
 
 

 

Memorandum 
 
To: Board members of Minneapolis Public Schools 
 
From: Superintendent Bernadeia Johnson 
 
Date: 06/18/2014 
 
Re: Special Education Opportunities Review Update 
 
Dear members of the board,  

 

As you are aware, the district engaged the District Management Council (DMC), a 

leading Boston based firm that works with school districts across the country, to 

conduct a Special Education Opportunities Review on behalf of Minneapolis Public 

Schools.   

 

As part of this review, DMC conducted extensive in-person interviews, online surveys, 

data analyses, classroom visits, benchmarking against best practices and like 

communities, and online research. The review also involved extensive outreach to 

parents of students with special needs, including personal phone and email 

communications, 6 focus groups, and online and paper surveys available in 4 different 

languages. I thank you all for your cooperation and participation in this process.  

 

I’m excited to share with you a draft of the report that we have received from DMC.   

The review highlights many of the strengths in the district and pinpoints interrelated 

opportunities to increase student achievement and utilize scarce resources more 

effectively. Additionally, the report aligns to a large extent with the beliefs of our 

academic team who have been working on drafting a unified academic strategy for the 

district.  

 

I’m immensely proud of the recognition by DMC that MPS has a multitude of highly 

effective and skilled teachers and administrators who are relentlessly working towards 

the academic, social and emotional wellbeing of all students. Additionally, numerous 

best practice approaches to support struggling students are already in place in the 

district. For instance, the district is implementing Response to Intervention (RTI) and 



 
 

Problem Solving models, deploying instructional specialists, and developing a 

“guaranteed instructional program” for all schools.  

 

The opportunities presented by DMC echo many of our fundamental beliefs. We believe 

that most students—including those with special needs—can achieve at high levels. 

Therefore, most students must be instructed using grade level materials and high 

expectations. Strong grade level instruction taught by highly effective teachers with deep 

content knowledge is the most important lever in propelling a student’s academic 

achievement, especially for students who are not yet achieving at grade level. Best 

practice is to provide all students access to grade level content curriculum and 

simultaneously provide extra help for students who aren’t yet achieving at grade level 

and need support to accelerate their learning. 

 

Recognizing the fact that strong instruction can change the trajectory of a child’s life, the 

report focuses primarily on strengthening all aspects of instruction and outlines one 

unified path to strengthen the teaching and learning for all students in the district. 

  

Although all of these recommendations will be cost-neutral in the long term, they may 

require investment and realignment in the short term. The report recognizes that raising 

student achievement without managing costs and respecting children, parents, and staff 

is not an option. Therefore, it also identifies ways to improve operational efficiency 

while increasing the amount of support that students receive. These opportunities may 

facilitate shift in funds to implement the academic opportunities outlined. 

    

The study and recommendations are grounded in a continuous improvement model. It 

provides a framework to help move MPS to the next level of performance. This process 

acknowledges that all systems can improve and that opportunities for improvement are 

built upon the district’s current strengths, history, structure, and resources. 

 

I’m pleased that the review respects the reality that school districts are complex 

organizations tasked with a multitude of expectations, unfunded mandates, priorities, 

and responsibilities. Not all opportunities listed in the document can be handled at 

once. For any of these opportunities to create success for students, we will need to 

commit to 1-3 years of careful planning, research, communication, coordination, and 

roll-out.  

 

 



 
 

 

Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge that this review is a testament to the 

district’s desire to appropriately and fully meet the needs of all students and openness to 

the idea of improving on current practices to improve student outcomes. Staff members 

and leadership in Minneapolis Public Schools are committed to ensuring that all 

students, including those with special needs, thrive and achieve success in career and 

life. This report is just one step toward delivering on that commitment.  


