
 

>>This presentation describes Pennsylvania's State Systemic improvement plan, which targets 

increasing the graduation rates and decreasing dropout rates for students with disabilities in 

the Commonwealth. We use the logo CAPS, Completion for All Pennsylvania Students, to 

describe this project. PaTTAN is the Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network. 

And PaTTAN's mission is to support the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special 

Education, and to build the capacity of local educational agencies to serve students who receive 

special education services. PaTTAN supports PDE's commitment to placement in a least 

restrictive environment. Our goal is that every IEP team first considers placement in the general 

education setting, and bringing supplemental aids and services into the general education 

setting before considering a more restrictive setting for the student. This presentation will be 

made up of two main areas, an introduction to the State Systemic Improvement Plan, the SSIP, 

and an overview of the five phases of implementation, focusing on increasing the graduation 

rates and decreasing the dropout rates for students with disabilities. So, let's start with part 

one, and a description of Pennsylvania's State Systemic Improvement Plan, the SSIP. The SSIP is 

a comprehensive, ambitious multi-year plan to increase the graduation rates and decrease the 

dropout rates for students with disabilities. The SSIP incorporates evidence-based practices 

proven to work for all students, including students with disabilities, diverse students, English 

learners, and economically disadvantaged students. And the SSIP provides a framework for 

local education agencies, LEAs, to follow to implement the strategies. The Bureau of Special 

Education collaborated with multiple stakeholders to select a focus for its SSIP. This focus area 

is called the State Identified Measurable Result, or a SIMR. Pennsylvania is working to increase 

the graduation rates for students with disabilities as its SIMR. The SIMR was developed and 

determined by multiple stakeholders. In fact, over 200 stakeholders participated in establishing 

the SIMR. Those stakeholders included teachers, parents, administrators, agency 

representatives, and others. This graphic was adapted from the National Center for Systemic 

Improvement, and illustrates the voice of the stakeholders throughout the SSIP process. These 

groups include multiple bureaus, offices, divisions, and initiatives of the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education, the Special Education Advisory Panel, SEAP, HUNE, and the SSIP 

learning sites. Information and updates are provided at statewide forums, conferences, and on 

the SSIP page of the PaTTAN website. Stakeholders are continually consulted, and we welcome 

the two-way communication. There are 12 learning sites involved in the SSIP. They are 12 high 

schools from across the Commonwealth. We also work with HUNE, which is a not-for-profit 

organization in Philadelphia that provides free bilingual English and Spanish training, technical 

assistance, and individual assistance to parents of infants, toddlers, children and youth with 

disabilities, and to the professionals who work with children. All of the learning sites are 

supported by educational consultants from the three PaTTAN offices, in Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, 

and in the east. The information and experiences we are gaining from these sites is what we are 

sharing in this presentation, and utilizing in our scaling-up efforts throughout the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. This slide describes the implementation framework that was 

developed by the National Dropout Prevention Center for Students with Disabilities. That 



organization is now part of the National Technical Assistance Center on Transition, NTACT. 

Based on their feedback and support, this framework is being used for the SSIP, and has been 

successful in other states, LEAs, and schools. Let me describe the phases. Phase one required 

the development of state and local leadership teams, and each of the learning sites established 

leadership teams. In phase two, each learning site developed an early warning system, which 

they use regularly to analyze risk data for students with disabilities. In phase three, based on 

the needs of the students, the learning sites identified target areas for intervention. In phase 

four, the learning sites developed an improvement plan, or an action plan, which they revise 

and update regularly. And now in phase five, the learning sites are implementing and 

monitoring their improvement plan, and evaluating how well it is working. So, here in part two, 

we will look at each of those five phases. Phase one involved the establishment of state and 

local leadership teams. All the learning sites have a core team in place, and the staff that are 

members of the team are consistent across all or most of the sites. They include central 

administration, building administration, special ed administration, and general and special 

education teachers. Additional team members vary across the sites, and can include a transition 

coordinator, transition counselor, social worker, student data systems specialist, school 

psychologist, school counselor, climate manager, home school liaison, Check and Connect 

coordinator, and department chairs. The primary responsibility of the core team is to review 

early warning system student level risk data and progress toward goals, the logistics and fidelity 

of implementation of interventions, and to recommend instructional adjustments and staff 

development as needed. The core team may wish to meet with other committees, team 

members, individual teachers and students after reviewing the data. For example, the core 

team may decide to meet with the tier 3 problem-solving team to review students receiving the 

most intensive interventions, and to monitor the fidelity of implementation of those 

interventions. This team might consist of the building administrator, special education 

administrator, SAP coordinator, and reading specialists. Some common challenges across 

learning sites have been identified regarding the leadership team. While regular meeting times 

are established, sometimes schedules and work responsibilities change, and team members 

cannot attend meetings. In some schools, staff turnover has occurred. In several sites, the 

school principal changed, and in others, the special education staff coordinating the SSIP efforts 

changed. And this kind of change can be very impactful. Regarding ownership of student needs, 

it can be challenging for content area teachers to understand the role they all need to play in 

addressing student needs and providing specially-designed instruction for individual students 

within their content areas. Sometimes, expertise in remedial literacy and math instruction for 

struggling high school students is lacking. And while lots of rich discussions are always 

happening at data team meetings, it's important for teams to have a standard meeting 

template on which to document progress and next steps. And we will discuss suggestions for a 

data meeting protocol in the next phase. And now we'll talk about phase two, which is about 

using an early warning system.  

>> The second phase to increase graduation rates and decrease dropout rates for students with 

disabilities is using an early warning system to analyze data of students. There are several 



purposes of an early warning system, or EWS. An early warning system can help schools 

organize, also examine, analyze, and share data related to school completion. In addition, an 

early warning system can support schools in identifying needs and developing a local 

intervention plan, and later, implementing, evaluating the plan. And finally, an early warning 

system can help school identify at-risk students and their potential needs for additional 

supports in tiered interventions. How do we implement an early warning system? Number one, 

an early warning system needs to be developed or adopted in order to collect data in one 

system. While many schools collect data in several systems, it's great to have one place where it 

can be collected. It also can help schools in determining who's on track and who's off track with 

regards to criteria for high school graduation. More importantly, it can help us identify which 

data to collect and analyze. So, the third thing, in order to implement an early warning system, 

is to monitor attendance data. Number four is to monitor behavior data, and specifically school 

code of conduct and state offenses. Number five is, monitor academic performance quarterly, 

so schools can check course failures in English language arts and mathematics as well as credit 

accrual. And finally, number six is it helps identify and monitor students who are retained in 

ninth grade. The key to successful dropout prevention efforts is understanding the early signs of 

risk and responding at the earliest opportunity. Extensive research has been conducted at 

Johns-Hopkins University by the researcher Robert Belfonse. According to Robert Belfonse's 

research, there are three key indicators that do predict student success, or students who may 

be at risk of dropping out of school. Those three indicators are attendance, behavior, and 

course performance. So, let's take a look at attendance for a moment. Students who miss more 

than 10% of the first 20 days of school, we're talking two days, are at risk for dropping out. Even 

moderate absences, five to ten days in the first semester, indicate risk for dropout. Students 

who miss more than 20% of school are at high risk. For example, for 9th graders, this is a better 

predictor of school dropout than 8th grade test scores. Let's take a look at behavior for a 

moment. As early as preschool, students who demonstrate behavior problems that persist in 

elementary school are at significant risk for disengagement, school failure, and social 

maladjustment. Behavior problems often result in missed instruction, potentially increasing 

gaps in academic skill development. The third area is course performance. Literacy 

development as early as preschool is highly predictive of later literacy skills and reading 

achievement. Literacy skills are highly correlated with behavior, academic achievement in other 

subject areas, and school completion. Course failures, particularly in math and in English, are 

predictive of later dropout. One example of an early warning system is the PDE educators 

dashboard. This is a snapshot of a report captured from the PDE dashboard. As we take a look 

at this report, we can see the following indicators: attendance, behavior in the areas of state 

reportable offenses as well as school code of conduct, and current course grades. In this 

particular report, it just pulled up language arts. It can also show you mathematics. So, if we're 

looking at this, we take a look at attendance, we can see there is a green indicator there of 0.0% 

of students failing in the area of attendance. So, this is really great. We also can take a look at 

behavior, and this sub-group is particular what we would say in the green. So, only 2.1% of the 

students had state-reportable offenses, and no one had school code of conduct incidents. 



However, when we take a look at students who are failing in the areas of English language arts, 

we can see 15.6% of the students are, and that's a red. Now we want to find out, okay, who are 

those students who are at risk? So when we click on the 15.6% red indicator there, we get a 

customized view of who those students are by name. So, for example, we have Tracy, who's in 

the 10th grade, and we can see her current ELA grade is a 58. We can also see how she's doing 

in the other metrics. So we see that she's only failing in one metric, which is English language 

arts. When we look at her daily attendance rate as recorded in this snapshot, she's here 100% 

of the time. Well, this is very promising news for us as schools or a school team to see that 

Tracy is here, so perhaps let's find out why she's failing English. It could be that she's failing 

because she hasn't turned in homework assignments. Perhaps she failed a quiz. Or maybe she 

failed a current test. So, there might be an intervention, or extra supports, or tutoring that may 

need to be put in place for Tracy in order to help her go from a failing grade to a passing grade. 

But then when we look at Julia, who's also in 10th grade, her current ELA score is a 30, which is 

much lower. We can see, though, that she's only failing in one metric, which is English language 

arts, and her attendance rate is also 100%, which is very promising. But it's important to find 

out, again, why is Julia failing, because it may not be the same reason why Tracy's failing. So, for 

example, Julia may be in 10th grade, and while she's in 10th grade, maybe her reading level's 

on the 5th or 6th grade reading level. So her intervention may be a more intensive tiered 

support type of intervention, versus Tracy may just need additional tutoring or supports for a 

short time. Those would be decisions made by the school team as they're delving in and trying 

to find the root cause as to why students may be failing in one of the indicators. Another type 

of early warning system framework or tool is from the National Technical Assistance Center for 

Transition, also called NTACT. NTACT has created this data tool or Excel document in which 

schools can import student data and student names into their system, and then analyze who 

may be off track or at risk for graduation. This tool is very useful for schools in looking at 

building-level data, as well as it has a risk calculator to identify students who are at risk in the 

areas of attendance, behavior, and course performance. If interested in seeing this type of tool, 

or utilizing it, or for more questions, you can contact the National Technical Assistance Center 

for Transition directly using their website. A website address will be presented at the end of this 

presentation if you wish to contact them directly. At what point is a student considered off 

track for graduation? All of our learning sites are required to use an early warning system. Some 

of them utilize the PDE dashboard, while other sites already had a data system in place. 

Regardless of what system was in place, everyone utilized the early warning system metrics you 

see before you. It was really important that all of our sites used these metrics in order to be 

consistent. Let's take a look at each of these metrics. When looking at attendance, if a student 

has more than 90% for a daily attendance rate, that's considered green. A yellow would be an 

attendance rate of 80 to 90%. And a red would be less than 80% daily attendance rate. For 

behavior, school code of conduct, a green would considered zero to three counts, yellow would 

be considered four to five counts, and red would be considered more than five counts, or six or 

more. For behavior, state reportable offenses, you can see it's either green or red. A green is 

zero state reportable offenses, while red would be one or more. For course grades in math, for 



green, a student needs to score higher than 70% for their course grade. A yellow would be a 

student scoring between 60 and 70, and a red would be a student scoring less than 60, or 59 or 

below. For course grades for English language arts, again, it's the same as mathematics. For 

green, the students would be scoring higher than 70% for their course grade, for yellow, 

between 60 and 70, and for red, less than 60. It's, again, very important to have benchmarks to 

understand when students are at risk, and also, it helps us to define maybe students who are 

yellow, who are close to being at risk. It's also great to see, early on, how we can help students 

using these metrics. While it's important to have an early warning system in place to collect the 

data, it's also just as important to analyze the data. So this is where a data team meeting comes 

into play. All of our learning sites had data team meetings, and some of those score teams met 

regularly to review early warning system data, some biweekly, while others monthly, depending 

upon the site. It's also really important that a data person is in place who organizes the data 

sets or reports prior to the meetings. The data meetings are also a time when teams can talk 

about how students are responding to a particular intervention, and review any progress 

monitoring data or reports. It's also a time to make instructional adjustments recommended 

and documented. So, for example, logistics around maybe new or tweaked interventions may 

be planned during a data team meeting. And finally, data team meetings are important to 

follow up regarding a student's progress, and it may be important that a student meet with 

other staff members or committees. So, for example, after this data team meeting, it may be 

important to follow up with another staff member. If a student is receiving Check and Connect, 

it may be meeting with that mentor. Could be the math teacher if a student is failing in 

mathematics. If a student is having behavioral problems, it may be a meeting with someone 

from the SAP or behavioral health staff. Or it may be a meeting with the IEP team to determine 

what goals or supports may also be in place for students. While we know it's important to have 

data team meetings, it's also important to have a protocol in place. In many of our sties, it was 

a challenge to find time for team members to meet. Therefore, a 45-minute team protocol was 

put into place to help schools find the time, as well as to move at a perky pace through data 

team meetings. Teams tend to leave feeling productive and knowing where they need to go in 

moving forward with this protocol. Within this protocol, the schools would note the date of the 

meeting, who the person would be to collect the reports or student data before the meeting, 

then who the facilitator would be, a timekeeper, and a recorder. The members of the teams in 

attendance would be listed in this upper box, and then you can see the agenda here of the time 

frame. For the first five minutes, the early warning system team would review the data that was 

going to be discussed, or the students who may be discussed during that time period. For 25 

minutes, then there's a student review. This is where it's a time to take a look at patterns, to 

notice how many students are off track in the area of attendance? How many students are off 

track in the area of course performance? Do we see a pattern in a grade level, maybe a 

particular student or students, and then note who those students are, or the patterns listed. 

The next five minutes would be for announcements and next steps of where to move forward, 

looking at that data. And then the last five minutes would be highlighting something positive by 

randomly calling on a participant to share success. This will the first letter of the core team 



meeting to take a look at early warning system data. It's also important to realize, while this 

may be a monthly 45-minute meeting, it may be important to have an additional meeting in 

order to see how individual students are doing or progressing through certain supports. After 

the core team meeting meets, it's also important to delve deeper into individual students, and 

take a look at ways in which they can be supported. This is an example of a data protocol for 

individual students. So, after the core team meets, this may be an interdisciplinary team 

membership in attendance. So it would be noted who is in attendance. The purpose of this 

meeting is to review individual student data. Again, ABC data in the area of attendance, 

behavior, and course performance, and proposed interventions to help those students. It's 

important to establish a time frame for this meeting. This may vary, depending upon the time 

the team has available, as well as the number of students being analyzed. So, for example, if 

the team has 40 minutes to meet, it may have 10 students to take a look at. That means they're 

spending approximately four minutes on each student. It's also important, again, for a person 

to provide data reports, again, ahead of the meeting, or have easy access to the early warning 

system during the meeting so that facilitation goes easily. At this meeting, you'd also designate 

a facilitator, a timekeeper, and a recorder. That recorder would put on here who the students 

were that were being discussed, the areas of ABC, again, attendance, behavior, course 

performance, and maybe a time to also review a student's IEP if they're a student with a 

disability, what interventions, or options, or strategies have been put in place for that student, 

who's the person responsible for overseeing this, when is there going to be student follow-up 

for this meeting, and when is there going to be family follow-up for this meeting? It's also been 

the case where students themselves may be invited to this meeting, as well as family members 

to discuss the student's progress and additional goals and supports. While the focus of the data 

team meetings has been looking at early warning system data, other data may be reviewed in 

addition to the early warning system or at another time. So, some other data that may be 

reviewed may be from a special education case manager, or teacher who monitors data, 

grades, assignments of students on a weekly or ongoing basis. It could also be Check and 

Connect mentor reports if a student is receiving that type of support. It could also be a 

transition coordinator who reports on work study or job shadowing opportunities. So, again, 

while the focus is on analyzing early warning system data, other data may be reviewed for 

individual students depending upon what supports or data is being used.  

>> The third phase associated with increasing graduation rates and decreasing dropout rates for 

students with disabilities has to do with the ability to accurately identify and effectively address 

the specific needs that students have. As mentioned previously, schools are encouraged to 

begin with the adoption of an early warning system to facilitate analysis of who is at risk based 

upon patterns in attendance, behavior, and course performance data. Once students are 

identified as at risk, the team may gather any additional information necessary to inform an 

evidence-based treatment plan matched to each student's specific needs. Pennsylvania's vision 

is that all students with disabilities will graduate and contribute to society as a function of being 

meaningfully engaged academically, behaviorally, and socially/emotionally throughout their 

educational experience. In order to help actualize this vision, Pennsylvania has developed a 



theory of action that is undergirded by leadership, collaboration, high-quality training and 

technical assistance, and supportive accountability. Pennsylvania's theory of action is 

comprised of seven high-leverage strategies recommended for adoption and implementation. I 

will pause for a minute to let you review these. These strategies will also be reviewed in greater 

detail using school-based implementation examples. One of the seven coherent improvement 

strategies is the adoption and implementation of a multi-tiered system of support. 

Pennsylvania's MTSS model represents an integrated system, meaning the cross-disciplinary 

teams use a problem-solving process to facilitate shared ownership for achieving academic and 

behavioral goals using a continuum of evidence-based practices and reliable and valid data 

sources. We're going to speak briefly to the academic side of a multi-tiered system which is 

associated with standards-aligned core content instruction, and delivered within the context of 

culturally responsive practices, positive behavioral supports, and family engagement. One of 

the components within MTSS is the provision of increasingly intensive supports and services. 

These supports and services are evidence-based and exist along the continuum of intensity. As 

depicted, tier one refers to high-quality core instruction that's accessible to all students. Tiers 

two and three refer to additional or supplemental instruction intervention that is provided to 

those students who need additional supports beyond what's being provided through tier one. 

Tier two supports and services are usually provided in the form of extended core instruction. 

Tier three supports and services are the most intensive, and are typically highly customized 

and/or individualized. Students who receive the most intensive supports and services are 

monitored frequently so that changes to their instruction and intervention may be made 

effectively and efficiently in order to maximize their response to a given treatment, or what we 

call response to intervention. In this example, a participating school elected to focus on 

developing and implementing a multi-tiered system with a focus on mathematics, because their 

early warning system revealed that too many students were underachieving in mathematics. 

This school decided to focus on enhancing Algebra I instruction and intervention. They aligned 

their scope and sequence with keystone eligible content and standards, and are providing 

professional learning relative to evidence-based math instruction intervention to include CRA 

and other methodologies for enhancing algebra outcomes. They also are no longer offering 

Algebra I separately to 9th and 10th graders, but instead, are offering a double-block of Algebra 

to 9th graders. Another school's EWS data indicated that they needed to implement MTSS with 

a focus on enhancing literacy, math, and STEM outcomes. This school decided to expand their 

continuum of evidence-based instruction intervention options to include Language Live, Read 

180 and System 44, Word Generation, TransMath, and a co-taught biology course, just to name 

a few. In addition, the school decided to offer a career exploration summer program where 

students are engaged in team building, resume writing, mock interviewing, and exploring 

different colleges and universities. Finally, our third example features a school that identified 

curriculum related to transition as a needed area. They implemented the practical assessment 

exploration system lab to assist students with vocational aptitude, interest and training, with a 

focus on the development of socially related employment skills. The majority of our 

participating schools have also expanded opportunities for students to receive additional 



supports and services. These are just a few examples. These are also additional facets of tiered 

systems of support that our schools decided to target. As you can see, the majority prioritize 

professional learning linked to areas of need, and building their infrastructure with a focus on 

systematic data collection to monitor state of response to intervention.  

>> The next coherent improvement strategy is multi-tiered system of support for behavior. This 

includes the implementation of increasingly intensive evidence-based methodologies towards 

improved social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. The PBIS framework consists of three 

tiers. Tier one, the universal level, targets 100% of students, and this is where behaviors are 

taught and expectations are explained across settings, and includes rules, routines, and 

effective instruction. Tier two is for some students, and this is targeted intervention, such as 

small group, standard protocol, intensified instruction, as well as Check In/Check Out. And tier 

three is intensive support, and may include things such as functional behavior assessment, 

positive behavior support plans, and high fidelity wraparound. Check and Connect is an 

intervention that can be found at tier two and/or tier three. It is a structured mentoring 

intervention that promotes student engagement at school as well with learning. This is done 

through relationship building and the systematic use of student data. Check and Connect began 

in 1990 at the University of Minnesota, the Institute on Community Integration. It was 

developed in collaboration with the Minneapolis Public Schools, and it was designed to address 

the dropout crisis. Check and Connect has four components. The mentor. This is the adult that 

commits to it, has that long-term commitment of up to two years, is going to develop a 

relationship and focus on relationship building with the student, and also address, teach, and 

reinforce Persistence-Plus. The second component is the check. The check is a systematic 

monitoring of the student's data, attendance data, behavior data, course performance data. 

And the focus within the check is on alterable variables. Those are variables that can be 

changed. The connect component focuses on problem solving, capacity building, and looks at 

personalized data-based interventions for the students, as well as promoting the participation 

and affiliation with the school. The last component, engagement with families, is focusing on 

connecting, partnering and engaging with our parents and families to support the students. 

There are multiple methods that have been used to support families within Check and Connect. 

At one of our sites, mentors struggle to reach families. So, along with using multiple methods to 

contact families such as phone calls, letters, newsletters, emails, and visits, they started to 

explore the use of the remind app to set up a class for students and families that are involved 

with the program. So, if you want additional information on remind app, it's www.remind.com. 

Another example is family night. This school struggled in the past to get families to attend 

events. By offering tickets for the family, the entire family, dinner and transportation, they're 

hoping to get a good number of families to attend the event. They'll share information about 

Check and Connect, graduation requirements, and how families can support attendants' 

behavior and course performance at home. Additional strategies that have been used within 

Check and Connect to support families include the Check and Connect family kick off. This was 

an introduction hosted at the school to the Check and Connect process. Also, Check and 

Connect new year, new you. This was an opportunity for mentors and mentees to share 



successes with the families. Also, a parent workshop series was developed. It included topics 

such as motivating students for better results, raising successful minds, communication is key, 

helping our children make better decisions, and career goals. Another intervention that's used 

at tier three within the MTSS behavioral framework is RENEW. RENEW stands for the 

Rehabilitation for Empowerment, Natural Supports Education and Work. There are four goals 

within RENEW, high school completion, preparing students for employment, post-secondary 

education, and community inclusion. Within the RENEW process, there are four phases. The 

engagement, consent, and mapping, which is also called person-centered planning, which is 

done with the student. Phase two is a youth action plan and team development. Phase three is 

taking the plan and implementing it and monitoring. And then phase four is the transition of 

the student. Facilitators and the youth go through the mapping process. They identify 

strengths, important people, dreams, goals, and barriers that impact the student, and then 

develop an action plan for the youth. Success and growth is celebrated with individual team 

members along the way. Within our learning site, this chart provides a number of sites that are 

implementing school-wide PBIS, which is four. One of the sites has been recognized for doing so 

with fidelity at tier one. Seven sites are implementing Check and Connect. And one site is 

implementing RENEW. The next coherent improvement strategy is attendance strategies and 

alternative programming. The focus here is on promoting the implementation of attendance 

strategies and alternative programming to increase the likelihood of graduation. Improving 

graduation rates through supports and programs, we want to strive to eliminate the need to 

drop out, and offer strategies and options for student engagement, re-entry to school, and 

school completion. Potentially a new term for you to think about is chronic absence. This is 

different from truancy or the average daily attendance. Attendance Works defines chronic 

absence as missing 10% or more of school for any reason. If you look at the visual, you see that 

could include excused absences, unexcused absences, as well as suspensions. Within MTSS 

behavior and MTS academic, we also here for attendance are showing you a tiered approach 

that may be useful. You can see on the right hand side, within tier one, it's saying that students 

missing less than 5% are in the satisfactory range, 5 to 9% are at risk. They've got some 

strategies in place that they use at tier 1. Educating, engaging students, monitoring attendance, 

recognizing good and improved attendance. At tier 2, moderate chronic absence is considered 

missing 10 to 19%. They provide a caring mentor and personalized outreach to these students. 

At tier 3, which is missing 20 or more percent of school, that's considered a severe chronic 

absence, and intensive case management with coordination of public agency and legal response 

is provided for those students. Here is an example of how one of the sites is addressing 

attendance by utilizing a tiered approach. Within tier one as an example, you see they're also 

recognizing good and improved attendance on a weekly and monthly basis. They surveyed 

students to identify what is reinforcing to them. They monitor attendance, and they also set 

school-wide goals. Tier two, they're again utilizing Check and Connect with the mentor working 

with the students. They have the personalized early outreach, and also they're meeting with 

families to create an attendance plan. Whereas at tier 3, home visits, intensive case 

management, attendance success plans and/or Check and Connect are provided to support 



those students. Another question within the alternative programming and credit recovery we 

need to ask is, are you aware of how many credits within your LEA are required for graduation? 

It's important for students and families to know the course credit status of students who are off 

track for graduation as determined by the early warning system. We need to communicate and 

monitor this situation on an ongoing basis. Often, in some schools, this is the role of the school 

counselor, who communicates the information to the students and families at the start and end 

of each semester. Some additional examples of credit recovery. One is the reset class. This is a 

half-semester class where students take the reset class while taking the next class in the 

progression. They earn credit for the class while they are in school, so they do not have to take 

or do credit recovery. One school offered a modified general English 9 and 10 core curriculum 

for student to accrue required credits for graduation. And another school had a high school 

orientation program. Students identified at risk after the 8th grade via their PDE dashboard are 

invited to attend a week-long summer program aimed at creating a successful transition from 

middle school to high school. Additional strategies utilizing online courses include a full online 

program, a blended learning or a hybrid approach, before and after school support, as well as 

support providing in the summer, a virtual academy, and an innovation academy. Also, another 

example was period 10, which is a computer-assisted instruction that was provided in core 

subjects of ELA, math, science, and social studies to students 9 through 12. They rescheduled 

classrooms, worked with the scheduling component of the students' daily life, and also summer 

school, which was put in place as they collaborated with neighboring districts. But they also 

kept a close eye out for youngsters who had been missing, or may have been missing too many 

days within their summer school program.  

>> And now we'll cover the fifth coherent improvement strategy, culturally responsive 

practices. And that's to insure culturally responsive environments and instructional practices for 

students. James Baldwin was an African-American novelist, essayist, playwright, poet, social 

critic, and activist. His essays, as collected in Notes of a Native Son, explore the palpable yet 

unspoken intricacies of racial, sexual, and class distinctions in western societies. How would you 

interpret the quote, "Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed 

until it's faced"? And what does that mean to you and your setting? The topic of culture is often 

a difficult topic to broach. However, it can be a crucial missing component for having a positive 

impact on the educational outcomes for all students. Culture, including race, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, socio-economic status, and disability, is more than just what you see on the 

outside. It's more than what's on the surface. The picture of the iceberg illustrates the various 

nuances of culture that shape a person. And acknowledging cultural differences and similarities 

are important to starting the beginning steps in implementing culturally sustaining practices. 

Each of the characteristics described provide an example of how to support and enhance 

classroom environments that are supportive of all students. Specifically, student-centered 

instruction and teacher as facilitator may appear in the form of a Socratic seminar, where the 

students drive the lesson and discussion while the teacher ensures that all voices are heard and 

are active contributors. Instruction is culturally mediated when it incorporates and integrates 

diverse ways of knowing, understanding, and representing information. Instruction and learning 



take place in an environment that encourages multicultural viewpoints, and allows for inclusion 

of knowledge that is relevant to the students. It's truly all about relationships, not only 

relationships among students, but between teachers and students as well. For example, 

including female astronauts or inventors in science or social studies instruction, or including 

black, or Asian-American, or even Latino novelists or authors in ELA instruction, essentially 

allowing all students represented in your classrooms to see themselves in your lessons on a 

daily basis. Culturally competent leaders assess their own culture, value diversity, manage the 

dynamics of difference, adapt to diversity, and institutionalize cultural knowledge. When you 

assess your own culture, you're aware of your own culture, and the effect it may have on the 

teachers, students, and families you work with in your schools and classrooms. When you value 

diversity, you'll welcome a diverse group of teachers and learners into your classroom, and 

appreciate the challenges that diversity brings. You'll share this appreciation with the teachers 

and learners in your school and classroom, leading to and developing a community of learning 

with them. And when managing the dynamics of difference, you'll recognize that conflict is a 

normal way of life. You'll develop skills to manage conflict in positive, constructive ways. You'll 

also help teachers and learners to understand that what may appear to be clashes in 

personalities may in fact be conflicts in culture. Adapting to diversity allows you to commit 

continuously to learning what is necessary to deal with the issues caused by differences. You'll 

enhance the structure of classroom management and substance of courses that are taught, so 

that all behavior management and instruction is guided by the principles of cultural 

competency. And finally, when institutionalizing cultural knowledge, you'll work to influence 

the culture of your school so that its policies and practices are informed by the guiding 

principles of cultural competency. You'll take advantage of teachable moments to model 

cultural knowledge when interacting with teachers and learners and their families. You'll take 

the initiative to create opportunities for these groups to learn about one another and engage in 

ways that honor who they are, and also challenge them to still be better. Take a moment to 

read the conversation, or it can be read aloud in the group. This is an example of a downward 

spiral conversation, one that is not culturally responsive. A volunteer, or in the group, you can 

turn to your elbow partner and discuss how you could interrupt or change this into an upward 

spiral conversation that is less about blaming the students' circumstances and more focused on 

solutions. On the next slide, there's an example of a change to an upward spiral. Take a look at 

the upward spiral conversation here. So, what else can schools do? First, evaluate and calculate 

disproportionality to determine over-representation and under-representation of various 

groups. For example, race, socio-economic status, or IEP status. With regard to, for example, 

access to AP courses or disciplinary outcomes. The data drives the decisions on next steps and 

areas to focus in determining solutions. Next, staff may be unsure or unaware of their own 

internal biases, or cultural issues that may be occurring in their school. Allowing staff the 

opportunity to express and report their experiences in the building may add another data 

source for schools to consider in their enhancement of the school community. Consider the 

Mid-Atlantic Equity Consortium's staff survey as well as staff climate surveys. In addition to 

that, continuously involve and engage members of the community and families of students that 



represent the various cultures in the school. These cultural brokers may serve as a liaison in 

determining effective practice with particular groups of students, and increase awareness 

about those below the surface cultural nuances. For example, some cultures are highly involved 

in their local church. A clergy member from that church may be someone to consider. Now we'll 

cover the sixth coherent improvement strategy, family engagement. Embracing a philosophy of 

partnership that empowers families and communities to become more meaningfully involved. 

It is important to note that research supports that when families are involved, we see an 

increase in student success. Schools should work to create a welcoming environment for 

families where they feel valued, and they know their participation is wanted. Schools must 

reach out and communicate, and engage families in multiple ways. And it is important to note 

that discussing the preferred mode of communication with families is essential. Wilkins and 

Voss let us know that a variety of communication methods can be used, whether it be phone 

calls, text messages, newsletters, face-to-face meetings. But the convenience of families is 

paramount. In addition to that, communication between teachers and parents should be a two-

way process. Parents should be encouraged to contact teachers with questions, concerns, and 

recommendations regarding their children's learning. And remember, they are the subject 

matter experts on their children. The goal of the State Systemic Improvement Plan team is to 

assist their sites in meaningfully embedding family and community engagement within the 

work their sites are doing and selected coherent improvement strategies, including the early 

warning system, MTSS academics, MTSS behaviors, attendance in alternative programming, 

instructional practices for culturally responsive instruction, family engagement, and secondary 

transition. We'd like to share strategies from the early warning system and MTSS academics. 

For the early warning system, teams notify families in a timely fashion when a student is off 

track in attendance, behavior, or course performance, also ensuring that early warning system 

data is shared in a format that is understandable to families. In addition, encouraging teams to 

invite students and families to attend early warning system team meetings to discuss student 

progress on attendance, behavior, and/or their course performance. And for MTSS academics, 

ensuring teams share graduation requirements with families in 9th grade, and update families 

on their child's progress on an ongoing basis. In addition to that, assisting families in creating a 

system at home to monitor grades and any missed assignments. Also, encouraging teams to 

share information with families about the Keystone exams and related expectations for 

students. And in addition to that, sharing information with families on the PSAT and the SAT in 

preparation for post-secondary success. We're now requiring all of our 12 learning sites to 

embed family engagement strategies into their action plans in order to build accountability and 

assist with implementation efforts. Here are some general tips that can be shared with families 

to support attendance, behavior, and course performance. These can be shared with families 

via our family engagement publication. These publications are available on the PaTTAN website, 

and information on how to access these documents are presented at the end of the 

presentation. Some resources are also available in Spanish on the PaTTAN website. The website 

information on how to access these documents and others is provided at the end of the 

presentation.  



>> And now let's move on to our seventh and final strategy, and explore the area of secondary 

transition. First, let's talk about what makes an effective transition program. What are the 

elements that you need to have incorporated in the transition work you do with our students 

with disabilities? Most importantly, this needs to be an individualized process. We need to take 

a look at exactly what the student's goals are, what their abilities are, what kind of strategies 

and instruction and community partnerships we need to build to make sure that the student is 

able to meet their goals, that they finished high school, and are able to meet the goals that they 

set for themselves, and are able to achieve the kind of life they see for themselves as they 

become adults. In order to do that, in order to have the process be as individualized as possible, 

you need to have the youth participating throughout this planning, and throughout the 

implementation of the transition program. So, youth participation is another key element that 

needs to be within your transition programming so that it can be as effective as possible. And 

finally, you need to be building community partnerships. Students will often need to have 

community services available to them while they're in school and when they leave school. So, 

building those community partnerships makes the transition program within a district, or within 

an LEA, be as effective as possible. So, individualize the program as much as possible. In order 

to do that, you need the youth to participate and be an active member of the team as you 

move forward. And have those community partnerships developed so that you can be very 

effective at connecting the youth and the families to all of the services that are available in your 

community and that they are entitled to. Secondary transition can feel like a very overwhelming 

kind of topic. So, we have a graphic here to try to help navigate that topic, and simplify the 

process. It's a roadmap to help people understand all the different elements of the secondary 

transition process. We start there in the upper left-hand corner of this roadmap with the 

student getting on the school bus. They're coming to school, and it's our job to make sure that 

the secondary transition process is adequately attended to, starting with the IEP when the 

student turns 14. We move then into the first areas that we need to attend to when we're 

looking at secondary transition. We start with assessing what it is that the student is interested 

in. What are their preferences? How do they see their life unfolding as they move into 

adulthood? What kind of careers are they interested in? Where is it they see themselves living? 

What kind of social activities are they hoping to have available to them? So we start with that 

assessment process. Again, with the student being an active participant in this individualized 

process. We find those things first. We move, then, into creating the secondary goals, the post-

secondary goals. Now that we know what the student is interested in, now we can create the 

goals so that we line all of our instruction and all of our work up towards meeting those goals. 

The first step of that is our next step along this roadmap, which is assessing what kind of 

attitudes, aptitudes, abilities and skills the student has. If I know where it is that you want to go, 

I need to know where it is you are right now so that we can put the instruction and the 

connections in place to get you to those post-secondary goals. Next step on the roadmap are 

the different components of the IEP that will get us there. We've now taken a look at and 

assessed areas of interest in the preferences. We've developed the post-secondary goals. We 

have assessed aptitudes, abilities, and skills, that gives us the information that we need to put 



the present levels of academic achievement and functional performance on the IEP. It also gives 

us the information we need to develop the course of study and transition activities, and the 

services and agency linkages, those community partnerships we talked about earlier. We have 

enough information through our assessment process to complete all of these components of an 

IEP. That can be turned into the annual measurable goals and short term objectives if that's 

appropriate for the student. And a part of any good goal is monitoring the progress towards the 

goal. So, every year, we'll be looking at where is the present level of academic achievement, 

functional performance? What is the course of study and transition activities that need to be in 

place so we can move towards that post-secondary goal the student has? Turn those into 

measurable, annual goals and objectives, if appropriate. And monitor the progress along the 

way. If we are monitoring the progress of the students along the way, we'll know that we're on 

track to eventually meet that post-secondary goal when it's time for them to leave school. All of 

this leads to that lower left-hand side of our road map here, which is successful post-secondary 

goal achievement and a successful adult life that they had perceived for themselves back at our 

first stop, where we assessed interest and preferences of the student. So, while secondary 

transition can feel like a sort of overwhelming and long-term kind of task, when you break it 

down and look at these different stops along the way and take a look at secondary transition 

from that 30,000 foot kind of view as opposed to individual little tasks within an IEP, when you 

look at it from the 30,000 foot mark, it is much clearer on how these different activities all tie 

together to take the student from the beginning, the upper left hand corner of our roadmap, 

when they're just starting this process, all the way through to the lower left hand corner of our 

roadmap, which is that successfully completing school and being prepared to move on to a 

successful adult life. We have a tool that I'd like to share with you. Pennsylvania Career Zone. 

It's a website, and you see the address there, www.pacareerzone.org. This is a website that 

gives the students and families a terrific opportunity to do some exploration about careers. 

There are so many different careers that people may not be familiar with or aware of. This will 

give you an opportunity to take a look at some different aspects of not only careers, but the 

financial end of things, so that students can have a broader range of career options to choose 

from, to think about. On the home page of this site, there's a terrific introduction video, so you 

can get the most out of how to use this website the most effectively. It breaks down into three 

different areas. The first is where the student does some assessments. What are your likes, 

what are your dislikes, what are you interested in? All the different assessment kinds of 

questions that will help a student understand what it is that they are best suited for, those kind 

of things. It then leads the student to explore different job families. You may have a very 

specific interest in a career, but there might be other careers that are very related to that, that 

you hadn't thought about before, and this, taking the assessment information and using that to 

explore careers and career families, job families, will give the student more opportunity to think 

about more options as they begin to plan their secondary transition process. And finally, the 

third aspect of this Career Zone website is the budget side of things, exploring the financial 

aspect of choosing a career. You can go through and choose a career, and then find out how 

much money that job is likely to pay, or you can say, I am interested in making this amount of 



money. What kind of career and what kind of training do I need to do in order to get that kind 

of money? So, it's a terrific website. I encourage you to take a look at it. I encourage you to use 

that introduction video on the home page so that you can get the most out of it. It's a good 

thing for families and students to use. It's a good tool to use as they begin to plan. And let's 

move on to phase four of the process we used to do our SSIP work. Earlier in the presentation, 

you heard about the phase one, which is developing state and local leadership teams. We had 

the state team come together, and then individually, the members of the state team went to 

their local sites and made sure there were leadership teams available in those individual sites. 

You heard about phase two, which is where we took an early warning system and put that into 

place, and learned to analyze the data of the students with IEPs that we got through the early 

warning system. And then you heard about phase three, which was identifying those target 

areas of intervention based on the needs of the students with IEPs. So, we developed the 

leadership teams, we used an early warning system to find the data, and learned to analyze 

that data, used that information to identify target areas of intervention that we needed to 

attend to. Now we move into phase four, which is developing that improvement plan, or using 

that information to revise a current plan. So, this is what our action plan, our improvement plan 

looks like. It's very simple, but it's very comprehensive. So let's just go through these, one 

column at a time. On the left hand side, we start with choosing an improvement strategy. We 

looked at, in phase two, we looked at our early warning system data. Phase three, we took that 

information and said, okay, based on what we've learned through the early warning system, we 

are identifying these areas of need. And in this example, MTSS, multi-tiered system of support, 

behavior was identified as a need. So, our data told us that behavior is an issue in this particular 

location. So the team would then say, all right, how are we going to address behavior? And in 

this instance, they chose Check and Connect as the intervention that they thought would best 

suit their needs, and meet the needs of their students. So they choose that practice or 

intervention. At that point, you take a look at, all right, in order to implement that intervention, 

what do we need to do? What tasks need to be completed? We need to select our mentors. We 

need to train them. We need to determine which students would best benefit from this 

intervention. And we need to schedule how we're going to get all of these things accomplished. 

That moves us over to the fourth column, the middle column there, which is a column we 

added after our second year, and getting some good feedback from our stakeholders. And that 

is the family engagement piece. We know through research that we are most likely to be 

successful in any kind of intervention or any kind of partnership if there is a good partnership 

between school and home. So, we added this section to be very explicit about how are we 

going to engage the family in this process? So we've identified through our data that behavior is 

an issue. We've chosen Check and Connect. We've come up with a list of things to do in order 

to accomplish implementing Check and Connect. And now how do we add the family to this 

process? Our next column is who's responsible, so we literally list who's going to do what. Then 

we look at implementation timelines. When do we anticipate having these things done by, or 

when do we need to have them done by? We then look for the resources we need in order to 

get this implementation completed, and then when things are done, we look at not only the 



date they're done, but we look at evidence of completion. So, in this instance, again, of 

implementing Check and Connect, we would come up with, here's our list of mentors. Here's 

the materials that we used. Here's the early warning system data now, as impacted by the 

implementation of Check and Connect. So, this action plan, while it is very simple, it is very, 

very comprehensive, and it allows a team to keep track of where it is they are in the process. 

Use the information that you gather for your early warning system to identify the strategies 

that you need to attend to, choose the interventions you're going to use to address that 

strategy, and then follow your progress throughout as you implement, and watch for the 

impact of the interventions that you put in place.  

>> The fifth and final phase to increase graduation rates and decrease dropout rates for 

students with disabilities is implement, monitor, and evaluate. So, let's take a look at what the 

State Systemic Improvement Plan preliminary results were. As we can see from this table, data 

was collected in January 2016, and then analyzed in June 2016. This was the first year of 

implementation for the learning sites, and you can see here that students with disabilities who 

were on track totaled 1,912 in January. By June, it increase to 2,255. We can all see the 

percentage increased from 67% to 79% of students who were on track. Now let's take a look at 

the off track total. In January of 2016, there were 950 students with disabilities who were off 

track. This, again, is in our 12 learning sites. By June, it decreased to 592 students, with an off 

track percentage from 33% down to 21%. For 12 learning sites, we collected data to see the 

number of students who were on track and off track from January to June 2016. In addition, we 

also wanted to see the percentage of students off track for graduation with multiple risk factors 

prior to and after implementation. In this case, you can see 71% of the students were off track 

for graduation with multiple risk factors prior to implementation. But then after 

implementation, it was 27% of the students were off track for graduation with multiple risk 

factors. So this was a decrease of 44% of students with multiple risk factors from January to 

June 2016. So, did this have a positive impact? Yes, you bet it did. We were very excited to see 

these type of results from just a short period of time with one semester of implementation, 

from January to June 2016. Several resources have been shared throughout this presentation, 

as well as certain tools. Let's take a few moments to see how you may access those websites 

and tools electronically. Let's take a look at our PaTTAN resources. To access the resources, go 

to www.pattan.net. After accessing that website, under the tab "educational initiatives," click 

on "increasing graduation rates and decreasing dropout rates." This will take you to the home 

page for resources to support Pennsylvania's State Systemic Improvement Plan. On the right 

hand side of that page, you'll see a heading called "resources." Under resources, you'll see our 

State Systemic Improvement Plan, the seven strategies to increase graduation rates, our theory 

of action, training materials to increase graduation rates, our data tools to increase graduation 

rates, and the BSE communicator. You'll also see a heading called "resources for families," and 

this is where you can access our publications. We currently have a publication for families, and 

also a publication around school attendance. There are also HUNE documents from our 

afterschool program, to looking at community-based engagement within HUNE. All of these 

publications are also in Spanish, and can be ordered from our website at no cost when clicking 



on the link and ordering them at your earliest convenience. Let's take a look specifically in how 

to access the data tools that were presented throughout this presentation. Again, by going to 

www.pattan.net, under the tab "educational initiatives," click on "increasing graduation rates 

and decreasing dropout rates." On the right hand side, under resources, click on "data tools to 

increase graduation rates," and you can see where the arrow is pointing in this slide. When you 

click on "data tools to increase graduation rates," you'll find the following four documents: the 

State Systemic Improvement Plan implementation framework. This tool is an Excel document 

that has several tabs to collect data as well as has an action plan and an example of an action 

plan that our learning sites used. Also within this tab, you'll find the early warning system 

metrics, so that chart that had the metrics there will be available to you. There's also a Word 

document for the early warning system data analysis team meeting protocol, as well as the 

early warning system data analysis protocol for individual students. The way in which to access 

courses on the PDE dashboard early warning system for more information, you can go to the 

SAS portal at www.pdesas.org. When you go to that site, log in by using your username and 

password, or create an account. There will be a place there to join a particular community 

around the early warning system, which is the educator dashboard early warning system 

intervention catalog. When you join that community, you'll get more information on particular 

overviews of the PDE dashboard modules and other resources. The steps to join that 

community are listed on this slide for your convenience. In addition to the PaTTAN website, 

there's also other websites utilized and referred to throughout this presentation. One of those 

was the National Technical Assistance Center for Transition. Their website is listed here. It's also 

known as NTACT. The SAS portal is listed here, as well as the Pennsylvania Secondary Transition 

Guide. There's also a wonderful website called Attendance Works, has lots of ideas and 

resources on how to increase attendance and get ideas out to the community as well as schools 

around attendance. And finally, PA Career Zone is another website you may want to check out 

with regards to secondary transition. If you would like more information about our 

Pennsylvania State Systemic Improvement Plan, or information that was presented throughout 

this session, please feel free to contact one of our PaTTAN educational consultants from 

Harrisburg, Pittsburgh, or the east. The consultants who have an asterisk beside his or her name 

are designated as the office leads. It's recommended to contact them first if you have more 

information, or additional information you'd like to receive. Thank you, everyone, for joining us 

for this session, and we hope that all of your students are successful and graduate. 
 


