

Instruction, and serving students with Autism.  

 

General Recommendations Based on Best Practices from the Literature: 
Many of the recommendations in this report also reflect what we know works related to special 

education service delivery in general education settings based on decades of research. To that end, we 

urge the team to use a systematic and structured approach to make improvements by developing an 

action plan relative to research-based indicators of quality educational programming in general 

education settings. I recommend that the team use Essential Best Practices in Inclusive Schools 

(Jorgensen, McSheehan, Schuh, & Sonnenmeier, 2012; http://iodbookstore.org/essential-best-practices-

in-inclusive-schools), which was developed by experts at the University of New Hampshire’s Institute on 

Disability, a national University Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities Education, Research, 

and Service. 

•  Coordinating the academic content and the overall variety of individualized services from 

multiple educators and therapists requires joint planning and preparation time. We strongly 

recommend that each team meet weekly (i.e., sit down together at a dedicated time each week) 

to discuss and plan for the individualized instruction, modifications and accommodations, social 

supports, and other coordination of service delivery including push-in related services (e.g., 

speech therapy). This team needs to consist of the classroom teacher, special education teacher 

and/or case manager, paraprofessionals, and related service providers. 

  

• It seems critical that the school address the perceived stigma of students with disabilities. One 

way of doing this is through decreasing the time students with disabilities spend with adults 

(e.g., teachers, paraprofessionals) and increasing the amount of time students with disabilities 

spend with peers without disabilities. 

o Be aware of adult (e.g., paraprofessional) proximity to students with disabilities and look 

to reduce it as much as appropriate. Best practice in paraprofessional support is to 

subtly provide just the right amount of support so that students with disabilities 

participate in the general education curriculum as independently as possible and that 

they interact as much as possible with peers and the classroom teacher. 

o  Effective resources for paraprofessionals’ roles in inclusive classrooms include: 
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§ The Paraprofessional’s Handbook for Effective Support in Inclusive Classrooms 

by Julie Causton-Theoharis (2009) 

§ The Paraprofessional’s Guide to the Inclusive Classroom: Working as a Team, 3rd 

Edition by Mary Beth Doyle (2008) 

o If the school is interested in a formal intervention for increasing peer involvement and 

support, we recommend implementing Peer Mediated Instruction and Intervention 

(PMII). PMII is an evidence-based practice in which typically developing peers are taught 

to be the intervention agents, that is, they are taught how to interact with and help 

classmates with disabilities learn new skills. Common examples at the middle school 

level include peer tutoring and peer support arrangements in which peers provide a 

range of academic feedback (e.g., redirecting his attention, reminding him of directions). 

Some resources are included below: 

§  https://vkc.mc.vanderbilt.edu/assets/files/resources/psiPeermedstrategies.pdf 

§ https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/node/2 

  

Strategies Course Recommendations Based on Best Practices from the Literature: 
It is recommended not to use a separate program or curriculum for this course. Students will have 

individual strengths and needs, and teachers will have different expectations thus contexts will be 

different, too. Additional professional development on individualized instruction would instead provide 

an foundation for a stronger emphasis on (a) self-regulation and (b) strategy instruction. The following 

IRIS Center Modules are good resources and have ideas for instruction: 

·         Self-Regulation: “Helping Students Become Independent Learners” 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/sr/#content 

·         Strategy Instruction: “Using Learning Strategies to Enhance Student 

Learning”https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/srs/challenge/#content 

  

Also, some modules on Study Skills Strategies: 

·         Study Skills 1: https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/ss1 

o   Characteristics of high and low achievers 

o   Explicit Instruction of Study Skills 

o   Additional Considerations 

·         Study Skills 2: https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/ss2/#content 
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o   Comprehension strategies 

o   Mnemonics 

o   Note-taking 

o   Materials organization 

o   Time management 

o   Self-regulation 

 

Lastly, the school should add a licensed special education teacher serving as an inclusion facilitator to 

facilitate regular planning and coordination of inclusive education with the general educators, 

paraprofessionals, and related service providers. This should include identification of curricular priorities 

within the Massachusetts Curricular Frameworks, as well as appropriate accommodations and 

modifications to support all students to access the general education curriculum. If needed, a consultant 

with expertise in inclusive education for students with developmental disabilities would be able to 

provide technical assistance and professional development to school personnel (i.e., general education 

teacher, special education teacher, paraprofessional, related service providers) to increase their capacity 

to provide an appropriate educational program to all students. 
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Quantitative Results 

Parent Survey Results 

Survey Participants 

 

 
Note: The numbers of parents attending focus groups may not match focus group rosters if there is not 
one-to-one completion of both types of data. 
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Types of Disability 
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Service Setting 

 

 
Stigma 
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Partnership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 21 
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Satisfaction with Special Education Programming 
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School Staff Survey 

Survey Participants 

 

 
 

Categories of Disability 
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Planning Time 
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Professional Development 
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Attitudes about Special Education 
 

 

  



   
 

 

Teacher Knowledge  
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Qualitative Findings  
Staff Survey Open-Ended Questions 

Key Themes: 

• Concern about the ability of the school to meet the needs of students with disabilities in the 

general education classroom 

• Desire for opportunities for planning and collaboration 

• Teachers of elective (non-core) subjects such as art, foreign language may have less access to 

resources and supports  

• Teachers’ descriptions of challenges suggest lack of buy-in for current model of inclusion 

 

What teacher "tools" (e.g. resources, strategies, or methods) do you wish you had to work with 

students with disabilities in your classroom? 

• Additional opportunities for planning, communication, and collaboration: General education 

teachers noted that planning time with special educators would make it easier to identify and 

support the needs of students with disabilities in their classrooms. Special educators were also 

interested in increasing collaboration with peers, general education teachers, and 

paraprofessionals (11)   

• Physical resources/technology to facilitate accommodations (8): This included iPads and 

computer-based tools as well as manipulatives  

• Nothing/unsure (3) 

• Time and resources for modifying curriculum (6) 

• Additional personnel in classes (5) 

• Smaller class sizes/changes to instructional groupings (7) 

• More professional development (4) 

• Other (4) 

 

What challenges do you and/or Hingham Middle School face in meeting the needs of students with 

disabilities? 

• Not enough time to meet, collaborate, and plan together/lack of communication amongst staff 

(26) 
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• Challenges working with parents: Primarily concerns about parents having unrealistic 

expectations about the supports the school should provide (6) 

• Concerns about the ability to meet the diverse needs of students in their classrooms. This 

includes comments that caseloads are too big and there is not enough staffing as well as 

concerns that students’ needs cannot be met when the range of levels is so wide. (22) 

• Lack of knowledge/need for additional training (6) 

• Schedule issues (5) Respondents expressed that it is challenging to fit students’ related services 

into the schedule and that the school is too schedule driven.  

• Lack of administrative support/leadership (3) 

• Discipline/behavioral concerns (3) Inconsistent disciplinary practices or difficulty managing 

behavior for students with disabilities 

• Other  

 

What types of professional development related to students with disabilities would you benefit from? 

There was a limited response to this question, with only 11 staff offering suggestions. 

• 5 responses addressed a desire for training around supporting students’ social and emotional 

needs (i.e. social skills, anxiety, school avoidance, meeting students social and emotional needs)  

 

Please briefly comment on the culture of inclusion or attitudes towards special education at Hingham 

Middle School. 

There was a strikingly wide range of responses in regards to this question. 

• Extremely positive: “The culture of inclusion and attitude toward special education is 

exceptional with the regular staff and administration.” and “The students' attitude towards 

classmates with special needs is more than inclusive.” 

• Mixed: “There seems to be two minds towards inclusion at HMS: some people view it as 

essential for the development of all students whereas others see it as an inconvenience 

impacting behaviors and expectations in the class.” and “Teachers, students and administrators 

are supportive towards inclusive classrooms. On occasion, students will receive negative 

comments from classmates as to why they are in certain classes or classrooms.”  

• Negative: “Unfortunately many teachers at my level do not differentiate instruction to include 

all students.  They think that they do, but this is not really happening.”   



Hingham Middle School Special Education Programming 

 34 

• About half of responses expressed generally positive views of the culture of inclusion in the 

school.  About half expressed a mixed or negative opinion or shared specific concerns.    

 

Staff Focus Group Interviews 
 

Analysis of the staff focus group data revealed that the most common themes that arose were around 

the limited, or lack of time, for collaboration between special education and general education 

teachers.  This was followed closely by a lack of time for planning.  

 

Secondly, staff often indicated that they were unsure as to whose responsibility certain things were 

(e.g., whose responsibility is it to modify curriculum for students or who is responsible for ensuring a 

student is making progress in each class). Staff also questioned why certain responsibilities fell under 

certain roles. One example of this is why counselors were developing students’ schedules. 

 

There were a number of inaccuracies about what inclusion is, or comments regarding having to “settle 

to do our best” given a situation, as opposed to what is best for the students.  There were also some 

comments that were indicative of a negative attitude towards students with disabilities and also a 

number of times where teachers suggested putting students of differing abilities in classes according to 

their ability, which would be the opposite of inclusion. Lastly, there was a self-reported concern among 

staff over their perceived lack of mental health and social/emotional training. 

 

Among all staff there was a call for more resources. These requests ranged from small to large. Examples 

of the smaller requests were access to manipulatives in the classroom, while others were more 

moderate, such as iPads, and on the larger, most expensive scale were more personnel in the 

classrooms. 
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Parent Survey Open-Ended Questions 
 

Repeatedly throughout the parent survey, participants mentioned having to pay for their own 

neuropsychological testing and not being able to rely on the results from the school.  Additionally, the 

parents also felt as though they did not know what to ask the school for in terms of services and 

accommodations/modifications, yet often were the ones who were required to come up with ideas for 

services. Overall, parents had the feeling that the school is not consistently doing its job, following up to 

requests from parents in a timely fashion, or following the law. 

 

The parents perceive that this gets “better” in high school and that traditionally outplacement has been 

an option for middle school. The specific comments about programming at the middle school that were 

not effective were skills and strategies classes and lunch groups.  In the skills and strategies classes, 

parents often felt that teachers were allowing students just to do work, as opposed to giving and 

teaching the students skills to more effectively complete work on their own. Parents felt as though 

students who were involved in the lunch groups either did not go, or that students in them were too 

severe in terms of disabilities to be helpful.  

 

Throughout all comments and questions, there was a big focus on the stigma that students feel when 

being labeled as, or singled out, as a student with a disability.  This was one of the main things pointed 

to when giving reasons as to why students may not ask for help, or attend the lunch groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



   
 

 

APPENDIX: Qualitative Themes Across Surveys and Focus Group 
 

Theme Examples from Staff  Examples from Parents 

Lack of 
communication 

“There are times when the teachers are not communicating 
with each other about a student's needs and the student 
tends to get left behind in their work.”  

“I think my son gets assistance he needs in his reading lab and gets 
attention in his strategies class but there is zero communication to 
me directly on either of these.  I am left to decipher what he tells me 
which is that he never has homework. I cannot believe I am not given 
a daily or weekly update on what work is required and what is 
completed - every teacher uses different methods and I have no idea 
how to track what assignments are due, when there are tests - I 
thought being on an IEP would eliminate the guess work or at least 
someone would help my child navigate this an ensure there was 
structure to his school week instead of an empty agenda book and 
him never having homework.  It’s been frustrating that there is total 
lack of communication and organization and it’s all a mystery as to 
what goes on.” 
 
“I am considering dropping his IEP since it has not been a discouraging 
experience for him and because I get zero communication (other than 
annual IEP report that is in a ridiculously small font).  I am realizing it 
would be better to pay for a tutor and work with him directly with 
open communication between us than to have another year where 
my only communication comes from my son telling me he has no 
homework since he "did it all in strategies.”  

Lack of effective 
programming 

“My feeling is that the special education teachers work 
tirelessly and make every effort to help children.  In terms of 
inclusion, I don't believe much inclusion takes place, when 
there is a general education teacher, I feel the special 
education teacher takes on the role of the 
paraprofessional.  Professional development and common 

“Lack of real understanding of my child’s needs and an inability to 
appropriately address them. Repeat every year with new staff. Very 
frustrating.” 
 
“In addition, special needs students are treated the same and not 
individualized in terms of their academic needs. It is a one size fits all 
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meeting time, during the day or after school would be 
helpful.” 
 
“I work with about 300 students at a time.  If a family 
member, classroom aid, or special ed teacher is not actively 
advocating for a student's specific needs, it can be easy to 
forget to be attentive to all of the IEPs and 504s (particularly 
the ones with common accommodations such extended 
time, frequent check-ins, advance notice before being called 
on, etc.)”  

approach to managing diverse special needs which is completely 
inappropriate and inadequate.” 
 
“lack of creative, outside of the box thinking” 

Need social 
emotional 
supports 

 
“Absolutely inadequate acknowledgment and attention to 
social/emotional needs. No apparent ability to address these needs 
and no interest in or commitment to addressing social/emotional 
needs of students.” 
 
“THEY NEED MORE SCHOOL ADJUSTMENT COUNSELORS! 1 for over 
1000 kids, are you kidding me? I heard that the additional adjustment 
counselor in the budget was changed to an adjustment 
counselor/guidance counselor hybrid job?!?!” 
 
“The administration is very close minded and arrogant in their 
delivery of special education services, and is unwilling to meaningfully 
address social/emotional needs.” 
 
  

Students are 
struggling 
socially 

 
“Our student has not made meaningful friendships at HMS and has 
not felt a part of the school community.” 
 
“My student does not have meaningful friendships at HMS and it has 
been a lonely experience for her and very stressful for the whole 
family.  She recently informed me that she has been picked on in 
school for her disability (and the support received) and for weight. If 
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your student does not fit a certain mold it can be a lonely existence.  I 
see kids around town in groups laughing and having fun and if you are 
a parent of a student who has trouble making friends, it is 
heartbreaking.” 
 
“My child gets bullied and picked on and other kids aren’t nice to 
him.” 
 
“In Hingham, unless a boy is into sports there is really not much 
opportunity to make friends and really tough for an autistic boy” 
 
“Children are not truly included in the life and culture of the school.”  

Compliance 
Issues 

 
“Progress notes were not received over the course of the year related 
to progress towards IEP goals.  We received all of them at the end of 
the year at once, which was not helpful.” 
 
“General education teachers don’t read or understand the IEP and are 
NOT able to apply accommodations and recommendations included 
in the document that are applicable to the curriculum covered in their 
classes.” 
 
“Kids on 504 plans get lost.  The 504 only comes into play come 
annual review time...and for that you need to reach out and remind 
them.” 
 
“I should never be told, as I met with a teacher regarding my 
struggling child (who previously excelled) that they can’t 
accommodate my child in their classroom and also be told I couldn’t 
change teachers without creating an issue.”  

 

 

 



 

 39 

Strengths 

Theme Examples from Staff  Examples from Parents 

Staff “We work very hard as a community to include all students 
and to work with all students to make curriculum accessible. 
Our Spec Ed teachers are engaged, present, professional and 
very good at what they do.”  

“There are some solid special education teachers who care 
about their students.” 
 
“Caring teachers” 
 
“Dedicated teachers” 
 
“Great support staff”  

 

  



   

 

 

Strategies Classes: 

 

Both parents and staff report that strategies classes can serve a number of purposes, but at times they 

feel there is no clear direction in the courses or strategy support for students. In the strategies classes, 

parents often felt that teachers were allowing students just to do work, as opposed to teaching the 

students skills to more effectively complete work on their own and more successfully. Parents also felt 

as though students who were in these classes might not want other students to know, due to stigma and 

expressed concerns over the progress in those classes, or what exactly was happening in them. 

 

Parents frequently stated they were not sure what was being taught to students in strategies classes or 

how to replicate those strategies or skills the students learned at home. One parent said, “I think my son 

gets assistance he needs in his reading lab and gets attention in his strategies class but there is zero 

communication to me directly on either of these… I cannot believe I am not given a daily or weekly 

update on what work is required and what is completed - every teacher uses different methods and I 

have no idea how to track what assignments are due, when there are tests.” 

 

Similarly, another parent also expressed concerns about communication when it comes to what is 

completed in the strategies classes, reporting “I am realizing it would be better to pay for a tutor and 

work with him directly with open communication between us than to have another year where my only 

communication comes from my son telling me he has no homework since he ‘did it all in strategies’.” 

 

Staff also were unsure of what was covered in strategies classes, and felt as though it differed among 

teachers.  Some staff stated that strategy classes were specifically for, or should be for, working on 

independent learning strategies, while other staff thought it should be more for homework help, or 

further content development. Some staff members may be using students’ homework as a vehicle for 

teaching academic or executive functioning skills. What was clear is that there are mixed messages 

about what strategies classes are for, and how they should be used. This mixed message was across 

both parents and staff. 
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Substantially Separate Skills Classes: 

 

Staff have reported that middle school parents, and similarly the students, prefer accommodations in 

the inclusive classroom, rather than separate skills classes. The reasoning behind this has to do with 

stigma, as well as with the opportunity to interact with their typically developing peers.  

 

One example of this that was brought up frequently was the Executive Functioning Boot Camp after 

school. Parents and staff both mentioned that not only was there stigma attached to the program, as it 

was then called “SPED Camp” but that students would try to avoid or skip going all together. One parent 

stated, “He did participate in the Hingham Strategies Boot Camp, but he cut class and refused to go”.  

Another parent noted that their child did not want to be in the intensive skills classes because that is not 

where her friends were. 

 

Teachers also noted that they are hopeful there will be more staff and resources available when the 

number of students with intensive skills needs increases.  One teacher noted that they felt burnt out 

because they were assigned to all of the students who didn’t “fit” in other classroom settings.  Teachers 

also felt that parents did not want their students, especially those diagnosed with autism spectrum 

disorder, in the Life Skills classes, and instead created a “secret sub-separate” small group class. The 

general consensus across teachers is that the numbers and intensity are not equal, and therefore the 

load is not equal.  

 

Staffing Considerations: 

 

Currently, there are 3 special education liaisons for 6th grade (one per team), 2 special education liaisons 

for 7th grade, and 2 special education liaisons for 8th grade.  Special education liaisons have a mix of self-

contained and co-taught classes in the mornings and then have three strategies classes in the 

afternoons. A few staff members expressed that having a third liaison in 6th grade (new this year) has 

been very beneficial because allows a dedicated special educator for each 6th grade team. They believed 

this structure could potentially benefit the other grades well.  
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Small group reading instruction for students with disabilities is currently provided by the reading 

specialists rather than the special education teachers. Reading specialists also write IEP goals and 

benchmarks, and complete progress reports for the students they are working with.   

 

Currently, the school psychologist also serves as the team chair for initial and re-evaluation meetings 

and consults for more challenging cases. There is a concern that the school psychologists may be 

overtaxed with these responsibilities. Additionally, several staff members expressed concern about the 

lack of building level special education leadership and the need for more day to day support in special 

education.  Staff members recommended a special education team chair as a potential addition to the 

staff that could run IEP meetings and coordinate special education services in the school.    

 

A few staff members also expressed a desire for more opportunities to collaborate with the Board 

Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) whose time is split between multiple schools in the district and who 

primarily focuses on students with autism spectrum disorder.  They felt that additional ABA support for 

a range of students would be beneficial.   

 

Caseloads: 

 

Large caseloads were a consistent concern amongst staff members. When asked what challenges they 

faced in meeting the needs of students with disabilities, many staff members expressed that large 

classes and the growing population of students with disabilities in the school made it difficult to meet 

students’ diverse needs in the classroom. Teachers felt that they did not have enough time to devote to 

individual students or to keep up with their IEP goals. Guidance counselors are currently responsible for 

dividing students into caseloads. They communicate extensively with the four feeder elementary schools 

to Hingham Middle School to learn about rising sixth grade students and try to divide students evenly 

amongst special educators. When creating caseloads, guidance counselors consider students’ levels of 

need as well as total numbers.  This year, a fourth guidance counselor was added.  This counselor will be 

in charge of the 2019-20 sixth grade class, reducing the burden on the current 8th grade guidance 

counselor who currently has this responsibility. Despite efforts by guidance counselors to balance 

caseloads, some staff members expressed that students were not equally divided, with some teachers 

taking on more difficult caseloads.  
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Caseloads for guidance and adjustment counselors were also seen as very high.  Counselors expressed 

having benefitted from the addition of one guidance counselor and one adjustment counselor this year.  

Having an additional adjustment counselor has allowed more opportunities to assess students’ needs 

and support them, particularly 6th graders who are transitioning into middle school.   

 

Opportunities for Collaboration: 

 

The most common challenge staff members listed in meeting students’ needs was lack of opportunities 

for collaboration with each other.  Staff members expressed that they needed time to discuss students’ 

needs and work together to creatively support them. Lack of shared planning time limits the ability of 

general and special educators to work together to modify curriculum or share information.  In particular, 

teachers expressed frustration that there were not common planning opportunities amongst co-

teachers who need to plan together to be effective.  A few teachers asked for time (biweekly or even 

monthly) to be allocated to collaborate with paraprofessionals. Teachers also expressed an interest in 

having more time at the beginning of the year to work with special educators and learn about students’ 

needs.   

 

Professional Development and Resources: 

 

Teachers expressed interest in a wide range of professional development opportunities, but a few 

categories were most common. First, a number of teachers expressed interest in trainings and support 

focused on the social/emotional and behavioral needs of students such as strategies to support self-

regulation in students with autism spectrum disorder, or classroom disciplinary strategies for students 

with various social and emotional needs.   

 

Another broad category where teachers felt they could benefit from additional training and resources is 

differentiating instruction. Teachers asked for “tool boxes” or binders with strategies they could pull 

from, time to create needed modifications, physical resources such as manipulatives or appropriate 

drawing and cutting tools to support differentiation, and professional development on modifying 

instruction. In focus groups, parents also expressed that they felt general educators needed additional 

training about disabilities and modifying instruction to meet the needs of their children.  Finally, a few 

teachers expressed a need for additional training and support for paraprofessionals.  
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Teachers identified special educators and counselors as their most valuable resource for supporting the 

needs of students with disabilities. However, they feel that their access to these resources such as 

shared planning or consultation opportunities are limited.  

 

One additional resource concern was space. One parent said that there should be an appropriate place 

for students to go when in crisis so that they are not observed by their peers.  Another parent said that 

their child was receiving math class in a converted closet with a paraprofessional. Some staff members 

noted that because the special education classes are taught in specific smaller rooms, they are easily 

identified and contribute to students feeling embarrassed to attend them.  

 

 

 

 

 
 


