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For my project I would like to use the improvement of the efficiency, quality and compliance of federal paperwork that is governed by Special Education law at my school. More specifically, I would like to improve the following areas:  IEP and other federal documents to be completed and turned in on time

· IEP documents completed properly (carefully and thoroughly) to satisfy federal guidelines and school philosophy

· Proper procedural safeguards have been followed and documented under IDEA 

· IEP documents are completed with quality contents to follow the philosophy/vision of school 

· Staff motivation to carry out overall vision of our program/school is increased

· Records and contents of records are maintained with confidentiality under federal law

· EC teachers follow common goals and established procedures in handling all federal documents

· All other involved persons (regular classroom teachers, parents, school staff, therapists) are more comfortable with understanding contents of and procedures regarding IEP documents

· Overall, minimize incidences of out of compliance records and improve quality of EC program

· Improve teamwork, attitudes, workmanship of EC staff to positively impact CFCI and student success
Organizational Environment Analysis

What Is Happening:  Charter Schools are very new on the continuum of education so there is not yet a historical exemplary model to look at.   As a young charter school we face many challenges at CFCI.  One of the biggest challenges has to do with funding.    One of the reasons that many charter schools “fail” or have to close is because of money.  We have been lucky to have a very smart board of directors but at the same time we do not have funding comparable to county or private schools.  The majority of the money that we receive pays our salaries and our rent.  We have to be very careful with what we spend our money on.  This trickles down to effect our program and our teachers.  We do get grant funds from the federal government.  Every year I have to write two grants to supplement our funding.  As long as the federal law remains the same we will continue to receive the grant money but they are spent on very specific things such as curriculum materials.  

Another challenge that we face can be viewed as both a positive and a negative at the same time.  Again, as a charter school we are pretty much left to our own accord.  As long as we are operating successfully and following the law the state doesn’t “intervene” at all.  This is great because we do in fact operate very successfully as a whole school but in terms of support this can be a challenge.   Unlike county schools, we don’t have a central office or a contact to ask questions or meet with regarding specific issues (IDEA/special ed. Law).  We have one regional representative that is contracted with NCDPI.  This person works out of Raleigh, I have never met her in person.  If I have questions I have to hope that someone at DPI responds and responds in an intelligible manner.  I have had some experiences where I honestly wasn’t sure if the DPI staff that I have had contact with know what they are talking about.   Therefore, currently there is not a person that I trust to answer my questions.  

One other challenge that we face as a program is the dichotomy of Charter School Law vs. IDEA.   When CFCI was formed the founders knew some things about educating children with special needs but the school was not established for the purpose of educating EC students.  CFCI has and will continue to operate under charter school law.  However, since the population of children with special needs has grown the school has come to learn that IDEA can and will supersede or “trump” charter school law at times.   Since some aspects of the laws are interpretative this can lead to philosophical differences within the staff. 

 Currently, we have established strong, effective, productive interactions with the community.  We have community members on our Board of Directors.  We maintain strong connections with UNCW.  We have a very active and supportive Parent Teacher Organization.  We have established direct partnerships with organizations such as:  NC Zoo, UNITE Program (teacher exchange with teachers form Uganda), NC Zoo, museums and so on.   These partnerships of course impact all students.  However, one area where we are lacking is for the EC program specifically to establish some community ties.  Also, I would like to see our connections with NHCS grow.  I believe that county school boards do not like charter schools by nature because they view us as taking something away from them—money probably.  We don’t always get the same information and supports that NHCS does which is fine for the most part but we all here to educate children, we should be able to do what is best for them no matter what. 

Parents are very involved at CFCI but as in many schools, the parents of children with special needs are not always as knowledgeable or as educated as they should be in how to best support their child’s needs. We established and held one parent night forum this year for EC parents but we need to be doing more and reaching more parents.     

What Should Be Happening:  We should have an established contact/discussions with other charter schools that have exemplary EC programs to investigate their systems for maintaining records.  We should be able to get effective responses from NCDPI staff and support as needed.  We need to receive clarification from NCDPI staff on charter school and special education law and discuss the implications for our school.  The EC program should have more established contacts in the community and be able to have more of a partnership with NHCS.  Parents need to be educated by trained personnel on staff on the needs of their children and how they can help support their needs.  We need to hold more parent informational sessions for students of exceptional children.  Needs assessments need to be completed for EC program and CFCI. 

Work Environment Analysis:  

What is Happening:  Currently I would describe the system that governs our school as non-traditional.  We have a Board of Directors that is made up of community members, teachers, and parents.  They make the decisions for the school primarily based on faculty recommendations.  As teachers if we did have a “boss” to answer to it would be the board.  We also have a director.  The director role was specifically designed not to look like a typical principal role.  Our director handles many issues and is there to support teachers in every way.  However, the director is not there to tell us what to do.   This role is not set up like a traditional boss.  This position is a leadership role and the person in this position does have some autonomy to make some decisions, just like teachers.  Our director’s approach mirrors CFCI’s philosophy—hire on a very strong staff with a vision for the school and trust that they are doing the right things.  We operate under that assumption until it is brought out that someone is not doing the right things, big or small.  Our director does not observe teachers or tell them what they should be doing in their classrooms.  We use self-evaluation tools and peer observations as our methods for teacher assessment.  

We currently have a position that was designed by the person who holds the position.  This position has dual roles of financial and personnel officer.  This person has been at CFCI from the beginning, has been on the board and is a parent.  I have to work somewhat closely with this person at times and currently this person is the one person in our entire building that is not approachable, does not communicate well and I have had a very difficult time establishing a good working relationship with this person, so have many other staff members.  If anyone is the building perceives that they have some sort of power or want to have it, it is the person that is currently in this role. This person is not evaluated by anyone at this time.  

As a faculty member I am also the EC Coordinator.  My job was specifically designed to do what needs to be done for the students and the school.  I am considered half-time teacher, half-time coordinator.  The teachers that wrote my job description wrote that the coordinator “is not viewed as a supervisor, but is a leader of the team”.  This can be a difficult position because all staff members at our school have a great deal of autonomy in how they do things, as long as they don’t negatively impact students.  What it comes down to is that our building is not the type of building where a coordinator can say—“I need you to do X and Y by this time frame.

In practical and literal terms, the teachers really are the decision making body in the school.  We use a committee system where teachers are on at least one committee of their choice.  No one is forced to join anything.  Currently we have the following core committees:  personnel, finance, life long learning, and social committee.  We also have a number of other teams that are formed and meet as needed such as a strategic planning committee, curriculum, technology, and so on.  We also use ad hoc committees frequently.   For example, this past year some teachers felt as if we had a need for a guidance counselor at our school.  It was discussed in a faculty meeting then a teacher had to do the leg work to form a committee, gather data, write a proposal, bring it through the proper committees, then to the board to be approved.  We had to form a counselor ad hoc committee in order to get all of this done.  Once the person is comfortable in the position there is not longer a need for this particular committee.  

This structure does not fit into one neat description but it does affect the issue of my project because things are done in such a different way at our school.  If something is not done right or is not done in the spirit of the law or the school we have to follow the established set of procedures with are:  ask questions of your colleagues if you don’t understand what they are doing or why, follow the communication agreement and discuss issues with them directly not with other people, if it is not resolved with a discussion ask a colleague to join your next discussion with them.  If it still not resolved request a mediated conference with a third party mediator, grievance documentation, guided improvement team/plan, if still not resolved documentation should go to the personnel committee to see if there is a pattern of behavior.  

The culture at CFCI plays an enormous role in our successes as well as our stresses.  As a fairly new staff member if I had to use a phrase to describe this staff I would say the faculty is are a bunch of challenge junkies that are very, very dedicated to educating children.  We are still small compared to many schools.  We currently have 18 classroom teachers, 6 assistants, 4 specialists,  3 EC teachers, 2 EC assistants, 1 counselor, 4  EC support staff (OT, PT, etc.), 5 administrative staff members (including 2 assistants).  I have only had one year at CFCI and I can honestly say that we are like a family. We are very close and there is certainly a climate of mutual respect, integrity, support, equality, similar values—if someone is not doing what is best for the children or school, that is unacceptable.  The drawback to this culture and what makes it very different from other schools where I have worked. It is that being so close you certainly feel like a very important part of a community but also it is more difficult to draw lines, there are more gray areas.  On occasion, we are not professional because we are so close and sometimes there are a lot of emotions involved.  As long as you are educating children, following the spirit and philosophy of the school and always doing what is right for the children and the community there are not many things that are not acceptable—at least that are not defined as unacceptable.  For example, no one cares what you wear to school, if you have a piercing or a tattoo, or anything that is not relevant to how good of an educator you are.  

What Should Be Happening:

This system that I have described sounds really great, in Utopia.  The truth is that it works well most of the time but there are times when some sort of hierarchy is necessary and would be nice.  This system is very time consuming and can be very draining on all of us.  We need to streamline things so work more efficiently.  We need to disseminate information to staff quicker and easier.  I believe the director’s role needs to be a bit more hands-on when necessary.  The finance/personnel officer’s roles need to be redefined and person in this position needs to be evaluated by some measures of effectiveness.  This may need to apply to all non-teacher staff members.   More feedback and performance standards need to be given to teachers in an affective manner.  Clear consequences for non-performance need to be established and communicated.   At times that school culture needs to be a bit more professional and specific lines need to be drawn and followed.  The EC Coordinator role should have some sort of established protocol or system to follow if documentation/job duties are not done properly.  This is going to sound very vague but overall our systems, process, protocols, procedures, as a school, need to be more clearly defined and communicated.  This impacts our program daily.  

Work Analysis:  

What is Happening: Currently, all newly hired teachers receive the same copy of the teacher job description.  An EC teacher’s role can be very different than a regular classroom teacher’s roles and responsibilities.  Performance standards need to be specific per job description.   We don’t really have a system of checks and balances.  Because of teacher autonomy no one checks to make sure that guidelines are followed correctly. 

 Our facility is a converted office building.  We don’t have the space, the room in general that many schools have.  As with many EC programs in many schools, we have to “fight” to get more space.   We didn’t all start the year with desks in our rooms to do work.  I am a big believer that if your organizational space is not set up for optimal performance it can be difficult to work. This year has been difficult.  CFCI does not have the technology that many schools have.  This year we worked to remedy this problem.  By the end of the year I was able to order brand new lap-tops for the EC teachers and we made copies of the state EC forms on CD-Rom. I don’t think one of our EC teachers is currently comfortable using them.  We do not have a computer lab, a library, a cafeteria, or a teacher’s lounge.  We have a common area that the whole school K-8 shares and a teacher workroom.   We do not have a janitorial staff, we contract out with a cleaning company.  Therefore, these working areas honestly can become a cluttered mess at times.   

As with all teachers across this country time a huge issue.  In surveys that we analyzed it is the number one issue for teachers across the board.  This is particularly difficult at CFCI.  The term “site-based management” is sometimes used but that does not even present the real picture. We really do have to do everything to run the school.  We are all spread very thin and have a lot going on and invested with the school.  Prior to coming to CFCI I could have left work by about 4:00 everyday and as an EC teacher I did not really take work home.  This is not at all what I experience now and this applies to almost everyone in our building.  We don’t have good, quiet workspace to complete our paperwork.  Because of federal guidelines we are not permitted to take documents home, at least not originals.  This means the process of completing paperwork needs to be done at school.  Again, it is difficult to find the time.  However, I don’t think all of us always use our time wisely.  It is my observation that teachers will very frequently become engaged in a conversation about a school related issue that could go on for 45 minutes.  We see kids as well so things come up throughout the day, situations, interruptions, etc.   

Most teachers in our building are at school well past hours and come in on the weekends as it is so I don’t think that we need to add any more time to what teachers are working.  

What Should Be Happening:  The roles need to be more clearly defined and communicated.  I am thinking that some sort of feedback system may work?  I really don’t know how this may look yet if it is possible.  Some sort of checks and balances system needs to be established.     We need to use our time more efficiently.  Establish an agreement with staff to come up with a way to say, either visually or verbally, “this is not a good time-I’m working on something important” and we need to agree to respect that with each other for the most part.  We need to organize all available space to meet the needs of the program.  We should receiving one more office/work space and having one shared space as EC space only.  These spaces are also shared with our support staff (OT, PT, SLP, Psychologist, counselor).  Spaces need to be completely organized next year to support efficient work habits.  EC teacher’s need to be completing paperwork on lap-tops so that they can take the confidential information home and work on it at home if necessary. 

Worker Analysis:

What is Happening:

This is the most challenging area for me as the solutions are going to be more difficult to come up with and put into place.  Keep in mind, this school functions very much like a family so it is important that we all get along and like each other as least enough to work effectively together.  Currently, we have three teachers with contrasting personalities in our EC program.  One of our teachers is toward the end of her career and has moved here recently to make a life change.   This person has a lot of experience and came into this situation resenting not me for not getting the coordinator position.  I am not assuming this, I know this because it is one of the first things that she told me after I met her.  This person has discussed just sort of riding out the rest of her years until retirement so I don’t feel like motivation to go the extra mile is there.  Her work habits do stand out from the rest of the people in the building.   She leaves early, frequently.  In fact, the loop-level team holds their Student Support Team meetings during the day so that this EC teacher can be there.  I believe that worker selection played a large role in this situation.  This is a case where the person said all of the right things in the interview but it has not panned out very well in practicality.   This teacher has had a very difficult time getting along with other colleagues (outside of the EC program) this year.   She is the only teacher that has had to go to multiple mediated conferences with various colleagues.  This person seems to have a lot of knowledge but does not have the desire to use it to her ability.  This teacher’s style seems to be-wanting to complain about a problem but does not want to be part of the solution.  

The other EC teacher that I work with is not currently certified in Special Education and has only been teaching for two years.  She has had a lot of other experiences with students with special needs but is not currently through with her training.  This person is motivated but does not always have the skills and knowledge to complete things properly.  This teacher also has a very specific type of personality where she really believes that she is doing everything right and will not ask questions to make sure.   This person also gets very upset if I question something she has done or what she has written into documents.   Yet, she has only had one year of “on the job training” as far as being an EC teacher goes.  This teacher does not want anyone to check behind her yet is not yet highly qualified to be doing everything that an EC teacher has to do autonomously.  Our EC assistant works on an hourly basis and has been a very effective part of the team last year as far as supporting our students.  The assistant responsibilities do not go beyond that but we did hire an additional assistant to start August 2004.  The support of assistants helps EC teacher have some more time in their day.  This should help in successfully completing all of our responsibilities.  

In looking at the program as a whole I of course have to analyze my role in our successes and challenges.  I believe that right now we have three clashing, strong-headed personalities working together, or should I say against each other. I don’t feel like we have the mutual respect for one another that we do with other teachers in the building and that other teachers have for us.  The school has made it a priority to support the EC program and has also made it clear that we need to operate as an effective unit for the school to survive.   As of now we operate very well as individuals.  Our teamwork is not as strong as it needs to be. We don’t seem to be operating as a cohesive unit all of the time.  As I said because we are so close there are a lot of personal things that go into our work.  This is very difficult for me to deal with.  I do not fit in with some many teachers.  I do not get emotional at work.  I do get offended or take it personally if someone is critical of me.  I prefer direct communication and that is what I usually use with other people.  This can offend sensitive teachers sometimes.  

Our LEA Representative for IEP meetings is either the director or myself. This works out fine most of the time but our director is not knowledgeable about the specific aspects of EC issues.  What this means is that our non-certified, less experienced EC teacher is guiding very important life/educational decisions for students without someone knowledgeable there to question the decisions.   I honestly feel like there is not a match between the job and the worker in at least one of our EC teachers if not both of them.  

What Should Be Happening:

The teachers in the EC program should create a shared vision for the program and discuss teamwork strategies together.  We should develop a plan to support each other but also to act a catalyst for feedback and checks and balances.  We need to communicate more frequently at formal times as a program.  We need to follow through with decisions that we make together. We need to establish guidelines, systems, and procedures as a department and follow them.  We need to explore a system of consequences for not following them. We need to engage in more team building activities.  We need to attend trainings as well as deliver trainings as a team.  We need to feel safe to express ourselves professionally without worrying about offending the person all of the time.  We need to follow through with established procedures for grievances—have the meetings, compete the documentation and take it to the personnel committee if needed.  We need to develop benchmarks, best practices as an EC team.  

