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PHILOSOPHY
A strategic planning process is one of discovery,

wherein key stakeholders engage in learning, discussion, and
critical thinking. The process challenges current beliefs and leads
to new ways of viewing the organization and its work; reflection
and the development of new practices is necessary for the growth
of any healthy organization. Our intent in the NSSED strategic
planning process is to create better outcomes for students with
disabilities. Through the strategic planning process we have
arrived at an understanding of how our work reaches beyond the
individual learners we serve to impact entire communities.
In our discussions, and in listening particularly to the parent
community, we learned labels should be avoided wherever
possible. As educators we should focus on instructional goals
and services to meet those goals, rather than on a particular
program, location or label. Removing such labels increases
perceptions of students as learners, promotes a growth versus
deficit-based mindset and is a cultural shift that is needed if
educational organizations are going to improve student outcomes.
Emphasizing all students as learners first, and not their label
or identification, is an important next step in helping raise this
population’s status in the hearts and minds of the general population.
The first step toward this goal is to ensure all students with disabilities have access to the general education
curriculum in whatever form that is individualized and specially designed for them (e.g., through differentiation,
modifications, accommodations, etc.). Individual Education Plan teams decide the duration of time, supplementary
aids and services needed, and the location where such instruction will occur.
The important work we undertake with districts affects all students. In shaping the educational environment for
student with disabilities, the employment of best practices in instructional methodologies raises the levels for all
students in the general education setting. This work with the majority population is critical if the goal of creating
better outcomes for students with disabilities is to be realized.
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LEADERSHIP COUNCIL PRESIDENT SUZANNE SANDS
Dear Families, Staff, Member Districts and Students:
This cooperative was established in 1957 to support member districts in meeting
the needs of students with disabilities because no district could effectively provide
for all of the diverse needs of their learners independently. Over the years NSSED
has proven to be a highly valued resource for member districts. In recent years,
it has become clear the needs of the 18 member districts are as diverse as the
learners we serve and in order to sustain the value of the cooperative for all,
strategic planning was needed.
Over the past year and a half, the Leadership Council embarked on a journey of
learning with our Superintendent, Dr. Kurt A. Schneider. We heard from national
experts about best practices in education and how those practices can positively
impact students with learning differences of all kinds. We reviewed the history and current state of special education
legislation and policy in our country and state, as well as the history of our organization. Superintendents from each
of the three regions provided us with presentations about their districts’ needs and how they view NSSED’s current
and future role in their school systems. We discovered we have much exciting work to do!
During the last six months, we focused on developing a strategic plan. Heterogeneous groups of stakeholders from
across our member districts including parents, staff, general and special education administrators, board members
and community partners provided input and engaged in each phase of this process with us. The mission, vision,
beliefs and goals articulated in this document will challenge existing practices and mindsets, demanding change and
growth as we work to hold ourselves, our communities and our students to higher expectations. We want to continue
to maximize the value that NSSED adds to the educational experiences of students across all member districts. At
the same time, we hope to further educate our parents, communities and policymakers so our students can expect
to lead enviable lives after they leave our schools.
It is my hope that, as a result of the learning, collaboration and listening that we have done together, NSSED will not
only be viewed as a resource moving forward but also as a respected partner to all member districts as they strive
to meet the diverse learning needs of all students. It is evident based upon input from our stakeholders, findings in
educational research, and current educational policy we must continue to increase inclusive opportunities, promoting
high expectations, engagement and growth for all learners.
On behalf of the entire Leadership Council, I am extremely proud to have been a part of this process and look
forward to our continued work together ensuring the vision articulated can be realized for our learners, our schools
and our communities.
Sincerely,

Suzanne Sands
Leadership Council President
WWW.NSSED.ORG
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SUPERINTENDENT DR. KURT A. SCHNEIDER
Dear Families, Staff, Member Districts, and Students:
It is an honor to present to you NSSED’s 2018-2021 Strategic Plan. I am confident
you will find it is anchored to our cooperative’s strong foundation and sets a course
to meet the diverse and changing expectations of our students, families, staff and
districts. It continues NSSED’s tradition of forward thinking and inclusive educational
practices, and strengthens its commitment to collaboration and innovation.
It also challenges us. We are challenged to raise expectations, to increase
access, to expand our definition of success, and to better prepare our students
and families for more ambitious post-school opportunities. In essence, we are
applying our member districts’ traditions of excellence and opportunity with equity,
and committing to support all learners.
Much of the past eighteen months have been spent engaging with each member district superintendent, their
administrative teams, families, school boards and community partners. Those meetings were deeply informative and
led to ongoing, candid and productive dialogue. The appreciation and demand for NSSED’s expertise and services
is clear, yet there are natural differences in the ways our existing, and potential, supports have been requested and
realized.
The development and implementation of this strategic plan is a recommitment to our cooperative: we collectively
heard the needs of our families and districts, evaluated NSSED’s strengths, identified disparities, and sought mutually
held principles. The question was not whether NSSED could serve the needs of all 18 member districts, but rather
how to best provide a framework of stability, flexibility and progress.
I was inspired as I observed the development of this plan. While at times there was wholehearted agreement, there
was also rigorous debate, courteous challenging of ideas, and a firm commitment to remain true to the feedback
and data provided by all stakeholders. Ultimately the process itself reflected the sense of common purpose and
collaboration as is detailed in the strategic plan.
I am extremely grateful to everyone for your contributions to this plan, and appreciate the many hours that have
been dedicated to its creation. Dr. Linda Hanson provided excellent facilitation and management, and I sincerely
thank her for her efforts. We are now tasked with important and exciting work, and it is my true privilege to lead the
organization as we begin.
Sincerely,

Kurt A. Schneider, PhD.
NSSED Superintendent
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STRATEGIC PLAN PROCESS OVERVIEW
In recent years the needs of the 18 member districts of NSSED have become more diverse as each district plans
and structures learning environments for their own district and student needs. As a cooperative, NSSED is guided
by the needs and the missions of our 18 member districts, and understandably these diverse needs have pulled the
cooperative in different directions. In order to continue to sustain the value of the cooperative for all, the time had
come to develop a strategic plan.
In April 2017, NSSED engaged the facilitation services of Dr. Linda Hanson. Dr. Hanson previously taught and
served as an administrator at all levels of education, and retired as superintendent in Township High School District
113 (Highland Park and Deerfield) in 2003. She also previously owned and operated the Superintendent search firm,
School Exec Connect from 2003 to 2015.

INPUT ON THE FRAMEWORK FOR PLANNING
Developing a strategic plan is a truly collaborative process, and must involve all stakeholder groups. Thoughtful
consideration was given to meaningful ways to reach all NSSED stakeholder groups. Eighteen boards of education,
17 superintendents and administrative leadership teams, 19 groups of teachers and employees, 18 communities of
families, and the entire region of businesses, agencies, universities, and partners all had valuable perspectives to
share. The number of stakeholders involved increased the complexity of our strategic planning process. Dr. Hanson
and Dr. Schneider began by collaborating with stakeholders on a planning framework.
In May 2017 we reached consensus on a series of activities and status reports that included representative voices
from all stakeholder groups. All agreed that it struck the right balance between opportunities for involvement and the
necessity that a small group of representatives would do the actual drafting.

Activity

Stakeholder Survey
Community Engagement Event
Core Group Meetings
Review of Draft Document
Core Group finalize Mission, Vision Document
Goal Team Meetings
Superintendents Review of Plan
Leadership Council Reviews Plan
Leadership Council Final Plan Approval
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Date

August 15 - September 5, 2017
September 14, 2017
September 20 and 26; October 5 and 26, 2017
November 2 and 3, 2017
November 14, 2017
November 29 - December 21, 2017
December 8, 2017
January 10, 2018
February 7, 2018

INPUT THROUGH SURVEY AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT EVENT
We designed a survey about the strengths and needs of the organization and level of implementation of evidencebased practices in member districts. The survey was made available to families and administrative leaders, both
special and general education, in every member district and to all NSSED staff. Over 880 people contributed their
ideas and opinions through the survey.
At a Community Engagement Event on September 14, 2017, 138 participants engaged in conversations about
the future of NSSED. Intentionally diverse groups of parents, teachers, employers, general and special education
administrators, superintendents, and community members were seated at tables together and given questions to
guide their conversations. The questions related to the future of education and of NSSED. Each group turned in
notes of their opinions and ideas.
In late September the Community Engagement responses and the survey data were analyzed by the NSSED
Strategic Planning Core Group, a representative group of 14 stakeholders. The Core Group members included
building principals, directors of special education, directors of curriculum and instruction, parents, and NSSED
staff. The group included a minimum of two representatives from each of the three member district regions. The
Core Group developed a draft document with a Vision, Mission, and Belief Statements during a series of half-day
meetings. The group collectively spent an estimated 200 hours developing the statements.

STAKEHOLDER INPUT ON DRAFT DOCUMENTS
These draft statements were shared with our member district superintendents, member district special education
directors, the Advisory Committee of our Leadership Council, the Association of Parents and Staff board members,
and our own administrative team on November 2 and November 3, 2017. Their feedback was incorporated into the
statements by the Core Group on November 14, 2017.
The next step in the process was to develop objectives related to each of the identified Belief Statements, or Goal
Areas. Goal Development Teams were organized again with a focus on heterogeneous representation from all
stakeholder groups. These teams met twice between November 27th and December 21st to develop objectives in
each of their identified areas.
The Mission and Vision Statements, Purpose, and Belief Statements developed by the Core Group, and the Objectives
developed by the Goal Teams were presented to the NSSED Leadership Council on January 10, 2018 for review, with their
final approval at the February 7, 2018 meeting.

WWW.NSSED.ORG
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PURPOSE
NSSED is an educational cooperative comprised of 18
school districts in the northern suburbs of Chicago that was
established in 1957 to support member districts in meeting
the needs of students with disabilities. NSSED provides a wide
array of programs and services designed to give students access
to the highest levels of learning possible. Informed by research
and policy, NSSED and member districts have historically
believed that diverse learners are best served when they learn alongside their typical peers. Therefore, NSSED
programs and services will continue to support member districts as we partner to increase inclusive opportunities
that promote high expectations, engagement and growth for all learners.

MISSION, VISION, AND BELIEFS
MISSION
Committed to the possibilities in every learner, every day.

VISION
NSSED is a national leader and highly valued partner with a courageous commitment to inclusive
communities that equally value all people and inspire them to be active participants in our world.

BELIEFS
Culture of Excellence: NSSED is committed to the highest standards of professionalism and quality in all we do.
Creating intellectual excitement and supporting personal growth inspires everyone toward excellence. Research
and data drive continuous improvement and promote a culture of inquiry, innovation and progress.
Equity and Access: NSSED values each individual’s contributions and recognizes that the diversity of our cultures,
interests, skills, and backgrounds is an asset that makes us stronger. Student success is not predicted by race,
economic status, language, or ability. We partner with districts to ensure a culture of high expectations for all
students through an equitable allocation of resources, the identification and elimination of systemic barriers, and
the provision of increased opportunities for growth.
Fiscal Responsibility and Resource Allocation: NSSED is committed to wisely, transparently, and efficiently
managing cooperative resources.
Learning: NSSED believes in designing, providing, and supporting learning opportunities that empower all students.
We foster environments that are inclusive, proactive, and flexible when responding to student needs.
Relationships and Communication: NSSED believes collaborative relationships are vital to success and
are grounded in mutual trust and candor. Building positive relationships with all stakeholders requires honest
conversations, effective communication, and a commitment to solutions.
Unity: NSSED’s member districts believe in the power of a cooperative to support our communities to work together
to benefit students.
10
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GOAL FOCUS AREAS
Culture of Excellence
Equity and Access
Fiscal Responsibility and
Resource Allocation

Learning
Relationships and Communication
Unity
GOAL OBJECTIVES

CULTURE OF EXCELLENCE
Recruit and retain high quality staff in alignment with NSSED and member district goals and initiatives.
Rationale: Staff that fully understand, embrace, and act in alignment with NSSED and member district goals and
initiatives will maximize opportunities for all learners.
Develop a regional and district focused professional learning framework.
Rationale: Differentiated learning for NSSED and member district staff, families, and community partners is
important for each organization in order to make progress toward improved student outcomes.
Identify and utilize data systems within NSSED to guide effective and innovative practices.
Rationale: Development of data infrastructure is required to drive data-based decisions throughout the organization.

EQUITY AND ACCESS
Identify and understand pathways to success.
Rationale: Common understandings about factors leading to student success are required for member districts
and NSSED in order to move forward together.
Identify and understand systemic barriers inhibiting growth.
Rationale: Common understandings about systemic barriers are required in order for member districts and
NSSED to move forward together.
Eliminate systemic barriers to growth through adaptive and flexible solutions.
Rationale: Removal of systemic barriers to growth enables all students to flourish; the task requires representation
from perspectives in and outside NSSED and member districts, as well as flexible, creative use of tools and
strategies.

WWW.NSSED.ORG
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GOAL OBJECTIVES
FISCAL RESPONSIBILITY AND RESOURCE ALLOCATION
Systemically align all resources.
Rationale: Resources must be prioritized and allocated at an organizational level to align with the beliefs in the
strategic plan.
Utilize resources efficiently while identifying alternative revenue sources.
Rationale: The economic pressure of fluctuating federal, state and local revenues requires fiscal stewardship and
innovation.
Develop a sustainable, equitable and flexible financial model that provides affordable access to a full
continuum of supports and services.
Rationale: The financial model must build additional supports in the least restrictive environment while continuing
to provide for a full continuum of services.

LEARNING
Expand and strengthen the quality of instructional design throughout the continuum of programs and
services with an emphasis on instruction, relevance, and rigor. Instructional design priorities must include
social emotional learning, academic content, and pathways to community, college, and careers.
Rationale: Looking at the whole child through their entire educational career is essential. High quality instructional
design integrates curriculum with inclusive service delivery for all learners in order to maximize their true potential.

RELATIONSHIPS AND COMMUNICATION
Facilitate collaboration and sharing of knowledge among all stakeholders in partnership with member
districts.
Rationale: All stakeholders need a central hub to share resources and practices and to establish collective efficacy.
Build a structure for customized support and mutual sharing of information between each of the member
districts and the cooperative.
Rationale: The cooperative must meet diverse district needs to ensure its ongoing viability.

UNITY
Districts will commit and contribute to the collective work of the region.
Rationale: A healthy cooperative requires active engagement and consistent participation from the highest levels
of leadership.
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