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To: Shrewsbury School Committee Members

From: Meg Belsito, Assistant Superintendent for Student Services

Re: A Report on Disproportionality in Special Education

Date: January 12, 2022

On November 17, 2020, the Shrewsbury Public Schools received notice from the Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) that it was cited for significant
disproportionality. The letter noted:

“The Department has determined that your LEA is identified for the 2020-2021
school year as having significant disproportionality with regard to white students
identified with emotional disabilities. This determination was made following a review
of data reported by the LEA through the Student Information Management System
(SIMS) and the Student Safety and Discipline Reports (SSDR) for the prior three years of
available data. In making this determination, the Department determined that the LEA’s
calculated risk ratio for white students identified with emotional disabilities exceeded
the threshold rate established by the state this year of 3.0 in each year reviewed.
Additionally, the data did not show reasonable progress has been made to lower the risk
ratio in each year of the analysis. This determination is documented in the enclosed data
sheet, available here for your review. Please also review your data sheet for possible areas
of future identification.”

As a result of this finding, Shrewsbury Public Schools was required to take action to address the
significant disproportionality in the following way:

1. “Review and, if appropriate, revise policies, practices, and procedures (PPPs) to ensure
compliance with the requirements of IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act);
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2. Report on any revision of PPPs; and

3. Set aside 15 percent of its total IDEA Part B allocation (Fund Code 240 and Fund Code
262) and spend those funds on providing comprehensive coordinated early intervening
services (CCEIS) to address factors contributing to the significant disproportionality.”

Walker Therapeutic and Educational Programs was contracted to serve as outside reviewers to
gather data, observe, assess, and provide a report regarding significant disproportionality in
special education in the Shrewsbury Public Schools.

The purpose of the report:

● Identify and describe the potential factors contributing to disproportionality in
Shrewsbury Public Schools;

● Investigate the impact of this disproportionality on students;
● Develop recommendations to address these factors and reduce disproportionality; and
● Complete the required annual program evaluation in one area of Special Education per

the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

In response to the required corrective action, as well as a sincere commitment to more fully
address the issue of disproportionality, the report addressed key findings of strengths upon which
the District can build, as well as areas in need of improvement or further investigation. These
findings draw from an analysis of multiple data sources including focus groups, interviews,
observations, and document review.

Data collected:

● Interviews and focus groups with 48 District staff members, specifically around the
identification and education of students with emotional disabilities;

● Observations of instructional and support services for students with emotional
disabilities;

● Review of special education records for 11 students with emotional disabilities,
encompassing eight students placed in District schools and three students placed in out of
district settings; and

● Review of relevant district policies, procedures, and guidelines related to students with
emotional disabilities.

Strengths identified:

1. Robust and inclusive programming for students with social, emotional, and behavioral
needs is available within the district.

2. Students from racial/ethnic groups who are frequently overidentified for special
education services are NOT overidentified in Shrewsbury.
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Areas of Improvement identified:

1. The overrepresentation of White students in the category of emotional disability may be
reflective of an underrepresentation of Asian students in the category.

2. The district’s MTSS framework is implemented unevenly across buildings.
3. Provide professional development in supporting students with social, emotional, and

behavioral needs through a systematic approach.
4. Several of the district’s school policies have not been reviewed in recent years.

Recommendations:

1. More fully explore the root causes of underrepresentation of Asian students in special
education, which potentially skews data and may cause an overrepresentation of White
students.

2. Convene a team to make recommendations to the MTSS process for more consistent and
even implementation.

3. Provide professional development in the MTSS framework and on strategies to support
students with social, emotional, and behavioral needs.

4. Review policies and procedures relevant to special education identification processes that
have not been recently updated.

Conclusion:

As stated in the report prepared by Walker Therapeutic and Educational Programs, “Shrewsbury
Public Schools is well-positioned to address the challenges associated with the finding of
significant disproportionality of White students in the emotional disability category. Its
competent, caring, and dedicated staff, robust array of social-emotional programming, and
commitment to equity and inclusion are all assets. Further, students from racial groups that are
consistently overidentified for special education services throughout the country are not
experiencing disproportionality in Shrewsbury - this is to be commended.

Additional investigation into the potential contributing factor of underrepresentation of Asian
students in special education in Shrewsbury will be necessary to fully address the
disproportionality finding. This is a complicated phenomenon with multiple potential root causes
in need of exploration.

Finally, the implementation of an MTSS framework with consistency across buildings, a review
of policies and procedures, as well as professional development on MTSS and supporting
students with social-emotional challenges will further assist in remedying the problem of
disproportionality moving forward.”

We look forward to presenting more detailed information about this report and answering your
questions at your meeting on January 19, 2022.
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