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Case Study: Program Effectiveness with a focus on 
Delivery of Specially Designed Instruction 

 
Overview 
 
Sample ISD (SISD) is located in the state of Texas with a total student population of 3,600 students 
served at six campuses. 300 students receive special education services (8.3%). The Director of Special 
Education requested assistance with evaluating the effectiveness of Sample ISD’s special education 
program. 
 
In spring 2014, the Ed21 Consulting Services (Ed21cs) evaluated the current effectiveness of the SISD 
special education program by addressing the following critical issues: 

 The integrity and implementation of the department’s current policies and procedures. 

 The perceptions of SISD staff regarding their abilities and effectiveness. 

 Other issues revealed through the evaluation that are barriers. 
 
The results of this evaluation process were identified as: 

 Processes to ensure improved results and sustainability. 

 Administrators understanding how to support and evaluate these processes. 

 Identification of any training or resources for general and special education teachers in alignment 
with needs. 

 An ongoing evaluation process to ensure continuous improvement. 
 
Methodology 

Ed21cs employed a multi-step Design Thinking methodology to develop solutions.  

Step 1 | Empathy: Understanding the Client 

Ed21cs used quantitative and qualitative data to gain an understanding of SISD’s unique situation and 

challenges.  Quantitative information in the form of data reports and continuous improvement plans were 

provided in advance to Ed21cs. This information was reviewed and guided the development of the survey 

instruments and interview protocols used to capture qualitative data.  In March 2014, Ed21cs provided 

250 SISD staff members the opportunity to respond to survey questions specifically designed for their 

participant group (principals, assistant principals, general education teachers, special education teachers, 

special education teaching assistants, evaluation personnel, and other staff). When the survey had 

closed, 165 SISD staff members had responded (a healthy 67% response rate). 

In April 2014, Ed21cs traveled to SISD to conduct group interviews and observe campus environments 

for three days.   

 Day 1: Ed21cs interviewed every principal, assistant principal, and evaluation personnel.   

 Day 2: Ed21cs visited each campus and had numerous informal conversations with teachers.  

 Day 3: Ed21cs interviewed the director of special education and met with the superintendent. 

At the conclusion of the interview with the director of special education, Ed21cs requested a list of “what 

matter most” to the director concerning the special education program.   
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The Director provide Ed21cs with the following “Key Factors” for SISD’s Special Education Program: 

1. Compliance with federal and state rules 

2. Student performance and achievement 

3. Knowledgeable staff (district and campus level) 

4. Collaboration within district programs  
(curriculum and instruction, assessment, special programs, etc.) 

5. Support from district and campus administrators 

The key factors for SISD’s special education program served as a guide through the next phase of the 
Design Thinking process—Define. 

Step 2 | Define: Identifying Emerging Themes & Keystones 

Hundreds of survey response and interview comments were reviewed and grouped by similar sentiment. 

These groupings evolved into 10 Emerging Themes which were then aligned to the Five Keystones.  The 

groupings represent a cross section of survey respondents and interviewees across the district. 

 

One of the emerging themes identified was “Expectations and Results for Students with Disabilities” 
which reflected the following: 

 Differing levels of expectations for students with disabilities 

 Implementation of change in placements has resulted in teachers having a wide range of 
students who lack the prerequisite skills to be successful in the general education classroom 
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 Disproportionate number of students with disabilities in general education classrooms because of 
scheduling 

 High numbers of students with disabilities 

 Students with disabilities in the general education classrooms has caused frustration for students 

and teachers and has resulted in behavioral concerns 

Step 3 | Ideate: Developing Solutions 

 
Based on the emerging theme, Expectations and Results for Students with Disabilities, Ed21cs began 

developing potential solutions by brainstorming as many different thoughts as possible. No thought was 

too over the top or outside the box. The purpose of this activity was to generate a myriad of possibilities in 

order to begin a process of developing solutions that could potentially address several emerging themes. 

For example, when looking at the issue of “Differing levels of expectations for students with disabilities” it 

was clear that some teachers felt as if the students with disabilities did not belong in their classrooms and 

were unclear on what their role was in instructing those students. The solution proposed to the Client was 

providing a listing of “Responsibilities and Expectations” for each role providing services and/or instruction 

to students with disabilities. 

When looking at the issue of “Implementation of change of placements,” it was discovered that not only 

did the teachers perceive the students lacked prerequisite skills, but the teachers themselves reported 

they lacked training and expertise in implementing the students IEP.  The solution proposed to the Client 

was to gather information about each teacher’s strengths, weaknesses, professional development needs 

in order to better prepare teachers and address the issue of “Disproportionate number of students with 

disabilities in the general education classrooms because of scheduling.  By gathering information on each 

teacher’s strengths, the administrators could use that data to connect the right teacher with the right 

student. This requires a shift of thinking “by design” instead of “out of convenience.” 

When looking at the issue of “Students in the general education classrooms causing frustration,” it was 

apparent that teachers and administrators were not delivering specially designed instruction in the 

general education classroom.  The solution proposed to the Client was the development of a resource 

that reflected the responsibilities and expectations that each role in the program possesses in the delivery 

of specially designed instruction. 

Step 4 | Implement: Pilot, Test, Tweak, Scale Up! 

In fall 2015, the Client will roll out several solutions, including the resource on the responsibilities and 

expectations in the delivery of specially designed instructions.  Ed21cs will monitor the roll out and 

provide technical assistance to the Client throughout the school year. 

Step 5 | Learn: Evaluating Effectiveness 

Throughout the fall 2015 and spring 2016, Ed21cs will be working with the Client on designing the system 

for evaluating the effectiveness of the implementation of the changes to their program. 


