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Introduction 
The Dartmouth Pupil Support Services Administrator, Elizabeth Cabral-Townson sought an evaluation of 

special education preschool programming in the Dartmouth Public School District. It is the goal of this 

evaluation to determine current strengths and areas in need of improvement in the current special 

education program at the preschool level and develop recommendations for future programming.  

Purpose 
This independent evaluation focused on the following guiding questions designed by Dartmouth Public 

Schools administration and related service professionals: 

• Is the service delivery model meeting the needs of all students? 

• Do curriculum materials support the academic and social emotional growth of all students? 

• Is there an effective use of staffing resources? 

• Are our current screening and assessment processes from early intervention to the public school 

setting yielding a comprehensive picture of the students’ skills and needs? 

• Is our process for transitioning students from Pre-K to Kindergarten for special education 

students seamless? 

Evaluators 
Dr. Carolyn McKearney EdD is an Associate Executive Director for South Coast Educational Collaborative. 

Her responsibilities include oversight of internal and external professional development. She currently 

provides consultation to educational teams to meet the needs of students that present challenging 

issues. Dr. McKearney has worked in the field of special education for 35 years. She has been an adapted 

physical education specialist, special education teacher, and special education administrator. Dr. 

McKearney has been an adjunct professor for Bridgewater State University and Boston University. She 

currently provides professional development and presentations to educators in several districts 

regarding creating therapeutic environments for all students.  

Linda K Cullen MEd MS CCC-SLP is a Speech Language Pathologist with over 25 years of experience. She 

has special interests in the areas of Augmentative Communication and Assistive Technology. Linda has 

an MS in Speech from Emerson College and an MEd in Curriculum and Instructional Technology from 

Framingham State University. Linda has worked at South Coast Educational Collaborative for over 20 

years, providing evaluation, therapy and consultation services to children and young adults in a variety 

of educational settings. She enjoys working with students with intensive needs who require 

augmentative communication and assistive technology. She has presented on many different topics in 

the areas of Communication and Assistive Technology to educators, therapists, students, administrators 

and parents. Linda has presented in many local school districts, as well as at state and national 

conferences.  
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Methodology 
The Dartmouth Preschool Special Education program evaluation was conducted via multiple sources, 

including: research, interviews, on site observations, and surveys of stakeholders. 

Research review of the special education programs at Dartmouth Public Schools was conducted 
via the following sources 

• Massachusetts Standards for Preschool and Kindergarten Social and Emotional Learning, and 
Approaches to Play and Learning 

• DESE & EEC Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences (based on the Massachusetts 

Curriculum Frameworks) Revised September 2019 

• Mass.gov Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences 

• DESE indicator 7 

• Massachusetts DESE website 

• Data provided by Dartmouth Special Education Department 

• Dartmouth Public Schools Tiered Focused Monitoring Report February 11, 2020 

• Data on the Dartmouth Public Schools website 

Interviews conducted via Zoom December 9-10, 2020 
• Pupil Support Service Administrator 

• Assistant Pupil Support Services Administrator 

• Principals (3) 

• Teachers (3) 

• Teaching Assistants (2) 

• Related Service Providers (3) 

Small group and individual interviews were conducted via Zoom. Each interview took approximately 30 

minutes. Slight modifications in questioning were implemented due to the nature of each individual’s 

role. The questions were as follows: 

• Describe your referral process and/ or the process for transitioning special education students 

from PreK to Kindergarten/ Elementary. Any suggestions for improvements? 

• What supports/ resources do you have available when you are working with students who 

present with behavioral challenges in your Preschool programs? 

• Describe your Preschool social-emotional curriculum. Do you feel that this curriculum is 

differentiated and meets the needs of students at various developmental levels? 

• Describe your Preschool academic curriculum. Do you feel that this curriculum is differentiated 

and meets the needs of students at various developmental levels? 

• Describe the strengths of your Preschool program. 

• Describe your concerns and/or areas for improvement at the Preschool level. 

• Rate family engagement at the Preschool program on a scale from 1-5. Explain your rating. 

• Do you feel that there is adequate professional development available in the area of special 

education? If not, what would you suggest? 

• What is the overarching philosophy that guides the Preschool program development? 
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Online Survey for Staff December 10-16, 2020 
All Preschool staff were encouraged to respond to an online survey via Survey Monkey. Staff were asked 

to rate their answers on a five point scale (strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, or 

strongly disagree). The survey inquiry was guided by both the initial guiding questions of the Dartmouth 

team and by the Massachusetts Standards for Preschool and Kindergarten. The survey statements were 

as follows: 

• I feel that the related service needs of the students enrolled in the Dartmouth Preschool are 

met. 

• I feel that the professional development opportunities provided to the Dartmouth Preschool 

staff meet our needs. 

• I feel that there is academic continuity between Preschool classrooms. 

• I feel that we have an effective screening and assessment process at the Preschool level in 

Dartmouth Public Schools and that process yields a comprehensive picture of the student’s skills 

and need areas. 

• I feel that the Preschool students are provided with programming that adequately prepares 

them for Kindergarten and Elementary settings. 

• I feel that Family Engagement is an area of strength at the Preschool level in Dartmouth. 

• I feel that the learning environment at the Preschool is warm, welcoming, and conducive to 

learning. 

Online survey for Families and Caregivers December 14-18, 2020 
The families of the Preschool Special Education students were emailed an online survey via Survey 

Monkey. Families were asked to rate their answers on a five point scale (strongly agree, agree, neither 

agree nor disagree, disagree, or strongly disagree). The survey inquiry was guided by both the initial 

guiding questions of the Dartmouth team and by the Massachusetts Standards for Preschool and 

Kindergarten. The survey statements were as follows:  

• I feel that the transition process from Early Intervention to Preschool in Dartmouth was smooth 

and efficient 

• I feel that the evaluations I received from Dartmouth Preschool truly reflected my child's 

abilities. 

• I feel that the amount of related services (OT, PT, Speech...) provided to my child are adequate 

and meet his/her needs. 

• The Dartmouth Preschool environment (prior to COVID19) is a warm and welcoming 

environment. 

• Communication between the Dartmouth Preschool staff and my family meets our needs. 

Observations 
On site observations of Preschool classrooms at Cushman and Potter were conducted on 12/11/20. In 

total, the observations included 7 Preschool classrooms at Cushman and 1 Preschool classroom at 

Potter. 
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Findings 
Although the intent of this evaluation was to address the guiding questions presented by the Dartmouth 

team, the evaluators incorporated the DESE Preschool core principles and The Massachusetts Standards 

for Preschool and Kindergarten into their investigation.  

According to the Massachusetts EEC Learning Standards and Curriculum Guidelines (www.mass.gov), 

there are seven principles that should serve as a guide in understanding and implementing the 

Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences: 

• All young children are capable of learning. 

• Children show individual differences in development. 

• Knowledge of child growth and development is essential for program development and 

implementation. 

• Children’s language skills are the best predictors of academic success. 

• Developmental domains are highly interrelated. 

• Young children learn by doing. 

• Families are the primary caregivers and educators of their young children.  

DESE, in partnership with the Departments of Public Health and Early Education and Care, has identified 

the following three strategic areas for focus in Early Childhood Special Education 

(doe.mass.edu/sped/ecse):  

1. Improving systems to engage effectively with families 

2. Improving systems to assist transition from early intervention to prekindergarten and from 

prekindergarten to kindergarten 

3. Improving instruction to increase educational outcomes in: 

• Social/Emotional Skills and Social Relationships; 

• Acquiring and Using Knowledge and Skills; and 

• Taking Appropriate Action to Meet Needs  

Survey Results 
All Preschool staff (administrators, related service providers, and teaching assistants) were encouraged 

to participate in an eight question survey regarding special education at the Dartmouth 

Preschool.  Twenty out of a possible thirty two staff members participated. Please refer to Appendix 1 

for survey results.  

The families/caregivers of the Special Education students at the Dartmouth Preschool were also 

encouraged to participate in a survey. Twenty seven out of a possible seventy five participated. Please 

refer to Appendix 2 for survey results.  

Discussion of Findings 
Findings have been organized by the guiding questions with additional input from DESE Preschool 

guidelines. 

Is the service delivery model meeting the needs of all students? 
In investigating this area, the evaluators considered culture, environment, and program philosophy as 

well as the actual methodology and delivery of services to the students with special needs. In the 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/ecse/StrategicAreas.html#family
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/ecse/StrategicAreas.html#transition
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/ecse/StrategicAreas.html#transition
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/ecse/StrategicAreas.html#outcome
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evaluators’ opinion, the service delivery model of the Dartmouth preschool program is an area of overall 

strength. Throughout the staff interviews, an overwhelming awareness and support for the inclusion 

model was embraced by the preschool staff. Each staff member interviewed identified inclusion as the 

overarching philosophy that guides program development. This vision has been shared, modeled, and is 

now embedded into the practices of the Dartmouth Preschool staff members.  

Information from the staff survey supported these observations. In response to the survey statement, I 

feel that the related service needs of the students enrolled in the Dartmouth Preschool are met, 65% of 

respondents indicated agree or strongly agree, while 20% of those polled responded neither agree nor 

disagree, 15% disagreed, and no respondents strongly disagreed. In response to the statement, I feel 

that the amount of related services provided to my child are adequate and meet his/her needs, families 

responded in the following manner: 41% strongly agreed, 30% agreed, 2% neither agreed nor disagreed, 

and no one strongly disagreed. The profound significance of family response to this statement is not lost 

on the evaluators. For families to feel that any service is enough for their young child with special needs 

is truly remarkable.  

Each staff member interviewed identified inclusion as the overarching philosophy that guides program 

development. This vision has been shared, modeled, and is now embedded into the practices of the 

Dartmouth Preschool staff members. 

The family survey was designed with two statements that evaluated the Preschool environment and 

communication between the staff and their educators. The survey results were very encouraging in this 

area. In response to the survey statement, The Dartmouth Preschool environment (prior to COVID19) is a 

warm and welcoming environment, 70% of respondents indicated strongly agree, 26% agreed, and one 

respondent (4%) neither agreed nor disagreed. In response to the survey statement, Communication 

between the Dartmouth Preschool staff and my family meets our needs, 56% of respondents indicated 

strongly agree, 37% agreed, and 7% disagreed. 

Family involvement is believed to be a cornerstone of good Preschool programming. When staff was 

asked during the interview to rate their family engagement on a scale from 1-5 (with 5 being the best), 

the majority of those interviewed responded with a rating of 4 or 5. The lowest rating given was a 3. The 

interviews revealed the following forms of family engagement and communication available at the 

Dartmouth Preschool: 

• Classroom visits 

• Seasonal family events 

• Open door policy (prior to COVID19) 

• Parent volunteers 

• Remind App for all Preschool parents 

• Daily notes in communication journals (for special education students) 

• PTO (Cushman joins with DeMello) 

• “Peek of the Week” Newsletter sent on Fridays by Preschool director 

• Monthly classroom newsletters 

• Support (consultation) given for programming in the home 

• Monthly thematic activities sent home 
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• Parent and Teacher ongoing email communication 

• TEAM meetings 

Staff survey results to the question of family engagement were more varied. It should be noted that the 

survey question for staff did not include the phrasing “prior to COVID19.” This may have skewed the 

results. Pandemic protocols have severely limited the district’s ability to hold any in person parent 

events. When provided with the statement, I feel that Family Engagement is an area of strength at the 

Preschool in Dartmouth, 5% of respondents strongly agreed, 40% agreed, 45% neither agreed nor 

disagreed, and 30% disagreed. 

There appeared to be more consensus in the staff survey results regarding the overall learning 

environment of the Preschool. When given the statement, I feel the learning environment at the 

Dartmouth Preschool is warm, welcoming and conducive to learning, 40% of respondents strongly 

agreed, 55% agreed, and 5% neither agreed nor disagreed.  

Do curriculum materials support the academic and social emotional growth of all students? 
Dartmouth Public Schools has adopted the social-emotional curriculum called Second Step for all of its 

schools, including Preschool. The lessons are taught by the site social worker. Many staff noted that the 

Second Step curriculum is generally appropriate to address the social emotional needs of their preschool 

students. Although some modifications may be necessary for students with more intensive needs to 

access the Second Step program, overall feedback about this program was positive. Given the 

statement, I feel that all Preschool classrooms in Dartmouth follow the same social-emotional curriculum 

and there is continuity between classrooms, 5% of staff respondents strongly agreed, 45% agreed, 40% 

somewhat agreed, 5% neither agreed nor disagreed, and 5% somewhat disagreed.  

Social-emotional curriculum does not stand alone; true work in this area is embedded in the daily work 

and play of students. For this reason, the evaluators were encouraged to hear that follow through 

activities by staff and families are recommended. 

The academic curriculum was identified as an area of need during this program evaluation. Staff 

described a thematic approach to curriculum implementation with an alignment to the DESE Preschool 

standards, but there did not appear to be continuity across classrooms. Several teachers indicated that 

they felt competent and confident in their ability to modify and differentiate curriculum for their special 

education students. However, they also indicated that they would like a more defined and structured 

framework to guide the preschool curriculum across all areas. The staff survey supported the 

assumption that academic curriculum is an area to target for improvement at the Preschool level. When 

asked to comment on the statement I feel that all of the Preschool classrooms in Dartmouth follow the 

same academic curriculum, and there is continuity between classrooms, 5% of respondents strongly 

agreed, 30% agreed, 40% neither agreed nor disagreed, 20% disagreed, and 5% strongly disagreed. 

For the most part, curriculum implementation and differentiation appears to be primarily teacher driven 

at this time. This may result in inconsistencies and potential gaps in addressing the preschool standards 

across classrooms, which can subsequently impact student preparedness for kindergarten.  

Is there an effective use of staffing resources? 
In evaluating the effective use of staffing resources, the evaluators examined professional development 

opportunities as well as staffing itself. 
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According to Massachusetts State Law 603 CMR 28.06(7), For public school programs that integrate 

children with and without disabilities, the class size shall not exceed 20 with one teacher and one aide 

and no more than five students with disabilities. If the number of students with disabilities is six or 

seven then the class size may not exceed 15 students with one teacher and one aide 

(doe.mass.edu/lawsregs). This evaluation finds that Dartmouth Preschool is adhering to these 

guidelines. 

Two challenges that were identified by teachers, related service providers, teaching assistants, and 

administrators during the interviews were meeting the needs of students with the most intensive needs 

and supporting the needs of students as they transition into preschool throughout the school year. Staff 

did not indicate that they do not have the skills and/or expertise to meet the needs of students with the 

most intensive needs. Rather, they felt that more staffing resources were necessary to meet the 

individualized needs that some students present. Students transitioning into Preschool when they turn 3 

often require short term support to adjust to school and learn the routines of the classroom. Students 

who require more support to meet their behavioral needs can be taxing on staff resources. Staff 

identified that these students often require individualized supports. This was observed during the 

classroom observations. There are concerns regarding constant staff supervision being provided for 

some students. These special needs students can become dependent on staff intervention and constant 

prompting/cueing. However, individual staffing support is often warranted for safety concerns. In this 

case, it is recommended that students who require individualized support have a plan in place for 

decreasing this more intensive staffing support over time.  

During the interviews, staff outlined the options they are given as a resource/support when they have a 

student in the classroom who demonstrates challenging behaviors. Many staff praised the recent 

addition of a BCBA and three RBTs to the district during the 2019-2020 school year. Other resources that 

were identified included: social workers, school psychologist (at Potter), an outside teacher consultant, 

and school administrators. 

During the interviews, staff consistently reported a desire for more Professional Development focused 

specifically on Preschool and special education/disability related topics. Staff explained that the 

Preschool staff is often grouped together with Elementary staff for professional development, although 

the two developmental levels are different. Data from the Staff Survey indicated that 75% of 

respondents indicated Disagree or Strongly Disagree to the survey statement, I feel that the professional 

development opportunities provided to the Dartmouth Preschool staff meet our needs. It should be 

noted that due to the COVID19 pandemic, Dartmouth recently began subscribing to The Master Teacher 

e-Learning. The evaluators reviewed the offerings and discovered 150 potential topics offered for 

educators and 120 topics offered to paraeducators. In the paraeducators modules there are 5 topics 

directly related to Early Childhood and multiple disability specific trainings. The evaluators are 

questioning if the staff’s concerns around Preschool specific, disability specific topics of professional 

development will now be met via this new professional development opportunity. 

Are our current screening and assessment processes from early intervention to the public school 
setting yielding a comprehensive picture of the student’s skills and needs? 
Staff interviews indicated that there seems to be a consistent and efficient intake process into the 

special education preschool classrooms. The preschool director is notified several months prior that a 

student is turning 3. The director does a home visit and completes a transition report. The consent for 
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evaluation is then generated at the Special Education office, the evaluation commences, a team meeting 

is held to review the results of the evaluation, placements decisions are made, parents register the 

student, and the student begins after turning 3. Staff survey results to the statement, The intake process 

is effective and yields a comprehensive picture of the students skills and areas of need, were mixed, with 

10% of respondents strongly agreed, 35% agreed, 25% neither agreed nor disagreed, 25% disagreed, 

and 5% strongly disagreed. 

The family surveys reflected an overall positive response to the intake process into the Preschool. In 

response to the survey question, The transition process from early childhood to Preschool was smooth 

and efficient, 56% of parents strongly agreed, 26% agreed, and 19% neither agreed nor disagreed. In 

response to the survey question, I feel that the evaluations I received from Dartmouth Preschool truly 

reflect my child’s abilities, 37% of parents strongly agreed, 59% agreed, and 4% neither agreed nor 

disagreed. 

Is our process for transitioning students from Pre-K to Kindergarten for special education 
students seamless? 
During the staff interviews, many respondents were not able to consistently or clearly articulate the 

process for transitioning students from preschool to kindergarten. This was in contrast to a similar 

interview question about the transition into preschool where most respondents provided similar 

descriptions and could clearly articulate the steps of the intake process. Many of the staff interviewed 

reflected on some of the changes that have occurred over the past few years regarding transitions of 

students from the Preschool into the Elementary programs. It was reported that an attempt was made 

several years ago to streamline the process, but the changes resulted in fewer individuals being involved 

in the process. It was then determined that a team approach around transitions is in the student’s best 

interest. Input is now sought from both the sending teachers and the receiving teachers. Visits from the 

receiving teachers are made to be sure students are a good fit for the classroom. 

During interviews, it was suggested that teachers, related service providers and/or teaching assistants 

be involved in the transition process. Requests for additional student observations and observations of 

the Elementary classroom by the sending teacher prior to making the decisions were also suggested. 

Implementing these suggestions requires greater resources such as available time for meetings, 

visitations, and staffing coverage. 

During an interview it was mentioned that students who attend the Preschool program in Dartmouth 

are better prepared for Kindergarten than those who do not attend. In response to the staff survey 

question, I feel that the Preschool students are provided with programming that adequately prepares 

them for Kindergarten and Elementary settings, 50% of respondents agreed, 15% strongly agreed, 20% 

disagreed and 5% strongly disagreed. 

Commendations 
According to Massachusetts DESE, The U.S. Departments of Education (USDOE) and Health and Human 

Services (USHHS) released a policy statement highlighting the importance of making sure that all young 

children with disabilities have access to inclusive high-quality early childhood programs in September 

2015. The policy statement sets a vision for states, local educational agencies, schools, and public and 

private early childhood programs to strengthen and increase the number of inclusive high-quality early 
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childhood programs nationwide. As the country continues to move forward on the critical task of 

expanding access to high-quality early childhood programs for all young children, meaningful inclusive 

opportunities for young children with disabilities is central to these efforts (dese.mass.edu/sped/ecse/ 

inclusion). 

Dartmouth Public Schools must be commended for their efforts to include all students with special 

needs at the Preschool level. It should be recognized that there are no out of district placements at the 

Preschool level for the 2020-2021 school year. The staff at Dartmouth Preschool recognize the 

importance inclusive practices play in the education of their students. Staff described inclusion as 

mutually beneficial to typical peers and students with special needs. Each member interviewed 

identified inclusion as the guiding philosophy of the Preschool program. Preschool staff are to be 

commended for their efforts to differentiate instruction. Discussions always focused on meeting each 

student’s needs at their individual level. 

Additional commendations include: 

• The evaluators applaud Dartmouth Public Schools for conducting their own evaluations during 

the intake process. 

• Professional development of educators appears to be a priority. A yearly stipend is available to 

teachers for individual professional development. Due to COVID19 restrictions, an online 

professional development option was purchased which offers professional development in a 

wide variety of topics.  

• Commitment to Second Step Curriculum and social emotional programming for all students 

PreK-12. 

• Outstanding COVID19 protocols while continuing to provide a warm and welcoming 

environment for staff and students 

• Strong Related Services team and many in house providers at the Preschool level. 

• Warm welcoming environment for students, and staff. This was evident in the in-person 

observations and supported by both the staff and family survey results. 

Factors Affecting the Implementation of Programming & Services 
One factor that may affect the continuity of Preschool services is the fact that all Preschool classrooms, 

with the exception of one classroom, are housed in one location at Cushman. As a result, resources and 

support tend to be greater at Cushman because everyone is in one building. The Preschool teacher at 

Potter Elementary has been resourceful, works well independently, and has established a high 

performing team. However, it should be noted that if the current teacher were to leave, a teacher with 

less seniority and experience would likely require more support. 

The evaluators identified the variability in teacher certification/licensure at the Preschool level as a 

concern. Although all teachers currently hold licenses, only two of the seven preschool teachers have 

special education certification. Seven of the teachers are licensed in PreK-2 students with or without 

disabilities. It was reported to the evaluators that all teachers hired from this point forward will be 

required to hold special education licensure. Given the feedback from the staff regarding the increased 

level of support needed to differentiate instruction and meet the needs of all students, we agree this is a 
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prudent step. This change will ensure the sustainability of the program by equipping the staff to meet 

the needs of the students with more intensive special needs. 

One factor that happens only at the Preschool level in all districts is the fact that students are admitted 

throughout the year as children turn 3 and are eligible for special education services. The referral and 

admission process (evaluations and meetings) for new students places additional demands on staff time. 

New student transitions may cause disruption to the routines of the classroom. New students are not 

familiar with the routine and thus may need additional support for short periods of time to successfully 

integrate into the classroom. Thoughtful planning and preparation by the Preschool team is necessary to 

accommodate these needs and facilitate a smooth transition for incoming students.  

Despite the Preschool’s outstanding COVID19 protocols, the pandemic protocols have drastically altered 

the traditional socialization and play based approach taken by the Dartmouth Preschool classroom. The 

COVID protocols required students to be seated at desks (with alternative seating options in and around 

the individual designated desk area). This is a drastic change from previous observations, where 

students played and explored with each other at centers, and the group gathered at the rug for group 

lessons.  

Recommendations 
This independent evaluation focused on guiding questions designed by Dartmouth Public Schools 

personnel. Suggestions and recommendations are aligned with these guiding questions. Concepts from 

the DESE core principles and The Massachusetts Standards for Preschool and Kindergarten have also 

been embedded into the various topics.  

Is the service delivery model meeting the needs of all students? 
The one concern that was identified in terms of service delivery was the challenge of the single 

preschool classroom at Potter. Logistical concerns can make it difficult for the Potter classroom to be 

part of the preschool team with all other staff and students located at Cushman. However, the strong 

classroom staff and support staff at Potter were evident to the evaluators, as well as the need for the 

school department to offer the Dartmouth community a preschool option in the northern part of town. 

For the sake of continuity of programming, the evaluators feel that integration of the two sites is 

warranted. Suggestions for better connectivity between the Potter classroom and Cushman setting 

include: 

• Consider opportunities for Potter staff to attending staff meetings at Cushman virtually. 

• Assign the Potter Preschool teacher a contact person at Cushman. The purpose of this 

relationship would be to provide constant communication regarding events, activities, 

professional development opportunities, and curriculum planning. 

Do curriculum materials support the academic and social emotional growth of all students? 
Due to the concerns expressed regarding the varied implementation of academic curriculum, the 

evaluators suggest that a Professional Learning Community (PLC) be formed to investigate the academic 

curriculum needs of the preschool program. Considerations for this PLC might include: 

• Review of current academic curriculum materials 

• Address current inconsistencies and gaps in academic curriculum 
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• Identify how teachers are currently addressing Preschool Standards 

• Identify potential areas of need for more structured curriculum materials 

• Research preschool curriculum utilizing the DESE CURATE system 

• Make recommendations for next steps 

Is there an effective use of staffing resources? 
The evaluators also suggest that a PLC be formed to consider the staffing needs of the preschool 

program. Considerations for this PLC might include: 

Short term considerations 

• How best to handle the staffing needs for students with more intensive needs? 

• Consider a floating teaching assistant position(s) to assist students transitioning into the 

program at age 3 as well as students with more intensive needs who may need additional 

intermittent support.  

• Consider hiring additional temporary staff who are trained to meet the needs of incoming 

students. 

• Discussion regarding plans for decreasing the intensive staffing need for students who require 

individualized support. 

Long term considerations 

Discussion regarding possible pathways to meet the staffing challenges of programming for students 

with the most intensive needs: 

1. Consider a self-contained classroom with partial (half day) integration. Currently there are sub-

separate classrooms with inclusion opportunities (PALS, PASS and PATHS) for students in K-12 

but not for preschool. 

2. Consider a resource classroom with inclusion options to support more intensive needs. 

3. Remain an inclusive site with potential staffing modifications. 

Suggestions to address the concerns regarding limited professional development specifically targeted 

towards special education and the Preschool developmental level include: 

• Survey preschool staff to determine topics/areas where they feel they need more training. 

• Reinforce professional development available through regularly scheduled staff meetings. 

• Encourage staff to take advantage of online professional development available through the 

web based subscription to The Master Teacher e-Learning website which includes modules for 

Teachers and Paraeducators.  

• Consider providing some professional development that is Preschool specific rather than 

combining Preschool with Elementary level training. 

Are our current screening and assessment processes from early intervention to the public school 
setting yielding a comprehensive picture of students’ skills and needs? 
Although feedback regarding the intake process was generally favorable, teachers and related service 

providers expressed some concern with the evaluation process and the limited exposure to the student 

during the single group evaluation session at school. As part of the current process, the Preschool 

Coordinator conducts a home visit and generates a report. One suggestion would be to invite another 
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member of the team (teacher or related service provider) to join in the home visit to meet the child in a 

natural and comfortable environment. The downside of this would be the additional time away from the 

classroom, and the potential impact on staffing levels. 

During this evaluation it became clear that teaching assistants would like to be actively involved in this 

transition process. It is recommended that teaching assistants read the student IEP and any relevant 

information prior to the student entering the program. 

Is our process for transitioning students from Pre-K to Kindergarten for special education 
students seamless?  
Processes are in place for transition of students from Preschool to Elementary, however, the transition 

process appears to be viewed differently by staff members. Lack of consistency and/or clarity may lead 

to confusion amongst the staff. Staff members are performing the necessary steps for transition, but the 

process is conducted differently from program to program. It is acknowledged that attempts to 

streamline this process over the past few years have yet to result in a definable process. We would 

suggest that the district establish a process that includes: 

• A referral process/flowchart for special education students transitioning out of preschool  

• Review the transition process with all staff involved to ensure that practices and procedures are 

being followed consistently.  

• Program entrance criteria (PALS/PASS/PATHS) should be reviewed and referred to when making 

placement decisions. 

• Program descriptions/entrance criteria should be reviewed periodically as the profile of each 

program tends to change as the students do. 

• Recognizing that a team approach to transition requires additional resources, the evaluators 

encourage alternative ways to share information: such as virtual site visits, videos, etc. 

Summary 
The Dartmouth Pupil Support Services Administrator, Elizabeth Cabral-Townson sought an evaluation of 

special education preschool programming in the Dartmouth Public School District.  The evaluation was 

an action step as a result of a Tiered Focused Monitoring Report. 

The evaluators will review their findings and recommendations in this report with Elizabeth Cabral-

Townson. The report authors encourage the Preschool teams to review the reports and develop action 

plans in Professional Learning Communities to continue growth in practices that best support the special 

education preschoolers in the Dartmouth Public Schools. 

During our evaluation, it was apparent that the Preschool staff in Dartmouth is committed to growing 

professionally and doing everything possible to support their both students with special needs and 

typical learners. 
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Appendix 1 

Staff Survey Results 
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Appendix 2 

Family Survey Results 
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