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PRACTICAL TOOLS FOR
DISTRICT TRANSFORMATION
Based on firsthand observations by Education Resource Strategies, Inc., of resource use
in large urban school systems, this series is designed to help districts begin the process
of identifying and addressing resource decisions that don’t support improving student
performance. This guide is one of six publications specifically designed to help district
leaders analyze and optimize school system resource allocation.
Resource Check
Resource Check is an easy-to-use online self-assessment tool all district leaders can
use to measure current resource use relative to best practices. This tool will give
you a quick sense of where you should look deeper to get a better picture of what
your district is doing. Users answer questions about district resource policies and
practices and use the answers to evaluate performance.
Seven Strategies for District Transformation
Targeted for superintendents, this guide presents a comprehensive vision of seven
strategies presented in Resource Check that are integral elements of effective district
transformation.
Resource Guides
Targeted for district leaders including chief operating officers, chief finance officers, and
chief academic officers and their staffs, four guides offer practical guidance and action
steps that can help districts successfully challenge and transform their education system.
Guides focus on school funding systems, school design, the teaching job, and district
strategies for turnaround schools.
All six electronic publications can be found at www.ERStrategies.org.

ABOUT ERS
Education Resource Strategies, Inc. (ERS), is a nonprofit organization that works
extensively with large urban public school systems to rethink the use of district- and
school-level resources and build strategies for improved instruction and performance.
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DATA SOURCES
Unless otherwise noted, all data come from ERS work in urban school districts. To
maintain confidentiality, we have used the labeling convention of “District A,” “District
B,” etc. However, these labels do not consistently reflect the same district from figure to
figure. Districts include:
Atlanta (2005–08)				
Baltimore (2007–08)				
Boston (2005–06)				
Charlotte-Mecklenburg (2007–08)		
Chicago (2005–06)				
Los Angeles (2005–06)				

Milwaukee (2009–10)
Philadelphia (2008–09)
Rochester (2008–10)
Seattle (2009–10)
St. Paul (2005–06)
Washington, DC (2004–05)
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Successful schools are
the exception, not the rule.

INTRODUCTION
THE GROWING URGENCY to design schools that work,
coupled with crippling state and local budget reductions,
means it is more important than ever to make investments
where it really matters. Our work has led to the discovery
that the opposite is occurring: We see multiple examples
of district operations and practices that perpetuate

traditional school structures, creating barriers to the
vision of excellent and innovative schools designed to
meet the unique needs of their particular students. These
misalignments are anything but intentional, but they require
a deliberate, focused effort to identify the size of the
problem and to correct it.

University Park Campus School in Worcester, MA, serves 230 students in grades 7–12 from
the surrounding neighborhood. Despite student demographics and funding similar to other
schools in the district, University Park consistently outperforms them.1

University Park and District
Demographics and School Profile

University Park and District
Student Performance
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80%

District

68%

63%

67%

65%
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55%

81%
80%
60%

54%

19%

20%

English
Language
Learner

Special
Education

48%
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67%
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General Education
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18:1

15:1

English
Language Arts
Proficient/
Advanced
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Proficient/
Advanced

Graduation
Rate

What differentiates this school from others in the district is its strategic design — the way
University Park prioritizes and organizes its limited resources around a clear instructional
vision focused on core academics, with an emphasis on literacy.
Students spend almost 75% of their school day in core academic subjects, including daily
90-minute English language arts blocks in 7th and 8th grades, and select students stay with
the same teacher for two years in key subjects. Struggling students are provided before- and
after-school small-group instruction. A block schedule and integrated curriculum provide
teachers with more planning time and smaller student loads: three times as much planning
time as teachers have at other schools in the district, and student loads of 80–90, close to half
that at other schools.
1

Shields, R., & Miles, K. (2008).
Strategic Designs: Lessons from
Leading Edge Small Urban
High Schools, Watertown, MA:
Education Resource Strategies.

University Park uses a rigorous hiring process to seek out teachers who are certified in more
than one subject area and collaborates with neighboring Clark University’s Master’s in Teaching Program to provide on-site support and mentoring. Because the school is so supportive
of its teachers, the best teachers in the district want to teach there.
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University Park works to ensure that every person, hour, and dollar is focused on what matters
most for teachers and students, and this commitment is reflected in results.
Although many urban districts can point to examples like University Park, strong school performance throughout these districts is rare. Drawing from our experience working with urban
school districts over the past 10 years, we have created this guide specifically for district leaders who are ready to rethink how they manage and support school-level designs.
District leaders can address resource misalignments and create successful schools at scale by:
• supporting school leaders with state-of-the-art strategic school designs and expanding the capacity, flexibility, and accountability of those leaders to organize
resources; and
• ensuring that schools in the district are part of a portfolio of school sizes, program
offerings, and structures that balances cost with choice, equitable access to highquality options, and innovation.

Creating effective strategic school designs
There is no single strategic design that will work for every school — successful schools are
the result of ongoing decisions that respond to the evolving needs of the students and the
school. Districts need to help school leaders create effective school designs by expanding
their capacity, flexibility, and accountability to organize resources around four guiding
principles:
• Teaching quality: Build teaching teams that maximize combined expertise and have
time for collaboration and access to expert support;
• Instructional time: Maximize instructional time on core academic subjects while varying
time based on subject and student priorities;
• Individual attention: Provide schedules, groupings, and structures that create targeted
individual attention and personal relationships between students and teachers; and
• Special populations: Implement cost-effective strategies for students with special learning needs that integrate with general education and emphasize ongoing assessment
and response.

Managing a portfolio of schools
Typically, students and programs are broadly and inefficiently dispersed across a district, leading to underenrollment and underutilization of valuable facilities and resources. To transform
school performance, districts must proactively manage:
• the number and size of different types of schools;
• the costs of different schools and programs;
• the use of school facilities; and
• the location of specialized programs.
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Using this guide
This guide offers practical guidance for school districts to remedy specific resource misalignments that prevent the effective implementation of strategic school designs.
• Use the Self-Assessment to determine whether your district is achieving the goals of
strategic school design and portfolio management.
• Learn more about the effective allocation of talent, time, and money and the causes of
misalignment between resource allocation and strategic goals.
• Apply the methodology detailed in the worksheets in this guide to figure out the extent
of the misalignments in your district.
• Identify action steps you can take.
• Determine your priorities for reallocating resources and leveraging federal dollars.

SCHOOL DESIGN: INTRODUCTION
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Does your district strategy promote
excellent schools at scale?
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SELF-ASSESSMENT
USING THE SELF-ASSESSMENT, you can begin to
understand best practices for effective resource use to
support strategic school design and see how well your
district matches resources with instructional priorities.
After reviewing best practices, assess how your district
compares by circling the answer that best describes your
current practice.

Once you have an idea of your greatest resource
allocation issues, dig deeper to explore the root causes of
these issues and quantify the size of the problems in your
district.

Instructions
For each best practice, circle the choice that is closest to current practice in your district. If
you don’t know the answer, leave it blank. Give yourself one point for every 1, two points for
every 2, and three points for every 3.

Evaluating your score
First, take a look at all the areas in which you circled a 1. These are the areas on which you
need to focus to improve your district’s approach to strategic school design and portfolio
management. Second, to get an overall sense of how your district compares to best practices, compute your score:
• If your total score is between 58 and 75, you’re on the right track. Your district is likely
doing a good job providing principals and schools with the resources and support they
need to succeed.
• If your total score is between 40 and 57, there are opportunities for improvement in
your district. Look through the Self-Assessment to identify the areas in which you scored
lower and turn to those sections of this guide for ideas on how to diagnose and address
those issues.
• If your total score is below 40, you need to re-examine your approach to strategic
school design. Read the rest of this guide for direction on how to support schools in
organizing talent, time, and money to maximize learning.

SCHOOL DESIGN: SELF-ASSESSMENT
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STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN: Does your district promote stateof-the-art strategic school designs and ensure leadership capacity,
flexibility, and accountability to implement them?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. The district provides schools with a menu of school
design templates (schedule, staffing and teacher
team configurations, student groupings, and
interventions) so that each school can choose the
template that is the best match for its priorities and
instructional designs.

POINTS: ________

Why is this important?
School leaders often lack the background, skills, and time
to develop their own strategic designs. By providing a
suite of design options, districts can direct principals to
research-supported models that work within district budget constraints, while allowing each principal to choose a
design that best matches student and building needs.
2. The district provides principals with support and
training to develop strategic and innovative school
designs and manage resources, and it shares best
practices across schools.

POINTS: ________

Why is this important?
Even with design templates, most principals will need
additional support in thinking about how to customize
those templates to their situation. Districts should also
identify promising and innovative practices at individual
schools and share those practices with other school
leaders.
3. Principals have the ability to swap a significant percentage of staff positions and move spending from
one line item to another.
Why is this important?
To effectively allocate all available people, time, and dollars, principals need the ability to alter school organization,
staffing, and scheduling to meet the unique needs of their
school. However, not all principals have the experience,
training, or knowledge to make the most effective decisions in these areas. Districts should provide the most
flexibility to principals who have demonstrated the capacity to use resources effectively, while maintaining more
control over the decisions of less experienced or lowerperforming principals.

POINTS: ________
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1. The district provides no
design templates.
2. The district provides
some design templates
to principals.
3. The district provides a
large menu of design
templates for all levels
from which principals
may select and customize
their own designs.

1. The district provides no
training or support.
2. The district provides
limited training and
support.
3. The district provides
significant training
and support, including
sharing best practices
across schools.

1. Principals cannot
swap staff positions or
reallocate spending.
2. Principals can make some
staff and budget changes
with district approval; the
approval process is clear
and consistently applied.
3. District provides
principals with graduated
levels of flexibility around
staffing and budget
decisions based on
skills, experience, and
performance.

Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
4. Principals have the authority to choose teachers
whose skills and expertise match school and student
needs.
Why is this important?
To effectively match teaching staff with school and student
needs, principals need the authority and ability to choose
the teachers that will best meet the needs of their student
population and complement the skills and experience
of current faculty members. Collective bargaining agreements that make seniority the primary driver of in-district
transfer decisions, as well as other district practices, can
limit principals’ flexibility in hiring the right staff.

5. Principals have the ability to make schedule changes
without a contract renegotiation or a full faculty vote.
Why is this important?
To effectively support both teacher and student needs,
principals need to be able to adapt their school schedule
to focus time and attention where it is needed most; this
might include increasing time for teacher collaboration
and planning or providing for small-group instruction
throughout the day for struggling students. District and
collective bargaining constraints limit principals’ ability to
best match time and staff to school and student needs.
Districts should provide the most flexibility to principals
who have demonstrated the capacity to use resources
effectively, while maintaining more control over the decisions of less experienced or lower-performing principals.

6. Principals have clear targets for school performance
and effective resource use that are monitored and
supported by district leadership.
Why is this important?
Measures must exist at the school or district level to
ensure that resource use is linked to improved performance. District supervisors and leaders need to work
closely with principals to provide support in meeting
accountability targets.

1. Principals must first fill
open positions based
on seniority or other
transfer policies.
2. Principals have some
flexibility in filling open
positions.
3. Principals may choose
teachers based on fit and
need and work closely
with human resources to
ensure they have access
to the right candidates.

POINTS: ________

1. Principals cannot make
any schedule changes
without a contract
renegotiation or full
faculty vote.
2. Principals can make
some schedule changes
that don’t affect total
teaching time.
3. District provides
principals with graduated
levels of flexibility
around scheduling
decisions based on
skills, experience, and
performance.

POINTS: ________

1. Principals have no clear
targets for performance
or resource use.
2. Principals have clear
targets for performance
and resource use, but
consequences are
unclear.
3. Principals have clear
targets for performance
and resource use,
with clear rewards
for exceeding and
consequences for falling
short of goals.

POINTS: ________
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7

SELF-ASSESSMENT

STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN — TEACHING QUALITY: Does your
district improve teaching quality by building teaching teams that
maximize combined expertise and have time for collaboration and
access to expert support?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. Teachers are deliberately organized into teams with
complementary skills and experience and shared content and or/students.
Why is this important?
Assigning teachers to teams with complementary skills
and experience allows them to work collaboratively
around subject/course content and/or specific students
and to learn from and support each other. For example,
novice teachers might be teamed with more experienced
teachers for their first several years; teachers who excel at
teaching struggling students could be teamed with other
teachers who have less experience in that area.

POINTS: ________
2. Teacher teams in all schools have at least 90 minutes
of collaborative planning time together per week that
is structured to ensure it is used effectively.
Why is this important?
Research shows that collaborative planning time, when
used well, is an important predictor of student achievement and one of the best uses of teacher time.2 All core
teachers (elementary school classroom teachers and
secondary English language arts, math, social studies,
science, and foreign language teachers) and their teams
should have at least 90 minutes of collaborative planning
time each week.
POINTS: ________

2

Shields, R., & Miles, K.
(2008).
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1. Teachers are not
organized into teams.
2. Teachers in some schools
are organized into
teams but assignment
is not deliberate and
teams don’t always work
collaboratively around
content or students.
3. All teachers in all
schools are deliberately
organized into teams
with complementary
skills and experience, and
they work collaboratively
around content and/or
students.
1. Teachers have limited
time beyond individual
planning time.
2. Core subject teachers
in some schools have
additional collaborative
planning time.
3. Core teachers in all
schools have at least
90 minutes per week of
collaborative planning
time that is structured
to ensure that it is used
effectively.

Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
3. All teacher teams that need expert support receive
it from coaches, specialists, or teacher leaders who
model and observe instruction and work with them
during collaborative planning time to help adjust and
improve instruction.
Why is this important?
Skilled experts ensure that collaborative and professional development time is used well and focused on top
priorities for teachers and students. Experts can provide
support in both content and pedagogy.

4. Novice and struggling teachers receive additional
support.
Why is this important?
Novice teachers and teachers who are struggling need
additional support to be successful. While many districts
provide new teachers with orientation and a mentor, these
programs are often focused on integrating the teacher
into the school culture and not on developing effective
instructional practice. The first years of teaching can be
overwhelming; reducing a novice teacher’s load or teaming
him or her with an expert teacher can ease this transition.
Similarly, struggling teachers are more likely to succeed
if they are given a well-defined development plan and
support in executing that plan. This should occur as soon
as possible after performance problems are identified, and
teachers should be given clear goals and timeframes for
improvement.

1. Teacher teams have
no access to expert
support.
2. Some teacher teams
have access to limited
support, but it is not
focused or consistent.
3. All teacher teams that
need it receive regularly
scheduled and ongoing
expert support provided
by qualified coaches or
teacher leaders.

POINTS: ________

1. Novice or struggling
teachers receive no
additional support.
2. New teachers have a
mentor or coach, but
the coaching role is
not clearly defined or
consistently executed,
and struggling teachers
may not receive
additional support.
3. All new and struggling
teachers are provided
with a coach and other
well-defined support.
POINTS: ________

SCHOOL DESIGN: SELF-ASSESSMENT
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STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN — INSTRUCTIONAL TIME: Does your
district maximize instructional time on core academic subjects while
varying time based on subject and student priorities?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. The district helps schools maximize academic time in
core subjects within the school day for students who
need it.
Why is this important?
Standard schedules provide 45–60 minutes per day per
subject, even when students could benefit from more
time. The extra academic time that does exist is often for
repeating failed courses, not targeted intervention and
support in English language arts, math, and other core
areas. High-performing schools invariably provide extra
time in core academics for struggling students.

2. Some schools provide
additional time within
the school day in core
subjects for some
students.

2. The district helps schools extend learning time

1. No schools provide
extended learning time.

POINTS: ________

beyond the standard school day for students who
need it.

POINTS: ________

Why is this important?
Districts and schools must work to provide time — before
or after the school day, during the summer, or through a
combination of these — for struggling students. These
students need extra learning time if they are to catch up to
their peers.
3. Schools use a variety of block and other scheduling
options to achieve instructional goals.

POINTS: ________
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1. Schools devote
approximately equal time
each day and week to all
subjects.

Why is this important?
Rather than relying on the standard 45–60 minutes per
subject per day, schools can use creative and block
schedules to increase core academic time, reduce teacher
student load (the number of students for whom a teacher
is responsible), and still provide elective courses without
requiring a longer school day. Schedules that vary period
length within the day and week can also better match time
with instructional goals by allowing longer blocks for more
intensive instruction, like labs.

3. All schools provide
additional time within
the school day in core
subjects for struggling
students.

2. Some schools extend
learning time for some
students.
3. All schools extend
learning time for
students who need it.

1. No schools use block or
other creative schedule
options.
2. Some schools use
block or other creative
schedules to achieve
instructional goals.
3. Most or all schools use
block or other creative
schedules to achieve
instructional goals.

STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN — INDIVIDUAL ATTENTION: Does
your district provide schedules, groupings, and structures that create
targeted individual attention and personal relationships between
students and teachers?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. The district provides teachers with effective formative assessment tools and encourages them to use
data from these tools and other student performance
data to gauge student learning and adjust instruction.
Why is this important?
Teachers need to be able to quickly respond to individual
learning needs by continuously adjusting their instructional
approach to ensure students are learning the material.
Without regular information on how students are learning,
teachers cannot effectively adjust instruction to improve
outcomes. The district should provide schools with effective assessment tools that teachers can use to augment
with other ongoing data on student progress.

2. District class size guidelines suggest lower class
sizes and teacher loads for the most critical grades,
subjects, and students.
Why is this important?
Districts must actively manage class size guidelines,
encouraging smaller classes for struggling learners and
in critical grades and subjects. Class size should not be
uniform; class size guidelines that stipulate the same class
sizes regardless of subject or grade generally result in
higher class sizes for core subjects in lower grades.

1. District provides no
formative assessment
tools.
2. District provides
formative assessment
tools, but it is unclear
whether and how data
from these tools and
other student data
are used to adjust
instruction.
3. District provides effective
formative assessment
tools for all subjects
and grades, and teacher
teams effectively use
ongoing data on student
learning to adjust
instruction.

POINTS: ________

1. Guidelines vary for

school level, special
programs (special
education, English
language learners [ELLs]),
and physical education
only.
2. Guidelines vary by
subject and grade.
3. Guidelines vary by
subject, grade, and
student learning needs.

POINTS: ________

SCHOOL DESIGN: SELF-ASSESSMENT
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Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
3. Schools have the flexibility to lower and raise class
sizes based on unique content areas and student
learning needs.

2. Schools have flexibility
to depart from class
size targets based on
student needs but must
stay below contract
maximums.

4. Schools use a variety of strategies (e.g., small-group

1. Schools do not use
individual attention
strategies.

instruction, tutoring, looping) to provide individual
attention to students who need it.

12 EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES

flexibility to raise and
lower class sizes from
district targets.

Why is this important?
Within district guidelines, school leaders must have
flexibility to adapt class sizes based on the needs of their
students and the capabilities of their staff. For instance,
a principal may decide to have larger classes for highly
skilled teachers but smaller class sizes in grades with
inexperienced teachers or a high proportion of struggling
students.

POINTS: ________

POINTS: ________

1. Schools do not have

Why is this important?
There are a variety of strategies other than class size
to provide additional attention to struggling students
throughout the school day. These include moving
students between classrooms to match needs with
teacher expertise, leveraging specialist staff (e.g., special
education and ELLs) within general education classrooms
to provide small-group instruction, and looping students
for more than one year with the same teacher or teacher
team. In general, these techniques cost less than lowering
class size and can be more effective because they can be
implemented and adjusted throughout the school year to
respond to each student’s changing needs.

3. Schools have flexibility
to depart from class size
targets and even exceed
contract maximums in
some cases, based on
student needs.

2. Some schools use
individual attention
strategies, but they are
the exception, not the
rule.
3. All schools use a variety
of individual attention
strategies to respond to
student needs.

STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN — SPECIAL POPULATIONS: Does
your district implement cost-effective strategies for students with
special learning needs that integrate with general education and
emphasize ongoing assessment and response?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. Schools tailor their instructional model and approach
for special populations (e.g., special education, ELL,
gifted) based on the needs of specific students.
Why is this important?
Even within broad categories such as special education,
ELL, and gifted, there are wide ranges of individual
learning needs. Each school has a different mix of student
needs and of teacher skills and expertise. The most
effective schools will tailor their instructional approach
for special populations to most effectively match the
collective skills of the teaching staff with the needs of the
individual students.

2. The district uses Response to Intervention techniques
or other interventions to support struggling students
in addition to programs for special education and ELL
students.
Why is this important?
If schools have no choice other than special education for
struggling learners, students may be overdiagnosed into
this expensive model, one that may not be well suited to
providing accelerated academic instruction. Response to
Intervention and other intervention models can be more
cost- and academically effective for students.*

*Response to Intervention (RTI) models emphasize ongoing identification and response to learning needs. In an RTI model, student
learning is continuously monitored and interventions are continuously
refined based on the student’s learning response.

1. All schools use the same
instructional model for
special populations.
2. Schools have limited
flexibility within district
guidelines to vary the
instructional model for
special populations.
3. Schools have broad
flexibility to tailor their
instructional model for
special populations
based on the needs of
the students and the
expertise of the teachers.

POINTS: ________

1. Special education and
ELL programs are the
primary interventions
for students who are
struggling academically.
2. Some schools use
Response to Intervention
or other “just in time”
intervention techniques
with struggling students.
3. All schools use Response
to Intervention or
other “just in time”
intervention techniques
with struggling students.

POINTS: ________
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Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
3. Most specialist teachers (e.g., special education, ELL)
are certified in core academic subject areas as well.

POINTS: ________

For more on
STRATEGIC SCHOOL
DESIGN, see page 19.

14 EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES

Why is this important?
Specialist teachers shoulder a significant portion of the
instructional burden in schools with high populations of
special needs students. If specialist teachers are not subject qualified, the quality of their instruction is likely to be
lower, and struggling students will fall even further behind.

1. Most specialist teachers
are not subject certified.
2. Some specialist teachers
are subject certified.
3. Most or all specialist
teachers are subject
certified.

PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT: Does your district manage a portfolio
of school sizes, program offerings, and governance structures that
balances cost with choice, equitable access to high-quality programs,
and innovation?
Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
1. The district has deliberately created a portfolio
of school types (e.g., charter, magnet, specialty,
standard) and sizes to meet the needs of the students
in the district.
Why is this important?
The portfolio of schools in a district is often the result of a
number of historical “one-off” decisions to create specific
schools or types of schools and may not always provide
the best fit for the existing mix of students. Districts that
deliberately define and manage a portfolio of schools can
save money and better match schools to student needs.

2. The district proactively manages student assignment
to match students with the most appropriate school
size, structure, and program offerings.
Why is this important?
School size and programmatic characteristics can be valuable levers for meeting individual student needs. However,
if program placement and student assignment to these
programs are not actively managed, the result can be inefficient and ineffective delivery of costly services.

1. The mix of schools
is largely a result of
historical and other
nondistrict decisions.
2. The district has
deliberately managed
some aspects of a school
portfolio, but others
(e.g., charters) are out of
its control.
3. The district has
deliberately created a
portfolio of school types
and sizes to meet the
needs of the students in
the district.

POINTS: ________

1. Students are assigned
according to standard
district assignment rules.
2. The district proactively
manages assignment for
some students.
3. The district deliberately
tries to match students,
particularly struggling
and other high-need
students, to the schools
and programs that will
best serve them.

POINTS: ________
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Current practice in your
district (circle best answer)
3. The district calculates the cost of different school
types and has a clear plan for staffing small and
specialty schools to balance program needs with
cost-effectiveness.

For more on PORTFOLIO
MANAGEMENT, see page 41.

Why is this important?
Rigid teacher-student staffing formulas and limited flexibility to use alternative or part-time staff can create high
fixed costs in small and specialty schools. While districts
may explicitly decide to invest in these schools because
of the benefits they provide to certain students, they
must actively manage how students are assigned to these
schools and how resources are allocated and used to
ensure that the additional investment is being targeted
effectively to the intended population.

4. The district monitors school vacancy rates and takes
action to maximize the use of facilities.
Why is this important?
Especially in districts with shrinking enrollment, underfilled
schools tie up scarce resources in the form of fixed
overhead costs. District leaders must manage student
enrollment across the system, reallocating students to fill
existing capacity, closing schools to better match facilities
with enrollment, and freeing resources to better support
students.
5. Students with specialized programming requirements
(e.g., special education, ELL, gifted) are assigned
to schools in a way that balances high-quality, costeffective instruction with the need for inclusion and
choice.

POINTS: ________
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2. The district has a clear
plan that targets specific
students to small and
specialty schools and
provides those schools
with additional resources
to allow them to provide
broad program offerings.
3. The district has a clear
plan that targets specific
students to small and
specialty schools,
provides them with
additional resources as
needed, and ensures
resources are being used
efficiently to improve
instruction.

POINTS: ________

POINTS: ________

1. The district uses the
same staffing formulas
and student assignment
practices for all schools,
regardless of size or
school type.

Why is this important?
Offering many, highly specialized programs at many
schools to only a handful of students at each school
increases delivery costs and limits instructional quality by
spreading scarce teaching resources too thinly across the
district.

1. The district does not
monitor vacancy rates.
2. The district monitors
vacancy rates but does
not take action.
3. The district has a clear
plan in place to maximize
facility use.

1. Most programs are
offered at most schools.
2. The most specialized
programs are clustered
at a few schools.
3. Student assignment is
deliberately managed to
balance cost, quality, and
access.

Summary Sheet with Scores
ADD UP YOUR SCORE				
		POINTS

INDIVIDUAL ATTENTION 			POINTS

1. Design templates				_______

1. Assessment tools				_______

2. Principal training/support			

_______

2. Class size guidelines				

_______

3. Flexibility: Staffing/budget			

_______

3. Class size flexibility				

_______

4. Flexibility: Hiring				_______

4. Individual attention strategies			

_______
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5. Flexibility: Schedule changes			

_______

Total Section Score (Max 12) _______

6. Performance targets				_______
		

Total Section Score (Max 18) _______

SPECIAL POPULATIONS		

		POINTS

1. Tailored instruction				
TEACHING QUALITY		

		POINTS

1. Team assignment				_______
2. Collaborative planning time			

_______

_______

2. Intervention techniques				_______
3. Specialist certification				

_______

Total Section Score (Max 9) _______

3. Expert support					_______
4. Novice/struggling teacher support		
		

_______

Total Section Score (Max 12) _______

INSTRUCTIONAL TIME		

		POINTS

PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT

		POINTS

1. Portfolio composition				_______
2. Student assignment				

_______

3. Staffing formulas				

_______

1. Time in core subjects				

_______

4. Vacancy rates					_______

2. Extended learning time				

_______

5. Specialized programs				

3. Scheduling strategies				

_______

Total Section Score (Max 15) _______

Total Section Score (Max 9) _______

TOTAL SCORE (Max 75) _______

_______
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Does your district support schools
in organizing talent, time, and money
to maximize learning?
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STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN
THROUGH OUR WORK with districts and schools we
have developed a framework for describing and measuring how high-performing schools such as University
Park organize resources.3 These schools have a clearly
defined instructional model and deliberately manage their
resources — talent, time, and money — to advance their
mission. We call this practice strategic design, and it
comprises four guiding principles that schools leverage to
achieve their instructional goals:
• Teaching quality: Build teaching teams that
maximize combined expertise and have time for
collaboration and access to expert support;
• Instructional time: Maximize instructional time on
core academic subjects while varying time based on
subject and student priorities;

• Individual attention: Provide schedules, groupings,
and structures that create targeted individual
attention and personal relationships between
students and teachers; and
• Special populations: Implement cost-effective
strategies for students with special learning needs
that integrate with general education and emphasize
ongoing assessment and response.
Districts must help school leaders create effective
designs by expanding their capacity, flexibility, and
accountability to organize resources around these guiding principles.

BUILDING LEADERSHIP CAPACITY, FLEXIBILITY,
AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Instead of supporting school leaders in creating effective designs, school districts often
engage in practices that limit the ability of school leaders to implement these principles. For
example:
• School leaders do not receive training or professional development in the area of school
design and resource use.
• District practices encourage the use of standard scheduling, staffing, and grouping
models; exceptions to these standards require special approval.
• School leaders cannot select the types of teachers they need.
• School leaders cannot “trade in” unneeded staff or other resources allocated by the
district.
• School leaders have very little leeway in adjusting the school’s resources (positions,
dollars, schedules) to fit the school’s instructional vision. Impediments include district
policies, union contracts, and required faculty votes.
• Flexible resources, such as part-time, adjunct, or contracted employees, are not actively
encouraged or supported. The lack of flexibility is especially burdensome in a smaller
school, in which one teaching position needs to cover a wide array of skill sets that parttime or shared positions could solve.
• School leaders are not held accountable for clearly defined performance goals.

3

Shields, R. & Miles, K. (2008);
Education Resource Strategies
(2008). Case Studies of Leading
Edge Small Urban High Schools
— University Park.

As a result, though there are individual schools that are using resources strategically to
improve achievement for students, consistent excellence in schools across urban districts is
rare. While individual schools may succeed through the efforts of exceptional leaders and
teachers, or through a successful design model, changing the system is critical to ensuring
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and sustaining success at scale. The most successful schools define their instructional vision
and then continuously adapt their structures in response to the unique and evolving needs of
the school and students. It is not enough for districts to dictate to school leaders how schools
will be organized and run. To create sustainable systems of high-performing schools, districts
need to:
• Build school leadership CAPACITY in strategic resource use by providing principals
with better data about students and teachers; training on the strategic use of resources;
and state-of-the-art strategic designs that include course offerings, staffing and teacher
team configurations, schedules, student grouping, and interventions.
• Give school leaders FLEXIBILITY in the use of school-level resources by easing typical restrictions on funding, hiring, staffing, and time allocation.

The most
successful schools
define their

• Create joint ACCOUNTABILITY for strategic resource use and school performance
by clearly defining standards and measures and providing tools and support for ongoing evaluation, adjustment, and improvement. District supervision must be less about
enforcing a specific use of resources and more about supporting schools in creating
effective designs within their individual resource contexts.

instructional
vision and then
continuously adapt
their structures
in response to

Questions to Consider
1. How much support do you provide to school leaders around school design and
resource management?

2. Do policies in your district encourage creativity and innovation or conformity?

the unique and

3. How much flexibility do school leaders in your district have in hiring, staffing, and

evolving needs

4. Are there opportunities to provide more flexibility?

of the school and
students.
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scheduling?

5. Does your district create a culture of joint accountability in which principals feel accountable for their school’s success as well as supported in their efforts to achieve it?

Take Action!
CAPACITY
• Offer training in strategic resource use and school design. Since most principals
do not have training or background in resource management or school design, your
district can provide school leaders with training and information on strategic use of
resources that include:
– Case studies of high-performing schools to demonstrate alternative ways to
organize resources;
– A framework for rethinking their use of talent, time, and money;4
– Analysis of current use of school- and district-level dollars to identify the greatest
areas of opportunity; and
– Frameworks for incorporating resource use with the school planning process.
• Increase your principal pipeline. Actively manage the placement of assistant principals, instructional coaches, and other “potential principals” to give them breadth of
experience and provide them with strong mentors to help develop capacity.
• Develop design templates. You can support school leaders by developing a set of
strategic school design templates and outlining structures that foster collaboration,
coaching, and support in and outside the classroom. These organizational options
range from academic programs, interventions, and course offerings to staffing and
team configurations, student grouping, and bell schedules. These templates can
provide broad district staffing and budgetary guidelines while maintaining flexibility
and accountability. The diagram below outlines the various resource decisions that
effective design templates support.
STRATEGIC DESIGN TEMPLATES
Key Components

Professional
Development
Priorities for team and
schoolwide learning and
collaboration, individual and
new teacher needs, provider
type,
time required, job
assignment and learning

Administration and
Student Support
Type of nonclassroom
support, location,
providers, roles

Student Schedule
Course offerings, time per
subject and lessons, rotation,
period lengths, length of day
and year

Instructional Model
Learning goals, curriculum
content, organization
instructional approach, and
location assessments

Teacher Teaming
Goals, team composition,
leadership and support, size,
time for collaboration

Budget
Staffing Plan
Master Schedule

Instructor-Student
Grouping
Class size, small groups,
looping, instructor type,
teacher loads, cohort size/
clusters, differences by
subject and activity

Instructional
Interventions
Type, frequency, student
referral process, group
sizes, level of regular
education integration, use of
instructional technology

4

Miles, K., & Frank, S. (2008).
The Strategic School: Making
the Most of People, Time, and
Money, Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin Press, provides one
such framework.
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With support and training around how to use these templates, school leaders can
better organize their resources to promote high-quality instruction, collaboration, and
teacher development and generate additional student time and attention in key academic areas. Regardless of the school model or focus, these decisions translate into
master schedules, staffing plans, and school budgets that make the most of limited
resources. For more detail on these various organizational options, you can visit the
ERS website: www.ERStrategies.org.
• Invest in data systems. Improve the collection, reporting, and use of data on student
performance and the allocation of student and teacher time. Timely, accurate information allows schools to give struggling students the time and attention they need
in high-priority subjects, supports school leaders in providing teachers with needed
time and support on instructional practices, and helps leaders evaluate the success of
these interventions on an ongoing basis.
• Build school budgets with as much transparency as possible. Allow principals to
see all school-based costs, including actual teacher salaries and benefits. Consider
allocating resources through a student-weighted funding system to give schools
resources that are matched to the needs of their specific student populations.
FLEXIBILITY
• Loosen restrictions where possible. Using design templates, you can provide
schools with a fixed set of options for changing staffing and scheduling, thereby
giving schools flexibility to make changes but not granting unlimited authority. Your
district can maintain some control if you feel that is necessary, especially for new
principals and schools that still need close accountability and supervision to ensure
improvement. You should also investigate granting principals more authority over
staff allocation (including the ability to trade positions for other positions or dollars)
and structuring the school day to best meet teacher and student needs.
• Provide differential flexibility based on school leader performance or capacity.
In some districts, it is unrealistic to provide broad-based flexibility to principals in
the short term because not all school leaders have the appropriate skills, training, or
support to effectively use their resources. In this case, you should consider a differentiated flexibility model, in which principals who have led improvements in school
performance or who have demonstrated skills in strategic resource management are
provided with or earn additional flexibility in hiring, staffing, and scheduling.
• Open a healthy dialogue with the union. The most effective way to increase flexibility for school leaders around staffing policies is to work jointly with the teachers union
to understand current constraints, identify research on best practices, provide district
data, and weigh the costs and benefits of different options. In many cases, increased
flexibility can benefit teachers as well as schools, if it can be used to create more time
for collaboration, more part-time or flexible positions, and more opportunities for
leadership and additional responsibility. By renegotiating job requirements, variations
in class size and teaching loads, instructional versus noninstructional time, and other
constraints on staffing and scheduling, schools will have more flexibility over resource
use and the authority to organize around their students’ greatest needs. Even when
key stakeholders are reluctant to eliminate a contract provision entirely, there may
be opportunities to relax the provision or waive it on an experimental basis, as in the
case of in-district charter or turnaround schools.
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• Collaborate with your state to stop conservative interpretation of state and
federal regulations that rigidly define resource requirements. Often, state and
federal requirements appear to mandate particular uses of resources that do not
make sense for students or teachers. In addition, well-meaning administrators
whose job is to ensure compliance with requirements can be overly conservative
in interpreting funding rules. Tough economic times in combination with improved
data on individual student outcomes may create a context to consider more flexible
integration and maximization of scarce resources.
• Find low-cost, high-quality ways to provide instruction. Innovative approaches
to delivering instruction can help schools reallocate resources to core subjects and
struggling students. For core academic courses, it may be helpful in some cases for
a school to have two part-time teachers for a particular subject or group of students
rather than a full-time teacher. Your district can support schools in achieving this
flexibility by promoting the use of part-time and other staff-leveraging technology
and offering models and examples of successful strategies. For noncore offerings,
many schools and districts partner with local community groups, businesses, or
postsecondary and online institutions to provide noncore or elective course offerings
at a lower cost than using school system employees.
ACCOUNTABILITY
• Clearly communicate how much authority school leaders have. Flexibility in the
use of school-level resources need not translate to wholesale decentralization of
district resources without accountability. Our work in districts reveals that school
leaders often have significantly more flexibility to organize resources than they use.
The authority of school leaders should be clarified so that principals understand what
flexibility they do have and so that central office administrators do not accidentally
impinge on this authority. Reducing the span of control for district-level supervisors
can help: If supervisors have a small enough number of schools to allow them to get
to know each school and principal well, they can do a better job of clarifying these
issues and helping principals make the most of their authority to make the best
decisions for students.
• Establish clear principal performance standards. Define clear performance
standards for principals that include value-added performance measures and
tangible rewards for meeting/exceeding goals and consequences for falling short
of expectations.
• Create joint accountability. The effectiveness of resource use and school designs
must be measured regularly to ensure that schools are pursuing the right strategies
and that your district is providing the necessary information, resources, flexibility, and
support. Your district and your schools must develop together clear benchmarks for
performance and progress and timely systems to share and evaluate information. You
should embed the results in evaluations and assign roles, responsibilities, and timetables for evaluation, adaptation, and support.
Once districts have created this foundation, they must then adopt policies that ensure
schools use the four resource strategies outlined on page 19: investing in teaching quality,
using instructional time strategically, creating individual attention, and implementing effective models to support special populations.
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IMPROVING TEACHING QUALITY
High-performing schools continuously improve teaching quality by hiring the right teachers;
assigning them to teams with other teachers with complementary skills; and then supporting them by giving them time to collaborate with their teaching team and a coach or teacher
leader to continuously improve instruction based on regular assessment of student learning
needs.5 To ensure teaching quality, University Park has a rigorous hiring process and selects
staff with multiple certifications, which provides for flexibility and creativity in scheduling and
staffing. Part-time staff members are used to provide release time for full-time educators to
participate in professional development and common planning, and they do so at three times
the rate of educators in other schools.

Deliberate teaching team assignments

Each school’s
School-based
specific
expert support
Creating
High-Performing Teaching
curricular,Teams
faculty, and
student needs

Collaborative
planning time

Formative assessments

The graphic above summarizes the interconnected elements of school-based support. Many
districts invest in elements of this framework — for instance, adding instructional coaches
or using formative assessments — but do not see significant instructional improvements
because they have not implemented an integrated solution. To continuously improve
instruction, teachers need to be part of teaching teams that collectively include skills and
experience matched to student needs. Teachers need access to accurate and timely formative data on student learning and time to analyze these data and adjust instruction under the
guidance of a qualified coach, teacher leader, or other expert who can help interpret data,
model and observe instructional techniques, and provide feedback. Without all of these
elements, investments in individual elements are much less effective.
The next three analyses illustrate differences in how districts have various parts of this
framework.

5

Education Resource Strategies
(2009). Teaching Quality: The
First Priority.
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Analysis 1: Collaborative planning time
Most districts provide planning time for teachers — the difference among districts is how
teachers use this time. While teachers need individual planning time to prepare lessons and
correct student work, they have an equally critical need for time to collaborate with other
teachers in grade-level or subject-matter teams. But districts and schools vary widely in the
amount of collaborative planning time they provide.6
Figure 1 illustrates the different amounts of time that selected large districts provide to
teachers each week that might be used for collaborative planning. Time that is contractually
specified as collaborative and time that is unspecified (we have not included individual
planning time) are both represented here. There is significant variation in how much districts
spend in this area — some districts provide no collaborative time, and District A provides
more than 250 minutes of collaborative and unspecified time each week. But many of
the districts already have 90 minutes or more a week that could potentially be used for
collaborative planning and work.

Given the expense
of planning
time and the
potential impact
on instructional
quality, effective

Figure 1: Elementary School Contracted Teacher Planning Time (Minutes per Week)

use of this time is
paramount.

District A
District B
District C
District D
District E
District F
District G
District H
District I*
District J*
District K*
0

50

100

150

Collaborative Planning Time

200

250

300

Unspecified Time

*These districts had no unstructured or collaborative planning time stipulated in contract

Given the expense of planning time and the potential impact on instructional quality,
effective use of this time is paramount. Planning time must be scheduled to coincide with the
time of other team members and with teacher leaders or instructional coaches who, when
armed with the right expertise, time allocation, and student and teacher performance data,
can help ensure that collaborative and professional development time is used productively.

Use the worksheet on page 59
for Analysis 1.

6

Miles, K., & Frank, S. (2008).
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To have the

Analysis 2: Expert support
Many districts already invest significantly in coaches (full-time instructional coaches assigned
to support one or more schools) and/or teacher leaders (teachers within a school who are
given release time and often additional compensation to provide coaching and support).
Figure 2a shows the per-teacher investment in coaches and teacher leaders in five large
urban districts.

Figure 2a: Coaching and Lead Teacher Support Spending Per Teacher
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$2,100

District B
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While overall district investment in instructional coaches is important, once again, how
coaches are used determines their effectiveness. The way that districts assign instructional
coaches to schools can either enhance or limit their ability to affect instruction. Coaches
need enough time with the teachers whom they are coaching to engage in a meaningful way
around instructional practice and student outcomes.

rather than
effectiveness
across all the
schools in the
system.

Figure 2b: High School Teacher-to-Coach Ratio
Teacher FTE/Coaches FTE at Each School

to dilute their

70
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0
Corrective Action/Restructuring

Needs Improvement
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One way to evaluate the effectiveness of expert support in a district is to look at the number
of teachers that each instructional coach or teacher leader is expected to support. Figure
2b shows the coach-to-teacher ratio for high schools, sorted by AYP status, in one urban
district. In this district, there is a wide range in the number of teachers that a single coach is
expected to support, from as few as 10 teachers to more than 60, and the district is making
no distinction among schools by need: The coaching ratio is about the same for schools in
good standing as for schools requiring corrective action. Limited coaching resources will be
more effective if they are focused on the highest-need schools, teachers, and subjects and if
they support a reasonable number of teachers.
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Even in schools that have high-functioning teams of teachers who work collaboratively to
improve their practice, teachers must be regularly observed and evaluated by administrators
or other designated personnel who can identify strengths and weaknesses, make adjustments
in assignments, and provide additional support or professional development opportunities as
necessary. In many schools, this evaluation is the responsibility of a principal (and sometimes
assistant principal) who must find time to evaluate 20–30 teachers. It’s important to analyze
the principal’s span of review.

Analysis 3: Principal span of review
Figure 3 illustrates the number of teachers that principals are responsible for evaluating in
two urban districts. More than half of the principals in District A and almost 80% of the principals in District B are responsible for evaluating at least 20 teachers. Almost 15% of principals
in District A and 40% in District B must review 30 teachers or more. With these loads, it is
unlikely that principals have adequate time to effectively evaluate teachers.

Figure 3: Principal Span of Review*

Percentage of Principals

100%

3%
11%

18%

80%
60%

41%

22%

40+
30–39

38%

40%
32%
20%
0%

Number of Teachers
Evaluated by
Each Principal

13%
District A

20–29
10–19

Use the worksheets on pages
60, 62, and 64 for Analyses 2
and 3.

0–9
18%
4%
District B

*Span of review is defined as the number of teachers for whom a principal performed end-of-year evaluations

Questions to Consider
1. Is your district investing significantly in coaches and collaborative planning time?
2. Are your coaches focused in areas of highest need or fragmented across too many
schools and teachers to be effective?

3. Are there opportunities to improve the return on your coaching investment by

redeploying coaches and implementing best practices around school-based teacher
support?

4. Do your coaches and teachers have access to regular formative assessments to priori-

tize areas for instructional improvement, collaboration, and professional development?

5. Do school leaders and other teacher evaluators have enough time to effectively
evaluate and develop the teachers for whom they are responsible?
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Take Action!
• Invest in collaborative planning time. All teachers in your district, but especially
those teaching struggling students, should have at least 90 minutes of collaborative planning time each week.7 This time must be dedicated to improving instruction
based on what students need to raise achievement. Teachers need to work together,
using student work and information from ongoing assessments, to adjust practices,
and they may need expert support. Although the required release time can be difficult to fund, districts can find additional resources by using strategies in this guide:
improving the management of school programs, sizes, and capacity; increasing class
sizes in noncore subjects; and using part-time staff and less expensive staff to cover
release time.
• Invest in formative assessments. Regular student assessment data are critical to
high-quality professional development and collaborative planning time. Ongoing
formative assessment data allow teachers to closely track the performance of their
students to evaluate the effectiveness of specific practices and interventions. Districts
can invest to develop or purchase assessment tools to augment school- and teacherdeveloped assessments.
• Tailor teacher support to individual teacher needs. Every school has a mix of
teachers with different developmental needs. Support principals in implementing
different strategies for different types of teachers:
– Immediate intervention for subpar teachers: Struggling teachers should immediately be placed on performance plans. These plans should include clear goals,
timeframes, and support. School leaders should consider co-teaching or other
options to provide coaching support and to ensure students assigned to these
teachers do not fall behind in achieving learning goals.
– Induction support for new teachers: Strong induction and mentoring programs
can provide extra support for new teachers while leveraging the expertise of
existing staff members and giving them additional ways to grow as professionals.
Novice teachers may benefit from other support as well, such as reduced class
sizes or course loads or serving as a co-teacher for part of the day or week.
– Individual development for satisfactory teachers: “Average” teachers who
may have leveled off in their development, or who may be strong in some areas
while struggling in others, need individualized development plans to take them
from good to great.
– Leadership opportunities for excellent teachers: School leaders should leverage their strongest teachers to help coach and mentor other teachers, develop
curriculum, and improve schoolwide practices. Districts can help by creating
leadership positions and other opportunities for more responsibility and more
compensation.
For more information on supporting individual teacher growth, see the ERS guide
The Teaching Job: Restructuring for Effectiveness.

7

Rowan, B., Chiang, F-S., Miler,
R.J. (1997). “Using Research
on Employees’ Performance to
Study the Effects of Teachers
on Students’ Achievement.”
Sociology of Education, 70,
pp. 256–284.
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• Ensure that your investment in coaching/teacher leaders is leveraged. Adding
instructional coaches or teacher leaders is costly, so it is important to ensure that you
invest these dollars well. Clearly define the job responsibilities, and then recruit and
hire carefully. Instructional coaches should demonstrate not only outstanding teaching skills but also skills that make them effective at improving the practice of others,
including leadership, team building, and organizational skills. Be explicit about
performance expectations and accountability, including the relationships among the
coaches, teachers, and principals. Provide training for coaches and teacher leaders
as well, steeping them in research about the best way to teach adults, how to use
student data on an ongoing basis, and how to convey emerging research about the
most effective teaching practices for struggling students. Make sure that coaches’
or teacher leaders’ spans of control are concentrated enough to allow enough time
with each teacher. Coaches need time to observe, model, and provide feedback and
support regularly. Avoid diminishing their impact by spreading them too thinly across
too many teachers.
• Move toward building expert support within teacher teams. In districts or schools
with low overall teaching capacity, it may make the most sense to hire and deploy
full-time instructional coaches. However, in schools that have teacher capacity and in
all schools over time, using teacher leaders within schools and on teacher teams can
be both more effective and less costly. This approach allows outstanding teachers
to remain in the classroom for part of their time, while leveraging their expertise to
support their peers. It also gives teachers and school leaders more flexibility to draw
on teachers’ different skill sets — different teachers “coach” in different areas based
on their expertise. A teacher leader strategy also provides more stability, as teachers
work in teams with their peers over time, rather than working with a coach who might
be assigned to their school one year and a different school the next.
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High-performing
schools find
ways to increase
instructional time
in core academic

MAXIMIZING INSTRUCTIONAL TIME
The typical six- or seven-period secondary school schedule devotes largely equal amounts of
time to all subjects — core academics and electives. Even at the elementary level, students
often spend a relatively small percentage of their school day in the critical instruction of
English language arts and math. For many struggling students, this allocation of time is not
enough to ensure they keep pace academically, let alone catch up to their peers. Highperforming schools find ways to increase instructional time in core academic subjects,
especially for struggling students, by rearranging existing time throughout the day and
adding overall instructional time.8 They are also deliberate in structuring blocks of time
that are appropriate for the instruction that needs to happen during that time, such as
longer periods for more intensive instruction or labs and shorter periods to practice skills.
For instance, University Park uses block scheduling to engage students in core academic
subjects for 75% of their school time, equivalent to 72 more days a year than in the traditional
“everything’s equal” schedule. Struggling students receive additional time before and after
school and in a daily 90-minute period of English language arts.

Analysis 4: Instructional time
Both the total amount of time that a student spends in school and his or her level of engagement with instructional content are critical components of student success.9 ERS’ work with
high-performing schools has found that students in these schools spend on average 106
more hours per year in school than the average student.10 Figure 4a shows the average school
hours per year for leading-edge or high-performing schools versus a sample of seven large
urban school systems.

subjects.
Figure 4a: Total Time in School
School Hours Per Year
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If your district’s school year is significantly shorter than the national average, you may be
underinvesting in instructional time for your students. While adding time to the school day
and year can be costly, it can result in significant improvements in learning. Extra time is most
critical for students who are significantly behind grade level, so investments in additional time
should be concentrated in the lowest-performing schools.

8

Shields, R., & Miles, K. (2008).

9

American Educational Research
Association (Winter 2007).
Research Points: Time to Learn.

10 Shields, R., & Miles, K. (2008).
11 Miles, K., & Frank, S. (2008).
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Assuming adequate overall instructional time, how well do schools use their daily schedule to
achieve the most important student learning goals? In the case of a typical high school, each
student attends six or seven different equal-length periods.11 Figure 4b on the next page
shows the mix of time by subject in six urban school districts with which ERS has worked.
Most schools in each district are on standard six- or seven-period schedules. The result is
that, on average, students spend 20% or less of their time in English language arts and 17%
or less of their time in math. In these urban districts where achievement in these subjects is
lagging, this is not enough time to ensure that struggling students catch up and that on-track
students remain on course.

Figure 4b: Instructional Time by Subject
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Although electives are an important means of engaging and motivating students, schools
with a high percentage of low-achieving students may need to consider a schedule that
gives priority to core academics and investigate alternatives for maintaining a rich elective
offering. Such alternatives might include shorter periods for electives versus core courses,
rotating electives by semester or year instead of offering all courses at all times, or leveraging
community resources to provide noncore instruction after school hours.
Students struggling in a particular subject need even more time in that subject to catch up to
grade level. In practice, we find that remedial students receive only slightly, if any, additional
time, and what time they do receive is often repetition of failed courses.12

Use the worksheets on pages
65 and 67 for Analysis 4.

Questions to Consider
1. What is the length of the school day and year for students in your district?
2. Do the lowest-performing schools in your district have longer school days or years
than the rest of the district?

3. How does your district compare to the national average and leading-edge schools in
Figure 4a?

4. What percentage of student time is spent by students in core versus noncore subjects
in schools in your district? Does this vary by school or student group?

5. Do schools in your district vary the number, length, and frequency of periods during
the school day to provide additional instructional time for priority subjects and
students?

6. What scheduling and staffing policies would you need to alter to increase time on core
subjects for higher-need student groups?

12 Frank, S. (2010). Measuring
Time and Attention in Urban
High Schools: Implications
for Research and Practice.
Watertown, MA: Education
Resource Strategies.

SCHOOL DESIGN: STRATEGIC SCHOOL DESIGN

31

STRATEGIC
SCHOOL DESIGN

Take Action!
• Consider increasing total instructional hours. In struggling schools or those in
which the current school year is shorter than 1,170 hours (an average of six and a half
hours per day for a 180-day year), consider adding time to the school year. If you add
time, however, that time must be used well. Doing more of the same is not likely to
dramatically increase achievement. If you invest in improving the quality of instruction
and then give struggling students extra learning time, you are likely to see improvements. In addition, extending overall school time can maintain noncore offerings such
as gym, art, and library, which are important in engaging students and providing a full
educational experience while providing additional core academic time.
• Change the annual schedule. Research suggests that reducing summer learning
loss can decrease the achievement gap, since minority students often have less
intellectually stimulating choices of summer activities. Year-round academic schedules
— those that increase total days in school and those that spread the same days more
evenly throughout the year — can help students maintain their learning momentum
from grade to grade.13
• Leverage block scheduling to increase time on core subjects. Traditional six- or
seven-period schedules, in which each subject gets a class period of roughly the
same size, restrict the amount of time that schools have to invest in core instruction
for struggling students. By changing to an eight-period block schedule and double
blocking English language arts and/or math, schools can almost double the amount
of student time in those subjects and cut teacher loads in half — all at little or no cost
and without eliminating other subjects. The table below illustrates how this schedule
shift might work. In a six-period schedule, students take six equal blocks, spending
approximately 17% of their time on each subject. In an eight-period A/B block schedule, with double blocks for math and English language arts, students are in school
for the same amount of time and still take six subjects but spend 25% of their time in
math and English language arts in longer blocks, giving teachers more time to cover
material in more depth. Another added benefit: This approach reduces the number
of students a typical English or math teacher is teaching by 40%, with three sections
instead of five, allowing teachers to utilize more intensive assignments and provide
more individual attention.

Scheduling More Time for Core Subjects
6 PERIODS PER DAY
SUBJECT

13 Cooper, H., Nye, B., Charlton,
K., Lindsay, J., & Greathouse, S.
(1996). The Effects of Summer
Vacation on Achievement
Test Scores: A Narrative and
Meta-Analytic Review. Review
of Educational Research, 66, pp.
227–268.
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Periods

% Time

8 PERIODS PER DAY
Periods

% Time

English/Reading

1

17%

2

25%

Social Studies

1

17%

1

13%

Math

1

17%

2

25%

Science

1

17%

1

13%

Physical Education

1

17%

1

13%

Elective

1

17%

1

13%

Especially at the elementary and middle school levels, an integrated curriculum
approach can also increase time spent on core academics by including critical reading, writing, and math skills throughout the day and/or across subjects.

• Vary individual student time and instructional program based on student needs
and performance. High-performing schools find creative ways to provide “just in
time” additional time for students who need it. This strategy can be accomplished
through flexible grouping within classes or through small-group classes that meet at
consistent times during the week (for example, during a schoolwide free period or
during lunch), but the composition of the group varies depending on which students
need extra attention in which subjects each week. Other schools provide integrated
after-school opportunities for students who need to accelerate learning.

PROVIDING INDIVIDUAL ATTENTION
Individual attention is often viewed through the lens of class size. Some districts have implemented across-the-board class size reductions in very early grades. Yet generally these
reductions have been modest, reducing classes by only three to five students, while research
suggests that real gains require class sizes of 16 or fewer.14 At the same time, after grade 2 or
3, most students spend their entire day in classes of the same size, regardless of the subject
or their individual academic need. Most districts reserve the smallest class sizes for students
classified with special learning needs — special education, ELL, gifted — or for elective subjects in higher grades when classes are small simply because fewer students choose to take
them.

High-performing

In contrast, high-performing schools use a variety of strategies to provide individual attention
to students who need it, including reduced class size, small-group instruction, individualized
computer-based instruction, reduced teacher load (the total number of students for whom a
teacher is responsible), and looping (in which one teacher teaches the same group of students for two years or more).

students who

For example, to provide more individual attention for students at University Park Campus
School, the average class size for a core subject is 20 students per teacher, and the average
core subject teacher load is 82 students (compared to 150 for many high school teachers).
Teachers use a variety of assessments to identify where students are in their learning and how
to design lessons that meet students where they are. The common denominator for all these
individual attention strategies is that they vary by grade and subject based on response to
specific student needs and ideally are adjusted throughout the school year as student needs
change.

schools use
a variety of
strategies to
provide individual
attention to
need it, including
reduced class
size, small-group
instruction,
individualized
computer-based
instruction,
reduced teacher
load, and looping.

14 Word, E., Johnston, J., Bain, H.,
Fulton, B. (1990). The State of
Tennessee’s Student-Teacher
Achievement Ratio (STAR)
Project: Technical Report 198590. Nashville: Tennessee State
University Press.
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Analysis 5: Class size
The goals of individual attention and personalized learning can be difficult to achieve,
especially in high-priority subjects at critical grade levels. In most districts, general education
class size guidelines do not differentiate among subjects, levels, and grades. Uniform
class sizes, student demographics, and subject requirements result in unintentional
overinvestment in lower-need courses (e.g., higher grade, higher academic level, and
elective) and a corresponding underinvestment in core academic courses at lower grades
and levels. Figure 5 illustrates these class size trends in two metropolitan school districts.

Figure 5: Average Class Size by Course Type
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Here, the highest class sizes occur in 9th grade core academic classes (English language arts,
math, social studies, science, foreign language), while the lowest are in 12th grade electives
(excluding physical education). This pattern is just the opposite of what you would do if you
deliberately set out to invest in strategies for your highest-need students. Actual class size
can be difficult to calculate districtwide. However, individual schools can easily analyze class
size variations to see where under- or overinvestment may be occurring and to target reductions in high-need grades or subjects. For more information, see the Do-It-Yourself section
of this guide.
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Analysis 6: Teacher load
While concerns about individual attention are often connected to class size, teacher load —
the number of students that a teacher sees during a year — is also an important indicator of
a teacher’s ability to individualize attention for students. While the average teacher load is
typically 20–25 students at the elementary school level, when teachers keep the same group
of students all day long, teacher loads can rise to more than 170 students per teacher in
some high schools. A teacher who sees this number of students over the course of a day is
less likely to know his or her students well and have the time to devote to the needs of each
student. Figure 6 shows the range of average high school teacher loads in six urban school
systems versus the average teacher load in high-performing leading-edge schools in the far
right column.15

By calculating the
average teacher
loads in both
core and noncore
subjects, you can
gauge the ability
of teachers in your

Figure 6: Average Teacher Load by District
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In contrast to the leading-edge schools’ overall teacher load of 82, the average for the six
districts is 128, with District A’s as high as 161. Teachers in these districts have less time to
grade each student’s work, reflect on student performance, and prepare for lessons — all
critical for improving teaching performance. And despite the importance of targeting
attention in core subjects, in four of these districts the teaching load is higher in core than
in noncore subjects. By calculating the average teacher loads in both core and noncore
subjects, you can gauge the ability of teachers in your district to tailor instruction around the
needs of individual students.

Use the worksheets on pages
69 and 71 for Analyses 5 and 6.

Questions to Consider
1. Does your district have uniform class size distribution regardless of student need?
2. Are you actively targeting high-need grades, subjects, and students for smaller classes
and groups?

3. Are there opportunities to more actively match class and group size with student
need?

4. What are the teaching loads across grades, course levels, and subjects in your district?
5. Are there opportunities to lower teacher loads by reducing the number of daily or
weekly periods and introducing block or alternative schedules?

6. Does your district use other strategies for providing individual attention, including
differentiated instruction and flexible grouping throughout the day?

15 Frank, S. (2010).
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Take Action!
• Encourage targeted approaches to student grouping, time, and instructional
practice. The most successful programs vary time, student groupings, and instructional practice for students in direct response to student needs as identified on an
ongoing basis.16 These approaches can be radical departures from the standard “one
teacher with one class all year” model, and in some cases are still unproven, but they
can have significant positive impact on student performance and save costs over the
long run by reducing special education referrals. Examples include fluid grouping
models in elementary schools in which groups of students move from classroom to
classroom and teacher to teacher weekly or more often, based on learning progress;
using computers for skills practices for part of the day and to leverage teachers in
much smaller classes for the remainder; leveraging online instructional resources
for individualized programming; or using large 100-plus student lectures for high
school students two or three times per week paired with two or three much smaller
discussion groups. Districts can encourage innovation by providing high-performing
principals and/or “innovation zone” schools with additional flexibility around scheduling and staffing choices.
• Use flexible grouping strategies to provide individual attention without reducing class size. Since reducing class sizes can consume significant resources without
necessarily providing struggling students with enough attention, flexible grouping
that brings specialists and even administrators into general education classrooms for
higher-need students at key junctures during the school day can increase individual
attention while reducing teacher loads.
• Strategically manage class size. Increase class size guidelines for noncore subjects
and for lower-needs students to free up the additional resources needed to reduce
class size or teaching loads for critical subjects, grades, and students.
• Strategically manage teacher load. Changing bell schedules can help you reduce
teacher load (the number of students that a teacher teaches each day) across all core
subjects. But districts and schools can also focus teacher load reductions in key areas.
For instance, many high-performing secondary schools target the lowest teaching
loads in English language arts, either through smaller class sizes or double block
scheduling, allowing those teachers to assign and review significantly more student
writing. Other schools lower teacher loads for new teachers, teachers in transitional
grades, or teachers of students significantly below grade level.

See page 32 for more detail
on using bell schedules to
change teacher load.

16 Frank, S. (2010).
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• Provide teacher support and development. Provide training and guidance for
teachers on differentiated instruction to best meet the specific learning needs of
individual students.

SERVING SPECIAL POPULATIONS EFFECTIVELY
Most districts have few strategies for assisting low-achieving students other than placement
in special education, a liability that results in the “Cycle of Specialization” summarized in the
chart below.

Cycle of Specialization17
Large, diverse classes

Overextended teachers

Remove “problem”
student from classroom

Rather than

Provide additional support:
• Social services
• Pull-out instruction

siphoning off
resources for
more restrictive

Administration to coordinate,
monitor special services

and expensive
special education

Resources and responsibility
move outside regular classroom

programs, district
and school

Initially, students who struggle academically are placed in large classes with general
education teachers who receive no additional support to meet their higher needs. When
teachers, not surprisingly, have insufficient time or expert support to accommodate the
learning challenges of these students, the students are removed from the general population.
They are placed in special education classrooms where they are often taught by specialists
who are not certified or proficient in academic content areas. What’s more, this cycle takes
resources away from general education and core academics, further reducing a school’s
ability to accommodate high-need students who are not classified as special education —
and providing incentives to diagnose more students into special education.

leaders can take a
proactive approach
to high-need
students.

17 Miles, K., & Frank, S. (2008).
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Analysis 7: Special education placement
Figure 7a illustrates the percentage of students in special education across six urban districts.
The total percentage varies from a low of 10.2% to a high of 18.3%, while the percentage of
students served by self-contained classes or home instruction varies from a low of 2.5% to a
high of 9.6%. It is unlikely that the variation is driven completely by differences in underlying
incidence rates in the different districts. Instead, diagnostic and placement practices in each
district may drive very different results.

Figure 7a: K–12 Special Education Placements as Percentage of Total Enrollment
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Rather than siphoning off resources for more restrictive and expensive special education
programs, district and school leaders can take a proactive approach to high-need students.
For instance, early intervention (e.g., Response to Intervention models), support within the
general education program, and the use of flexible staffing for small-group instruction at
key junctures during the school day can help reduce the number of special education referrals. To estimate your district’s current specialist positions that otherwise might be allocated
to support general education, you can compare general education class size to your overall
student-to-teacher ratio.

Use the worksheets on pages
72 and 74 for Analysis 7.

In Figure 7b, there are significant differences between general education class size and overall
student-to-teacher ratios in four of the districts. In District A, for example, the difference of 12
students per teacher indicates there may be room to reallocate specialist teachers to support
core academics, if the district is able to address the needs of struggling students through alternative staffing and grouping strategies, rather than through special education referrals.

Figure 7b: General Education Class Size versus Student-to-Teacher Ratio
30

29

29
25

25
20
15

26
22

22
18

17
14

13

14

14

22

20
16

16

15
12

10
5
0
District A District B District C District D District E District F District G
Average General Education Class Size
Average Total Student-to-Teacher Ratio

38 EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES

District H District I

Questions to Consider
1. How do your special education placement rates compare to the other districts in
Figure 7a?

2. What percentage of your teaching staff are core classroom instructors versus specialty
staff/instructors?

3. Are you investing in early interventions (other than special education) for struggling
learners?

4. Are there opportunities to use more teaching full-time equivalents for core instruction
through inclusion and flexible grouping strategies?

Take Action!
• Invest in early intervention/Response to Intervention programs that provide the
right intervention just in time. Explore and develop interventions other than special
education for struggling learners, beginning in kindergarten and 1st grade (and
before), based on ongoing assessments to measure learning. Many districts are having success in using these strategies to reduce special education referrals.
• Ensure all students are being served in the least restrictive environments. Seek
first to serve struggling students in general education programs to prevent placement in special education. Integrate special education resources (such as resource
teachers) with the general education program by using push-in programs and
ensuring that teachers who share special education students also share collaborative
planning time and instructional materials and approaches.
• Use flexible grouping strategies to provide individual attention without reducing class size. Reducing class sizes can consume significant resources and still not
provide struggling students with enough attention. Flexible grouping that brings
specialists and others into general education classrooms for high-need students at
key junctures during the school day can increase individual attention while reducing
teacher loads. In St. Paul, elementary ELL teachers moved from classroom to classroom throughout the day, allowing blocks of 8:1 English language arts instruction for
all students rather than just reduced ratios for ELL in self-contained classes.
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Does your district manage a diverse
portfolio of schools and programs that
balances cost efficiency with choice,
access, and innovation?
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PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT
MANY DISTRICT LEADERS inherit a mix of school and
program types and sizes, as well as policies and practices
for student placement and enrollment in their district.
When they treat these as givens, leaders focus on maximizing performance within the existing structure, without
first stepping back to evaluate whether changes can and

should be made to the school and program portfolio.
Districts that systematically think about the right mix of
school size and program and student assignment can better match how resources are being organized and used to
support the needs of the schools over time.

A good starting point in thinking about a district’s school portfolio is to consider the mix of
school types, including pilot, magnet, charter, contract, and district-administered schools and
how these different types of schools are serving different types of students within the district.
There are many factors that influence decisions around school mix, including state policies,
political considerations, and student demographics. From a resource perspective, the most
important consideration is to ensure that each school is serving the students it is intended to
serve and that it receives resources that are commensurate with the needs of those students
and the functions that it is performing.

Analysis 8: Student needs by school type
Figure 8 illustrates the distribution of free and reduced-price lunch and special education
students by school type in one urban district. In this case, charter high schools have fewer
free and reduced-price lunch and special education students than traditional high schools in
the district; magnet schools have significantly fewer populations of both types of students. It
may also be useful to look at incoming student proficiency across school types to see whether
certain types of schools have more students who are struggling academically than others. If
the district does not intend for certain school types to serve lower-needs populations, district
leaders may need to revisit assignment policies. If the difference in student needs by school
type is intentional (or, in the case of charters or choice districts, out of the district’s control), it
is important to reflect this difference in student needs in the amount of funding that schools
receive.

Figure 8: Student Needs by School Type
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There may be opportunities to shift funding or assignment formulas to better align resources
with student needs. For example, if charter schools are receiving the district average perpupil funding amount but have a lower percentage of higher-need students (e.g., special
education, ELL), perhaps their funding should be reduced or they should be encouraged
to serve a larger population of higher-need students. Or schools with chronically low performance may be underfunded and require additional resources. However, these additional
resources should be provided only as part of a larger effort to change the conditions at those
schools that have contributed to historical performance problems. (For more information see
the ERS guide Turnaround Schools: District Strategies for Success and Sustainability.)

Questions to Consider
1. What different types of schools are there in your district?
2. How are students assigned to different types of schools? Does the distribution of stu-

dent populations (especially higher-need students such as special education and ELL)
across school types ensure that students are in an environment that best meets their
needs?

3. How does your district set funding levels for different types of schools?
4. Do you monitor student populations at different school types and adjust student
assignment and funding levels accordingly?

5. Do you adjust funding levels to account for different management, e.g., functions
managed by schools such as charters and functions managed by the district?

Take Action!

Use the worksheet on page 76
for Analysis 8.

• Review your school portfolio. Review your school portfolio to identify opportunities
to match school offerings with student needs. You need to gain a clear understanding
of student needs, including student proficiency, the population of students qualifying
for free and reduced-price lunch, special education and ELL students at each school,
and school type — and the corresponding funding levels. Armed with this understanding, you can move to review school design offerings and see how funding levels
correlate to school type and student need.
• Review student assignment policies. In areas where you do have control over student assignment, examine your policies to ensure that students are assigned to the
school and school type that best meets their needs. In the case of small and specialty
schools (e.g., vocational schools, themed schools) that may cost more than traditional
schools, ensure that the students you are serving in those schools are the ones that
most need and will most benefit from the extra investment.
• Review school funding policies. Review your funding levels for different types of
schools to ensure that funding levels match the level of student needs. For more
information on funding equity, see the ERS guide School Funding Systems: Equity,
Transparency, Flexibility.
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Analysis 9: School cost
The district portfolio of schools with varying sizes should reflect a district’s strategy for serving
its population. A balance needs to be struck between neighborhood access, cost effectiveness, personalization, and program diversity. Typical staff-to-student allocation formulas
(e.g., 1 teacher per 25 students) can drive unintentionally different funding levels across
school sizes and types. In small schools, standard allocations of a full-time principal, assistant
principal, librarian, etc., may not make sense for such small populations. In addition, typical
teacher staffing ratios result in fractional staff allocations that are rounded up even when class
and program size do not warrant full-time equivalent staff — and more staff are assigned to
the school. In especially large schools, on the other hand, flat staffing, which designates one
of each administrative position regardless of the school’s size, can reduce per-pupil cost but
can also increase span of control to the point where leaders can no longer support effective instruction. The result is that very small schools (fewer than 350 students) often receive
more funding on a per-pupil basis, much of which is tied up in administrative positions, than
do very large schools. In addition, certain specialty school types, such as arts academies and
vocational schools, can cost significantly more to run effectively than traditional schools.
When thinking about school costs, you first need to understand the cost of different types
of schools. Next, you should determine whether district staffing or other policies are unintentionally raising the cost of small or specialty schools and whether changing policies and
practices will allow these schools to deliver the same quality of instruction for less cost.
Finally, you should evaluate whether the additional cost to operate these schools is the best
investment of scarce dollars or whether you should reconsider using these dollars in other
ways to serve the same students.
Consider the example of very small schools: Even in districts that have explicitly decided
to invest in small schools to serve certain segments of high-need students, examining the
cost of schools and the assignment of students to those schools can help you to determine
whether this additional investment is targeting the intended students and providing the
return that you desire. Figure 9a shows the distribution of school sizes across eight urban
school systems.

Figure 9a: Distribution of Schools by Enrollment
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If you have a large number of very small schools or a wide variety of school sizes in your
district, you may be unintentionally paying a premium for small schools. To understand how
much you are investing in small schools, you need to understand the cost of small schools
relative to larger schools. Figure 9b quantifies the spending differential between schools with
fewer than 350 students and those with 550–650 students and the percentage of total district
budget that this differential represents.

Figure 9b: Per-Pupil Spending Differential between Small- and Medium-Size Schools
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These districts could reduce the average per-pupil cost at small schools by adjusting funding formulas, increasing staffing flexibility, or combining students into mid-size schools with
enrollment of 550–650 students. Eliminating the cost premium of “subscale” schools could
allow District E to recoup as much as 2.5% of its operating budget to be reinvested in other
areas. If your district portfolio strategy deliberately includes small schools as a way to personalize learning for students, use this analysis to quantify the amount you are investing relative
to the benefits you are deriving.
Use the worksheets on pages
78 and 79 for Analysis 9.

You can see how to estimate these potential savings in the Do-It-Yourself section. In addition, the ERS guide School Funding Systems: Equity, Transparency, Flexibility provides detail
on eliminating the cost premium in very small schools.

Questions to Consider
1. Do you have a significant number of very large, very small, or specialty schools in your
district?

2. Is there a significant difference in per-pupil spending between small and larger
schools?

3. Is there a significant difference in per-pupil spending between specialty and traditional
schools?

4. Do you use a standard student-to-teacher ratio to allocate resources, regardless of
school size, school type, or student population?

5. Do you allow fractional staff allocations and part-time assignments?
6. Are you deliberately matching school size and type with student needs?
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Take Action!
• Evaluate small and specialty school strategy and student assignment. If you have
deliberately implemented small and/or specialty schools in your districts as a way
to improve instruction for high-need students, you should evaluate the incremental
investment required to run these schools relative to the benefits the students are
receiving and to other individualization strategies that may be less costly (see Providing individual attention on page 33). In addition, you will want to ensure that these
schools are operating at capacity and serving the students that will most benefit from
an individualized instructional approach.
• Reform staff-based formulas to reduce small school premiums. Districts can
reduce spending in schools by replacing staff-based formulas with per-pupil formulas. Rather than using teacher-to-student ratios to allocate whole staff positions, a
per-pupil formula awards dollars that follow the students and their differing needs.
By specifying per-pupil dollar amounts, district leaders can specify a “small school
subsidy” of whatever size is appropriate to maintain services. Care must be taken to
ensure that small schools receive sufficient staff and have flexibility to meet all legal
requirements for operating schools.
• Consider incremental or partial staff positions, especially in small schools, to give
principals more flexibility over the types and numbers of positions they can fill. For
instance, allocating administrative positions as fractional full-time equivalents allows
a principal to create a combined librarian/reading specialist position and have one
teacher serve as a part-time assistant principal, whereas another principal might
choose a full-time assistant principal but forego a librarian.
• Consider closing schools that are significantly subscale and/or not performing.
Especially when dealing with severe budget constraints, districts should consider
closing or combining very small schools in which the incremental benefit is not commensurate with the required investment. While closing schools is always a difficult
decision and should be considered carefully, small schools can tie up significant
resources that may be redirected toward areas that can have more impact on student
outcomes.
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Analysis 10: School capacity utilization
Many urban districts are experiencing decline in overall student enrollment, with the result
that unused school capacity may be tying up valuable resources. Due to the fixed costs
associated with every school or program, empty seats consume valuable resources that
otherwise could be redirected to improve instructional quality. Districts can reduce this cost
by better matching student assignment to facility capacity. Figure 10 illustrates school-byschool vacancy rates in one metropolitan school district.

Districts can
reduce fixed

Figure 10: Seat Vacancy by School
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Schools with More Than 25% Vacancy

Use the worksheet on
page 82 for Analysis 10.

In this case, 25 of 147 schools in the district have more than 25% of their capacity unused, with
three schools more than half empty. With so much unused capacity, this district should look
closely at consolidating schools to reduce fixed costs. High vacancy rates can also be a symptom or a driver of student and staff morale issues, safety problems, and poor performance.

Questions to Consider
1. Are there schools in your district with significant unused capacity?
2. Are there opportunities to reassign students from overenrolled schools to fill

these schools? If not, are there opportunities to free resources by closing the most
underenrolled schools?

Take Action!
• Reduce or eliminate unfilled seats. Districts should examine and revise student
assignment to move students from overpopulated schools to underpopulated
schools. In systems with school choice, schools may have empty seats because
students have elected not to attend them. In these cases, district leaders need
to consider closing those schools or undertaking other interventions to increase
school quality. For more information and strategies for school reconfigurations and
closures, see the ERS guide Turnaround Schools: District Strategies for Success and
Sustainability.
In districts in which enrollment is smaller than capacity, filling seats means consolidating students and closing schools. While closing schools is always difficult, doing so
can free up considerable resources. In this difficult budgetary environment, quantifying the potential cost savings of closing unfilled schools may help to convince school
boards, parents, and others of the necessity of the change.
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Analysis 11: Mix of school programs
To best serve students with diverse backgrounds, needs, and competencies, district leaders
must review their overall and school-by-school demographics and programs. Are programs
for special education, ELL, gifted, and at-risk students situated to balance student needs cost
effectively throughout the district?
Many of these students are best served through resource models in which they are integrated
with general education programs. However, a subset of student needs requires very intense
or specialized services and support. Due to the regulations and high fixed costs associated
with serving these students, enrolling them across many schools throughout the district
rather than in selected schools can make it difficult to find enough teachers with the needed
expertise and may result in lower instructional quality, unfilled capacity, and unnecessary
costs. Clustering the highest-need special education or ELL students can enhance the
delivery of services without replicating the cost structure more times than necessary. The
benefits of allowing special needs students to attend local schools and schools of their choice
must be compared to the costs incurred, in both more expensive and potentially lowerquality instruction.
Because many districts have a hard time finding highly qualified special education and ELL
teachers for these populations, high-need students may be better served by being grouped
together in a single school serving a larger number of similar students taught by those
teachers most qualified to meet their needs. For instance, in some districts, every school has
a self-contained special education classroom to serve students who cannot be served through
an inclusion model. In this case, a single special education teacher may be responsible for a
classroom containing students with a wide range of physical, mental, emotional, and learning
disabilities. An alternative approach is for these students to travel to a school where they can
be grouped in a class with other students who share similar learning needs and with a teacher
who has experience and training around their specific disability. While it is common to find
gifted children traveling to a single school to provide the critical mass of students to leverage
the high-quality teachers required to meet their needs, this practice is less common in other
specialized areas.

Students may be
better served by
being grouped
together in a
single school
serving a larger
number of similar
students taught
by those teachers
most qualified to
meet their needs.

Figure 11 on the next page illustrates that placements for special education students in four
urban districts result in classes smaller than required and underuse of scarce specialty staff.
A “fill rate” describes how many students on average are in a special education class relative to the district’s target class size for that disability category. A fill rate of 100% represents
a perfect match between the number of “program seats” available for students at a given
school and the number of students filling those seats. In each of these four districts, schools
are offering classes to special education students that are, on average, one-third smaller than
the classes required by those students’ Individual Education Plans. These smaller class sizes
are not deliberate decisions based on student need but the random result of student choice
and residential patterns. Altering program placement and student assignment to increase
fill rates to 90% or higher could free significant resources to devote to other areas, including
additional support for these students.
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Figure 11: Special Education Fill Rate*
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*Estimated based on number of special education staff, students, and actual special education
teachers in district and class size guidelines for various disabilities and levels

Questions to Consider
1. What percentage of your district’s schools serve student populations with highly specialized needs?

2. How much redundancy exists across schools in the services provided?
3. How close to capacity are your current programs for special education, ELL, at-risk,
Use the worksheet on
page 83 for Analysis 11.
Further explanation and
detail can also be found in
the ERS guide School
Funding Systems.
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and gifted students?

4. Do you have strategies for managing program assignment and enrollment to ensure
high-quality, cost-effective delivery?

5. To what extent can you concentrate highly specialized programs at a focused number
of locations rather than dispersing those programs throughout the district?

Take Action!
• Make student placement more strategic for students with highly specialized
program needs. Tough economic times provide an important context for reviewing the number and size of these programs to make sure that all students get the
specialized support they need but in a cost-effective way that maximizes the use of
scarce specialized staff and does not divert necessary resources from the shrinking
core program. This approach may require changes in student assignment and add
transportation costs to concentrate students in schools, but it can ensure that these
students get the highest teaching expertise and best facilities, even if they may not
always get their first choice of schools.
• Examine student assignment policies for students in all specialized programs.
Shifts of even a few students from one school to another can have a large impact on
fill rates in small, special program classes — potentially freeing up resources to use to
provide broader support or additional support for the same special program students. Even districts offering choice should examine whether they might be able to
manage special populations by school to more closely match populations with target
class sizes.
• Rethink the service delivery model for schools with unavoidably small programs.
It might be possible to find high-quality, cost-effective ways to serve smaller numbers
of students. The use of part-time expert staff, teachers with multiple certifications,
and outside contractors can sometimes be combined to create even more effective
models.
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How can you maximize
investments in areas most
likely to return lasting results?
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
NOW THAT YOU have diagnosed and quantified your
issues around school design and school portfolio management and have a list of potential actions to address them,

• Identify short- and long-term priorities — taking
advantage of potential quick wins while setting the
stage for sustainable transformation; and

you will want to:

• Learn how to leverage the billions of dollars of new
federal spending.

Finding the starting point
sustainable
district
transformation,
you must leverage
the current
financial pressure
to take on the
difficult trade-offs
and challenges
that stand in
the way of real
change.

It is easy, especially with the current intense budget pressure, to focus on the quick wins.
Indeed, you should be looking for the easiest ways to free up valuable resources with the
least negative impact on student performance. However, to achieve sustainable district
transformation, you also must leverage the current financial pressure to take on the difficult
trade-offs and challenges that stand in the way of real change.
Use the chart below to prioritize quickly which actions to undertake first and which have the
greatest longer-term potential. Once you have determined the size of your resource misalignments, plot all of the actions you are considering according to the cost (the size of the
misalignment they address) and the ease of implementation. Short-term priorities will be in
the upper right-hand box, and longer-term priorities will be in the lower right-hand box.
EASY
Ease of Implementation

To achieve

MAYBE
if you need a quick
or political win

YES
make the change
NOW!

NO
the time and effort
don’t make sense

YES
plan changes over
the long term and
prioritize based on
achievement impact

HARD
LOW

Resources Freed

HIGH

For instance, adjusting class size guidelines to differentiate by grade and subject may be a fairly
straightforward and inexpensive way to target more resources in high-need areas. If so, you would
place this action in the top right quadrant. On the other hand, you might put closing schools in
the lower right quadrant. Although it might be an important cost-saving opportunity, the political
will required to make it happen may make this a longer-term priority.
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The sample chart below illustrates where each of the misalignments identified in this guide most
often lies. Your district situation may be different, but the chart offers a good starting point.

•

Ease of Implementation

EASY

Assignment
of Coaches
Time on Core
Academics

•

•

•

Investment in
Collaborative
Planning Time
and Expert
Support

Mix of School
Programs

•

Reduction
in Teacher
Load

•

Special Education
Incidence and
Diagnosis

•

•

•

Student
Assignment

•

LOW

•

School
Size

School
Capacity
Utilization

Instructional
Time

HARD

Strategic
Management
of Class Size

Resources Freed

HIGH

Questions to Consider
1. What is your district already addressing or, based on this analysis, likely to address
soon?

2. What should be on the radar screen that is not there now?
3. How are you planning to galvanize action or support ongoing progress?
4. What can you do now to lay the groundwork for the more difficult, long-term changes?
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Making budget decisions now
The table below and on the next page, which draw from the recommended actions in this
guide, offer guidance on how districts can reallocate existing spending as well as build a
foundation for the future.

SHORT TERM: ALIGN SPENDING WITH GOALS
Reduce spending by …

Shift resources …

• Clustering highly
specialized programs
to achieve critical
mass of students with
similar needs at the
same school

• From low-need to high-need classes
by adjusting class size guidelines by
subject, grade, student, and course
• From remediation/special education
to early intervention by introducing
Response to Intervention and other
early intervention programs

• Reducing the premium for small schools WITHIN SCHOOLS:
by changing staff• From low-need to high-need areas
ing rules (part-time
by increasing principals’ ability to
and partial full-time
use the resources they are given
equivalent allocations)
more flexibly and creatively
• Closing schools if your
• From noncore to core subject
district has a signifiinstruction by adjusting bell and
cant number of empty
course schedules to reduce teacher
seats
load and increase time in core
• Increase class sizes
subjects
overall or for specific
• From specialist to generalist instruclow-need students,
tion by introducing push strategies
grade levels, and
for supporting special populations,
subjects
giving special populations better
access to core instruction, and leveraging specialist resources across
more students

Increase spending
to …
• Increase length
of school day and
year in struggling
schools
• Provide 90 minutes per week
of collaborative
planning time for
all teachers
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LONG TERM: SUPPORT SUSTAINABLE TRANSFORMATION
Invest transition resources to …
• Develop strategic school design
templates
• Train school leaders in strategic school
design and scheduling options
• Develop early intervention programs like
Response to Intervention
• Invest in expert support and professional
development to increase teacher
capacity to use individual attention
strategies
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Lay groundwork for long-term change
by …
• Communicating the small and
underenrolled school message — the
opportunity cost of keeping them open
• Communicating class size trade-off
message — focused reduction where it
makes a difference
• Beginning discussions with teachers’
unions around increasing staffing and
scheduling flexibility
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Arm yourself with data
to make the case for
change in your district.
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DO-IT-YOURSELF WORKSHEETS
THIS SECTION INCLUDES worksheets with step-by-step
instructions to help you calculate and measure effective
school design and portfolio management. These analyses
can help identify your largest challenges and greatest

opportunities for action. Armed with this knowledge, you
will be able to quantify transformational opportunities
for your district.

Analyses for effective school design and portfolio management
ANALYSIS
IMPROVING 1.
TEACHING
QUALITY 2.

3.
MAXIMIZING 4.
INSTRUCTIONAL
TIME

WORKSHEET

Collaborative 1.
planning time
Expert
support

PAGE

Elementary school contracted
teacher planning time

59

2a. Coaching and lead teacher
support spending per teacher

60

2b. School teacher-to-coach ratio

62

Principal span 3.
of review

Principal span of review

64

Instructional
time

4a. Total time in school

65

4b. Instructional time by subject

67

Class size

5.

Average class size by course type

69

Teacher load

6.

Average teacher load

71

SERVING 7.
SPECIAL
POPULATIONS
EFFECTIVELY

Special
education
placement

7a. Special education placements as
a percentage of total enrollment

72

7b. General education class size
versus student-to-teacher ratio

74

PORTFOLIO 8.
MANAGEMENT

Student
needs by
school type

8.

76

9.

School cost

9a. Distribution of schools by
enrollment

78

9b. Per-pupil spending differential
between small- and medium-size
schools

79

10. School
capacity
utilization

10. Seat vacancy by school

82

11. Mix of school
programs

11. Special education fill rate

83

PROVIDING 5.
INDIVIDUAL
ATTENTION 6.

Student needs by school type
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Data checklist
BEFORE YOU
BEGIN …
Performing the analyses in
this guide for all the schools
in your district will allow you
to better assess the strengths
and needs of each school.
We recommend you do not
compare results across school
levels (e.g., elementary,
middle, high) but instead
compare schools of the same
grade levels. In addition, it
may be onerous to perform
the analyses for every school.
In that case, you may want to
consider isolating a specific
set of schools to look at first
— perhaps low-performing
schools and a subset of
higher-performing schools
for reference. For a more
in-depth analysis of individual
schools, consider doing an
analysis comparing specific
grades, proficiency levels, and
subjects.

Use this list to gather the data and files that you will need to complete the worksheets that
follow. All data files listed are for the current school year.

o District budget file at the lowest level of detail available.
This file will allow you to:
a. Identify all K–12 operating budget items.
b. Provide position-level detail to identify full-time equivalents and position titles
by department/location (i.e., you can identify the number of classroom teachers
at each school in the district).
c. Provide funding-source information to allow you to identify spending on special
populations (specifically special education, ELL, and poverty).
d. Provides actual salary, not average salary, for positions.

o District payroll file at the lowest level of detail available.
This file will allow you to:
a. Identify monetary provisions for coaches (e.g., stipends).

o District K–12 enrollment file by grade and by school.
This file will allow you to:
a. Identify total student enrollment by student type:
i. Identify total general education enrollment.
ii. Identify total ELL enrollment, broken out by program so you know which
students are self-contained/substantially separate and which students are
integrated/mainstreamed.
iii. Identify total special education enrollment, broken out by program so you
know which students are self-contained/substantially separate and which
students are integrated/mainstreamed.
b. Identify total student enrollment by student demographic (e.g., poverty).

o District K–12 student performance file. This file will allow you to:
a. Track student performance metrics for various testing instruments in the district
(e.g., statewide standardized exams).

o District K–12 course file by student by grade by school.
This file will allow you to:
a. Measure instructional time by subject for each student:
i. Determine core versus noncore classification of each course.
ii. Determine start and end time for each period.
b. Determine average class sizes.

o District human resources file, including supervisor/evaluator information for
teachers. This file will allow you to:
a. Determine the number of teachers each principal/assistant principal is
responsible for evaluating.
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WORKSHEET 1

Elementary school contracted teacher
planning time

OBJECTIVE: To identify relative
investment in collaborative planning
time and identify opportunities to
leverage and reallocate existing time
for collaborative planning

STEP 1: Identify number of minutes of collaborative
planning time stipulated in teacher contract.
1. Using the district’s teacher contract, identify the number of
minutes allocated for collaborative planning time.
2. In doing this, you will most likely also be able to identify the
number of minutes allocated for other teacher activities in a day
a. Arrival and departure time

SUMMARY OF METRICS

b. Student day

STEP 1: Identify number of minutes of collaborative
planning time stipulated in teacher contract.

c. Individual planning
d. Lunch
e. Other

STEP 2: Determine number of minutes of

3. Determine the total number of minutes stipulated in contract:

unspecified time.

Collaborative planning time
+ Arrival/departure time
+ Student day
+ Individual planning
+ Lunch
+ Other stipulated time

STEP 3: Graph collaborative planning and
unspecified time.

REMINDER
Figure 1: Elementary School Contracted Teacher
Planning Time (Minutes per Week)

Minutes stipulated in contract

STEP 2: Determine the number of minutes of
unspecified time.

District A
District B
District C
District D
District E

1. Unspecified time is generally not stipulated in the contract and
must be calculated as the difference between total time and
stipulated time:

District F
District G
District H
District I*
District J*
District K*
0

50

100

150

Collaborative Planning Time

200
Unspecified Time

250

300

Total minutes
– Minutes stipulated in contract (Step 1)
Unspecified time

STEP 3: Graph collaborative planning and
unspecified time.
1. Construct a bar graph with:
a. Y-axis: Minutes per week.
b. X-axis: Collaborative and unspecified time.
2. Graph the total minutes per week of collaborative planning
and unspecified time and compare to other districts and to the
90-minute recommended minimum collaborative planning time.
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WORKSHEET 2a Coaching and lead teacher support spending
per teacher
OBJECTIVE: To understand relative
level of investment in coaches and
teacher leaders

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Determine the number of coaching fulltime equivalents (FTEs) for the district.
STEP 2: Calculate investment in coaches using
average coach compensation.

STEP 1: Determine the number of coaching full-time
equivalents (FTEs) for the district.
1. Using your district’s current year human resources (HR) file,
identify coaches by job code/title (often identified as instructional
specialists).
2. Where applicable, determine the number of FTE units for each
coach.
3. Using the HR file, determine the average compensation for a fulltime coach/instructional specialist.
4. For each school, create a list of the coaches with four columns:

STEP 3: Determine the number of lead teachers
used in the district.

a. Coach name/ID

STEP 4: Determine if lead teachers are compensated in a standard way across the district or differently at each school.

c. Average coach compensation (from HR/payroll file)

STEP 5: Calculate the investment in lead teachers
based on the compensation model.
STEP 6: Graph the investment in coaching for your
district.

b. FTE units
d. Coach investment

STEP 2: Calculate investment in coaches using
average coach compensation.
1. Using the list you just created, calculate coach investment by:
a. Multiplying each coach’s FTE allocation by the average
compensation.

REMINDER

Figure 2a: Coaching and Lead Teacher Support
Spending Per Teacher
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2. Sum coach investment for all coaches in all schools. This sum is
the total investment in coaches for the district.

STEP 3: Determine the number of lead teachers used
in the district.
Note: Depending on how your district treats the lead teacher role,
lead teachers may be difficult to identify from the HR file. If you know
that schools in your district have a significant number of lead teachers,
you may want to ask individual schools for lead teacher information.
1. The current year district HR file will most often flag a teacher as a
lead teacher, either in job title or in additional roles.
2. Identify the number of lead teachers in your district.
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STEP 4: Determine if lead teachers are compensated in a standard way
across the district or differently at each school.
1. Refer to the teacher contract to understand whether lead teachers are compensated via
stipend or are provided release periods when they perform their lead teacher duties.
2. If the contract does not indicate this information, the district payroll file may indicate
whether stipends are given to lead teachers.
3. If the district payroll file does not indicate this information, you may need to discuss lead
teacher practices individually with each school.

STEP 5: Calculate the investment in lead teachers based on the
compensation model.
1. For each school, create a list of the lead teachers with four columns:
a. Lead teacher name
b. FTE units column
c. Average teacher compensation (HR/Payroll file)
d. Lead teacher investment
2. If a lead teacher is compensated through an annual stipend, simply enter this amount in
the column lead teacher investment.
3. If a lead teacher is provided release time, the lead teacher investment will equal FTE
units multiplied by average teacher compensation:
a. To determine FTE units, use the district course file to determine the number of periods
(or minutes) of release time and the percentage of total periods (or total minutes).
Enter this as the FTE units.
b. In the lead teacher investment column, multiply the average teacher compensation by
the FTE units.
4. Sum the values in lead teacher investment. This sum is the total lead teacher investment.

STEP 6: Graph the investment in coaching for your district.
1. Construct a bar graph with:
a. Y-axis: Dollar investment.
b. X-axis: List of districts for which you want to compare coach and lead teacher investment.
c. Graph the level of coach and lead teacher investment for your school and compare to
other districts.
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WORKSHEET 2b School teacher-to-coach ratio
OBJECTIVE: To determine the number
of teachers that each instructional
coach or teacher leader is expected
to support, and identify whether
there are opportunities to better
match coaching support to school and
teacher need

STEP 1: Determine the number of coaches deployed
at each school and total FTE allocation.

SUMMARY OF METRICS

3. Where applicable, determine the number of FTE units for each
coach at each school, e.g., a coach who is assigned to one school
full time will have FTE = 1. A coach who works only 50% and
splits her time at two schools will have FTE = 0.25 at each school.

STEP 1: Determine the number of coaches
deployed at each school and total FTE allocation.
STEP 2: Determine the number of teachers at each
school and total FTE allocation.
STEP 3: Calculate teacher-to-coach ratio at each
school.
STEP 4: Graph comparison metrics by school.

1. Using your district’s current year human resources file, identify
coaches by job code/title (often identified as instructional
specialists).
2. Determine whether each coach is assigned to one school or
multiple schools. The HR file will list the schools this coach is
assigned to in the current year.

4. For each school, create a list of the coaches with two columns:
a. Coach name/ID
b. FTE units at school
5. Using the list you just created, calculate total coach FTE units at
each school:
a. Sum the “FTE units at school” column.

REMINDER

Teacher FTE/Coaches FTE at Each School

Figure 2b: High School Teacher-to-Coach Ratio
70

STEP 2: Determine the number of teachers at each
school and total FTE allocation.
1. Using your district’s current year HR file, identify teachers by job
code/title.

60
50
40

2. Where applicable, determine the number of FTE units for each
teacher at each school.

30
20
10
0
Corrective Action/Restructuring

Needs Improvement

Good Standing

3. For each school, create a list of the teachers with two columns:
a. Teacher name/ID
b. FTE units at school
4. Using the list you just created, calculate total teacher FTE units at
each school:
a. Sum the “FTE units at school” column.
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STEP 3: Calculate teacher-to-coach ratio at each school.
FTE teacher units
FTE coach units

=

Teacher-to-coach ratio
at each school

STEP 4: Graph comparison metrics by school.
1. Construct a bar graph with:
a. Y-axis: Teacher-to-coach ratio (i.e., number of FTE teachers per each FTE coach).
b. X-axis: List of schools for which you want to compare teacher-to-coach ratio. It may be
helpful to sort schools by whatever measure of school performance you use in your district. Lower-performing schools are likely to have higher needs for coaching resources,
and therefore, they should ideally have lower teacher-to-coach ratios.
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WORKSHEET 3

Principal span of review

OBJECTIVE: To understand how many
teachers each principal (or school
leader) is expected to support and
develop in a school year

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Identify school evaluation practices.
STEP 2: Calculate the number of teachers
evaluated by the principal (or other evaluators).
STEP 3: Graph comparison metrics by school.

Figure 3: Principal Span of Review

Percentage of Principals
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11%

18%

80%
60%

41%

22%

38%
32%

20%
0%

13%

Number of Teachers
Evaluated by
Each Principal
40+

District A

20–29
10–19
0–9

18%
4%
District B

a. Within this report, ensure there is a field “Evaluator Role” or
some other text to signify the role of the evaluator (e.g., principal, assistant principal).
2. Determine whether principal, assistant principal, or another
individual is responsible for teacher evaluation. This will be crucial
to determine span of review for principals and other evaluators.

1. Using the teacher evaluation data collected either centrally or by
school, determine evaluator span of review.

30–39

40%

1. Determine how teacher evaluation data are collected. This will
be done at the central office where the central office will have
either the district human resources file or a report of all teacher
evaluations and appropriate evaluator. Or, this will be reported
only at each individual school.

STEP 2: Calculate the number of teachers evaluated
by the principal (or other evaluators).

REMINDER

100%

STEP 1: Identify school evaluation practices.

2. By school, simply count the number of teachers a principal (or
other evaluator) evaluated in a given school year. For a more
robust analysis, use multiple years of evaluation data for each
school and average the number of teachers assigned to a single
principal (or other evaluator).

STEP 3: Graph comparison metrics by school.
1. Construct a bar graph in which:
a. Each stack in the bar represents the percentage of principals (or
evaluators) for each span of review range.
b. Each bar represents 100% of the principals (or evaluators) at
each school.
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WORKSHEET 4 a Total time in school
OBJECTIVE: To understand how
much time students are in school
SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Identify the length of the school day for
each school and the district average length of
school day.
STEP 2: Identify the length of the school year for
each school and the district average length of
school year.
STEP 3: Calculate the school hours per year for
each school and the district average school hours
per year.
STEP 4: Graph differences in the school hours per
year across schools.

REMINDER

School Hours Per Year

800

1. Identify the start and end times for every school in the district using
the district’s course schedule database or master schedule records.
2. Calculate the length of school day in hours for each school in the
district.
3. Take the average across schools, weighted by enrollment, to get
the district’s average length of school day (in hours).

STEP 2: Identify the length of the school year for
each school and the district average length
of school year.

Leading-Edge Schools: 1,276

1,200
1,000

STEP 1: Identify the length of the school day for each
school and the district average length of
school day.

1. If the length of the school year is dictated by collective
bargaining agreements/state law/etc. and is the same across all
schools, please use that as the length of the school year.

Figure 4a: Total Time in School
1,400

Note: If every school of the same level (e.g., elementary, middle) has
the same length of day and year, you may want to just calculate hours
by school level.

1,170

1,110

1,260

1,207

National Average: 1,170

1,138

963

2. Otherwise, calculate the length of school year (in days) for each
school using the district’s course schedule database or master.

600
400
200
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3. Take the average across schools, weighted by enrollment, to get
the district’s average length of school year (in days).

STEP 3: Calculate the school hours per year for each
school and the district average school hours
per year.
1. For each school:
Length of the school day (in hours)
x Length of the school year (in days)
School’s hours per year
2. Calculate the district’s average school hours per year:
District’s average length of school day (in hours)
x District’s average length of school year (in days)
District’s average school hours per year
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STEP 4: Graph differences in the school hours per year across schools.
1. The chart in this guide graphs the district’s average school hours per year against the
national average and other districts.
2. For your district, graph your district’s average school hours per year and the school
hours per year for each school (or school level, if all schools of the same level have the
same total hours). You may also want to compare your district’s school hours per year to
the other district’s presented in the chart on page 65.
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WORKSHEET 4b Instructional time by subject
OBJECTIVE: To understand how much
time schools are investing in core
academic versus other subjects

Note: This guide illustrates this analysis at the district level for
secondary schools. For your analysis, it is most useful to do this comparison for each school or even for each grade within a school. This
will allow you to compare, for example, how 9th graders in different
schools spend their time or how time allocations for students in a
single school change from grade to grade.

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Categorize all the classes at each school by
subject and grade.

STEP 1: Categorize all the classes at each school by
subject and grade.

STEP 2: Determine the time each student spends in
each subject.

1. Use your district course file to identify classes at each school.

STEP 3: Calculate the percentage of time for core
and noncore courses.
STEP 4: Graph comparison metrics to illustrate
instructional time differences for schools in your
district.

2. For each school, assign a subject and category to each class:
a. Subject: The subject of a class can usually be determined by
the course name. Subjects to be identified include English
language arts, math, science, social studies, foreign language,
art, music, health, computer literacy, vocational/career, and
internship.
b. Category: Core classes include the following subjects: English
language arts, math, science, social studies, and foreign
language. Noncore subjects include physical education,
art, music, health, computer literacy, vocational/career, and
internship.

REMINDER

Figure 4b: Instructional Time by Subject
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STEP 2: Determine the time each student spends in
each subject.
1. Use your district course file to identify students at each school.
2. For each student ID, identify the classes that student takes.
3. For each class identified in Step 1, identify columns that
indicate how long this class is in a day. (Note: If period length
varies by day, you will need to identify how many minutes each
class meets per week or cycle.) Based on the way your systems
aggregate data, this could be represented one of several ways:
a. Course start time/course end time: Calculate the difference
in minutes in these two columns to get total minutes.
b. Course duration: This will provide the actual length of the
course.
c. Course units: For which a course unit equals the number of
minutes.
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4. Once you have class duration, calculate the total number of minutes for each subject for
each student by summing all the minutes for all the classes in each subject., e.g., math,
English language arts, etc.

STEP 3: Calculate the percentage of time for core and noncore
courses.
1. Add up the total minutes that all students in each school spend on each subject.
2. Calculate the total number of minutes spent in core subjects by summing the total
minutes for all core subjects (English language arts, math, science, social studies, and
foreign language).
3. Calculate the total number of minutes spent in noncore subjects by summing the total
minutes for all other subjects.
4. Calculate the percentage of time students spend in core and noncore classes.
Number of minutes in core classes
Number of minutes in core and noncore classes

=

Percentage of time students
spend in core classes

STEP 4: Graph comparison metrics to illustrate instructional time
differences for schools in your district.
1. Construct a stacked bar graph in which:
a. Each stack in the bar represents the percentage of time spent in a core or noncore
subject.
b. Each bar represents 100% instructional time at one school or in one grade or subject,
which equals the total amount of time in core and noncore subjects.
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WORKSHEET 5

Average class size by course type

OBJECTIVE: To understand how
secondary school class size varies by
grade and subject

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Categorize all the classes at each school
by subject and grade.

Note: This guide illustrates this analysis at the district level and shows
the comparison between 9th grade core class sizes and 12th grade
noncore class sizes. For your analysis, it is most useful to do this
comparison for each school to understand the school-level resource
use. You can also do a more in-depth analysis by comparing class
sizes across specific grades, proficiency levels, and subjects. While this
analysis is most relevant for high schools, it can also be useful at the
middle school level.

STEP 2: Calculate the average class size by subject
and grade.

STEP 1: Categorize all the classes at each school by
subject and grade.

STEP 3: Graph the average class size by subject and
grade within schools and across schools.

1. Use your district course file to identify all the classes offered at
each school.
2. For each school, assign a grade, subject, and category to each
class:

REMINDER

Figure 5: Average Class Size by Course Type
Number of Students
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a. Grade: The grade-level of a class can be determined either
by the course name (i.e., Algebra 1 is considered a 9th grade
class) or by the student composition (i.e., math classes that have
50%+ 9th graders are considered to be 9th grade math classes)
— use whichever method is more appropriate for your district.
b. Subject: The subject of a class can usually be determined by
the course name. Subjects to be identified include English
language arts, math, science, social studies, foreign language,
art, music, health, computer literacy, vocational/career, and
internship.
c. Category: Core classes include the following subjects: English
language arts, math, science, social studies, and foreign language. Noncore subjects include art, music, health, computer
literacy, vocational/career, and internship. Note that physical
education (PE) is excluded from this definition of noncore for
the purposes of this analysis because PE class sizes are generally quite large and can skew the average noncore class size.

STEP 2: Calculate the average class size by subject
and grade.
1. Calculate the class size for each class by counting the number of
students assigned to it.
2. Calculate the average class size for all possible subject and grade
combinations (i.e., 12th grade English, 11th grade math, etc.).
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STEP 3: Graph the average class size by subject and grade within
schools and across schools.
1. The chart in this guide graphs the average class sizes for 9th grade core classes versus
12th grade noncore classes.
2. You will get the most value out of this analysis by comparing differences in classes
across school subjects and grades, for example:
a. Class sizes decrease in higher grades, generally because more students have dropped
out and (in high school) more students are taking electives. A better strategy may be
to target the smallest classes in transition years (6th and 9th grade) — do you see this
trend at any of your schools?
b. We often see that class sizes in core classes are significantly lower than noncore classes
— do you see this at any of your schools?
c. Be sure to look at differences both within schools and across schools.
3. Construct a bar graph with:
a. Y-axis: Average class size.
b. X-axis: List of individual schools, subjects, grades, etc., for which you want to compare
class size.
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WORKSHEET 6

Average teacher load

OBJECTIVE: Understand average
teacher load by school level to gauge
the ability of teachers in your district
to tailor instruction around the needs
of individual students and to identify
opportunities to reduce load for
priority subjects and students

Note: This guide illustrates this analysis at the district level. For your
analysis, it is most useful to do this comparison for each school or
across grades or subjects to understand whether teacher load is being
reduced in high-need areas.

SUMMARY OF METRICS

1. For this analysis, we have defined teacher load as the number of
students a teacher teaches during a single school year. Use your
district course file to identify all courses that a teacher teaches to
students in each school.

STEP 1: Calculate average teacher load by school
level and for select schools within each school
level.
STEP 2: Graph comparison metrics by school.

REMINDER

Figure 6: Average Teacher Load by District
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a. For each school in the course file, each student ID should be
linked to a course and a teacher ID. For our purposes, we only
care about student ID and teacher ID pairs.
b. For each teacher ID, identify the distinct student IDs across
all terms. Terms may be defined by semester, quarter, year, or
some other category.
c. To aggregate the teacher load for a teacher, simply count the
number of distinct student IDs.
d. Calculate average teacher load by school and by school type.
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STEP 1: Calculate average teacher load by school
level and for select schools within each
school level.
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STEP 2: Graph comparison metrics by school.
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1. You may choose to graph both average teacher load by school
level and average teacher load by individual school. The latter
will help you identify schools with unusually high or particularly
low teacher loads. If you also analyze teacher load by grade,
proficiency level, and subject, you can identify opportunities to
reduce teacher loads in priority areas.
a. Y-axis: Teacher load defined by number of students.
b. X-axis: List of individual schools, subjects, grades, etc., for which
you wish to compare teacher load.
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WORKSHEET 7a 	Special education placements as a
percentage of total enrollment
OBJECTIVE: Understand the special
education diagnostic and placement
practices in your district to determine
whether students are appropriately
placed in special education settings
SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment and
enrollment by student type for each school.
STEP 2: Calculate average percentages by school.
STEP 3: Deep-dive on special education to
determine the percentage of resource room and
self-contained.
STEP 4: Graph average special education
placements in your district.

REMINDER

Figure 7a: K–12 Special Education Placements
as Percentage of Total Enrollment
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3.5%
District F

STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment and
enrollment by student type for each school.
1. Using your district enrollment file:
a. Determine the total student enrollment for each school:
i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).
ii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school
that are enrolled at this specific cut-off date.
b. Determine the total student enrollment by student type:
i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).
ii. Identify student need categories in your student database:
free/reduced-price lunch, special education, ELL. Students
who are off track or struggling academically are addressed
in Step 3. Note: For this analysis we used the relatively broad
categories listed here. For a more complete understanding of student needs by school you may want to drill down
further (e.g., to self-contained special education students,
ELL students by language, or struggling students based on
several academic measures).
iii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school in
each category.

STEP 2: Calculate average percentages by school.
1. Using the figures you calculated for each school in Step 1, perform the following
calculation:
Number of unique student IDs for each
student type at each school

=

Total student enrollment at each school

Percentage of student population
by student type for each school

2. You now have a full set of student need metrics for each school:
a. Percentage free/reduced-price lunch, students with disabilities, ELL.
b. Percentage proficient and below proficient.
You may want to compare schools within the same school level (e.g., elementary, middle)
because school types may have different percentages of special populations.

STEP 3: Deep-dive on special education to determine the percentage
of resource room and self-contained.
1. In Step 1, you calculated special education student enrollment. Using your district
enrollment file, identify a further breakdown of special education into resource room or
self-contained. Self-contained is typically defined as students spending 60% or more of
their time in a special education setting. If you use additional categories to distinguish
among special education students in your district, you may want to calculate the
percentage of those categories as well.
2. Calculate the number of students in each special education category.
3. Calculate the average proportions for each category by school:
Number of unique student IDs in each
special education category
Total student enrollment at each school

=

Percentage of special education
population in each category

STEP 4: Graph average special education placements in your district.
1. Construct a bar graph to show comparison special education metrics:
a. Y-axis: Average proportion for special education and each special education category.
b. X-axis: Your district and other districts for comparison.
2. Bar graph height will be determined by the overall special education proportion for
each district.
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WORKSHEET 7b	General education class size versus
student-to-teacher ratio
OBJECTIVE: To understand how
much teaching resource is tied up in
specialty and nonclassroom positions
at schools in your district
SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Calculate the total student-to-teacher
ratio for each school.
STEP 2: Calculate the average general education
class size at each school.
STEP 3: Graph the difference between total
student-to-teacher ratio and the average general
education class size at each school and across
schools.

Note: This guide illustrates this analysis at the district level. For your
analysis, it is most useful to do this comparison for each school in your
district to understand how much of a school’s teaching resources are
tied up in self-contained, specialty, and nonclassroom positions and
assignments.

STEP 1: Calculate the total student-to-teacher ratio
for each school.
1. Using your district budget or HR file:
a. Identify the total number of K–12 teachers at each school:
i. Count only K–12 teachers for the grades each school serves
(exclude prekindergarten, adult education, etc.).
ii. Include all categories of K–12 teachers (general education,
ELL, special education, etc.).
2. Using your district’s enrollment file:
a. Identify the total K–12 enrollment at each school.
3. Calculate the total student-to-teacher ratio at each school.

REMINDER

Figure 7b: General Education Class Size versus
Student-to-Teacher Ratio
30

29

15

Total K–12 teachers

=

Total student-to-teacher ratio

29
26

25

25
20

Total K–12 enrollment

22

22

14

13

14

14

22

20

18

17

16

16

15
12

10
5

Steps 2 and 3 allow you to estimate each school’s general education
class size. If you already have that data available, you do not need to
do Steps 2 and 3.

0
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Average Total Student-to-Teacher Ratio

District H District I

STEP 2: Calculate the average general education
class size at each school.
1. For elementary schools, use your district’s file to:
a. Identify all the general education classes at each school:
i. Exclude specialty classes such as art, music, and physical
education.
ii. Exclude any self-contained classes that consist primarily
(>60%) of special education or ELL students.
b. For each general education class, calculate the class size by
counting the number of students assigned to the class.
c. For each elementary school, calculate the average general
education class size at the school.
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2. For secondary schools, use your district’s course file to:
a. Identify all the general education core classes at each school:
i. Exclude specialty classes such as art, music, and physical education.
ii. We use general education core classes only in this calculation because they provide
the most accurate representation of teaching staff used for core academic instruction. Noncore class sizes may be very high (e.g., physical education) or very low
(e.g., electives) and may therefore under- or overstate the resources devoted to
specialist instruction. Core subjects include English language arts, math, science,
social studies, and foreign language.
b. For each general education core class, calculate the class size by counting the number
of students assigned to the class.
c. For each secondary school, calculate the average general education core class size at
the school.

STEP 3: Graph the difference between total student-to-teacher ratio
and the average general education class size at each school
and across schools.
1. The chart in this guide graphs the differences at the district level, but you should graph
ratios for each school for which you performed the analysis.
2. For your district, graph the total student-to-teacher ratio and the average general
education class size for each school:
a. Y-axis: Number of students (class size and student-to-teacher ratio).
b. X-axis: Individual school or set of schools.
3. Graph each school/set of schools with respect to the average class size and student-toteacher ratio.
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WORKSHEET 8

Student needs by school type

OBJECTIVE: To understand whether
the distribution of different types
of students across different types of
schools in your district is consistent
with the goals of those school types
SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment and
enrollment by student type for each school.
STEP 2: Calculate average proportions by school
model to develop comparison metrics for the
district.
STEP 3: Graph student needs by school type.

Note: This guide illustrates this analysis for traditional, magnet, vocational, and charter schools in a district. Your district may have alternate
types (e.g., program pilot schools, small learning communities): Please
assess the school types most suitable for your district. Before you
begin you should categorize all of the schools in your district into the
appropriate school types.

STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment and
enrollment by student type for each school.
1. Using your district enrollment file:
a. Determine the total student enrollment for each school:
i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).
ii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school
that are enrolled at this specific cut-off date.
b. Determine the total student enrollment by student type:

REMINDER

Figure 8: Student Needs by School Type
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i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).
ii. Identify student need categories in your student database:
free/reduced-price lunch, special education students, and
ELL. Students who are off track or struggling academically
are addressed in Step 2. Note: For this analysis we used the
relatively broad categories listed here. For a more complete
understanding of student needs by school you may want
to drill down further (e.g., self-contained special education
students, ELL students by language, or struggling students
based on several academic measures).
iii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school in
each category.
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STEP 2: Calculate average proportions by school model to develop
comparison metrics for the district.
1. Using the figures you calculated for each school in Step 1, perform the following
calculation:
Number of unique student IDs for each
student type at each school
Total student enrollment at each school

=

Percentage of student population by
student type for each school

2. You now have a full set of student need metrics for each school:
a. Percentage free/reduced-price lunch, students with disabilities, ELL.
b. Percentage proficient and below proficient.
3. Identify the schools associated with each school type and aggregate by school type.

STEP 3: Graph student needs by school type.
1. Construct a bar graph with:
a. Y-axis: Percentage of students.
b. X-axis: Different student types (e.g., special education, ELL) for each school type.
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WORKSHEET 9a Distribution of schools by enrollment
OBJECTIVE: To understand the size
distribution of schools within the
district

STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment for each
school.
1. Using your district enrollment file:
a. Determine the total student enrollment for each school:

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment for each
school.
STEP 2: Identify schools by size.

STEP 2: Identify schools by size.
1. Identify the number of schools in each size category: fewer than
350 students; 350–549; 550–649; 650–1,499; and 1,500 or more
students.

REMINDER

Figure 9a: Distribution of Schools by
Enrollment
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ii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school
that are enrolled at this specific cut-off date.

STEP 3: Graph the distribution of schools by
enrollment.

100%

i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).

District G

35%
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STEP 3: Graph the distribution of schools by
enrollment.
1. Construct a graph with:
a. Y-axis: Percentage of schools in the district.
b. X-axis: Your district relative to the other districts illustrated in
this guide.

WORKSHEET 9b Per-pupil spending differential between
small- and medium-size schools
OBJECTIVE: Determine how general
education per-pupil spend at small
schools (defined here as schools with
fewer than 350 students) compares to
spend at mid-sized schools (550–650
students)
SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Identify school groupings: small schools
and mid-sized schools.
STEP 2: Calculate general education per-pupil
instructional cost.
STEP 3: Calculate per-pupil noninstructional fixed
cost.
STEP 4: Calculate general education per-pupil
spend, school reported.
STEP 5: Calculate the average general education
per-pupil spend, school reported for small and
mid-sized school groups.

STEP 1: Identify school groupings: small schools and
mid-sized schools.
1. From worksheet 9a or using your district K–12 enrollment file:
a. Identify the number of schools with fewer than 350 students and
number of schools with 550–650 students.
b. Classify small school group as schools with fewer than 350
students and mid-sized school group as schools with 550–650
students.

Note: If you have read School Funding Systems: Equity, Transparency,
Flexibility, you will recognize Steps 2–4 from Worksheet 1: “General
education spending per pupil by school and school level.”
General education per-pupil spend, school reported is the most
complicated measure to calculate. It also is the most critical because
it offers a true “apples-to-apples” comparison of general education
spending across schools. This metric not only helps you identify and
manage inequity but also can be used to counter questions and objections from others who may be using less-accurate spending measures.
We define general education per-pupil spend, school reported:
General education per-pupil
instructional cost (Step 2)

+

Per-pupil noninstructional
fixed cost (Step 3)

STEP 6: Calculate the small school premium.
STEP 7: Calculate proportion of students who
attend small schools.
STEP 8: Calculate total district spending on schools.
STEP 9: Calculate incremental small school
premium as a percentage of total district budget.
STEP 10: Graph the small school premium (metric
from Step 6) for each school.

Figure 9b: Per-Pupil Spending Differential
between Small- and Medium-Size Schools

a. Determine the total K–12 operating budget for each school:
i. Exclude nonoperating budget line items that are budgeted
at schools (e.g., debt service, property rental/lease, capital
expenses).
ii. Exclude non-K–12 budget line items that may be budgeted
at schools (e.g., adult education, prekindergarten, etc.).
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i. Identify total spending on teacher and aide compensation
for each school.
ii. Exclude any teachers and aides who do not work in a general education classroom (e.g., ELL teachers, special education teachers).

$3,000
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1. Using your district budget file:

b. Determine the total spend on general education instructional
staff (teachers and aides) for each school:

REMINDER
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STEP 2: Calculate general education per-pupil
instructional cost.
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2. Using your district K–12 enrollment file:
a. Identify the total number of K–12 students for each school.
b. Identify the total number of K–12 students in general education classrooms for
each school:
i. This includes general education students and all special-needs students who may
be mainstreamed and sit in a general education classroom (i.e., most often all
special-needs students EXCEPT special education self-contained students).
ii. Specifically:
		 K–12 total enrollment
– K–12 special education self-contained enrollment
K–12 students in general education classrooms
3. Calculate general education per-pupil instructional cost:
Total spend on general education instructional staff
Total number of K–12 students in general education
classrooms

=

General education
per-pupil instructional cost

STEP 3: Calculate per-pupil noninstructional fixed cost.
1. Using your district budget file:
a. Determine the total K–12 operating budget for each school (see Step 2.1).
b. Determine the total unspecified spending at each school (i.e., exclude positions and
resources used for ELL, special education, and free and reduced-price lunch).
2. Identify total number of K–12 students for each school (from Step 2.2).
3. Calculate total noninstructional schoolwide fixed costs:
Total unspecified spending
– Total spend on general education instructional staff
Total noninstructional schoolwide fixed costs
4. Calculate per-pupil noninstructional fixed cost:
Noninstructional schoolwide fixed costs
Total K–12 students (includes special education and ELL)

=

Per-pupil
noninstructional cost

STEP 4: Calculate general education per-pupil spend, school reported.
General education per-pupil instructional cost (Step 2)
+ Per-pupil noninstructional fixed cost (Step 3)
General education per-pupil spend, school reported

STEP 5: Calculate the average general education per-pupil spend,
school reported for small and mid-sized school groups.
1. Calculate the average per-pupil spend across all schools with fewer than 350 students
and with between 550 and 650 students, weighted for enrollment.
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STEP 6: Calculate the small school premium.
Small school average general education per-pupil spend, school reported
– Mid-size school average general education per-pupil spend,
school reported
Small school premium (general education)

STEP 7: Calculate proportion of students who attend small schools.
1. Using the enrollment numbers you calculated in Worksheet 9a, Step 1:
a. Identify the total K–12 district enrollment.
b. Identify the total number of students who attend schools with fewer than 350 students.
c. Calculate the percentage of students in the district who
attend schools with fewer than 350 students.

STEP 8: Calculate total district spending on schools.
1. Using your district K–12 budget file:
a. Identify the total dollar amount that the district spends on schools (and not for central office department or district-level service).

STEP 9: Calculate incremental small school premium as a percentage of
total district budget.
1. Approximate how much more the district might be spending on small schools:
Small school premium (Step 6)
x Percentage of students in the district who attend schools with fewer
than 350 students (Step 7)
Approximate incremental spending on small schools
2. Calculate the percentage of total district budget.
Approximate incremental spending on small schools
(Step 9.1)
Total spending on schools (Step 8)

=

Percentage of district
budget spent on small
school premium

STEP 10: Graph the small school premium (metric from Step 6) for each
school.
1. Construct a graph with:
a. Y-axis: Number of dollars (size of small school premium).
b. X-axis: Your district.
2. Also review how large this total premium is as a percentage of your district budget.

SCHOOL DESIGN: DO-IT-YOURSELF WORKSHEETS

81

WORKSHEET 10 Seat vacancy by school
OBJECTIVE: Understand level of seat
use across schools to identify where
unused school capacity may be tying
up valuable resources

STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment for each
school.
1. Using your district enrollment file:
a. Determine the total student enrollment for each school:

SUMMARY OF METRICS

i. Ensure you look at students enrolled after a district-specified
entry date to make a consistent comparison across student
populations (e.g., 40 days after the first day of school).

STEP 1: Calculate total student enrollment for
each school (reference Worksheet 7a).

ii. Identify the number of unique student IDs for each school
that are enrolled at this specific cut-off date.

STEP 2: Determine facility capacity at each
school, measured by number of students.
STEP 3: Calculate percentage of seat use and
number of “empty” seats.
STEP 4: Graph percentage of seat use by school
(metric from Step 3) for each school.

REMINDER

Figure 10: Seat Vacancy by School

STEP 2: Determine facility capacity at each school,
measured by number of students.
1. This report should be available in the facilities management
department in the central office.

STEP 3: Calculate percentage of seat use and
number of “empty” seats.
Total student enrollment by school
Facility capacity of each school

70%

=

Percentage of seat use
for each school

60%

Facility capacity of each school
– Total student enrollment by school

50%
40%
30%

Number of “empty” seats

20%
10%
0%
Schools with More Than 25% Vacancy

STEP 4: Graph percentage of seat use by school
(metric from Step 3) for each school.
1. Construct a graph with:
a. Y-axis: Percentage of seat use.
b. X-axis: List each school for which you wish to compare seat use.
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WORKSHEET 11 Special education fill rate
OBJECTIVE: Determine approximate
special education fill rates

STEP 1: Identify the number of special education
students by program type.
1. Using your district enrollment file:
a. Determine the total number of special education students by
program type.

SUMMARY OF METRICS
STEP 1: Identify the number of special education
students by program type. (At a minimum, split
out resource room and self-contained.)
STEP 2: Identify the actual number of special
education teachers by program type.

i. You can do this based on the district’s program type (i.e.,
resource room, consultant, integrated special class, selfcontained 12:1, self-contained 8:1, self-contained 6:1, etc.).
ii. At a minimum, do this for resource room versus
self-contained. For example:
Number of special
education students

STEP 3: Identify the district’s special education
staffing ratios or program design.

Resource
Self-Contained

STEP 4: Calculate the number of special education
teachers needed based on program design.
STEP 5: Calculate the approximate special
education fill rate.

636
1,417

STEP 2: Identify the actual number of special
education teachers by program type.
1. Using your district budget or human resources file:

REMINDER

a. Determine the total number of special education teachers by
program type. For example:

Figure 11: Special Education Fill Rate
95%

100%
80%

Actual number of special
education teachers

82%

82%

74%

73%

60%

75% 75%

Self-Contained*
Resource

54%

Resource
Self-Contained

58.2
1,153.0
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20%
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STEP 3: Identify the district’s special education
staffing ratios or program design.
For example:
Program design/staffing ratio
Resource

20:1 staffing ratio

Self-Contained

12:1 staffing ratio
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STEP 4: Calculate the number of special education teachers needed
based on program design.
1. Divide the number of special education students by the district’s special education
program design/staffing ratio.
2. Apply a 90% adjustment factor for student placement/assignment issues.
For example:
Number of special
education teachers
needed based on
program design

Number of students
DIVIDED by
staffing ratio

Apply 90%
adjustment

Resource

636 students
20:1 staffing ratio

32 teachers
90% adjustment

= 36 teachers

SelfContained

1,417 students
12:1 staffing ratio

118 teachers
90% adjustment

= 131 teachers

STEP 5: Calculate the approximate special education fill rate.
1. Divide the number of special education teachers needed based on program design by
the actual number of special education teachers by program type.
For example:
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Number of special
education teachers
needed based on
program design

Actual number of
special education
teachers

Approximate
special education
fill rate

Resource

36

58.2

61%

SelfContained

131

153.0

85%
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