
The Challenge
More than two decades ago, Gardner Public Schools 

faced a challenge familiar to many districts: students 

with autism spectrum disorder and related disabilities 

who needed evidence-based behavioral and 

instructional support the district didn’t yet have the 

in-house expertise to deliver. Without strong sub-

separate classroom programming, many of these 

students were being placed in costly out-of-district 

programs — separated from their home schools, their 

neighborhood peers, and their community.

Gardner’s leadership wanted a different path: build 

the capacity to serve these students well, in district, 

surrounded by the community they belonged to.  

That meant bringing in outside expertise — not to take 

over, but to teach, train, and build alongside Gardner’s  

own staff.

The Work
May’s partnership with Gardner has unfolded over 

roughly twenty years, evolving deliberately as the 

district’s own capacity grew. Few engagements 

illustrate as clearly what long-term, capacity-building 

consultation can look like:

•  �In the earliest phase, spanning roughly a decade to 

a decade and a half, May helped Gardner design 

and staff sub-separate classrooms specifically 

structured to support students with more intensive 

needs. May trained district staff directly, working 

hands-on to build the systems and skills required to 

serve these students well — and successfully helped 

bring a number of students back into their home 

schools from out-of-district placements.

•  �As Gardner’s expertise and capabilities grew, the 

district made a pivotal decision: hiring its own 

Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBAs) rather 

than continuing to rely solely on May for delivery of 

consultation services for students. May supported 

that transition directly, then shifted its own role 

accordingly — from direct ABA consultation service 

provider to senior-level consultation, supporting and 

supervising Gardner’s newly built internal BCBA team.

•  �Around 2018, a new opportunity emerged. Through 

ongoing individual student consultations, May’s 

consultants began noticing a pattern: many of 

the recommendations being made for individual 

students would benefit classrooms more universally, 

as opposed to isolated cases. After collaborating 

with district leadership over a period of years, 

Gardner ultimately invested seriously in full systems-

level PBIS consultation — including new district-

wide data systems, regular supervision support for 

Gardner’s PBIS coordinator, and implementation 

guidance across a wave of newly built and 

reorganized school buildings, including a brand-new 

elementary school.
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The Outcome
•  �A multi-phase partnership spanning roughly two decades, evolving deliberately in step with Gardner’s 

growing internal capacity — a rare example of a consulting relationship built explicitly around making itself less 

necessary over time.

•  �District-authored conference presentations and published work documenting Gardner’s PBIS outcomes, 

shared with practitioners across the field — and Gardner continues to present at the New England PBS Forum, 

including this year.

•  �The engagement has “weaned” over time to a lighter, ongoing data and PBIS support contract. In consultation, 

that’s exactly what should happen: as a partner demonstrates real internal capacity, the outside support fades 

— a sign of success, not disengagement.

The Takeaway
Gardner is a model of what good consultation should accomplish: building real, lasting capacity rather than long-

term dependency. May didn’t just deliver services — the team taught Gardner’s staff to deliver those services 

themselves, supported the district through every stage of that transition, and then deliberately stepped back as 

Gardner’s own expertise matured.

Two decades later, the partnership endures — not because Gardner still needs May to do the work, but because 

the trust built over twenty years of collaboration continues to be worth maintaining for both sides.

“The May Institute provides structured 
research-based consultation while adapting 
to our specific district needs. PBIS and BCBA 
consultants demonstrate deep expertise in 
data collection, analysis, and system level 
problem solving. In addition, May provides our 
district with in-depth student case consultation 
for complex cases. Through their consultation 
we have strengthened staff training and 
aligned programming more intentionally with 
evidence-based practices” 

Joyce West, Director of Pupil Personnel 
Services, Gardner Public Schools
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