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Vignettes 

 

A Note of Caution 

 

As you look at the vignettes below and consider similar approaches for your district/school, please keep 

in mind the following: 

 Context matters – some solutions are appropriate for and will work in some settings, but not in 

others 

 All legal and regulatory requirements - especially those pertaining to special education - must be 

adhered to  

 The quality of education and educational experience that  students receive should be your top 

priority  

 The aim of resource reallocation work  is to raise student achievement without having to use 

more financial resources  

 For these vignettes, we have assumed that the average salary of a teacher is $55,000, plus 

$20,000 for benefits; and the average salary of a paraprofessional is $30,000, plus 20,000 for 

benefits. The actual salaries and benefits in your district/school may differ. 

 

Vignette #1:  Increasing Class Size in specials by integrating students with disabilities 

 

Overview: At the K-5 Berkshire Elementary School the principal increased the class size of specials (art, 

music, etc) by assigning students in special education classes to general education sections for specials. 

He added already-available paraprofessionals to help manage the larger groups. This resulted in savings 

of $44,000.  

  

Detail: In studying their schedule, Berkshire Elementary school leaders noticed that some of their special 

classes –  Art, Science, Computers, and Music - had low class sizes compared to the 25 students that they 

normally targeted. This was happening because the students in each separate special education class for 

each grade level (K-5)  went to all their specials together – creating a class size of just eight students one 

special at each grade level. By splitting up the substantially separate class into two groups of four 

students, these students could be integrated with the general education sections during all specials. 

without going over the contractual class size limit. So now each Art, Science, Computers and Music 

teacher would have 6 fewer classes to teach. In Berkshire Elementary, this arrangement resulted in the 

reduction in the number of work days for these teachers from 5 to 4 days resulting in savings of 1/5
th
 of 

the salary of each of the four teachers, i.e. 1/5 * 4 * $55,000 =  $44,000. 

 

Paraprofessionals were already traveling to the specials with these students, so they were also available to 

assist in the larger classes.. 

Vignette #2: Increasing class size in specials with the aid of paraprofessionals 

 

Overview: the K-6 Valley Elementary School increased class size in special classes and supported the 

larger classes with paraprofessionals, saving $25,000. 
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 Detail: ThePrincipal increased class sizes in two specials (physical education and art) and  added 

paraprofessional support to help manage the larger groups.  The approximately 76 students in three 

classes were divided into two classes of 38 each. As a result he could reduce art and physical education 

staffing by one third The equivalent of 1.0 full time equivalent of teacher staffing was eliminated. He 

added 1.0 FTE paraprofessional staffing. The difference in salary between a teacher and paraprofessional 

is $25,000 ($55,000 vs $30,000) 

 

 

Vignette #3: Creatively offering “specials” 

 

Overview: Little Flower elementary school principal replaced the computer skills teacher and realized a 

saving of $72,000 which the school could then allocate to sustaining one of its key turnaround strategies: 

common formative assessments with coaching for grade level teams. 

 

Detail: In analyzing the schedules of teachers, the principal at Little Flower elementary realized that the 

computer skills teacher taught only 3 classes per week. The teacher devoted the rest of the time in 

computer maintenance, teacher consultation, lunch duty, bus duty and other activities not involving direct 

interaction with the students.  

 

The Principal decided that she would teach the class once per week, the Dean of Students would teach a 

second period, and the library Media Specialist would teach the third class. She  eliminated the computer 

skills teaching position.  In addition, she secured a stipend for a teacher with interest and skill in computer 

maintenance to assume that responsibility outside of school hours. Finally, she identified teachers who, 

along with the library/media specialist were strong and effective users of technology who would 

demonstrate effective technology applications during faculty meetings and other professional 

development opportunities.  

These changes enabled the school to free up nearly $72,000 (she added $3,000 for the stipend, but saved 

the $55,000 salary and $20,000 cost of fringe benefits for the teacher).  These savings enabled the school 

to preserve its contract for formative assessments and grade level team coaching (which they had 

determined had the highest A-ROI of all programs in the school). 

 

Vignette #4:  Using turnaround funds to build systems that can be sustained without additional cost  

 

Overview: Bay Elementary built operational structures and systems with grant funds to eliminate the need 

for continuation of funding.  

Detail: Bay Elementary built systems to ensure it would not need to continue to fund the position of 

Director of Operations it had established at the start of its turnaround effort. The principal had established 

the position of  Director of Operations to build, implement and document sustainable  systems  for 

entering and exiting the building, calling substitute teachers, taking and monitoring attendance, following 

the discipline system  By the time the three year grant period was drawing to a close, the Principal 

concluded that the systems and structures had largely been built and were being implemented as part of 

the school’s new culture.  There was no longer a need for a senior administrator on the team to lead these 

efforts.  
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The leadership team decided to split up the responsibilities for various systems among other 

administrators and teaching staff 

 The assistant principal assumed responsibility for calling substitutes and following the discipline 

system 

 Individual teachers were entrusted with taking and monitoring attendance in their individual classes 

with the help of an effective, efficient technology-based data and reporting system. 

Bay Elementary was able to save $90,000 in salary and benefits by eliminating the Director of Operations 

position 

 

Vignette #5:  Using turnaround funds to build systems that can be sustained with reduced cost in the 

future  

 

Commonwealth K-8 built operational structures and systems with grant funds to reduce the cost of 

operational support when turnaround grant funding ended.   

 

Detail: Commonwealth K-8 each built systems to ensure it would not need to continue to fund the 

position of Director of Operations it had established at the start of their turnaround efforts, but instead 

could sustain progress with lower cost staffing.  

 

The principal had appointed a Director of Operations to build processes to manage these tasks and 

had entrusted her with training others in systems designed to address transportation needs, streamline 

free and reduced lunch paperwork, build and manage the school budget, procure and distribute 

instructional supplies, and interact with central office 

   

The Director of Operations spent a considerable amount of time training the school secretary to use 

and follow the systems that had been developed. Later, the job description of the school secretary was 

changed to include free and reduced lunch paperwork, help with building the school budget, 

managing instructional supplies and interacting with central office 

The Director of Operations worked with the parent liaison newly- assigned to the front desk to help 

her develop skills to greet and direct visitors, staff and students; take and deliver messages 

effectively; and serve as an effective first line of response to inquiries. 

After three years, the system became so efficient that the principal no longer felt the need for the 

Director of Operations to be present. The principal established a lower salary administrative staff 

position  to supervise the school secretary and oversee these and other operational needs of the 

school. 

The school saved nearly $20,000 in this process. 

 

Vignette #6:  Replace an ineffective co-teaching arrangement in mathematics with a less costly 

alternative that improves the quality of instruction and builds instructional capacity for the 

future.  
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Overview: At the K-8 Walden School, the principal replaced a special educator position with a 

paraprofessional position, saving $25,000 that she could allocate to high priority turnaround 

needs.  

 

Detail: Walden is an inclusion school. A math teacher and special educator co-teach 5 of its 

middle school math classes, while an ELA teacher, supported by a paraprofessional, teaches 5 

ELA classes. The principal observed that the special educator in the math classes seemed to 

contribute little to the instruction going on in the math classes, since he appeared to spend much 

of his time either observing the class while the math teacher presented a lesson, or monitoring 

small group work. Seeing a relatively low “return on investment” of two teachers assigned to the 

math classrooms, the principal decided to re-assign the special educator to a special education 

vacancy she anticipated the next year, and hire a paraprofessional to assist the math teacher.   

Thinking of the long term and the challenge of retaining strong math teachers, the principal 

chose a paraprofessional from among the participants in the district’s paraprofessional training 

program through which cohorts of paraprofessionals enroll, tuition-free, in courses at the local 

community college/state university that will lead to teacher certification.  

Replacing the special education teacher with a paraprofessional saved the Walden School 

$25,000, the difference between the average salary, without benefits, of a full-time teacher 

($55,000) and the average salary, without benefits, of a full-time paraprofessional ($30,000). 

 

Vignette #8: Replace a special educator with a certified reading specialist 

 

Overview: At the K-8 Walden School, the principal replaced 2 of its 3 primary grade inclusion 

special educators with 1 reading specialist, saving $75,000 which she could allocate to high 

priority turnaround needs. 

 

Detail:  The principal observed the work of the school’s special educators assigned to grades 1-3 

and learned that their in-classroom work typically involved observing while the classroom 

teacher conducted full class activities, monitoring small group work, and occasionally teaching 

reading and other strategies to small groups of students with identified special needs. She further 

analyzed data that showed that the major reason for special education referrals for students in 

grades 3 and above was below grade level reading. As a result, she made plans to eliminate 2 of 

the 3 inclusion special education positions and add 1 full-time certified reading specialist for the 

following year.  The principal took several steps to ensure effective implementation:  

 She worked with grade level teams to develop a schedule that would permit the most 

struggling readers in each grade to receive daily supplemental reading instruction from 

the reading specialist.  

 She worked with the remaining special educator and grade level teams to build classroom 

schedules that would ensure that the remaining special educator would be assigned to 

classes only at times when she could do small group instruction.    
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 She worked with grade level teams to assign the students most in need of supplemental 

reading instruction to just 2 of the 3 classes at each grade level so that she could 

concentrate the efforts of the reading specialist in 2 classes per grade, not 3.  

 To balance class rosters and enable her to focus the use of her ESL resources, she 

assigned the school’s students who were least proficient in English Language to the third 

class.  

Replacing the 2 special educators with 1 reading specialist saved the Walden School $75,000, the 

difference between the average salary, with benefits, of two teachers ($150,000) and the average 

salary, with benefits, of a single teacher ($75,000). 

 

 

 

 


