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About Moving Your nuMbers

Moving Your Numbers: Improving Learning for Students with Disabilities as Part of District-wide Reform, examines how school 
districts with vastly different demographics increase the performance of students with disabilities and other at-risk learners as part 
of whole-district reform efforts. Case studies of featured districts, as described in the full report, provide evidence that students with 
disabilities, like all other students, can learn at higher levels when adults focus their collective efforts on improving instructional 
practice, consistently implement core work across the district, and use assessment and accountability as a lever for ongoing system 
and student learning and improvement.

Moving Your Numbers identifies six essential practices that must be in place to improve the performance of students with disabilities. 
Evidence suggests that these six practices, when used in an aligned and coherent manner, are associated with higher student 
achievement. These practices are use data well, focus your goals, select and implement shared instructional practices (individually and 
collectively), implement deeply, monitor and provide feedback and support, and inquire and learn. 

Moving Your Numbers was initiated and is supported through the National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) under 
the leadership of Dr. Martha Thurlow, NCEO Director; Rachel Quenemoen, NCEO Senior Research Fellow; and Dr. Laurene 
Christensen, NCEO Research Associate. Dr. Deborah Telfer, Director, School of Education and Allied Professions Grant Center, 
University of Dayton, coordinates the development and review of Moving Your Numbers on behalf of NCEO. NCEO was 
established in 1990 to provide national leadership in designing and building educational assessments and accountability systems that 
appropriately monitor educational results for all students, including students with disabilities and English Language Learners (ELLs). 

This Moving Your Numbers Synthesis of Lessons Learned report was developed by Dr. Deborah Telfer, Director, University of 
Dayton School of Eduction and Allied Professions Grant Center, with input from the Moving Your Numbers Advisory/Work Group 
members. The document should be cited as:

Telfer, D.M (2012). A synthesis of lessons learned: How districts used assessment and accountability to increase 
performance for students with disabilities as part of district-wide improvement. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota. National Center on Educational Outcomes.

Photographs used in this publication have been provided courtesy of the districts featured, the Ohio Department of Education, the 
Mahoning County Educational Service Center, and State Support Team Region 5.

Additional case studies of featured districts will be added to the Moving Your Numbers website as they are developed. Go to www.
MovingYourNumbers.org for the complete report and additional tools and resources, and to submit success stories. 

NCEO is supported primarily through Cooperative Agreements (#H326G050007, #H326G11002) with the Research 
to Practice Division, Office of Special Education Programs, U.S. Department of Education. Additional support for 
targeted projects, including those on ELL students, is provided by other federal and state agencies. The Center is 
affiliated with the Institute on Community Integration in the College of Education and Human Development, 
University of Minnesota. Opinions expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect those of the U.S. 
Department of Education or Offices within it.
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A Synthesis of Lessons Learned
How Districts Used Assessment and Accountability to Increase Performance for
Students with Disabilities as Part of District-wide Improvement

Moving Your nuMbers: What Matters Most

Moving Your Numbers features the work of ten districts with varying demographics 
that have used assessment and accountability as an impetus for positive change. In 
each case, districts used the increasing demand for accountability for all students 
and groups of students to change the conversation and practice across the district, 
“moving their numbers” in a positive direction for all children as a result. The stories 
of the ongoing journey of each district, while far from done, describe the actions of 
adults committed to improving their own practice as a way to support higher levels 
of learning for all children. 

Each was identified for inclusion based on three factors: (1) the district was known 
to be engaged in certain practices believed to be associated with higher student 
learning; (2) the district was committed to district-wide implementation of such 
practices; and (3) the district was committed to and showing evidence of improving 
the performance of all students and student groups.

Moving Your Numbers, initiated by the National Center on Educational Outomes, is 
not intended to tell people what to do. Rather, it is designed to showcase the work 
of these districts as an impetus for encouraging people at all levels of the education 
enterprise to examine what they do and the degree to which their collective actions 

are making a positive difference for all students, including those identified as special education students, English Language Learners, 
and other children often characterized as “high need.” While the ‘conclusions’ provided through this work are limited to the districts 
featured, it should be noted that these districts share many of the same demographics and characteristics of large numbers of districts 
across the country.

While each district featured in Moving Your Numbers had its own framework or set of guiding core beliefs for organizing its work, 
each of them implemented a set of practices that was very similar. Evidence suggests that these six practices, when used in an aligned 
and coherent manner, are associated with higher student achievement:

1. Use data well;

2. Focus your goals;

3. Select and implement shared instructional practices;

4. Implement deeply;

5. Monitor and provide feedback and support; and

6. Inquire and learn (McNulty & Besser, 2011).

The lessons learned from featured districts are presented in this Synthesis across each of the practice areas delineated above. To 
download district stories and associated district resources; additional products on the role of state education agencies, regional 
providers, higher education personnel, and parents and families; and additional information about the assumptions underlying this 
work, go to the Moving Your Numbers website at: www.movingyournumbers.org. 
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use DAtA Well: Lessons Learned

The importance of effective data use as a foundational practice 
was described as essential by each featured district. Effective means 
using data well and on an ongoing basis, not only to identify 
critical needs, but also to gauge performance and make better 
decisions about the effectiveness of the instructional practices 
being used, and the degree of student progress and learning.

 In many districts, effective data use was the conversation changer, 
allowing adults with varied perspectives and roles to move beyond 
individual preference and opinion and, instead, share in honest 
and open dialogue around the quality of the instruction and 
services being provided to all children across the district. Often, 
the combination of (1) changing who was “at the table” by 
involving teachers, administrators, related services personnel, and others, in collective dialogue; and (2) organizing relevant data for 
easier review and more strategic decision making, was the starting point for becoming a learning organization able to continually 
improve its own capacity to better meet the instructional needs of all learners.

Data use played a prominent role in the districts’ strategic plans, from being 
described by one district as a pillar, and by another as an operational belief.  While 
featured districts varied in terms of the types and complexity of internal district-wide 
data systems used to make a variety of data accessible and available on demand to 
teachers and others, each featured district used data to change adult professional 
practice by:

•  Engaging all personnel in looking at district-wide data to foster shared 
responsibility for the success of all students.

•  Making data use for instructional improvement a district-wide priority and expectation for all staff.

•  Using state assessment data in combination with a variety of other (both formative and summative) sources of data to identify 
needs, gauge progress, and make instructional decisions on an ongoing basis.

•  Identifying and using relevant data, 
rather than allowing personnel to 
become inundated with too much 
data and information.

•  Providing support (including, for 
example, professional development, 
tools, guidelines) to all personnel in 
effective data use.

•  Using data as feedback to the system 
(i.e., feedback on the effectiveness of 
the adults’ efforts).

“We took a hard line on the use of data 
and teaming – everyone had to do it – 
and the results were ridiculously good; 
it was hard to argue with them.”

Dan Goldman, Director of Curriculum 
& Instruction 
Tigard-Tualatin School District 
Tigard, Oregon
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Focus Your goAls: Lessons Learned  

Gaining the kind of focus needed to fully implement agreed-
on core work was an essential component of the improvement 
processes used by Moving Your Numbers districts. In all cases, 
the districts identified the improvement of instructional practice 
and student learning as the priority for the district. They were 
unconditional in their commitment to ensuring that the 
improvements put in place across the district were designed to 
include every student. A unified message, making clear the fact 
that this focus was not negotiable and that all personnel had a 
role in contributing to needed improvements, was sent frequently 
and consistently by district and school leadership to internal and 
external stakeholders across the district.

Each district featured in Moving Your Numbers developed a foundation for making 
and sustaining improvements in teaching and learning. This foundation was 
operationalized through a district-developed framework or strategic plan that 
delineated core beliefs and key areas of work, and that was used to guide decision 
making related to such factors as the use of time, how personnel were employed and 
assigned, and the nature and use of professional development (PD). 

Whether the district employed a multi-tiered system of support, a state mandated/supported improvement process, universal 
design for learning, integrated comprehensive services, or a combination of these or other approaches, did not appear to matter as 
much as how they were used to bring all adults in the district together in sharing the responsibility and ownership for the success 
of each child.

In selecting an approach to use in undergirding the core work of the 
system, featured districts were intentional in:

•  Engaging personnel from all levels of the district in shaping and 
identifying with the district’s focus.

•  Ensuring that all schools in the district aligned their work with 
district-established goals and strategies.

•  Limiting the number of priorities or goals to a small number, 
thereby increasing the capacity for district-wide implementation.

•  Clearly defining the role of central office and school principals as 
being about the improvement of instructional practice and student 
learning.

•  Involving everyone in professional development directly aligned 
with the district’s identified needs and focused goals and priorities.

•  Actively working with the school board and members of the 
community to contribute to and continually improve the district’s 
capacity to support higher levels of learning for all students.

“I believe in the power of unification 
around purpose and ours is to help all 
kids learn at high levels.”

Rick Carrington, Superintendent 
Bloom Vernon Local Schools 
South Webster, Ohio
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select AnD iMpleMent shAreD instructionAl prActices: Lessons Learned

Two common themes characterized the evolution of the featured districts’ work in improving outcomes for all students. The first 
centered on the increasing focus on instruction as the priorty or core work of the district. The second theme involved the increasing 
use of collaborative structures (e.g., professional learning communities, learning 
teams, data teams, teacher-based teams) that provided a mechanism for teachers 
and other instructional personnel to inform each other’s practice, thereby building 
the capacity of the system to more effectively identify and meet the learning needs 
of every student.

In several of the featured districts, the commitment to ensuring that all students 
were held to high expectations aligned with grade-level standards resulted in 
structural changes to the organization with personnel dedicated to special 
education being subsumed within larger departments responsible for teaching 
and learning or educational services. This change underscored the district’s shift 
from a more traditional programmatic focus with special education being responsible for the education of children with disabilities, 
to a more unified focus with all adults in the system sharing responsibility for the education of all children, regardless of label or 
funding source. In other featured districts, while departmental structures did not change, the same shift toward a more unified focus 

occurred. For example, one district’s catchphrase became, 
“it’s  not about special ed or general ed; it’s about ed.” 
In all districts, central office functions changed from 
controlling the work (what one district described as a 
pedestal function), to supporting shared understanding 
and implementation of core work across the district.  

In selecting and implementing shared instructional 
practices, featured districts: 

•  Held all adults to high standards and clearly defined 
expectations around the core work of teaching and 
learning, and for supporting all children to learn at 
higher levels.

•  Developed a common vocabulary for what 
constituted high-quality instructional practice 
in the district, embedding intervention as 
part of the instructional framework, and 
avoiding programs or initiatives as the 
“answer” or next “silver bullet.”

•  Provided structured opportunities for teachers 
to learn from each other, embedding ongoing 
PD as part of the work of collaborative 
learning teams. 

•  Provided structured opportunities for 
principals to learn from each other, and for 
schools to learn from each other.

“Breaking down isolated practice and 
raising the capacity of the entire system 
of 850 teachers through collaborative 
teaming is a substantial cost to the district 
but one that is necessary for improving 
learning for all students.”

Michael McCormick, Assistant 
Superintendent for Educational Services 
Val Verde Unified School District 
Perris, California
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iMpleMent DeeplY: Lessons Learned

In recent years, research in the area of implementation science has revealed the critical 
importance of fully implementing evidenced-based practices or strategies so that desired effects 
in adult professional learning and student learning can be achieved. It has also called attention to 
the challenges involved in supporting the full implementation of any practice on a systemwide 
basis. Specifically, Blase, Fixsen, and Duda (2011) point out that, often, what is adopted is not 
used with fidelity, what is used with fidelity is not sustained for a useful period of time, and what 
is used with fidelity is not used on a scale sufficient to impact social problems.1 

The districts featured in Moving Your Numbers identified implementation as the most 
challenging part of their work. They were intentional in attending to factors that affected their 
capacity to support more effective implementation at all levels of the system by first defining 
what full implementation looked like, and then providing structures and tools for increasing the 
consistency and quality of implementation in all classrooms within all schools across the district. 

•  Featured districts took steps to intentionally support systemwide 
implementation of identified practices by:

•  Moving from a focus on individual school buildings to a focus on district-
wide implementation of identified practices.

•  Engaging in the ongoing self-assessment of instructional practice as 
a district through the use of aligned team structures and customized 
protocols that facilitated focused team discussion.

•  Delivering targeted PD – that is, PD that is directly aligned with identified 
practices – to everyone. 

•  Holding personnel at all levels accountable for the implementation of identified practices, while providing multiple opportunities 
for practice and support.

•  Setting expectations for 
the direct involvement 
of administrators (e.g., 
principals, superintendent, 
central office personnel) 
in supporting effective 
implementation of 
identified practices.

•  Aligning district resources 
(e.g., time, fiscal resources, 
personnel resources) 
to support effective 
implementation of 
identified practices.

1  Blasé, K.A., Fixsen, D.L., & Duda, M. (February 8, 2011). Implementation science: Building the bridge between science and practice. Presentation made to Institute of Education Sciences. 
Chapel Hill, NC: National Implementation Research Network at the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, University of North Carolina.

“Even though teaching and learning is the 
business of school districts, I don’t think we’ve 
done a good job talking about how we get 
people from different levels and different 
perspectives talking about the work and having 
a few focused goals that we implement deeply 
and across the district to make a difference and 
leverage a change.”

Dr. Sue Long, External Facilitator (Retired) 
Wooster City School District 
Wooster, Ohio
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Monitor AnD proviDe FeeDbAck AnD support: Lessons Learned
 

Featured districts emphasized the relationship of their core work to its impact, 
when fully implemented, on student learning. Conversations among personnel and 
teams moved away from a focus on what to teach, to a focus on how to teach to 
better meet the needs of all students, and the impact that instruction was having on 
student growth and achievement.  

Hand in hand with this shift in focus was the commitment on the part of districts 
to ensure consistency in the implementation of specific targeted strategies so that 
their degree of implementation could be monitored and their use in achieving 
desired effects could be evaluated.  One district said it this way: “We need to be able 
to connect results to specific action steps. We wouldn’t be able to do that if schools 
worked in isolation.”

The concept of monitoring also changed – from a negative term associated with 
externally imposed compliance requirements, to an essential part of the instructional 
process believed to be necessary for continuous improvement. Data resulting from 
monitoring implementation 
provided needed feedback 

to teams at the classroom, school, and district level, and was used to make 
decisions about the type and level of support that needed to be provided to 
individuals, teams, and schools.
  
In monitoring the degree of implementation of identified strategies, and 
providing associated feedback and support, featured districts: 

•  Measured both adult implementation and student achievement to gauge the 
effect of district actions on student performance.

•  Valued internal accountability and made results the central focus of the school 
system.

•  Developed and used a consistent set of 
procedures and protocols for measuring district-
wide implementation of identified strategies/
practices, the effect of such implementation on 
student learning and progress, and the effect of 
feedback and/or differentiated support to schools 
and teachers.

•  Provided feedback to principals and school-
level teams, and required principals to provide 
feedback to teachers and teacher teams, on the 
implementation of identified practices.

•  Took steps to replicate successful practices across 
the district.

“We used to identify islands of excellence; 
now we’re hoping for peninsulas of 
excellence. For those people who haven’t 
gotten it yet, they can see positive examples 
elsewhere in the district…it’s the consistent 
and persistent professional conversations 
that teachers have around working with, 
understanding, and challenging the (UDL) 
framework, and the impact on student 
learning, that lead to growth.”

Dr. Loui Lord Nelson, Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) Consultant 
Bartholomew Consolidated School 
Corporation 
Columbus, Indiana
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inquire AnD leArn: Lessons Learned

Becoming a learning organization requires the 
willingness to closely examine, reflect on, and learn 
from one’s own practice. Districts featured in Moving 
Your Numbers were committed to continually 
improving their capacity to meet the needs of every 
student. A common characteristic among featured 
districts was the collective dissatisfaction among staff 
members with the present level of student progress. 
Instead, district and school personnel acknowledged 
that their work is never done, and that they must 
always strive to reach the next level of effective 
practice in supporting student progress and learning.

Using an active inquiry process to evaluate their 
own practice was seen as a positive, described by one 

district as learning from structured failure. In this district and others, central office personnel actively sought out exemplars – aligned 
with district-identified strategies – and shared them with other schools and teams across the district. The follow-through and 
application of what was learned by adults in targeted PD and through structured team 
meetings was evaluated so that improvements in implementation could be made and 
supported in more focused ways. 

In develping a culture of inquiry and learning, featured districts: 

•  Established a decision-making process for supporting shared learning across and 
among central office and school personnel, and teacher team members.

•  Engaged everyone in continually evaluating the effect of the district’s core work on 
both student learning and district and school performance.

•  Constantly asked and sought to 
answer questions related to the level of 
implemetation of district-identified practices, 
and those conditions that contributed to 
success or created roadblocks to success.

•  Provided resources to support district-wide 
professional learning focused on improving 
instructional practice and student learning.

•  Have established parameters for making 
decisions about needed changes to the 
district’s improvement strategies.

•  Communicate and foster a sense of urgency 
for continuous improvement and positive 
change in student learning.

“People across the district hold other 
people across the district accountable 
for student learning. All adults in 
all buildings are responsible for all 
children. It’s not a thing you have to 
do; it’s evidence of our core beliefs.”

Dr. Judy Singletary,  
Director of Curriculum & 
Instructional Services 
Stoughton Area School District 
Stoughton, Wisconsin
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nceo resources

NCEO offers the following kinds of materials and services for 
state personnel, educators, parents, and others concerned with 
the educational outcomes of all students:

•  An extensive publications list that includes technical reports, 
state activity updates, policy documents, and self-study guides. 

•  Criteria for evaluating existing policies on large-scale 
assessments. 

•  Recommendations for developing assessment policies and 
guidelines for participation, accommodations, reporting, and 
accountability that include all students. 

•  Current information on assessment projects and other efforts 
to collect data on the educational outcomes of all students. 

•  A national network of people who can assist states and other 
agencies as they consider assessment issues.

reFerences
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Learn Press.
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District contAct inForMAtion 

Bartholomew Consolidated  
School Corporation – Indiana
Dr. George Van Horn, Director of Special Education
Bartholomew Consolidated School Corporation
Administration Building, 1200 Central Avenue
Columbus, IN 47201
Phone: 812.376.4234
Email: vanhorng@bcsc.k12.in.us

SAU 56 –  
New Hampshire
Robert Marquis, Assistant Superintendent
SAU 56
51 West High Street
Somersworth, NH 03878
Phone: 603.692.4450
Email: bmarquis@SAU56.ORG

Bloom Vernon Local Schools –  
Ohio
Rick L. Carrington, Superintendent
Bloom Vernon Local Schools
P.O. Box 237
South Webster, OH 45682-0237
Phone: 740.778.2281
Email: rick.carrington@bv.k12.oh.us

Stoughton Area School District –  
Wisconsin
Peter Wilson, Director of Student Services
Stoughton Area School District
320 North Street
Stoughton, WI 53589
Phone: 608.877.5000
Email: Peter.Wilson@Stoughton.K12.WI.US

Brevard Public Schools –  
Florida
Mrs. Cynthia Van Meter, Associate Superintendent
Brevard Public Schools
2700 Judge Fran Jamieson Way
Viera, FL 32940
Phone: 321.633.1000 
Email: VanMeterC@brevard.k12.fl.us

Tigard-Tualatin School District –  
Oregon
Dan Goldman, Director of Curriculum & Instruction
Tigard-Tualatin School District
Administration Office
6960 SW Sandburg Street
Tigard, OR 97223
Phone: 503.431.4000
Email: dgoldman@ttsd.k12.or.us

Gwinnett County Public Schools –  
Georgia
Sloan Roach, Executive Director
Gwinnett County Public Schools
437 Old Peachtree Rd., NW
Suwanee, GA 30024-2978
Phone: 678.301.6021
Email: Sloan_Roach@Gwinnett.k12.ga.us

Val Verde Unified School District –  
California
Michael McCormick, Assistant Superintendent,  
Educational Services K-12
975 West Morgan Street
Perris, CA 92571
Phone: 951.940.6103
Email: mmccormick@valverde.edu

Lake Villa School District #41 –  
Illinois
Dr. John Van Pelt, Superintendent 
Lake Villa School District #41
131 McKinley Avenue
Lake Villa, IL 60046
Phone: 847.356.2385
Email: jvanpelt@district41.org

Wooster City School District –  
Ohio
Dr. Michael Tefs, Superintendent
Wooster City School District
144 North Market Street
Wooster, OH 44691
Phone: 330.988.1111 (ext. 1223)
Email: wstr_mtefs@woostercityschools.org
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For More Information on  

Moving Your Numbers, Contact NCEO or Visit:
movingyournumbers.org

 

National Center on Educational Outcomes 
University of Minnesota

207 Pattee Hall • 150 Pillsbury Dr. SE
Minneapolis, MN 55455 

Phone: 612.626.1530 • Fax: 612.624.0879 
nceo@umn.edu

Available MOVING YOUR NUMBERS Publications:

•  Administrator Preparation Guide: Using Assessment and Accountability to Increase 
Performance for Students with Disabilities as Part of District-wide Improvement.

•  District Self-Assessment Guide for Moving Our Numbers: Using Assessment and 
Accountability to Increase Performance for Students with Disabilities as Part of 
District-Wide Improvement.

•  Moving Your Numbers: A Synthesis of Lessons Learned from Districts Using 
Assessment and Accountability to Increase Performance for Students with 
Disabilities as Part of District-Wide Improvement.

•  Moving Your Numbers: Five Districts Share How They Used Assessment and 
Accountability to Increase Performance for Students with Disabilities as Part of 
District-Wide Improvement.

•  Moving Your Numbers: The Critical Role of Regional Providers in Facilitating School 
District Capacity to Improve Achievement for Students with Disabilities. 

•  Moving Your Numbers: The Critical Role of SEAs in Facilitating School District 
Capacity to Improve Achievement for Students with Disabilities. 

•  Parent/Family Companion Guide: Using Assessment and Accountability to Increase 
Performance for Students with Disabilities as Part of District-Wide Improvement.

•  Teacher Preparation Guide: Using Assessment and Accountability to Increase 
Performance for Students with Disabilities as Part of District-Wide Improvement.
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