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( ,INDIVEDUALIZINC STAFF DEVELOPMENT IN RURAL.CCHOOL DISTRICTS
TO ENHANCE SERVICES FOR ALL CHILDREN, tNCLUDING

THE HADICAPPED

Doris Helge,

Director
National Rural Project

Rural Special. Education Staff Development Needs

According to staff development literature, 15-25% of an.employee's:

time should be spent in staff developmeont experipnces. In fact, many bus).

nesses appropriate two-thirds (67%) of staff members' time for learning new

technologies. A figure of 15-25% would typically include 25-30 days of .in-

service per school year. Yet almost half (48%) of all respondents in a 1980

sf-ii-d-y of the National 'Rural Project (NRP) involving 75'rural districts anda

cooperatives. in 17 states,reported inadequate,staff development programs.-

Many participants stated that tneir digtricts had no formal designated in-,

service days, much less comprehensive personnel development programs.

Respondents generalfy linked inadequate staff development programs with

staff retection problems (a severe problem in 94% of all'states surveyed

in a 1973-79 NIT sfridy).

Special education dethands and related inservice needs were reported,

to be especially problematic for rural school districts. All major aspects

of Public Lac, 94-142, the Education of All Handicapped Children's Act', in-

eluding the concept of least restrictive environment, due process procedures,

individualiz'd education programs (IEPs), and parent involvement were iden-

tified as problematic for rural schools. Rural districts were frequently

unaware of Alternate instructkonal and organizatlon.11 strategies foestecial
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needs populations; and sparse populations, low incidence handicaps,' and cli-

matic difficulties greatly inhibited delivery of social education services.

Given variables such as increased special education staff- responsibi-

lities and roleg, inadequate, funding, for additional staff, and" the* phenome-

non of teacher burn-out, di.stricts reported that personnel development-

, difficult enongi in rural areas given a stable° personnel rorce--seldom

reached belvorK1 basic Orientation t(,) district and state philosophies.

plementing long-range plans for staff 4velopment was particularly f

cult in rural areas as high attrition frequently necessitated

of personnel development each year or every two years. Professional -isola-

tion fostered limited access to formal staff development and technical

assistance programs as well as informal profess ional sharing.

As st.ate-1, in a major' Rand Corporation report (Berman & McLaughlin,

1978), requisites for long - lasting effects of staff development include

training addressed to specific needs of individual teachers- arid--. teacher

encouragement and advice from peers experiencing success in the indivi-

duel problem a'rea. The need for frequent .formal and informal teacher

consultation also became apparent via the 1973-80 NRP studies. Collabora-
,

tion and- the presence of local resource personnel able to provie-e- "on call"

advice has been identified as imperative in rural schoolS due to scarce re-

sources, and re lative lack of access to univers ities and other sources of

consultants.

. ,

Comprehensive literature' r;views have clearly indicated that staff de-
it .

velopment programs are more successful 'if developed by a systeratic ,plan

emphasizing continuity and fol Tow-LT activities (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978;

ILawrence, 1.974; -1-nd Joyce, 1976). NRP work activities have also emphasized

needs for, insdrvice training based on need: .a,,,-;essnetnt arvi (-)1. iIhoraNive
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planning of those to be impacted by staff development programs; formal and

informal debriefing, processing and follow-through after individual inser-

vice activities; and multi-disciplinar:V'cadre approaches.

Comprehensive staff development approaches described in this paper

are based on on-.site work with school districts and an NRP lnvestigation of

problems experienced by over 80 rural districts and cooperatives across the '

United States as they attempts to implemOit sitafs: development programs.,

Assumptions of the'Describea Processes ,

Mandated special education procedures as resources for total
(systemic) school Change. Mandated special edudation pro-
cedures such as development of the IF.? should: be used as
oppOrtuoitie3 for integrating the efforts of regular and
special educators toward a common cause. IEP meet inks
should be used as vehicles for- formal and informal laser-
vice.

2.' Exploiting the ripple of fect for systemic djanv. Motivation(M) for systemic changesand growth is composed of Discomfort (D)
with the status quo and Realistic Hope (RH) for positive change(M = + RH) The uncertainty and anticipation (D) stimulated
by mat<iida yd change may be -used for best advantage to the ent iredi ict (M) if personnel begin to understand true potential

H) for long-term systemic benefits.

Advantageous changes in special education componetts of
sys ten such as individlized instruction and precision
teaching will have positive impact on other c ponents of
the systerl. This "rik.ple effect" means that ma special
education innovations may be infused into the to al. educa-
tional sysem.

3. Distra.cts are "resident experts" in need of developing orga-
nizational skills. Many rural districts lack orp:anizational
skills (e.g., grant writing, orgInizing comprehensive staff
development programs. etc.). Yet school personnel are resi-
dent experts, im local culture, history regarding past efforts
and rates of success. problem content areas, local resources,
power and communication systems, and oth4:r informal structures4
about which knowledge is imperative.

4, Itwortand-eofem-lc dtlan#r-frocesses . Although it is para-
mount that staff development he individual i/ed, it is equally'
important that schools implement .sys temic long-term change
processes 'Iteia a 1 1 insery ice or s ta( f development activities .

5
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Ef fectiv staff developme\12t programs inVol ve %nu l t iple 'as-
.

p&fs --.intra-school, inter - 'school, .nod communi ty-schnol
levels. -\) .

1978-80 NRP field activities consistently discerned-that
staff development proeeduresNrYan ating personnel to colla-
boratively plan and prioritize ctivIties for best use of
scarce resources had longez lasting ,effects than districts
mere,y aw4rding stipends ortprovicling other ve-hicles for in-
divicival teachers to complete a personalized experience with
nocliscernd relationship to total school growth and develop-
ment needs. Inadequate resources of. rural areas necessitate
systemic change processes.

i I
5. Broadvted definition.of staff development to meet needs of

rural schools and communities. $taf'f cr.2,-velopment opportu-
nities in rural areas ,mist he consider4ge' of ,teachers.' spe-
cthic needs as well as institutional goals arid objectives.
Rural staff development must include inclividthal personal.'
professional growth activities as well p.roblem identi- -

ficat ion and resolution activities .designed to effectively,
meet building and district level needs.

6. Need for consistency in short- and long-term goals,' Short-
term activities must be building blocks for ,long-term goals
All activitilt should, 6e designed to enhance.systemic -chang
while facilitating intlividual growth plans.

7. NecesE ity 4administrative support and shared decisioq
maklm&_.- Various -roles 'and ,disciplines representative of
the 'school system should be involved in planning, imple-
mentation, evalu,atior, and follow-through of all phases of
the district's staff development program. Inservice. acti-
vities are mosteffective when planned by those to be inte-
grally involved. Participation of administrators in traininf',
activities is'..essential.

.
8. Focus In support and intrinsic inceettive;s. School staff need(

training and support to,plan staff development activities
effectively. This may include training in group process and 1.
conflict resolutinfi skirls .

Adequate resources and reinforcement strategies are essential,
and districts shquld optimally use the expertise ofitheir on
staff. , Although external' incentives such as recertification
credLts' And s'tipends have value, research has indicated that
intrinsis reinforcements are most beneficial for long-lasting
change. As Issrtie (1.975) indicated, teachers choose their
.profilkss,,ion because of intrinsic rewards (reinfor6ement from
children, etc.). ..

i9. Value of a ieties or staff development activities. Types of
staff dove pment activities Are innumerable, rangin$ from

. 1

a
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peer consulttitn to lecture. The critical variable is that
distiret5 systegaticaliy link each activity Co others and
provide' for approprii4te debrief ing and sharing eiperiences,

10. Importance of cost - efficient models of rural staff develop-
ment: ,Rural schvls cannot afford specialized staff to
assist in many legislated or rapid technological changes.
Nor can they of ford to purchase adequate professional and
curricular resources in these areas: It is imperatives
that well plarined cos t-ef fect ive strategies*%e employed
in districts with scarce resources.

11. Rural models for rural schools. Many urban' ins ervice models
have, been implemented in 'rural schools without realization of
unique rural/ subcultqtal needs, problems, culture, and valuos
This approach has typieil ly insured failure or at be* only
,short-term adoption or any innovation.

. /.
J5 Description of Effective Processes for Rural Districts

The, processes described below employed' staff development as a\rehicle

for systemic change in rural districts. Each process involved inter- and

intra-school levels as well as rural communities.

Each district Larefurly assessed needs,. set goals; awl planned act i-

`vides corvuent with local cul cure and value systems. Multiple incentives (
were incorporated.

Planning -regaiditig target pOpulations incorporated the fol lowing he-

liefs about compositions of school systems. The vast majority (80%) 9f

most organizations cons is of persons who are relatively "status' -quo" ori-

ented and generally watch informal or formal organizationpl leaders for

cues regarding enthusiasm about and pacing of work aa:t ivities. Another

10% of most orFisations consists of individuals. who are self-directed

and enehus iast3c. Such individuals tc nd to create growth opportunities

when they are aot present. The remaining 10% of most organizations typi-

cally consists of indiVidluals who not only cko not care to be involved in

professional growth opportunities, hut, more importantly, freqUently in-
.

hibit involvement of other inch viduals'
7
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Given scarce resources, the rural districts described hereiiii-7-\)c Jsed

the majority of their planning and activities on the 107,of the staff who

were -most highly motivated toward growth .oppoitunities, feeling-that these

individuals would provide formal and Informal leadership for the 80% who

were assessing the orgahizational climate. Howevei-, 'district Versonnel

also attempted to change negative attitudes of the _lower 10% of the orga-

nization's staff where possible, or at, least to pacify them to the extent

that they did not inhibit other individuals from being involved in staff

development processes. Proced--

discussions to "co-aping" recalc trani individuals by pubticly involving

for doing so ranged from intellectual

them with the project in staff de:velopmeat. activities.

The successful models described below also incorporkted staging

small-scale pilot efforts, 4T-ranging for the individuals involved to 'ex-

perience success with those efforts, and exploiting rural community

a

grapevines about effectPe strategies and processes.

Ownership was established in each process, by securing planning input

from persons at all levels and within all disciplines-cf the organization.'

Admitmistratots were suppprtive but also integrally involved in staff de-
,

velopment processes as were sdhcol board member parents, and Other com-

munity members.

In consonance with staff development liteirature each program"was

developed by_4(acal district committees, using problem-solving approaches.

Outside consultation and techrical assistance was sometimes used in A--

veloping proces.c

Model A

Thi$v project established a management model g members of the

district to develop and implement strAtegie creating growth-promoting

interaction among staff, students, and others who would influence all

8

I
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children, including the handicapp(3d child inthe least restrictive edu-

cational setting. The manageMent structure consisted of three organiza-
.

tional entities.

g*

1

1. The alministrative or management team initiated the model and

was responsible for supportfng systemic staff development programs.

This team was composed of principals from each school building in

the district, the superintendent and assistant superintendent, and

the director of special education (if present in a particular dis-

trict). The team first agreed on goals consistent with the individual0

district's needs assessment and created a structure similar to that

described below (the core -Loam and bi{,ilding-based team). The manage-
,

ment team also- established, differentiated roles for the core-team and

school-based -teams as outlined below.

2. The district-wide or core team was responsible for all district

Kstaff development activivis including the following specific areas:

a. Assistance with reduction of work place stress through
monitoring of needs assessment and facilitating fulfill-
ment of teacher and student needs.

P b. Continued development of district-wide communications.

ti

c. Identifying needs and applying for continued funding
to support district inservice efforts

. Insuring that pieject activities were consistent with
state and federal policies and regulations

e. Creating linkages with other districts an4 state and
federal projects to identify resources available to
the p rticular district'g project

I
f. Providing for special interest groups-by developing

and/or approving staff development plans for such
groups as were not considered part of any given
school building (bips drivers , secretaries, custodians,
cafeteria workers, itinerant persorne4, etc.)

9
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4. Developing,procedures for distribution of resources
(monetary if available and other-resources) and de-
termining amounts or fiinds to be,retain el for dis,trict
level and special interest grgup staff development

h. Ani7toring project budget (if existent) ,grid use
of funds distributed by core team

Evdluating staff development pans of each building '

based cadre
1 '6

J. Determining procedures.4or evaluating individual
teacher,statf developmen,t plans

k. Developing, and conducting eval.dltiods of district
and community-wide inservice activities.

The core team was typically couosed of regular and special 6ducatio,1

teachers, out, or more building principals, school'board member, the.

superint'ndent, the director of special education (if existent), and

a parent of a special education child- Representation from each school

was as'3nred. A

3. Building-based teacher assistance teams. These cadrs included

the building princ l, at least one special educator, two or more

J,
regular educators, and co%nselors or other support-Nztaf .

The school-based TAT-. typically had the following responsibilities:

Mon.itoring building level inservice'activities and any availlIble
building level inservire budget

2. ,Deitermining -building needs sand developing relevant' proposals

to meet such needs

3. Developing aryl impler,,nting a system for supporting, individual
staff de'elopment activities

4. Assisting staff, substitute teachers, parepts, and community
vollnts,ers to work aF effective members of the educational
team

5. Examining alternatives to improve teacher skills

6. Functioning as a peer. problem- solvin );,rpnp

:
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7. Us ing prob lem,solving skills to ,resolve classr. oom
concerns by identifying, developing, and adapting
curriculum methods and resource, at the building level

.

3. Assisting the community in understanding, -more clearly
the needs of handicapped ch ildren

9. Identifying staff development resources- and making
referral to such resources f

The core and TAT tadres.related to the district management team through
the actrinistra'ti.)rs on the core team and the principals on each TAT. The -

organizational structure for this systemic mange process is il lus tr4ted

below.

School Board

Superintendent

Managemint Team

/.

Core Team

Federal & State Mandates 414:

Resources (Media, Material4.
Consultants, e tc .)

/ / -/

TAT Cadre TAT Cadre AT Cadre

-10

(all School

buildings)

Figure 1. Organisational structure of systemic change process.

Teacher Assistance Teams (TATs) facilitated mKti9g identified Lica."

tt.ional nc...-ds of childreal through school based planning. This included in-.

volvement of TAT members with classroom teachers to resolve the concerns

4 of special needs children. The TATs provided teachers and supporting. per-

sonnel opportunities to explore educational al t(;-rnat ives through visitation

and consultation.

Programs and resources at the building level were negotiated by TAT

members where appropriate with thy' core 'team. Each building also. negot

a ted for any ava Liable core team funds by es tabl isti ing,r,t ads and ident i-

fying best methods of meeting identified needs.

;

Wir
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tIltimately, an ongoing inservice training prograth wins established-1

in each building within the district. Involvements of the entire 'staff of '4
6smaller schools and of many community members. flcilitated real ownership

t i
at the local level of projects designed to meet' loc,al,nerds. This owner-.
ship and the coordinated attempts of buildings to solve their own; pfrotilems

consistent with district -wide approaches facilitated systemic change. The

,core team was able to i'dentiy common district needs and prev!:5it' duplica-

tion of ieser\iice of forts. Occasional district -wide. meetings of alit TATS

as well aS, owner inter-school and teacher-teacher interfaces created link-
ages for continuous individual pirofessibnal growth ,:ind district-wide corn-

,*

municyion as wel 1 as CURS iS tenty of r-ocest es.

A requirement that individual teachers supported in any way (release

time, funding, etc.) by the TAT. o'eltInire committees share learnings with

other teachers also facilitated system-wide change and growth. Minutes

of the district .core committee were,diseminated to all interested* teachers

to facilitate cprrimunication.
4Cons iderablf; training was necessary` before int t\ 'Ot ion and during im-

\
plerai&tation of these concepts. Training needs varied from district tp
district. Some rdistricts required rudimenary trainin retarding decision- '
making and conflict resolution Strategies, parliamentary procedur'e,,or1

4.fr

minute-taking and reporting.

A district-wide. retreatwas held it the districts as part of the pro-"
ject's initiation. The goal the, retreat was to establish undrrstanding

1

of the model to be initiated; to increase cooperation and collaboration'

among 'individuals, schools, and within the central office; to train staff
, for the team building process; and ty'reqolve Interpersonal and interpro-

1%%

fessional hidderf agendae. It was critical that *rh; manageinent team have

12.
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previously set ground rules and that sta-cf be informed of those ground
,

rules during the retreat. (For example, defining parameters of acceptable

staff development activities and establishing guidelines for alocationerf

deeision-making authority.). .The core\eamewalso participatrci in a round

of open decision making during, the retreat so that the TATs could observe

the core grddp's processes and have a true picture of its functioning,.

. Others. secured skill training regarding. ngg pak;
.

di e2t iatin
t.

with e s
s , ,methods of 'staff development planning; establishing resource networks

within- their buildings; clarifying participant roles; techniques for

mdlivating peers; evaluation procedures; and team'development
4

Commosn problems to precliide were t) closed decision making based

on fears of Peer reprisal yet debilitative of trust levels end (2) ini-

tiation of cumbersome decision-making. processes including heavy paperwork."
P .

-a The core groups And TATs were trained to emphasize coordination versus

t

.

$
° administrative functtohs and developed skills to' equitably foster indivi-

duallsa..school building p taf f development proposAl4i. As the goal of 'the

TA1s was to function as a true assistance, team, it was important for their

members to continue"---to focus upon facilitative processes.

The strategies described above have emphasized skill development at

the district and 'building levels in the areas of needs assessment, goal

setting, effective staff development procedures for rural areas, and moni-

toring systems interrelating needs asses,sment, 'program planning, and evalu-

ation. The' TAT structure was consistent with- research indicating that an'
4

individual school building isther-m;st viable unit for change and improve-
,

me nt
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At the same tithe, the enttre'model within each district was based on

I2

'individualizing inservice models for particular district and building

subcultures

t-
Model B

ddl1,-Initiating a Man ment Information System to optimize is'chool and i

community resources
1

_ r

t(':

r

'A comprehensive Management Information System (MIS) to optimize school

and community resources and.efforts to implement special education mandate

in ways beneficial to all students was initiated within individual schools/

total districts, Processed used in initiating the MIS are briefly described

below: -

4

416

A-. / Conducting a'needs assessment at the total school and
individual classroom level, using processes th#t relate
assessed needs to proram planning and evaluation pro-
cedures.

1,
B. Conducting A resource survey of all school personnel,

Listing skills and competencies that may be shared with
'others and/or used with children with educationll prob-

lems. Community and parent data are included in the MIS

(2p_llata. base.

C. qia a manual card sorting or a computerized retrieval sys-
tem, linking identified resigurces and needs. WhAever pos-

,
sible, retating resources e!IEPs and to identified needs
of individual non-handicapped students. (For example,

linking one teacher who needs to see an effective demon-
stration of Task Analysis and implementation of Applied
Behavioral Analysis with another teacher who uses these
skills frequently and effectively with handicapped and
non-handicapped students. Facilitating this interchange

b using a retired teacher, a parent volunteer, and/or an
unemployed certified *teacher to.manage the former teacher's
classroom while he obServes the latter.)

b. Asking school personnel-arCd community volunteers their
particular areas of expertise which can be shared with

others is a complimentary approach, building favorable
attitudes of those groups toward school leadership per-
sonnel'. Sipultaneously, an evolving foun4arLon of.ggrool
r-esources-is established whICh is easily evaluated.

'14
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In some districts, the MIS was linked with the core team and TATs to

facilitate their linking identified needs and resources. Inservice train-

ing thus used local resources as much as possible. More importantly, this

cost-efficient systqM was use5.1 to temporarily replace the classroom teacher

While he or she learned isnother skill.

This system created optimal community-school interfaces and facili-

tated design of creative'inservice programs at the local level, identify-

ing personnel resources Which were brought to bear on individual educational

dilemmas. (E.g., discovering that a severely cerebral' palsied child was to

attend school, on an island having, only one special education teacher trained

in learning disabilities.) One district instituted the MIS as a permanent

systeth of "floating substitutes."

The MIS concept was optimally used on a region-wide basis, although

software can be gasily develop -. :'for individual schools and their consti-

tuents.,

Some districts implemented the MIS conceptin segments. I.e.:, begin-
.

ning with listings of available unemployed certified or retired teachers

0 and gradually enlarging to include other. community resources. Some dis-

tricts involved high schopl students engaged in computer science courses

and programming in retrieving information for the MIS and some have in-

volved local business personnel.

Uses have ranged from scheduling two to three study periods in common

or organizing group assemblies or mini- courses for students so that a rela-

tivery large group of teachers d he released for staff development oppor-

tunities involving entire communitie in school staff development efforts.
0

. 15
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Resources were catalogued,'including
audiovisual, media, te'aeer aides

and tutors. facilities, and professional materials: Teichers"4ere trained
vo,

rto locate, adapt or write computer programs fdr their individual use.

The systems were also used for.Oata storage such as recording fre-

quencies.of formal contacts (communicationnaimprovementg) between regular

and special educators or.numbers of parent education efforts.

Districts instituted training and screening procedures Where needed

for volunteers to be used in the Classrooms so that both the school and

the volunteers felt comfortable with their rotating:responsibilities.

Model C

4Trainer-9f-Trainers Approach

This model was used on district - specific and statewide bases. Per-

...
sons trained to function as process facilitatbrs in local districts in-

1'

eluded LEA, university, state education agency, and, regional resource

system or network personnel. These personnel were trained to support

staff development efforts with LEA SyStemiPvia a process consultation

'model.

The groups focused on team development arlintitra collaboration

internally before working with target didtricts. Cireful planning resulted
ft

in the inclusion of team members with both positional and personal (legitt-
.'
,

tired) influence to optimally develop ownership and commitment. Extensive

school, communication and feedback systems with staffs, 2 school hoards, and

communities were extensive as cadres of multi- disciplinary and interagency

personnel. collaborated with local districts attempting to establish effec-

tive.staff development programs. All trainer cadres involved in the

trainer of E,,rainers model periodically participated in .central peetings
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to (1) refresh thelr skills, (2) eAage in peer problem-solving, and (3)

reinforce the grol,ip's priority of enhancing local district capacities via'

the process consultation versus expert or "medical" consultation 'model.

Summary

Rural school literature has generally express-Pd.' the need to find al-

ternatives ,.Which are not ideal but which hopefully "will suffice. These

models stem from value systems emphasizing (1) ide'ntificatior=t, of resources

as .well as needs, (2) environmentaj monitoring of the local culture of a

particular district ansl community Subculture, and (3), identification of-

creative alternatives for use in ''he specific district, analyzing effec-

) IL
t iveness as wel as cos t-efficiency.
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