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James Earley and Robert McArdle have written a book on the administrator’s role that reads like an encyclopedia but exudes warmth and
passion on almost every page. This impressive book brings the reader
inside the important and mercurial world of special education, presenting a wealth of critical information while simultaneously speaking to
the reader with unabashed candor and humility. It should be mandatory reading for all new administrators of special education.
—Charles Appelstein, MSW
Author, No Such Thing as a Bad Kid: Understanding and Responding
to Kids With Emotional and Behavioral Challenges Using a Positive,
Strength-Based Approach
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What Your Colleagues Are Saying . . .

po
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This book is a professional gem. Grounded in integrity and k eeping
students at the forefront of their work, James Earley and Robert

McArdle have created a practical guide on how to approach and manage
the all-encompassing role of administrator of special education. Starting
with a refresher on special education law and moving into a myriad
of topics that fall under the responsibility of director, this resource is
invaluable to all those working in the field of special education.
—Tamara (Tammy) Barrera, MEd
Assistant Director of Student Services
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What a benefit to the larger community of special education administrators that, through this book, they can now access the collective
knowledge and experience that James Earley and Robert McArdle have
in the field. The role of the administrator of special education can be a
lonely one and singular in its nature—the knowledge and skills required
to do this job well are not often shared by anyone else in the district (not
principals, nor curriculum directors, nor many superintendents). This
book offers insight into all the role entails and how to lead the work.
—Alison Elmer, MEd
Special Education Director

It does not take long for the reader to realize that these seasoned special
educators have the knowledge, skills, experience, and dispositions to
provide a treasure trove of useful information for the novice or veteran
whether they are a general education teacher, special education teacher,
principal, superintendent, or special education administrator. James
Earley and Robert McArdle leave no stone unturned and thoroughly
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address such topics as programs and services, discipline, budget development, professional development, supervision, and evaluation. This
book is one you will want to keep close at hand.
—Stephen Gould, EdD
Program Director and Teacher at Lesley University,
Former Principal, and Former Assistant Superintendent
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The special education administrator position is the most difficult job in
public education. Challenges abound—conflicts with parents, teachers,
and other administrators; changes to department of education regulations and guidance; litigation looming behind every decision—and
perhaps the biggest, ever-present challenge is to balance advocacy for
students with disabilities and the fiduciary responsibility to the school
district. But help is on the way. Based on their extensive experience
as special education directors, James Earley and Robert McArdle
offer guidance in how to navigate the passage between the Scylla and
Charybdis of conflicting demands, including tips and strategies for
dealing with both the long-term and day-to-day challenges for special
education directors. I highly recommend their book as a text in higher
education courses, as an item in the library of special education organizations, and, most important, as a resource by the desk of every special
education administrator.
—Edward McCaul, EdD
Keene State College, Former Special Education Administrator,
Former Executive Director of a Special Education Collaborative,
and Former Executive Director of Massachusetts
Administrators for Special Education
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This succinct guidebook distills many years of practical experience
and provides the reader with concrete guidance on the various aspects
of the role of an administrator of special education; the authors not
only address the anticipated issues associated with the position, but
also weave in helpful advice on other potentially overlooked yet
essential skills and actions necessary to be a successful administrator
in public education. James Earley and Robert McArdle have provided
an excellent resource that will help administrators of special education in confidently navigating the myriad issues to be addressed in
that role.
—Thomas Nuttall, Esq.
Law Firm of Nuttall, MacAvoy, and Joyce PC
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While the administering of special education can be a daunting task,
authors James Earley and Robert McArdle, with their experience and
expansive knowledge in special education administration, offer recommendations on how to work proactively with school administrators,
special education and general education teachers, related services staff,
parents, advocates, and other stakeholders. They share strategies that
result in services that are responsive to student needs and the ever-
present decision on placement in the educational setting in which the
students can make effective educational progress. I enthusiastically recommend this book for school administrators, principals, and directors
of special education schools, and as a text for undergraduate and graduate students in special education courses.
—Don Ricciato, PhD
Boston College, Lynch School of Education
and Human Development, Retired Director of the
Campus School at Boston College
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There are no better administrators of special education than James
Earley and Robert McArdle, and now, drawing on their decades of
experience in special education leadership, they have created a thorough
and practical guide that provides a wealth of information, useful advice,
and, most important, ways to assess difficult situations and arrive at reasonable and equitable solutions. The book is a master class in identifying core issues and applying useful approaches to think about and solve
many seemingly intractable problems. It is a book that is long overdue
in the field and one that will have significant impact.
—Joel Ristuccia, MEd, CGS, MBA
Psychologist, School-Based Consultant, Coauthor,
Helping Traumatized Children Learn
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This effort of our professional experiences is dedicated to our wives,
Marlene and Maureen, for their support, encouragement, and ongoing
willingness to listen to our conversations of stresses, successes, doubts,
accomplishments, and desires for positive outcomes for school-age children
with special needs.
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The special education administrator is one of the most challenging and
visible positions in public education. In the mid-1970s, I completed my
dissertation about this vital role, and I have watched it grow in importance and in influence ever since. I have seen it change and get more
complicated over almost five decades.
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James Earley, Robert McArdle, and I began our special education careers
prior to the enactment of both the federal and state (Massachusetts)
special education statutes in the early 1970s. The federal law (IDEA,
formerly PL 94-142) was modeled after the Massachusetts statute.
Throughout the past 50 years, special education has seen major modifications and refinements—due to court cases, landmark decisions,
parental knowledge, research, amendments to existing legislation, medical breakthroughs, and educational trends—and the special education
administrator has had to keep up with them all.
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Jim and Bob have participated in and lived through these changes, and
they bring to the table a combined century of experience. Since their
retirement from public education more than 75 public school districts,
educational collaboratives, and private schools for students with special needs have hired them to conduct special education program and
district evaluations. In this capacity, they have interviewed, observed,
or mentored administrators at every level—special education directors, out-of-district coordinators, building principals, superintendents,
parents, teachers, ancillary service providers, and school committee
members—and visited programs in public schools, educational collaboratives, and private schools.
A Practical Approach to Special Education Administration walks readers through the history of special education. The authors cover legal
and regulatory issues, the importance of due process, and Section 504.
They discuss helpful strategies for working not only with building and
central office administrators but also parents, advocates, and teaching
xi
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and ancillary staff. With a focus on program, budget, and professional
development, they highlight techniques they have used with difficult
cases, and what has worked for them.
It is fair to say that Jim and Bob have seen it all.
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Whether you are new to special education administration or have many
years of experience, reading this book will only make you better.
—Gerald Mazor, PhD
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Retired Executive Director of the Concord Area Special Education
(CASE) Collaborative, Concord, Massachusetts; and Former
Interim Executive of the Lexington, Arlington, Burlington, Bedford,
and Belmont (LABBB) Collaborative and LABBB Collaborative
Consultant, Burlington, Massachusetts
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As two veteran administrators of special education (ASEs) with 100+
years of professional experience in public, private, and nonprofit settings, we thought sharing our experience and experiences in a practical
way would benefit current ASEs and those aspiring to the position.
Although the position of ASE has seen some changes over the past 47
years, the primary role has not changed. Throughout our writing, we
will take a practical approach to address some of the changes and their
impacts. Over years of professional conversations supporting each other
and our colleagues in various roles, we developed a strong sense that
many ASEs were not fully prepared for the roles and expectations of the
position. We felt that, even though over the years higher education had
developed ASE training programs, the result was many sitting administrators lacking the complete preparedness and understanding required
for the position, whose comprehensiveness and complexities can be and
are at times overwhelming. Navigating the federal law and aspects of
your state law, if you have one that differs from the federal law, can
be challenging, to state the obvious. For example, Massachusetts services students through their 22nd birthday while the federal law—the
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)—only services
students through their 21st birthday. Other aspects of your state law,
such as timeline compliance, may differ from the federal law, and you
will need to know which standard your district is expected to meet.
This book endeavors to equip those wanting to take on the challenge of
becoming an ASE with a useful and practical guide to providing for the
needs of students with disabilities.
As newly hired ASEs—we recognize the many different titles for this
position, but for the purposes of this book, we will use administrator of
special education (ASE)—we were given the privilege of overseeing programming and services for students in our school districts with special
needs. With a great deal still to learn, we understood that many professionals within our district knew a whole lot more than we did about

xiii
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our responsibilities. We were also fortunate to learn from some of the
pioneers at the state and local level, and like sponges we picked up every
bit of advice, no matter how insignificant, to bring back to our districts.
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So, we set out to meet every department member by visiting every school
in the district and spending time in each classroom and specialist environment. We quickly learned that when we entered a school building,
we came as outsiders, and that each school had its own culture, some
more favorable to servicing students with special needs than others. We
also realized that, to achieve success, we needed to prove ourselves to the
staff and to the building administrator(s). Because building principals
each led their school in a unique way, we needed to establish an individual relationship with each one, so we made sure, at every school, to stop
first at the principal’s office. In some schools, we found the principal
in their office every time, and in other schools, we found the principal
only after walking all around the school.
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When one school had to close for several weeks due to mold, the fifthgrade students were placed at a middle school that happened to have
one of those principals who never stayed in the office—to find this
principal, you needed to traverse the school. One day, while walking
down the corridor past the displaced class of fifth graders, the principal stopped to converse with the students, calling each by their name.
When the class moved on, he was asked how he could possibly know
all their names when they had only attended the school for a few weeks,
and he responded, simply, “That’s my job!” We came to understand that
building principals, too, had a difficult job, and our job was not only
to educate them on the new requirements of the laws but also to reveal
ourselves as partners in the education of all students.
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Some building administrators responded very positively while others did not. Convincing them to embrace our efforts and goals often
proved difficult. So, after thinking a great deal about how to gain the
staff’s trust, we developed some not-so-earth-shattering routines.

D
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Visibility
First, we cultivated visibility—not an easy task given the 24 schools in
our respective districts serviced roughly 13,000 students, with 2,100
receiving special education services through an individualized education plan (IEP). In our first year, and throughout our tenure in various
districts, we each read and signed every IEP, whether initial, annual
review, or reevaluation, to see the writing style. If either of us had a
question, we went to the school to discuss it with the liaison or team
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chairperson, and we made it a practice to visit with each special education staff member and building principal. These classroom visits also
provided us a reminder of why we do this work: the students. Visiting
their classrooms allowed us to meet the students and see their hard work
as well as their teachers’. Without making time for these walk-throughs,
you can very easily forget that each IEP you review or sign represents
one student!
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(As a point of observation, we realize that not all school districts are
the same size, and you may not be able to connect with all your staff
and building principals on a one-to-one and/or scheduled basis. We
acknowledge that the size of the district will determine your ability to
accomplish this direct contact. In larger districts with an organizational
structure that includes middle managers for your department, you are
responsible for delegating and establishing the visibility of these middle-level managers, assistant ASEs, program supervisors, and so on. In
larger districts, delegation becomes an added skill that requires constant attention to ensure that the individuals charged with managerial
responsibilities are fulfilling them as outlined in their job description.)
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We also worked extremely hard to assure staff that we listened to their
needs and wants. If we could not address them immediately, we made
it a strict practice to tell the staff that we were not sure or did not know;
however, we always got back to them within a day or two. So, we were
becoming “visible,” we were listening, and we were responding. If a staff
member brought a sensitive issue to our attention, we took responsibility to address their concern without compromising them. This meant
developing a strategy to achieve what we needed before presenting it to
their school leader(s). We always felt that sharing our “strategy” with the
building principal in a positive way would produce a positive outcome.
In our separate roles, we attempted this throughout our careers as we
also knew that if we did not “strategize” properly, then the special education students and staff could potentially take the brunt of our error.

Respect
Staff, district administrators, parents, and community leaders will
observe you and scrutinize your approach. When we began in the
position many years ago, two of our bosses shared with us their divergent advice on how to treat our staff and others. One advised us to
respect everyone and treat your staff as professionals until they show
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you otherwise. The other advised us not to treat anyone with respect
until they show you that they have earned it. Obviously, we are not
aware of your leadership style or your approach to your staff and others.
We can only tell you that we chose to treat everyone as a professional
as we believed they had earned it through their training, experience,
and dedication to the profession. We refrained from having anyone
earn our respect. On some occasions, however, as we were advised, we
did take responsibility to address someone whose actions were less than
professional.
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Responding
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Years ago, a colleague advised us to wait 24 hours before reacting to a
significant matter. We always attempted to follow that advice and give
ourselves a day before addressing the individual or the correspondence.
Though challenging, this step was critical for us to learn and practice
throughout our careers. Especially for those “difficult conversations,”
we needed to bring our message forward as proactively as possible. Our
approach? To look forward and refrain from looking back and asking
the “why” questions. The best and simplest advice we can offer is to
always use the five Ps: Prior Preparation Prevents Poor Performance.

ALWAYS REMEMBER
Prior
Preparation
Prevents
Poor
Performance
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Allowing ourselves time and remembering to prepare inevitably made
the conversation or correspondence more proactive and productive.
Following this process will prevent having to retract or modify what
you may have stated otherwise. As a leader, you must always exhibit
positive leadership, especially in difficult conversations with your staff,
other school or district-based personnel, administrators, or parents.
We also believed that responding to parents was significantly important. If a parent contacted us, we were sure to get back to them as soon
as possible, and we shared that same message with our staff—do not
wait to respond to parents. For us, delaying a response to a parent is the
same as delaying a response to a staff member; it sends the message that
you do not believe their inquiry is important. That’s why, as new ASEs,
we always responded in a timely manner to let parents know we were
interested in their concerns.
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To this day, we are amazed that some (obviously very few) special
education leaders view their staff as the enemy. We could never quite
understand that. We always felt the staff were, in a way, our voice to
students and parents as well as to their general education colleagues. We
met with staff at least monthly as a group, and if we got a call from a
staff member or a principal, in our respective district, we made sure to
visit their building that day or the following morning on the way into
work. In our role as a staff resource, we wanted to ensure that all staff
felt comfortable in their own roles and knew and fully understood the
requirements and our expectations for their jobs. For many years, we
shared with staff the Leadership Lessons From Geese (Appendix I) at
the beginning of the school year and let them know that together, we
could rely on and learn from each other, and at any given time any one
of us could take the lead on an issue or a project. We wanted our staff
to know as much as if not more than we did, and that we too expected
to learn from them.
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We quickly realized that we also needed to learn a great deal about
our districts and the people therein. This included school committee
representatives, central office staff, building principals, the government
of the community, and all the various special education staff within
the district.
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For example, one of us got a lesson in community and local government
at a meeting in the mayor’s office. When the mayor indicated that he
had $100,000 for additional technology equipment, he was thanked,
but informed that those funds could be better allocated to other, more
pressing areas. He went on with the meeting but asked that I stay afterward, and proceeded to inform me that when the mayor offers you
$100,000 for technology, you say thank you and move on—just one of
the many political lessons that we learned.
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To give you another example, years later, in the process of hiring a
teaching assistant for a class, the final candidate was brought in front
of the school committee for confirmation. One member began to react
to the appointment of this individual, talking about nepotism, which
surprised everyone, since the presence of such an issue was not previously indicated or disclosed, until the committee member revealed
the individual’s relation to one of the assistant superintendents. At that
moment, we had an unpopular political decision to make. The committee was informed that this individual’s relationship to the administrator
was not previously disclosed, and that while our practice was to hire
the best person for every position, we never asked about their relatives
during interviews. When the committee confirmed the appointment
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with one vote opposed, it was obvious that “politically” a member of the
committee was alienated. The process, however, reaffirmed the belief
in hiring the individual who would best benefit the service to students
within the district.
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Like it or not, politics plays a role, and part of your job is to keep that
in perspective. You work after all with the children of your community,
and the funds to service these students come for the most part from
local tax dollars, so you can expect to become immersed in politics at
various times. As indicated, hold true to your beliefs, and if compromise
is required on your part, ensure that your students and staff continue to
receive what they require.
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We have known a number of Superintendents that have said that the
job of the Administrator of Special Education is the most difficult job
in the school district. We tend to agree and when we have asked these
Superintendents why, they explain that the job requires an aspect of
every administrative job in the district budget, human resources, curriculum, assessment, transportation, interactions with staff, parents,
students, all administrators, human service agencies, the department
of education, legal (attorneys, advocates and hearing officers), school
committee, and town/city leaders.
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We learned early on that our biggest ally was allowing ourselves to
listen. Most often staff and administrators had their own concerns, and
note-taking allowed us to synthesize information so that when we did
speak we were well informed. People need to be heard, and neither
talking over them nor pushing our own agenda would give either of us
the opportunity to listen. Keep in mind that listening requires comprehension and retention of the material presented while hearing merely
implies that sounds have been received. It does not indicate comprehension or retention. One of us kept a saying on our desk—“I can explain it
to you, but I can’t understand it for you”—as a constant reminder that
not everyone was going to fully understand our intentions and expectations. We would also remind ourselves that, according to research,
people need to hear or do something 25 to 30 times before it becomes
routine. Some will comply with your expectations right away, and others may need you to repeat them many times before they can internalize
what you expect. Have you ever moved something, say from one drawer
to another, only to repeatedly look for it in the old drawer before making a habit of finding it in the new drawer? When you change their
expectations, staff, too, will keep going back to the old drawer! For
some of the more important aspects of developing good listening skills,
refer to Appendix II.
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