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Introduction to the SERLs 

As part of California’s 2022 Budget Act, the state legislature authorized the California 
Department of Education (CDE) to select Special Education Resource Leads (SERLs) from across 
the state in collaboration with the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence (CCEE). 
To be considered, applicants were required to be a county office of education (COE), special 
education local plan area (SELPA), or an appropriate partnership or consortia of COEs  
and/or SELPAs; and they had to demonstrate how they would build capacity in regional and 
local entities throughout the state to improve outcomes for students with disabilities. 

The legislative charge in California Education Code Section 52073 was to select no more than 
10 SERLs, with the following requirements:

	` At least three Leads must provide support to COEs and local education agencies (LEAs) in 
building capacity to increase student achievement.

	` One Lead must be selected to support the implementation of Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs). 

	` One Lead must be selected in partnership with a family support organization to provide 
support to students and families in alternative dispute resolution (ADR).

 The other resource leads were selected as a result of a statewide needs assessment:

	` One Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Lead was selected to support LEA teams 
in developing, implementing, and supporting evidence-based practices to increase 
outcomes for students with disabilities. 

	` One English learner (EL) Lead was selected to provide evidence-based best practices, 
resources, and training to LEAs for students with disabilities who are also ELs.

There are seven selected Leads awarded SERL grants for the 2023–2028 cycle. The Lead focus 
areas are listed in Exhibit 1. 
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Exhibit 1. SERLs’ focus areas and associated grantee, SELPA program office, and partners 

SERL Capacity-Building Focus Area Grantees and Partners

California Collaborative 
for Impactful Pathways 
(CCIP)

Tracking and strengthening post-
secondary outcomes for students 
with disabilities

Santa Clara COE

EmbraceAbilities Inclusive practices for students with 
extensive support needs

Los Angeles COE

Partner: Special Needs Network

High-Quality IEPs 
(HQ IEPs)

Design and development of high-
quality IEPs to provide tools and 
guidance for educators, parents, and 
students

San Diego COE (East County 
SELPA)

Partners: East County SELPA and 
Santa Clara SELPA 

Improving Outcomes for 
Multilingual Students 
with Exceptional Needs 
(MuSE) 

Resources to strengthen supports 
for multilingual students with 
exceptional needs (“dually identified” 
students)

Imperial COE (Imperial County 
SELPA)

Open Access and 
Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL)

Practices aligned with the UDL 
framework to support learners’ 
engagement, communication, and 
participation

Placer COE (Placer County SELPA)

Partners: Antelope Valley SELPA, 
Humboldt COE, and North Inland 
SELPA

Pathways to Partnership 
(P2P) 

Alternative Dispute Resolution: 
Prevention and resolution of conflict 
(e.g., IEP-related disputes) with a 
student-centered focus

Ventura COE (Ventura County 
SELPA)

Partners: Tehama County 
Schools, Rainbow Connection 
Family Empowerment Center 
(Community Partner), Tehama 
County SELPA, and Ventura 
County SELPA

System Improvement 
Leads (SIL) 

Data-informed continuous 
improvement to enhance outcomes 
for students with disabilities

El Dorado COE (El Dorado County 
SELPA); Riverside County SELPA 

This report is the third interim external evaluation report of the SERLs. The report describes the 
design of the external evaluation and data collection approach for Year 3 (2025-2026); results 
on SERLs’ capacity-building services, impacts, and connections in Year 3; and recommendations 
for Years 4–5.
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SERL Goals and Activities

The California Statewide System of Support (SSOS) developed common language for universal, 
targeted, and intensive levels of support that are available to all districts, charters, COEs, 
and SELPAs in California. The descriptions are listed on the California SSOS website. These 
descriptions are shown in Exhibit 2.

Exhibit 2. Levels of support 

Level of 
Support Description

Universal This foundational level of support is available at no cost to all districts, charters, COEs, 
and SELPAs in California. Universal supports include access to tools and resources, 
professional learning, and services provided by various technical assistance providers 
within the Statewide System of Support, coordinated by the CCEE and the CDE.

Targeted This level of support includes specialized professional learning, cohort learning, 
consultation, and/or strategic planning. This level of support is accessed via via 
Differentiated Assistance, Targeted-Level Compliance and Improvement Monitoring, 
and/or self-identified support needs.

Intensive Intensive support is provided to districts and charter schools identified as requiring 
an extra level of hands-on partnership, often due to persistent challenges over 
consecutive years. This level of support may be accessed after being identified by 
the CDE, CCEE, and/or County Office of Education via the Direct Technical Assistance 
(DTA) or intensive-level Complicance and Improvement Monitoring (CIM) process.

In Year 3, SERLs all provided universal supports and resources but the mixture of targeted and 
intensive supports varied. 

All SERLs developed goals to drive their activities. The 2022 Budget Act1  set forth the 
responsibilities within two goal areas of making connections and building capacity:

Connections responsibilities are to (a) develop, support, and participate in a robust 
communication network among all entities in the SSOS, including the state agencies and 
other Leads; (b) participate in a network with other agencies serving in the SSOS and serve 
as a conduit in connecting LEAs to the other branches of the system; and (c) facilitate 
integration and partnerships across all levels of the system (SELPA, COE, LEA, individual 
classrooms). 

1 As shown under CDE’s explanation of the purpose of the SERLs: https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/serl.asp.

https://systemofsupport.org/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/serl.asp
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Capacity-building responsibilities are to (a) effectively build the capacity of LEAs 
(including through proactive provision of universal resources) to improve outcomes for 
students with disabilities and support their families; (b) extend equity of access to high-
quality technical assistance (TA) and resources statewide; and (c) provide support to 
both LEAs with identified needs, including those identified by CDE as needing assistance 
through Compliance and Improvement Monitoring (CIM) and Differentiated Assistance, 
and LEAs that opt in for continuous improvement support. 

In Year 1, RTI provided TA to SERLs as they developed connections and capacity-building goals. 
Leads developed goals to connect with other Leads, SSOS partners, and other partners across 
the state in support of the focus area to support or increase positive outcomes for students 
with disabilities. Leads also developed goals to build the capacity of COEs, SELPAs, and LEAs 
in support of the focus area to support or increase positive outcomes for these students. We 
then facilitated discussions about how these goals would drive the development of logic 
models, which included the goals, activities, and monitoring measures to create a throughline 
from how the Leads’ activities affect LEA improvements that then facilitate measurable student 
impact. State agency partners also provided TA to link goals and action plan development. 

Year 1 connections and capacity-building goals are listed in the SERL Year 1 External Evaluation 
Report. The variation among the goals reflect whether SERLs were new in their implementation 
of supports and whether they had been offering supports prior to the inception of the SERL 
grant (e.g., during the SELPA Leads grant, 2019–2023). 

In Year 2, RTI provided TA to SERLs to update their goals and refine their logic models to 
reflect evolving activities, addressing the requirement that SERLs establish qualitative and 
quantitative goals to evaluate their capacity via multiple measures.2 RTI and state agencies 
supported the SERLs in aligning the logic models with their reporting templates. In Year 3, 
state agencies revised the SERL annual plan template, providing space for SERLs to document 
goals, activities, and impact measures; midyear progress highlights; the number of LEAs they 
served through universal, targeted, and intensive capacity-building services; and reflections 
on partnerships, lessons learned, and areas for future growth. We reviewed and analyzed 
information from SERLs’ midyear progress summaries as part of the current evaluation.

2 As shown under CDE’s explanation of the purpose of the SERLs: https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/serl.asp.

https://ccee-ca.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Special-Education-Resource-Leads-Year1-report_FINAL.pdf
https://ccee-ca.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Special-Education-Resource-Leads-Year1-report_FINAL.pdf
https://ccee-ca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/SERL_External-Eval_SSOS_Year2_final_rev.pdf
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/serl.asp
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SERL External Evaluation Design

RTI’s external evaluation of the 5 years of the SERL grant is guided by three primary questions, 
which address Leads’ connections within the SSOS, their capacity-building activities, and the 
impact of their activities. Exhibit 3 contains the three primary questions and associated sub-
questions. The sub-questions build evolving evidence for the three primary questions over the 
life of the grant. 

Exhibit 3. Evaluation questions 

Primary Evaluation Questions Evaluation Sub-questions 

1.	 What are connections among 
SERLs, and within or external to the 
SSOS, and for what purpsose? 

a.	 What are the connections among the SERLs and for 
what purpose? 

b.	 What are the connections within the SSOS and for 
what purpose? 

c.	 What are connections external to the SSOS and for 
what purpose?

 2.	 What are indicators of SERL 
capacity-building scale, 
replication, and sustainability?

a.	 What is the quality of SERL capacity building? 
b.	 What are differentiated features among SERLs? 
c.	 How are features adapted per context? 
d.	 What structures and processes are present for 

sustainability?

3.	 What is the impact of the SERLs on 
students with disabilities?

a.	 What actions did participants take? 
b.	 What influences did the actions have on schools and 

students? 
c.	 What changes or trends in indicators occurred?

As in Years 1 and 2, the Year 3 evaluation focuses on the three primary evaluation questions. 
However, Year 3 takes a different approach to showcasing the work of the SERLs, profiling 
each individually and spotlighting a particular element of the work that SERL Leads chose to 
emphasize. Profiles speak to the quality of capacity-building services, how SERLs addressed 
identified needs in the field and in specific school and LEA contexts, the impact, and how they 
and their partners worked to scale and sustain improvements for students with disabilities. 
We used a mixed-methods approach to data collection in Year 3, drawing on data that SERL 
Leads provided in focus groups, by email, and in midyear progress summaries, as well as data 
provided on surveys administered to participants in select SERL offerings.
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Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis

We conducted seven focus groups (one for each SERL) with 18 Lead staff participants (referred 
to as "SERL Leads" or "leaders" in this report). The evaluation team used a semi-structured 
protocol to guide focus group discussions and synthesized each transcript separately to create 
SERL profiles. To analyze themes in SERLs’ connections, the evaluation team looked across 
transcripts, identifying cross-cutting patterns as well as unique approaches to partnering. 
The team also analyzed data from responses to open-ended questions on the participant 
survey (described in the following section), identifying perspectives that complemented the 
information provided by SERLs and described the quality and impact of capacity-building 
services from participants’ points of view.

Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

As documented in SERLs’ annual plans, each grantee measures the quality, relevance, and 
impact of their capacity-building services in unique ways (e.g., pre- and post-service surveys; 
responses to open-ended reflection questions; student outcomes data in focal school and LEA 
contexts). RTI offered to collect supplemental survey data from participants in spring 2026, 
using a survey instrument refined in Year 2. The tool was designed to gauge the extent to 
which participants experienced high-quality capacity-building services, found those services 
helpful, deepened their understanding of core special education concepts and processes, and 
made improvements in educational contexts as a result of their learning. Results of the survey 
are woven into profiles of the three SERLs that opted to have this data collected (California 
Collaborative for Impactful Pathways [CCIP], Open Access, and System Improvement Leads 
[SIL]). The evaluation team conducted survey analysis for each relevant SERL rather than 
aggregating responses across the three SERLs. 
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SERL Profiles

Commonalities Across SERL Profiles

All SERLs offer universal capacity-building resources that are accessible on both the CalTAN 
website and CCEE SSOS Resource Hub. Resources include toolkits and guides, asynchronous 
modules, and professional learning videos. SERLs share an emphasis on the development of 
practical, user-centered resources designed to reduce burden on local systems and promote 
consistency and quality statewide. Resources are often informed through iterative feedback 
loops (e.g., empathy interviews, focus groups) and are translated or adapted to increase 
accessibility for diverse audiences, including families and multilingual communities.

Another commonality across SERLs lies in their approach to adult learning and systems 
change. SERL Leads consistently emphasize job-embedded professional learning, coaching, 
and collaborative structures (such as Communities of Practice or improvement networks) that 
support the transfer of knowledge into practice changes. These support sustainability through 
shared learning across roles and contexts. The work of SERLs frequently integrates continuous 
improvement principles, including the use of data, reflection, and iterative cycles to refine 
practices over time. In targeted and intensive capacity-building work, SERL Leads move 
beyond compliance-driven approaches. They emphasize more holistic, relationship-based, and 
system-oriented strategies, such as building trust with families, aligning cross-departmental 
teams, focusing on systems change and systems thinking, and strengthening communication, 
collaboration, and knowledge-sharing structures. They focus on both technical and adaptive 
elements of change—tools and data systems as well as mindsets, collaboration, and trust. 

Unique Features of SERL Profiles

SERLs have specialized focus areas that target distinct leverage points within special education 
systems. Some emphasize content-specific domains; others address cross-cutting populations 
or needs. These varied focal areas reflect different entry points into improving systems and 
outcomes for students, such as instruction, processes (e.g., IEPs), data systems, or relationships. 
They illustrate how the SERL portfolio is designed to be complementary rather than 
redundant. In the section that follows, the SERLs’ profiles describe how they act as connectors 
within the SSOS, building networks across agencies, disciplines, and regions to align but not 
duplicate efforts and reduce fragmentation.

SERLs leverage different implementation strategies in their work. Some SERLs concentrate 
heavily on scalable universal resources and statewide dissemination, while others emphasize 
intensive, site-based partnerships that can involve coaching, walkthroughs, or structured 
facilitation of local teams. In addition, SERLs highlight a variety of types of outcomes. Some 
emphasize shifts in student achievement or system indicators, while others highlight changes 
in educator practice, family engagement, or relational trust. 

https://caltan.info/
https://tools.systemofsupport.org/resource-hub/?category=Resources&sort=name&page=1.
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California Collaborative for Impactful Pathways Profile 

CCIP builds LEA capacity to improve post-school outcomes for students with disabilities 
through professional learning focused on the Indicator 14 Toolkit. Indicator 14 of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act State Performance Plan/Annual Performance 
Report Part B requires states to report on the percentage of youth who are no longer in 
secondary school but had an IEP in effect at the time they left school, and are enrolled in higher 
education, competitively employed, or enrolled in some other postsecondary education or 
training program. CCIP’s work is focused on strengthening local practices for data collection 
and reporting related to Indicator 14 and facilitating meaningful use of post-school outcome 
data. 

In spring 2026, RTI administered a survey to a subset of CCIP’s capacity-building participants. 
Respondents who reported medium or high levels of involvement with CCIP as the primary 
SERL with which they engaged in 2025–2026 included leaders of COEs, LEAs, and another 
SERL. All agreed or strongly agreed that a positive learning environment, tailored content, and 
tools and resources for implementing strategies were features of CCIP capacity-building sessions. 
Also, 100% agreed or strongly agreed that they received evidence-based practices for school 
improvement and/or instruction, and 80% agreed or strongly agreed that CCIP demonstrated 
its own continuous improvement mindset during the session. Last, 80% of respondents agreed 
that CCIP offered guidance that helped them make actionable changes in their work on behalf 
of students with disabilities. 

CCIP Highlight

CCIP’s Indicator 14 Toolkit is a living document that provides 
guidance for applying effective practices regarding data collection 
and reporting for Indicator 14, as well as resources related to 
post-school opportunities for students. The toolkit is aimed at 
COE and LEA administrators who focus on data reporting for 
this indicator (e.g., SELPA and special education directors), and 
also has information that could benefit WorkAbility or transition 
specialists, Family Empowerment Centers, and state agencies such 
as the Department of Rehabilitation. The toolkit is intended to help 
leaders build their capacity to strengthen outreach and response 
rates for Indicator 14–related data collection. It also provides 
guidance to help partners review their data and data practices 
for continuous improvement. This includes reflecting on what 
Indicator 14 data demonstrates about the extent to which systems 
are successfully preparing students with disabilities for particular 
opportunities after completing secondary school. 

CCIP’s Indicator 14 toolkit is 

designed to address a gap  in 

resources that share effective 

practices for data collection and 

reporting on postsecondary 

outcomes for students with 

IEPs. CCIP shared its toolkit with 

partners from 12 counties in spring 

2026, including postsecondary 

planning educators, workability 

and transition specialists, and COE 

administrators. All participants 

(100%) indicated they were 

“extremely” or “very” likely to use 

the toolkit in their education 

contexts.



9

External Evaluation of the Special Education Resource Leads 
Within the California Statewide System of Support

Year 3 (2025 – 2026)

CCIP leaders noted not only a statewide, but a nationwide, need 
for guidance on Indicator 14 data collection and reporting, 
stating that there tends to be a lack of “any training on how 
to collect this data.” The resource was created by drawing 
on the expertise of current and former SELPA staff and SERL 
Leads, those working in data entry and TA roles, and other 
partners (e.g. grantees of California’s WorkAbility I program). 
CCIP Leads reported that the Indicator 14 Toolkit is available 
in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese, and that some resources 
are translated into Mandarin. Data tools include guidance for 
users to compare their Indicator 14 data to state dashboard 
data related to College and Career Readiness, to understand 
differences between the two sets of data, and to use dashboard 
data to look beyond traditionally reported special education 
data to develop a more comprehensive view of students’ 
outcomes. 

In late 2025, CCIP shared initial elements of the toolkit publicly 
(e.g., with attendees at the SIL Summit and a conference at the 
Santa Clara COE). CCIP launched the toolkit statewide in 2026, offering a four-session series to 
guide participants through specific resources, applications, and implementation strategies. 
Session topics include Data Collection and Survey Preparation, Communication Plan and 
Action Steps, and Reporting and Follow-Up. The first three sessions engaged participants from 
12 counties across California, including postsecondary planning educators, WorkAbility and 
transition specialists, and COE administrators. On feedback surveys across sessions, between 
80% and 100% of participants indicated the training was “good” or “excellent.” Between 75% 
and 100% of participants reported that it provided useful information, guidance, and tools to 
support their Indicator 14 data collection; that the Indicator 14 Toolkit was easy to navigate; 
and that they felt “very confident” or “extremely confident” in using the toolkit to support their 
LEA’s data collection. All participants reported that they were either “extremely” or “very” likely 
to use the toolkit. CCIP reported that participants noted in post-training reflection sessions 
the potential of Indicator 14 data to drive improvements in services and student outcomes, 
highlighting its value beyond simply a compliance measure. Some indicated a need for 
additional time to review the materials more thoroughly and expressed interest in learning 
more about specific data collection practices, particularly strategies for reaching graduates.
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EmbraceAbilities Profile

EmbraceAbilities supports COEs with LEA partners to develop and expand inclusive programs 
for students with extensive support needs (ESNs) from early childhood through adult 
transition. This work helps COEs and LEAs increase equity, access, and inclusive opportunities 
for students with varying abilities. Many students with disabilities spend most of their day in 
general education classrooms with their non-disabled peers; however, students with ESNs 
are far less frequently provided access to general education spaces and peers.3 In addition to 
supporting COEs with LEA partners in the development and expansion of inclusive programs, 
EmbraceAbilities aims to further the use of quality, evidence-based, instructional practices in 
environments that include students with ESNs. 

In Year 3, EmbraceAbilities focused on professional development and direct support to 
COEs with LEA partners, with an emphasis on program integration, building belonging, and 
district capacity-building for all types of communities, including rural and sparse locations. 
By combining evidence-based strategies and reflective practices, EmbraceAbilities focused 
on ensuring administrators and educators were equipped with the resources, support, 
and instructional practices necessary to improve service delivery and school experiences 
for students with ESNs across diverse educational settings. The grantee’s Community of 
Practice and Focused Learning Strands series included both in-person and virtual sessions 
on inclusive practices supporting all students (among other topics). Leads reported that 
these strands played a critical role in extending and scaling 
EmbraceAbilities’ reach and impact. In feedback surveys that 
EmbraceAbilities administered in professional learning sessions, 
participants agreed the sessions fostered a positive and 
supportive environment for collaboration and learning, provided 
information that would contribute to participants’ teaching  
and/or leadership practices, and featured information applicable 
to participants’ roles and professional goals. 

EmbraceAbilities Highlight

EmbraceAbilities’ partnership with Merced COE was a highlight 
of its work as a SERL in Year 3. Merced staff, who were working 
on strengthening instructional practices and making other 
systemwide improvements, collaborated with EmbraceAbilities 
on a Learning Institute and Community of Practice in Year 
2 of the grant. “They’ve been an active partner with really 
trying to improve their systems,” reported EmbraceAbilities 

3 Cosier, M., Sandoval-Gomez, C., Cardinal, D. N., & Brophy, S. (2020). Placement of students with extensive 
support needs in California school districts: The state of inclusion and exclusion. International Electronic Journal of 
Elementary Education, 12(3), 241–247.

In longstanding partnerships with 
COEs, EmbraceAbilities deepened 
its supports around inclusive 
education for students with ESNs. In 
Year 3, it held a five-part professional 
learning series centered on inclusive 
school culture, Focused Learning 
Strands, Community of Practice 
meetings, and in-person professional 
learning in Merced County. 
Classroom walkthroughs evidenced 
increased academic rigor for ESNs, 
and professional learning feedback 
suggested a boost in educator 
confidence to implement evidence-
based instructional practices/inclusive 
practices.
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staff. EmbraceAbilities conducted empathy interviews with Merced COE administrators, 
which surfaced requests for support with professional development on mindsets and on 
collaboration with districts during special education referral processes. Merced leaders also 
identified a need to increase the academic rigor of instruction for students with disabilities. 
EmbraceAbilities partnered on classroom walkthroughs in Year 2 that were grounded in 
looking at systems to support inclusive classrooms 
and at academic, instructional, social-emotional 
learning, and behavioral practices. Throughout 
these professional learning opportunities, 
EmbraceAbilities focused on mindset, presuming 
competence, and supporting system change. 
The Learning Institute offered direct professional 
development as well as collaborative, cross-district 
discussions about how to build inclusive programs 
for students with ESNs.

In Year 3, EmbraceAbilities built on this work with 
2-day Learning Institutes at Merced and Santa Clara 
COEs. These events focused on supporting students 
with ESNs and included classroom visits, as well as 
a five-part professional learning series centered on 
inclusive school culture, Focused Learning Strands, 
Community of Practice meetings, and direct, in-person professional development within 
Merced County to provide collaborative input on program development and implementation. 

EmbraceAbilities and its partners reported impacts of these capacity-building supports, which 
included more structured classroom procedures; increased academic rigor (including evidence 
of lessons for students with ESNs that were standards-aligned); instructional practices that 
were age- and developmentally appropriate; and improved policies and procedures related 
to student referrals and staff hiring and onboarding. EmbraceAbilities leaders noted that 
classroom walkthroughs demonstrated strong progress (for example, in transition programs in 
high school) and that attendee feedback from the two Learning Institutes suggest a boost in 
educator confidence for implementing evidence-based instructional and inclusive practices. 

Additionally, the two Learning Institutes highlighted promising practices while also providing 
observational feedback to the hosting COEs. The COEs served as exemplars and also gathered 
information they could use for continuous improvement of classroom practices. The SERL’s 
feedback and continuous improvement efforts consistently centered the following perspective, 
characterized by an EmbraceAbilities leader: “I am a student with extensive support needs. 
What does my classroom, wherever it may be [e.g., county- or LEA-run], need to have for me to 
be successful?”
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High-Quality IEPs Profile

High-Quality IEPs (HQ IEPs) equips educators, parents, and students with tools and guidance 
that strengthen the development of high-quality IEPs. This work aims to strengthen the 
quality, consistency, inclusivity, and effectiveness of processes and products related to high-
quality IEPs and helps ensure students receive appropriate educational benefits. 

HQ IEPs create universal (and other) resources to respond to a significant gap in the field: the 
absence of accessible, high-quality, statewide resources to support IEP development and 
implementation for educators, parents, and students. As one HQ IEPs leader noted, “Based 
on data we collected earlier in our grant cycle, it reaffirmed what we already knew: There 
was not a systematic collection of resources for parents or educators. There were pockets of 
resources, but not a holistic approach to the IEP process where there was a consistent message 
and information for educators and parents across California.” HQ IEPs’ toolkits are designed 
to be clear, practical, and easy to use, with attention to accessibility, plain language, visual 
design, and translation into multiple languages. HQ IEPs has authored public-facing resources 
for different audiences (educators, students, parents)4 that are intended to build capacity 
statewide by reducing the burden on LEAs to independently create materials. Shared resources 
are intended to be used by all LEAs across California—regardless of size, geography, or level of 
identified need—and to replace locally developed, uneven, or outdated materials. Interest in 
these universal resources extends beyond California. HQ IEPs leaders reported that other states 
and federal TA providers have contacted the project to learn more about the work, noting that 
comparable statewide resources did not previously exist elsewhere. 

In addition to universal supports, HQ IEPs is developing targeted 
assistance for LEAs seeking deeper support related to IEP quality. 
Currently, this work centers on a voluntary targeted assessment 
tool designed to help LEAs identify strengths and areas for 
growth in their IEP systems. The assessment process begins 
with a brief screener, which allows an LEA to select priority 
focus areas. Based on their results, LEAs engage in deeper self-
assessment using reflection rubrics aligned to specific domains 
of IEP system quality. HQ IEPs emphasized that this approach is 
strengths-based and improvement-oriented, designed to support 
purposeful planning and change rather than simply identifying 
challenges. This targeted work directly links IEP practices to state 
performance indicators, reinforcing the connection between 
system quality, instructional practice, and student outcomes. 

4 This includes adults who meet the definition of a parent as defined in California Code, Education Code - EDC § 56028.

The HQ IEPs’ Parent Toolkit  is 
designed to support the meaningful 
engagement of parents in the 
IEP process. The toolkit, developed 
through iterative cycles of feedback 
from parents of students with IEPs, 
breaks down complex concepts, 
clarifies roles and processes, and 
provides parents with usable, 
accessible, translated resources. 
HQ IEPs’ data collection indicates 
that parents had positive feedback. 
For instance, they found the Before 
the IEP resource easy to navigate 
(average rating of 4.8/5) and useful 
(average of 4.9/5). 

https://codes.findlaw.com/ca/education-code/edc-sect-56028/
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HQ IEPs Highlight 

HQ IEPs designated 2025–2026 as the “Year of the Parent.” Its Parent Toolkit is designed to help 
parents meaningfully participate in the IEP process. The HQ IEPs Leads explained that, in their 
experience, most district handbooks are created for compliance purposes rather than for family 
use. As a result, they are rarely read or fully understood by parents. Parents of students with 
IEPs who took part in empathy interviews identified common themes in areas of challenge 
and confusion, including special education terminology and acronyms that were a barrier to 
understanding and having limited orientation to the IEP process and their role within it. The 
Parent Toolkit breaks down complex concepts, clarifying roles and processes, and provides 
parents with resources they can realistically engage with. As one leader described, the goal is to 
make information “transparent, accessible, and meaningful,” so parents can actively participate 
as informed members of the IEP team. 

HQ IEPs Leads described that successful implementation of the Parent Toolkit would mean LEAs 
have a clear, trusted resource they can use in partnership with parents, and outcomes of parents 
meaningfully participating in IEP meetings and engaging in shared decision-making with 
educators. The toolkit is also intended to support educators by providing materials they can 
use in family trainings, community advisory committees, and community engagement efforts, 
strengthening trust and communication between parents and LEAs and, ultimately, supporting 
improved experiences and outcomes for students with disabilities. 

HQ IEPs integrated multiple feedback mechanisms into the development of its resources, 
including the Parent Toolkit, such as surveys, conference-based data collection, and empathy 
interviews. Leaders reported collecting input from a wide range of parents in California, 
including those in rural communities, in large districts, and those with students who are English 
learners. They emphasized that they did not treat feedback as a one-time input but as part of an 
established, continuous improvement cycle; they reviewed suggestions regularly, documented 
them, and used them to guide revisions. 

For example, HQ IEPs assembled a group of parent volunteers and asked them to provide 
feedback on parent-facing resources prior 
to publication. For a drafted checklist for 
IEP meetings, parent suggestions included 
adding definitions of common terms 
and IEP team roles, providing guidance 
on requests parents can make prior to 
IEP meetings, and including timelines 
to clarify expectations (e.g., scheduling 
meetings). Regarding other resources, 
respondents5 asked “Does there need to 
be a section…about what are the steps if 

5 Respondents to questions about different resources included parents of students with disabilities (some of 
whom were also teachers/administrators).
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there is a disagreement with the district?” (A Place to Begin resource) and “Do you want to add 
information about how long school teams have to respond when parents request an IEP team 
meeting?” (After the IEP resource).

Through feedback surveys, HQ IEPs also gathered general impressions of the quality, 
relevance, and usability of its Parent Toolkit resources. Parental feedback was positive. For 
instance, they found the Before the IEP resource easy to navigate (average rating of 4.8/5) and 
useful (average of 4.9/5). Qualitative feedback indicated that “the plain language explanations 
are great” and “I wish I had something like this at the earlier stages of my child's IEP journey” 
(A Place to Begin resource), and that “the outline of the parts of an IEP and how it should flow is 
great” (Before the IEP resource). Writing about the After the IEP resource, one respondent noted 
that they “loved that progress monitoring is mentioned. So many parents don't understand 
why this is important. Excellent!” Overall, respondents indicated that after they reviewed 
HQ IEPs’ various resources for parents, their understanding of the IEP process and ability to 
participate meaningfully increased by an average of 1.46 points on a 5-point scale. 

Improving Outcomes for Multilingual Students with Exceptional 
Needs Profile

Improving Outcomes for Multilingual Students with Exceptional Needs (Project MuSE) 
strengthens practices that support students at the intersection of language development and 
disability to improve educational outcomes for multilingual students with disabilities across 
California. Project MuSE addresses longstanding systemic identification gaps by supporting 
LEAs in distinguishing between the natural process of second language acquisition and a true 
learning disability. As one leader explained, their work “encompasses the entire arc of initial 
identification to potential exit from either EL program, special education services, or both.” 
Their work spans the full continuum of services, from early identification and pre-referral 
processes through IEP development, instruction, reclassification, and, when appropriate, 
exit from special education and EL services. Project MuSE’s approach connects and facilitates 

multidisciplinary teams to improve collaboration 
and better serve dually identified students, 
ensuring they have equitable access to high-
quality instruction, appropriate assessment, and 
meaningful opportunities for reclassification. 
Rather than training professionals in isolation, 
Project MuSE brings together EL coordinators, 
special education directors, school psychologists, 
and other key practitioners to align systems and 
practices.

Project MuSE’s goal is to shift LEA practices 
beyond compliance by increasing equitable 
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access, strengthening reclassification decision making for students with ESNs, and reducing 
disproportionality, particularly the overidentification of Latine students in the Specific 
Learning Disability category. This work is delivered through a multi-tiered TA model aligned 
to California’s Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) to ensure that linguistic assets are 
considered throughout evaluation and IEP development and that goals are linguistically 
appropriate. Operating intentionally as a bridge between CDE’s Multilingual Support and 
Special Education divisions, Project MuSE engages decision makers at the state, regional, and 
district levels, reinforcing its role as a connector within the SSOS and aiming to strengthen 
coherence across systems serving multilingual students with exceptional needs.

Project MuSE Highlight

A highlight of Project MuSE’s Year 3 work has been its support of a Networked Improvement 
Community (NIC) focused on long-term ELs (LTELs) with 
disabilities in partnership with the Santa Clara COE and the 
Bay Area Geographic Leads Consortium. In California, LTELs are 
students who have remained classified as ELs for an extended 
period without achieving reclassification, despite years of 
instruction. Project MuSE leaders noted that a significant 
proportion of LTELs are also students with disabilities, and that 
IEP processes often do not take into consideration linguistically 
appropriate goals for LTELs with disabilities that would support 
reclassification. This challenge highlighted a system gap well-
suited for Project MuSE to address. What linguistic supports 
should special education practitioners be aware of? What 
LEA systems can be set up so that LTELs receive access to 
linguistically appropriate goals and objectives, per federal law?

LEAs participating in the NIC came together to address 
the bottlenecks in the system keeping LTELs stuck by first 

investigating questions related to the “why.” What practices were occurring, or not occurring? 
For example, the NIC found that comprehensive English language development was not being 
offered to LTELs at one LEA. Project MuSE coupled this deep inquiry with direct training on 
pedagogy and alignment and coherence, and accompanying tools such as EL shadowing and 
information about how this activity can support the reclassification process. 

Early outcomes from the LTEL NIC demonstrate promising system-level impacts. One 
notable success was an LEA that codified the Project MuSE framework into a districtwide 
reclassification worksheet that is now embedded in standard practice. Project MuSE leaders are 
utilizing statewide platforms to scale the model, including dissemination at the 2026 California 
Association for Bilingual Educators conference, where the LTEL NIC model was highlighted as a 
high-leverage practice for building regional, multidisciplinary teams. 

LTELs, who frequently also have IEPs, 
are students who have received 
years of EL instruction without being 
reclassified. To address system 
barriers for dually identified 
students, Project MuSE supported 
a NIC focused on LTELs with IEPs. 
The NIC inquired into linguistic 
supports special education providers 
should be aware of and  linguistically 
appropriate IEP goals. It shared tools 
to support LTEL reclassification, 
including a framework integrated 
into one LEA’s standard practices. 
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Open Access Profile 

Open Access builds district capacity to create inclusive 
settings with high-quality instruction where all 
students can engage and learn. This work advances the 
implementation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), 
Assistive Technology (AT), and Augmentative Alternative 
Communication (AAC). Open Access is grounded in the 
belief that access to high-quality curriculum and instruction 
enables students with disabilities to meaningfully engage, 
participate, and learn in inclusive educational settings. 

Open Access works with schools, LEAs, COEs, and SELPAs across the state, providing TA aligned 
to California’s three-tiered capacity-building framework. Universal supports include no-cost 
resources such as an online repository of tools, newsletters, podcasts, webinars, conference 
presentations, and synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities. Targeted supports 
are provided when LEAs or schools voluntarily seek coaching, training, or mentoring to 
build internal capacity in UDL, AT, or AAC. Intensive supports are delivered through formal 
assignments from CDE as part of the CIM process, with Open Access serving as a designated 
TA provider for districts identified for intensive support. Another intensive support provided 
by Open Access is the development of Showcase Sites throughout the state that focus 
on accessibility. Currently, Open Access supports four Showcase Sites with doors open to 
welcome visitors to observe successful accessibility practices in action. Additional sites will be 
opening their doors in fall 2026. 

In spring 2026, RTI administered a survey to a subset of participants in Open Access’s capacity-
building work. Twenty-two respondents, including leaders of SELPAs, COEs, and LEAs, 
completed the survey and reported medium or high levels of Open Access involvement.

All participants agreed or strongly agreed that they received evidence-based practices for 
school improvement and instruction in their work with Open Access, as well as guidance that 
helped them make actionable changes in their work on behalf of students with disabilities. 
Reflecting on improvements they had made as a result of receiving support from Open Access, 
participants detailed a range of outcomes:

•	 “The 1:1 mentorship from my AAC coach was phenomenal. Through our regular 
meetings, I was able to learn best practices for conducting AAC evaluations: Properly 
analyzing pre-linguistic behaviors, report writing, IEP documentation of AAC devices, 
assessing visual/motor skills needed to navigate apps, developing appropriate AAC IEP 
goals for students based on their current language, etc.”

•	 “Improving student access to instruction and participation across school settings: 
This included supporting teachers in implementing accessible classroom strategies 
(e.g., visual supports, flexible response options, AT, and AAC tools), increasing student 
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independence and engagement, streamlining support referrals, and providing staff 
consultation/training on inclusive practices. As a result, classrooms became more 
proactive in designing instruction that meets diverse learner needs and improved access 
for students with disabilities and other learners requiring additional supports.”

•	 “Through our collaboration with Open Access, our school made meaningful progress 
in lesson design and equity of access for all learners. One of the most impactful 
outcomes was our work on identifying and removing barriers to student learning. Using 
a structured lesson design lens, teachers examined their instructional practices and 
identified specific obstacles that were limiting access, whether related to materials, 
instructional delivery, or environmental factors. A key component of this process was 
facilitating classroom visits, organized through Open Access, during which the student 
experience was observed and documented. These visits gave teachers concrete, real-
time data about how students were engaging (or struggling to engage) with content. 
Following the classroom visits, teachers came together to develop actionable steps 
tailored to their specific students and settings. These steps were focused on removing 
identified barriers and increasing access to grade-level content and participation for all 
students, not only those receiving special education services. As a result, instructional 
practices became more universally designed, students encountered fewer access 
barriers, and teachers developed greater confidence and shared language around 
inclusive lesson planning.”

Open Access Highlight

Redwood Preparatory Charter School 

Redwood Preparatory Charter School, located in Humboldt County, 
is an Open Access UDL Showcase Site that exemplifies the SERL’s 
approach to deep, relationship-based capacity building. According 
to Open Access, “Through sustained coaching and collaborative 
goal setting, Redwood Preparatory has moved UDL from theory 
to a coherent, schoolwide instructional practice.” Open Access 
also partners with the Humboldt COE to scale UDL learning and 
practices countywide. 

In fall 2023, Open Access worked with the leaders of Redwood 
Preparatory Charter to conduct a site readiness assessment 
to determine the school’s capacity for UDL implementation. 
The team facilitated a deep dive into UDL principles over the 
course of the school year, with the goal of building a shared 
understanding of UDL in practice. In the intervening years, Open 
Access has supported staff through instructional rounds and 
lesson design study structures that allow them to observe one 
another’s classrooms, provide feedback, and reflect collectively 
on instructional practice. Educators engage deeply with specific 

Open Access supports four 
showcase sites in partner schools 
that implement effective practices 
related to accessibility and 
inclusive education (including 
UDL). The sites welcome visitors 
to observe successful practices in 
action. In a site where Open Access 
supported instructional rounds 
and lesson design study structures, 
leadership reported regular use of 
lesson planning tools, reflection 
protocols, and walkthrough 
instruments to strengthen UDL 
implementation. In another site 
that implemented a student goal-
setting activity aligned with UDL 
principles, participating students 
saw an average 42-point increase 
in English and Language Arts (ELA) 
assessment scores in one year.
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aspects of instructional design and student engagement, and the school’s sustained focus 
on UDL has strengthened teacher capacity and supported more intentional planning for 
learner variability. School leadership reports regular use of lesson planning tools, reflection 
protocols, and walkthrough instruments to strengthen UDL implementation. In the words 
of one Redwood Preparatory teacher, “I have used countless strategies and tools from the 
trainings and coaching I have received. There are multiple strategies that I use in my classroom 
daily, and have immersed myself in the overall practice of using the UDL lens when designing, 
delivering and assessing content in my 4th-grade classroom.” 

Morongo Unified School District 

Open Access’s work with Morongo Unified School District illustrates how intensive SERL 
support delivered through the CIM process can lead to measurable student outcomes and 
districtwide scaling. Open Access was paired with Morongo Unified in 2023 as the district’s 
designated TA provider. Initial efforts focused on supporting access, engagement, and 
instructional coherence for students with disabilities, with particular attention to aligning UDL 
within their existing Multi-Tiered System of Support practices. In August 2025, Twentynine 
Palms Junior High School opened its doors as an Open Access UDL Showcase Site. The school’s 
sustained commitment to UDL implementation sparked a district-wide initiative to scale 
implementation across each of the district’s school sites. During the 2025–2026 school year, 
Open Access provided training and coaching at four sites. 

According to an Open Access leader supporting Twentynine Palms, the capacity-building work 
“started off with a lot of training, rolling out of information around the [UDL] framework, but 
now we’ve shifted to the coaching model. So, teachers are creating grade-level goals, as well 
as personal goals around UDL implementation. Our Content Lead Specialists are supporting 
the staff through virtual coaching to optimize scheduling and meet the sites’ needs.”

Open Access supported Twentynine Palms and other district schools to implement a goal-
setting activity aligned with UDL principles for students with disabilities. It initiated the activity 
to help address a CIM goal of increasing students’ achievement on standardized assessments 
in ELA and math, aiming to bolster student engagement and motivation through reflection 
on past performance. In 2025, 63.8% of students with disabilities at the school improved their 
ELA scores in comparison to the previous year. In the district, students with disabilities who 
participated in the goal-setting activity demonstrated an average 42-point increase in ELA 
scores on the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium tests in one year.
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Pathways to Partnership Profile   

Pathways to Partnership (P2P) provides expertise and resources 
to prevent, reduce, and resolve conflict between families and 
educational agencies, including conflicts related to IEP processes, 
plans, and implementation and services for students with 
disabilities. This work develops skills and strategies that promote 
trust, strengthens collaboration, and supports student-centered 
problem solving. P2P provides specialized TA focused on dispute 
prevention, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), and capacity-
building for COEs, SELPAs, Regional Implementation Leads, and 
LEAs across California. P2P’s work is closely aligned with CDE, 
particularly through its Constituent Support Services Office 
and Dispute Resolution Unit. Additionally, P2P creates universal 
resources—many in partnership with other SERLs—that include 
tools and strategies to foster collaborative IEP processes, prevent 
and resolve conflicts, and clarify procedural safeguards for 
families. 

P2P Highlight

This year, P2P partnered with over 100 districts and families to 
provide direct TA. One specific example of this support was with a 

district and family referred from the CDE Constituent Support Services Office (CSSO) to resolve 
an escalated conflict following major staffing and programmatic changes to a longstanding 
Deaf and Hard of Hearing (DHH) regional program. The conflict was between the district 
and members of the DHH community (including DHH staff and DHH community members). 
Often, P2P collaborates with LEAs and families through voluntary engagement to resolve and 
prevent special education disputes. Most of these referrals originate from CSSO or are family 
or LEA self-referrals. This particular referral stemmed from a unit focused on compliance within 
CDE. In this instance, the urgency and complexity of the conflict required a more formal role 
within the CIM process. While this case of mandated TA is unique, the example illustrates P2P’s 
core approach to TA: Addressing disputes not only through compliance mechanisms, but by 
rebuilding trust, centering families’ voices, and equipping LEAs, educators, and families with 
the skills needed for constructive conflict resolution.

P2P leaders explained that, in this case, the district had implemented significant changes to 
the longstanding DHH program without meaningful input from DHH educators or families, 
despite the program’s strong reputation and deep community ties. Families described feeling 
disrespected, rather than recognized as experts in their children’s needs, while educators 
expressed concerns that individuals unfamiliar with effective pedagogy for DHH students or 
knowledge of American Sign Language were making instructional decisions. The resulting 

P2P supports partners to address 
disputes not only through 
compliance mechanisms, but by 
rebuilding trust, centering voice, 
and equipping LEAs, educators, 
and families with constructive 
conflict resolution skills. In one 
focal LEA, P2P’s empathy-led TA 
offered educators and families 
a forum to share concerns and  
facilitated collaborative conferences 
among LEA and education 
community members. P2P support 
led to the district adopting new 
communication practices, including 
changes in how information was 
shared with families and staff and 
educators providing students with 
instruction that was more closely 
tailored to their linguistic and 
cultural needs.
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breakdown in trust created substantial 
conflict. Parents raised concerns about 
communication access, curriculum decisions, 
and student safety, particularly in emergency 
situations. Tensions escalated to the point of 
state involvement; as a P2P leader explained, 
a “goal was defined within the CIM plan from 
an active investigation by CDE, and then 
given to us as TA providers.” This particular TA 
approach was unique, in that most of the dispute prevention and resolution TA was driven by 
mutual agreement between parties and not the CIM process.

P2P approached the work through a structured, multi-phase process grounded in empathy, 
active listening, and collaborative problem solving. Rather than beginning with joint meetings, 
the P2P team conducted separate empathy interviews with district leaders, DHH educators, 
and family members. These conversations allowed participants to speak candidly about their 
experiences, concerns, and underlying interests while maintaining confidentiality.

P2P leaders emphasized that the core objective was not simply compliance, but rebuilding 
effective communication. To support this outcome, P2P provided targeted training focused 
on active listening and recognizing families and educators as partners and experts. A key 
feature of P2P’s work was identifying trusted representatives who could authentically represent 
staff and family perspectives. Through facilitated collaborative conferences, the district and 
community members jointly developed a communication plan that clarified expectations, 
feedback loops, and opportunities for ongoing dialogue.

As conversations progressed, P2P leaders observed profound changes among the group. 
In one leader’s words, “Relationships were rebuilt, walls came down, open conversations 
happened.” In one pivotal meeting, district representatives and parents exchanged mutual 
apologies, an outcome described by P2P as both rare and transformative. “Vulnerability 
was modeled,” a SERL leader noted, explaining that the willingness of key individuals to 
acknowledge harm helped shift the trajectory of the conflict. District leaders began moving 
away from defensive postures toward more reflective and inclusive practices. Educators 
reported feeling recognized as professionals with deep expertise in serving DHH students, 
while families regained confidence that their voices mattered in decision-making.

At a systems level, the district adopted new communication practices, including changes in 
how information was shared with families and staff. Conversations expanded beyond the 
original dispute to address broader issues such as emergency communication protocols 
and inclusive engagement strategies. For DHH students, the resolution led to tangible 
improvements. Educators were invited to provide input on curriculum decisions, resulting in 
revisions that better reflected students’ linguistic and cultural needs. In addition, the district 
restored community-building activities that had been eliminated, including regular gatherings 
for DHH students and families.
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System Improvement Leads Profile 

System Improvement Leads (SIL) partners with LEAs to transform their systems and drive 
sustainable improvement across content areas. This work helps teams use data, root cause 
analysis, and continuous improvement practices to address complex challenges and improve 
outcomes for students with disabilities.

Unlike SERLs with a defined content focus, SIL is intentionally designed to address the "how" of 
improvement work—supporting systems change through structured improvement methods, 
partnership development, and capacity building. A SIL Lead explained that their objective 
is “to have meaningful change in our systems for students with disabilities” by supporting 
systems to use continuous improvement processes, apply data best practices to identify 
root causes and monitor progress, and select high‑leverage change ideas that are feasible, 
responsive to local context, and effective.

SIL delivers TA through a three-level capacity-building framework. Universal supports are 
designed to make proven improvement strategies widely accessible. These include free 
trainings, tools, and resources. The Improvement Data Center is a cornerstone of universal 
support; SIL reported that almost 90% of LEAs in the state use it to analyze special education 
data. The tool is embedded in the CIM process and supports LEAs in identifying strengths 
and areas for growth. In addition, SIL has developed resources to support data literacy, 
including both technical guidance and family-friendly materials developed in partnership with 
community organizations. Recent additions include the Root Cause Analysis Facilitator’s Guide, 
which enables teams to self-facilitate structured problem analysis.

Targeted supports focus on accelerating improvement for LEAs, COEs, and SELPAs that opt in 
for additional assistance from SIL. Much of this work occurs through improvement networks 
that bring participating systems together to learn, test, and refine change strategies with 
coaching support. SIL has facilitated networks focused on IEP outcomes, graduation, and 
attendance. According to SIL Leads, in the IEP outcomes network, “Participating teams 
have increased the rate of IEP goals being met every year from about 38% to 62%.” Teams 
participating in a graduation network reportedly increased graduation rates for students with 
disabilities by 10% over 2 years, while attendance network teams reduced chronic absenteeism 
by approximately 32% for students with disabilities.

Teams in these networks receive individualized improvement coaching and participate in a 
structured learning community, typically meeting quarterly with additional check-ins between 
sessions. According to SIL leadership, these networks create a space where districts learn from 
one another, accelerating improvement beyond what individual systems could achieve alone. 
In the words of a SIL leader, “We are finding when people opt in to learning together and 
sharing those ideas, it really accelerates the rate at which they can all improve.” A participant 
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in a spring 2026 session said, “The SIL network project has brought our team closer together 
as a professional network. We analyzed our procedures and streamlined our approach to IEP 
meetings and writing the documents. We have reached 100% compliance on reporting goals 
as Met/Not Met!” 

SIL provides intensive supports to LEAs identified through CIM as having outcomes for 
students with disabilities in the bottom 10% statewide. These LEAs are required to work with 
SIL and engage in longer-term system transformation. SIL directly facilitates Steps 1 through 3 
of the CIM process, focusing on data analysis, root cause identification, and team development. 
Of the teams supported through intensive implementation, 100% have improved their student 
outcome of focus, and approximately 90% have chosen to continue engaging with SIL through 
improvement networks after their required support period ended.

SIL prioritizes sustainability by intentionally planning to “work ourselves out of the job.” 
As systems build capacity, SIL gradually reduces the intensity of coaching support while 
maintaining light-touch connections through networks and periodic check-ins. To further scale 
access to effective practices, SIL has documented coaching protocols and launched a series 
of briefs and related resources titled Strategies That Work. 
These district-authored handouts highlight high-leverage 
change ideas, supporting data, and ready-to-use materials. 
In the first month of release, the resources were downloaded 
several thousand times, demonstrating strong statewide 
demand. 

An important mechanism for sustaining and scaling SIL’s 
work is its annual summit, which convenes districts, COEs, 
SELPAs, and SERLs engaged in improvement efforts across 
California. According to a SIL leader, the SIL Summit has 
evolved significantly over time, reflecting growing capacity 
and confidence across the field. Whereas earlier convenings 
focused largely on SIL staff introducing improvement 
methodologies and recruiting participants, recent 
summits have centered on practitioners sharing their own 
improvement stories and results.

At the most recent SIL Summit in December 2025, districts 
and regional partners that had implemented improvement 
strategies and achieved measurable outcomes led most 
presentations. A SIL leader described the experience as 
“really thrilling,” noting the shift to “two days full of people 
telling their own improvement stories. Their areas of focus 

Improvement coaching is a central 
element of SIL’s approach, emphasizing 
collaborative, goal-driven work 
supported by regular reflection, data 
use, and celebration of progress. 
SIL’s coaching focuses on persistence, 
shared problem-solving, and building 
local capacity so systems can sustain 
improvement independently. SIL’s 
coaching in one LEA involved tools 
and resources aimed at improving IEP 
processes and strengthening relationships 
with students with disabilities. Among 
other outcomes, the LEA reported that 
the percentage of students with IEPs 
spending 80% or more of the day in 
general education settings increased by 
24%. This change was facilitated by more 
accurate Least Restrictive Environment 
(LRE) data, teachers’ increased confidence 
in documenting IEPs and supporting 
inclusion, and administrators’ increased 
engagement in IEP meetings. 
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varied, but Summit attendees all share a commitment to student outcomes.” The summit now 
brings together both long‑standing participants and newer teams, creating opportunities for 
peer learning, reflection, and the spread of effective practices.

SIL Highlight 

Improvement coaching is a particularly impactful element of SIL’s approach. Coaching 
relationships are designed to be collaborative and goal-driven, anchored in a clearly defined 
outcome that serves as a "North Star" for the work. A SIL leader described its value as having “a 
coach that shows up with you every two weeks, or every month and…helps you look at your 
data, helps you adjust through the barriers that have come up, and, equally important, helps 
you celebrate the things you have accomplished." 

Coaching emphasizes persistence and shared problem-solving rather than prescriptive 
solutions. SIL draws on improvement science, implementation science, liberatory design, 
and compassionate systems frameworks, allowing coaches to adapt their approach to local 
contexts. The goal is to build internal capacity so that systems can sustain improvement 
independently over time. SIL’s improvement coaching has acted as a stabilizing force for 
systems experiencing leadership turnover or initiative overload, helping teams maintain focus 
through consistent routines, shared language, and disciplined use of data. By pacing the work 
and reinforcing reflection over compliance, SIL coaches help districts move from reactive 
problem‑solving toward more intentional, learning‑oriented system behavior.

One illustrative example comes from Cloverdale Unified School District, which entered SIL work 
through CIM amid leadership turnover and challenges within staff/student relationships. With 
SIL’s coaching, the district narrowed its focus to improving IEP processes and strengthening 

relationships with students with disabilities. The district 
implemented simple, high-leverage strategies—such 
as consistent student greetings and follow-up calls for 
absences—while strengthening the quality and use 
of IEPs. Over time, the district saw improvements in 
data quality and increases in IEP goals met, ultimately 
opting to join a SIL improvement network and share its 
coaching protocols with other districts. As described in a 
Strategies That Work document, the district implemented 
a set of resources and processes that included case 
carrier individual check-ins, an IEP review process, an 
LRE minute calculator, and an administrator note-taking 
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template for IEP meetings. Reported outcomes included 24% growth in the percentage of 
students with IEPs spending 80% or more of the day in general education settings (facilitated 
by more accurate LRE data), teachers’ increased confidence in accurately documenting IEPs and 
supporting inclusion, and administrators’ increased engagement in IEP meetings. 

In spring 2026, RTI administered a survey to a subset of participants in SIL’s capacity-building 
work, including participants in improvement coaching activities. Eleven respondents, including 
staff from COEs, SELPAs, and LEAs, completed the survey and reported medium or high levels 
of involvement with the SERL. All (100%) of these respondents reported that the opportunities 
to collaborate within and across teams; practice and implement strategies; and access tools and 
resources for implementation were helpful or very helpful. All respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed that they experienced a positive learning environment in sessions, received tailored 
and responsive TA that addressed problems of practice in their contexts, and received guidance 
that helped them make actionable changes in their work on behalf of students with disabilities. 
As a result of their work with SIL, 100% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their site 
had a better understanding of how to use data effectively to identify areas for improvement, 
indicating strong alignment between SIL’s goals and adult learning outcomes.
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Special Education Resource Leads' Connections

SERLs connect with one another to share expertise and strengthen and scale capacity 
building. They also collaborate with other initiatives within and beyond the SSOS to maximize 
reach and impact. 

SERLs’ collaborations with other SERLs have strengthened over the grant period. Leaders 
position their partnerships as a consistent and central feature of implementation. They 
collaborate to provide shared professional learning opportunities (e.g., Communities 
of Practice and joint training series) and co-develop resources that integrate their 
complementary expertise. SERLs collaborate to embed accessibility across capacity-building 
services and content and to address multifaceted challenges such as improving outcomes for 
multilingual students with disabilities and strengthening IEP processes. Collaboration across 
SERLs include shared Strategies That Work products as well as shared metrics to gauge impact. 

In an SSOS survey administered to leaders of SERLs and other SSOS agencies in spring 2026, 
RTI asked participants to assess the extent to which they consulted one another, collaborated 
with one another, and integrated their activities. SERLs’ responses indicated high levels of 
collaboration. One SERL leader described an ongoing series of collaborations where SERLs 
and other Lead Agencies partnered to offer professional learning sessions in which they 
“shared resources, discussed current issues within LEAs/schools, and provided resources and 
supportive decision making processes across California.”

SERLs connect to other initiatives within the SSOS, often Geographic Leads (GeoLeads) and 
SELPAs, to extend the reach and coherence of their work. In the SSOS survey, SERLs indicated 
that they most often seek out collaboration with GeoLeads. SERLs coordinate with SSOS 
Lead Agencies through joint trainings, shared improvement efforts, and aligned messaging, 
often serving as bridges across different parts of the system. For example, partnerships 
with GeoLeads and regional specialists enable SERLs to situate their content within regional 
contexts and reach broader audiences through established networks. 

At the state level, collaboration with multiple divisions and initiatives supports the  
co-development of guidance, training materials, and tools that align policy with practice. 
These connections help ensure that local practitioners can access supports through multiple, 
coordinated entry points. Importantly, these relationships also enable a “layering” of expertise, 
where agencies contribute a specialized lens (such as inclusion, multilingual supports, or data 
use) to broader system improvement efforts. 
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In their SSOS survey response, one SERL leader noted, 

“Collaboration with other Lead Agencies has been central to advancing the goals 
of [our SERL] and strengthening outcomes for students with disabilities across 
California. One impactful example is our ongoing partnership with the Supporting 
Inclusive Practices (SIP) Project. Through this collaboration, we have been able to 
align professional learning, technical assistance, and systems-change efforts with SIP's 
established expertise in inclusive practices and UDL.”

SERLs also connect LEAs to the SSOS. As one leader described: 

“That's the work that we feel is so important: That we're making those connections 
for our districts that we're supporting, so they know about the System of Support and 
how to access it. The more that we can integrate, and collaborate, I think we're just 
making the system stronger.” 

SERLs also maintain extensive connections with a wide range of external partners, 
including community-based organizations, professional associations, family support 
organizations and Family Empowerment Centers, and local and regional education entities. 
These partnerships often serve to deepen engagement, expand perspectives, and build 
trust with key audiences such as families and educators. In some cases, external partners 
contribute directly to resource development, professional learning, or facilitation of local 
improvement efforts. In others, they extend the reach of SERL work through dissemination 
and implementation support. These collaborations often focus on relationship-building as a 
mechanism for systems change. For instance, partnerships may center on fostering authentic 
dialogue between families and districts, supporting shared decision-making, or strengthening 
communication practices. SERL Leads described these types of connections as particularly 
helpful in addressing challenges that are relational in nature (such as conflict, mistrust, or 
misalignment) by creating structured opportunities for empathy, dialogue, and collaborative 
problem-solving. Across contexts, external partnerships also support sustainability by building 
local capacity and helping systems access broader networks of support beyond the SERLs.

Taken together, these connections across SERLs, within the SSOS, and with external partners 
illustrate a networked approach to capacity building. Collaboration is embedded in the daily 
work of SERLs through co-development 
(including resources accessible on both 
the CalTAN website and CCEE SSOS 
Resource Hub,) co-delivery, and shared 
learning spaces. These connections 
leverage the benefits of complementary 
expertise and aim to build the relational 
conditions necessary for sustained 
improvements for students with 
disabilities. 

https://caltan.info/
https://tools.systemofsupport.org/resource-hub/?category=Resources&sort=name&page=1.
https://tools.systemofsupport.org/resource-hub/?category=Resources&sort=name&page=1.


27

External Evaluation of the Special Education Resource Leads 
Within the California Statewide System of Support

Year 3 (2025 – 2026)

Recommendations

The Year 2 Evaluation Report documents recommendations for how RTI and CCEE can 
collaborate with state agency partners to support SERLs in evaluating the progress and impact 
of their connections and capacity-building goals. In Year 3, RTI, state agency partners, and 
the SERLs continued to partner to determine how to best document the varied services and 
impacts of this distinct set of grantees and address Year 2 recommendations about assessing 
and communicating SERLs’ impacts at different levels of the education system (e.g., measurable 
impacts on students), as well as determining the proportional investment of SERLs’ time across 
system-building and service delivery activities. 

For SERLs

Recommendation: Continue measuring and reporting impact, using metrics aligned to the 
state’s revised reporting structure.

Rationale: In Year 2, SERLs identified multiple levels of impact through the offerings and 
resources that participants access. They described how participant actions influence districts, 
schools, staff, and students with disabilities. In Year 3, SERLs measured impact through 
participant surveys or by assessing changes in student outcomes data in local LEAs. The state 
agencies revised the reporting structure so that each SERL states a goal, objectives, metrics, 
and activities that layer across reporting periods. Reporting school and student impact with 
this structure makes progress visible to SERLs, state agencies, and the external evaluation from 
the outset of each year.

Action: Report impact within the goal, objective, metric, and activity structure in each 
reporting period. Document participant actions and the influence of those actions on district 
and school practice and on student outcomes, including achievement and engagement.

Recommendation: Administer surveys with common questions (shared core items) and 
SERL‑specific items. 

Rationale: In Year 2, SERLs’ participant lists ranged from 20 to 600 participants, and survey 
completion rates ranged from 12% to 75% (average response rate of 23%). Variation in how 
SERLs defined offerings and identified participants limited comparability across SERLs. In 
Year 3, some SERLs administered surveys tailored to their offerings and RTI administered 
surveys to a subset of SERL-offering participants. These surveys informed individual 
SERL profiles—common survey questions will produce comparable statewide data, and 
SERL‑specific items will preserve each SERL’s ability to measure what is unique to its goals 
and audiences. 



28

External Evaluation of the Special Education Resource Leads 
Within the California Statewide System of Support

Year 3 (2025 – 2026)

Action: Work with RTI and state agencies to finalize common core items, develop specific items 
aligned to each SERL’s goal and objectives, and maintain participant lists by offering so the 
evaluation can match survey responses to capacity-building activities.

For State Agencies and RTI 

Recommendation: Support SERLs in aligning goals, objectives, metrics, and activities with the 
revised reporting structure, and provide TA for impact data collection, including case studies 
and profiles.

Rationale: In Year 2, state agencies and RTI supported SERLs in developing logic models and 
identifying impact metrics, and the evaluation recommended a process to track offerings. 
In Year 3, state agencies revised how SERLs report on their goals, objectives, metrics, and 
activities; changes included increasing specificity in the information they asked SERLs to report 
at the beginning of the year and the data they requested in midyear progress summaries. RTI 
used reported and linked data as part of the evaluation in Year 3. 

Action: Finalize the revised reporting structure with state agency partners, distribute it to 
SERLs, and hold a question-and-answer session with SERLs on the new format. Provide TA 
for collecting descriptive impact evidence, with emphasis on case studies and profiles that 
document participant actions and their influence on school and district practice, staff change, 
and student engagement and achievement.
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