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The Study

The purpose of this study was to provide a state-of-the-art
description of placement decision-making procedures at the local level.
Of chief interest 'ms the manner in which th2 principle of least
restrictie environment (LRE) entered into and affected the placement
decisions concerning handicapped students. Data for this study were
primarily collected through on-site observations of Placement Team (PT)
meetings over a two-month period spanning March to Mzy of 1679. The
study sample consisted of five states and 15 Local Education Agencies

(LEAs). 1In all, 134 meetings and 96 cases were observed.

Highlights of Findings

The major conclusions resulting from this study addressed the areas
of placement decision-making, the role of least rasstrictive environment,
the individualized educational plan, and parent/student involvement. In
addition, this report provides a background for understanding the
findings through an anzlvsis of the sample characteristics and tﬁe
contextual factors and constraints within which plac nent <ecisions are

made. Highlights include the following:

Sample Charactaristics

+] The LEAs in the sample were fairly representative of a number of
demographic characteristics, with some differences which reflect
the purposive diversity of the selection technigues.

& The sample cases were nor.-representative in that they were
selected so as to incluce a higher occurrence of lower incidence
handicapping conditions than would be expected.

Placement Decision-Mazking

o Besides federal regulations, there was little written guldance
concerning the placement process. Most localities seemed to
nave develcped their procedures through the course of natural
avolution rather than as 2 result of standard policy.



2 Rarely was more than one option considered when determining a
child's placement.

o) Categorical decisions were seldom in evidence. Placement
appeared to be individually determined and based primarily cn
the child's academic and social needs.

o} The placement <°cision was usually made by one or two
individuals; it was not arrived at through a group decision-
making prccess. Nevertheless, the {inal placement decisic:
appeared to be the most appropriate and beneflicial for the
student.

Least Restrictive Environment

° The concept of LRE was not well understood and was generally
perceived as mainstreaming.

e In spite of confusion surrounding the meaning of LRE, in
practice the key elements of this principle were employed in
placement decisiocns.

2 Most cases did not result in placement changes which altered the
restrictiveness of the setting. Where a change occurred, there
was a tendency to move students to less rather than more
restrictive options.

o Although in most cases alternative options were rarely
considered, cases resulting in movement to a mere restrictive
environment frequently gave serics considerztion to more than
one option before determining placement.

Tndividualized Educational Plan

o Determination of child's academic znd social needs can be
considered part of the IEP process, yet most written IEPs were
developed after placement, at a separate meeting.

e Parents were not consistehtly in attendance at IEP meetings and
when they were, they were.often unable to contribute to the
meeting.

] The IEP was viewed more frequently as an accountability

mechanism than as a programming toocl.

Parent/Student Involvement

e Parents had a high rate of attendance zt placement meetings.
Students were infrequently involved, but did, in some cases,
attend meetings.

o Parents appeared to be satisfied with the placement decision in
=1 overwhelming majority of cases.

ERIC
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Scnool staff encouraged parent participation to a great extent:
they made formal welcomes to parents, reguested informztica on
the child, and solicited parent reactions to the proposed
Dlacsment. Parents, however, had little role in the actual
decision-making.

Contextual Factors and Ccnstraints

e}

23]

iscal reimbursement formulae indirectly inhibit placements in
east restrictive envircnmerts.

—

Discrepant state and federal definitions cf nandicapping
conditions created some difficulties in classifying and placing
nandicapped studentxs.

Lack of resources, staff time, and transportation wWere major
constraints in plazcement decision-maxing.
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INTRODUCTION

In November of 1975, Congress enacted Public Law 94-142, the
"Education for All Handicapped Children Act,™ mandating a "free
appropriate public education" for all schocl-age handicapped children in
the United States. The Act, through its provisions and accompanying

regulations (Federal Register, Vol. 42, No. 163 - Tuesday, August 23,

PR- RS

1977), specified a number of activities intended to ensure that
nandicapped children receive the educational and personal rights to which

they are entitled. One of these was the mandate {(stipulated in Section

612.5.3) for the "Least Restrictive Environment':

...to the maximum extent appronriate, handicaprned children,
including children in public or private institutions or other
care facilities, are educated with children who are not
handicapped, and that special classes, separate schooling, or
other removal of handicapped children from the regular
educational environment occurs only when the nature or severity

of the handicap is such that education in regular classes with
the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved

satisfactorily...

The Rules and Regulations implementing Part B of the Act expanded the

mandate with the following additional features:

] Requirement that each educational agency offer a "continuum" of
alternative placements to meet the needs of handicapped students
including, at the least, instruction in regular classes, special
classes, special schools, home instruction, and instruction in
hospitals and institutions.



v orovision for supplementary services (such as resource room oOr
izinerant instruction) in conjunction with regular :1a2ss
placement.

o Dirsction that each handicapped child's educational placement Be
determined =2t least annually, based on the I 1ividualized
Sducational Program, 2nd be situated geograr..cally as close zs
possible fo the child's home.

Additionally, in coufor~ance with other concurrent legislation
{Section 504 Regulations of the Rehabilitation Act of 1373), the Rules
and Regulations also advised that:

9 Non-academic arnd extra-curricular activities for handicapped

children should occur in settings that foster participation with

non-handicapped children to the maximal extent appropriate Lo
tne needs of the handicapped child.

o Handicapped children who, for one reasorn or ancther, have been
placed in puolic or private institutions are insured maximal,
appropriate access to regular public school instruction and
activities.

These, then, are the major provisions concerning a Least Restrictive
Envir~nment (LRE) ccmtained in P.L. Q44142 and its accompanying Rules and
Regulations. This concept, and many of its guidelines, were already
contained in an earljer law, P.L. $3-380, which required that States
provide due process protection and placement in accordance with the
principle of a least restrictive alternative. P.L. 94-142 expanded upon
?.L. 93-380 by establishing a stronger fiscal incentive and bty clearly
delineati rocedural safeguards related to identification, evaluation,

and educational placement.

Further impetus for this legislation has cocz from the courts.
Judicial decisions based upon the civil righ*s legislaticn and ec:al

-
19

sducational opportunity pri.ciples implicit in the Fifth and Fourteenth

Amcndments nave given substance to LRE as a legal concept. In fact. it
nas been argued {Jonnson 1976) that "the courts were the major
precipitators of the current policy response,” although their actions
were concurrant with increased pressurz by professicnal educators and
advocates. e students' right to the least restrictive placement

Sossible was affirmed by court decisions, most notably PARC v.

O
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Co—monwealth of Pennsylvania, 334 F. Supp. 1257 (E.D. Pa., 1971), and 343
¥. Supp. 279 (E.D. Pa., 1972 Consent Agreement), and Mills v. Board of
Zducation of the District of Columbia, 348 F. Supp. 866 (DDC, 1972).

The effect of these decisions has been the incremental specification
of what is legally required in determination of placement. However, as
Xirp (1374) has warned, "legal plausibility does not necessarily or
automatically yield educationally sound results.®™ Weighing various
educational approaches and judging appropriate placement is a task best
12t to educators. Turmbull (1978) has also stated that a future issue
will be "whether courts and agencies will apply the least restrictive
arinciple by taking into account the relative 'richness' or 'poverty' of
ecocational services in separate programs and the likelihood that such
programs will be more enhancing for the handicapped child than not"

‘p. 528).

Although the right to placement in the least restrictive environment
ws confirmed by court decisions and clearly mandated by Federal Law, the
application of this principle to actual educational programming for
nandicapped children has not been consistent. LRE has arrived as solicy
Tollowing a decade of gréctice in a similar but slightly differeﬁt
construct: "mainstreaming." Mainstreaming has never had a clear
sperational definition but, ir the years preceding P.L. g4-142, grew to
2xo2rt a considerable influence on placement practices for handicapped
children and became a common term in the American educational lexicon.
Mercer (1974) described mainstreaming as the educational equivalent of
acraoalization of a handicapped child's life experiences. Whereas some
authorities nave emphasized the social and instructional aspects of
mainstreaming, as well as simply the time in regular education, local
aducators all too often considered only the temporal factor. The result
s tha*t mainstreaming has frecuently become primarily an administrative
“unc-ion and, in the eyes of many educators and parents, is feared as a
~2zns for indiscriminate placement into regular class rather than as a

means of enriching educational placements.



The LRE provisior of P.L. 94-142 c-uld be interpreted as a reaction
to the unfavorable results achieved through short-sighted application of
the mainstreaming construct. Although the value of temporal integration
for the handicapped child in the regular class has been recognized, other
concerns, particularly achievement and social factors, are usually deemed
equally important in the determination of a "most appropriate" placement

to meet the learner's individual needs.

With the passage of P.L. 94-142, the doctrine of LRE has become a
national mandate. Given the complexities of the LRE concept and its
evolving definition based upon both legal precedent and educators'
interpretations, education agencies were faced with a difficult task in
attempting to construct a satisfactory decision-making process for
determining the appropriate, least restrictive placement for a
nandicapped child. The goal of this study, then, has been to examine and

to document implementation of this complex construct zt the local level.

Beport Organization

Chapter 2, Methodology, gives an overview of the manner in which the
study‘was conducted. Chapter 3, Sample Characteristics, presents the key
sharacteristics of the Local Education Agencies (LEAs) and cases in our
sample. The repressn:ztiveness of major variables is examined as well as
the interrelationships between those variables. Chapter %, Placement
Decision-Making, examines the overall procedures involved in placement
determination, including state and local policies concerning placement,
‘“ne consideration of options, categorical decisions, decisicn rules, and
other factors involved in the placement process. Chapter 5 explores the
ramifications of the LRE mandate: the extent to which LRE enters into
placement cdeliberations, the relationship between LRE and mainstreaming,
and factors involved in cases moving to more or less restrictive

environments.

Chapters 6 and 7 address the issues of Individualized Educational
olans (IEPs) and parent/student involvemen:t. respectively. In the first,

the content and sequencing of Indivicualized Zducational Plans are
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exanined; in the latter, the degree of participation and efforts to
encourage involvement are discussed. Chapter 8, Contextual Factors and
Constraints, explores the framework within which placement decisions are
made. The impact of contextual factors, such as legal activity anc
written policies, and constraints, such as staff shortages and fiscal

reimbursement, are examined. Finally, Chapter 9 presents our conclusions.

Chapters 4-7 contain the majc study findings and are organized
around four major areas of iavestigation: standard operating procedures
(federal, state, and local policies which address the issue being
discussed); determination of placement (the actual practices or the
effect of other practices on the manner in which placement is decided);
ancillary activities (additional activities, such as training, which
would facilitate placement dztermination); and constraints (disincentives
or factors whicn impede the cdecision-making process). Cs3e specific
information of an anecdotal nature 1s given throughout the report Lo
facilitate understanding of the data. Thus, LRE refers not only to
integration with non-handicapped stucdents, but also encompasses other
important educational considerations: proximity to home,
individualization, harmful effects, quality of services, use of
supplementary services, and a continuum of options frez which to choose

the proper placement.
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METHODOLOGY

To provide a state-of-the-art description of local placement
procedures, we observed meetings in three Local Education Agencies in
each of five different states. Data collection spanned_a two-month
period {March-May, 197%) and consisted of observations of all meetings on
selected cases from the time 2ll assessment data were collected until
placement (and scmetimes Individualized Educational Plans) were
determined. Through these observations, and follow-up interviews with
selected meeting attendees when necessary, a wealth of descriptive data
was collected. Additional information was obtained from written
materialg supplied by special educaticn directors in the study
localities. This information was supplemented, when necessary, by
discussions with special education administrative staff members about
their procedures foridetermining educational placement of handicapped

children.

This cnapter provides an overview of the basic study questions,
sampling procedures, and data collection activities and instruments used

L0 implement the study.

Research Questions

To organize our investigation of placement decision-mzking, 2 series
of research questions were generated and used to guide subsequent study
activities. As the following list illustrates, four broad areas of
concern were identified: standard operating procedures, placement

determination information to be collected), ancillary

2.1
O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



activities, and constraints. Within each broad area, specific study

concerns were specified. The research questions guiding this study were

] What standard procedures for determining placement are operating
at the local level?

.. What procedures exist for coordination between the Local
Education Agency and other agencies (public, private) which
serve handicapped children?

) How do Local Education Agencies determine placerent for their
hand icapped students?

.. What information is shared within the decision-making
environment?

.- How is this information shared?
.. How is this information used?
. Are placement options considered?

.. Is there 2 list of placement options available within the
district? Are extra-district options considered? (Are
they documented?)

- How many options were considered?
- In what order are they presented?
.. What criteria are used to evaluate placement options?
- Is LRE included as a criteria?
- How is LRE determined?

.. Wha“ provisions are made for interaction with

non-nandicapped peers?

- Are extra-curricular activities considered?
.. What is the sequence of the decision-making process?
.. What is the outcome of the placement meeting?

- What aspects of monitoring and/or evaluating the
implementation of the placement are considered?

—- Are the evaluation criteria specified?
-- Are responsible individuals identified?

o What types of ancillary activities at the Federal, State and
local levels have facilitated least restrictive placements for
nhandicapped students?

.. Have staff been provided inservice traininz?

. what type of monitoring procedures have been implsemented U~
‘he State =ducation 3gency and/or Local Education Agency?

n
N
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5] Wna: constraints impede placement in the least restrictive
environment?

. What are the effects of contextual variat’es on placement
decision-making?

Sampling

Sampling for this study was done on three levels: state selection,
Local Education Agency selection, and case selection. A total of 5
states, 15 local education agencies {school districts), and 96 cases were
included in ta collection. The procedures for selection of 2ach are

described below.

State Education Agency Sampling

The strategy for selection of states was not to allow for
generalizability to all 50 stales, but rather to capture the broadest
range of diversity possible. Thus, five states were selected primarily
for their variability on socio-demographic and special education relevant

characteristics as follows:

3 geographic region (1 Northeast, 7 Southeast, 1 Central, 1
Southwest, 1 Northwest)
R} funding formula (2 unit, 3 excess costs)
@ population density (2 nigh, 2 medium, 1 low)
® population size (1 high, 2 wedium, 2 low)
o ver capita income (2 high, 2 medium, 1 low)
) state versus local control (3 high, 2 low)
o sercent of handicapped served (3 nigh, 2 medium)

) 1978 Federal allocation (1 high, 2 medium nigh, 1 medium, 1 low)

Following appreval from BEH of the list of states and subsequent
commitment to participaze on the part of the chief school officer for
each state, the state directors of the special education departments were
contacted for assistance ia selection of local sducation agency

participants. Three loczl education agencies per state were selected.

Local EZducation Agency Sampling

The sample of local education agencies was based on z systematic plan

t0 2nsure representation of three xey charac-eristies: size, special

ny
L
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building facility, and availability of a wide range of placement

options. Two constraints in this design, however, were the non-mutually
exclusive nature of these characteristics (large districts tend also to
nave a wide range of optibns and special schools) and the limitation
within each state to three localities. To fully stratify on these three
characteristics would have required 12 districts within each state. Full
counter-balancing mignt also have implied that between-state comparisons
were to be conducted, which was not the case. Furthermore, the
non-mutually exclusive nature of the categories would have made filling

certain cells at the local level especially difficult.

Since diversity of procedures, rather than proportional
representativeness, was desired, we relied heavily on the state directors

of special education to identify three cooperative districts of varyin

0

ize and placement procedures. The actual sample ultimately consisted of
one large (urban), one medium (suburban or rural), and one small
{suburban or rural) district in each state, each with generally
idiosyncratic placemént features. Within the total sample of 15
localities, variations in special school fapilities and option continuums
were present. The actual local education agency sample characteristics

are presented in the next chapter of this report.

Case Sampling

For each size district in a state, a minimum number of cases was
required: three cases in small localities, six in medium, and nine in
la- .2 school districts. Thus, a total of 90 cases was the overall gozl
“or the study sample of cases. To allow for the greatest understanding
of each case and the reasons behind each placement decision, wﬁere
possible all meetings held for_a particular student, after assessments
nad been complated, were observed. Thus, eligibility meetings, placement
meetings, and meetings to develop Individualized Educational Plans were

included in our data collection.
Several key case characteristics were identified as important
varizbles wnich might affect the way in which placement decisions were

made. Other case features were purposely selected to ensure inclusion of

n
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a broad variety of case characteristics. In each state, field staff
selected cases representing different reasons for placement
decision-making (initial referrals, annual reviews, scheduled
reevaluations, and reevaluations for change in placement). Another
important consideration was to select cases at a variety of grade levels
{espezially preschocl and high school), with a variety of handicapping
conditions (especially low-incidence populations), and with varying
levels of severity. Thus, case selection was designed to maximize
variation and to allow observers to gather data on potentially
problematic placement decisions. One additional selection criterion for
cases superceded all previous ccnsiderations, however. DBecause of the
relative rarity of occurrence, cases where the placement decision or
discussion was likely to be controversial (parents disagreed, conflicting

assessment data, etc.) were given top priority for case selection.

Ultimately, the selection of cases was dependent upon the willingness
of district personnel to assist with identifying diverse cases as
discussed above, as well as parent willingness to give permission.
Because parent consent was required prior to study participation, and
because atypical or unusual cases were pﬁrposively selected, some degree
of »ias in the case sample is likely to exist. For this reason, caution

must be exercised when interpreting the data.

Ul<imately the selection of locél education agencies within states
depended upon the willingness of such agencies to col:.aborate in and to
assist with the selection of diverse cases as discussed abovs, as well as
parent will._ngness to give permission. Extensive guidance znd assistance
was required from the local director of special education, building
orincipals, and special education staff to fully select such a diverse

. I% was not possible or feasible to z priori fully describe the

0

a

({1

1
targe: sample. A clear and complete specification of the selection

1
w o

sriteria as well as procedures for field staff to confirm case selectiinn
7>

was necessar and contrisuted =0 a satisfactory variety of cases.

Cata collection involved tie use of three information-gathering

) structured observations, (2) iInformal, unstructured
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interviewing, and (3) file review. Field work covered 2 two-month period
in Spring 1979 (mid-March through mid-May). Applied Management Sciences'
permanent and temporary staff were trained in the relevant observation
and recording tecnniques and were responsible for all data collection

activities.

Two important issues arose in plaﬁning the date collection. One
issue related directly to securing “ane cooperation of the states,
localities, professional staff, .ni parents for study participation. The
second concerned the proposed methodology--specifically collecting
inforzation through an observer. We had to consider the impact which an
observer, who is recording and taking notes, would have on the conduct of
meetings, and possibly on the actual placement determination. Zach of

these issues will be discussed in turn.

Securing Cooperation

Once states had been selected, the Project Officer of the Bureau of
Tducation for the Handicapped made initial contacts with the Chief State
School Officers of each of the five states to determine potential
interest in study participation. This letter included an explanation of
assurances concerming the confidentiality of data collected. Copies of
this letter were sent to the State Coordinator of the Committee on
Tvaluation and I.. crmation Systems (CEIS) and the State Director of
Special Ecucation. Once willingness to participate was affirmed by the
state, Applied Management Sciences' project staff directly contacted the
State Directors of Special Education with an introductory letter
explaining the specific requirements of study participation at the state
apd local - distriet levels. We also requested their help in selecting
1ocal education agencies which would meet the sazpling criteria and be

cpen tc the possibility of study involvement.

“when the local education agencies were identified, we followed their
orescribed channels for securing participation in the study. Our data
coll=c-ion procedures, sampling plan, procedures Ior obtaining parental

a

'3

U

cicinpation and protezting conficdentiality of data were shared with the

,-:-'

cr

stricts ia our 2f%rits So secure their cooperation.
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After receiving local agreement, we implemented the sampling plan for

Q

ases. A letter wz2v developed to be signed by the parent and kept on

v

at the distric

1y

L1

]
ct

office and at Applied Management Sciences. The
letter was sent to the child's parents from the principal of the schcol;
i< explained the purpose of the study, procedures for protecting
confidentiality of data, and the requirements of study participation.
This letter served as permission for the field interviewer to observe any
meetings on that case and to disciss the case with school personnel, as
Wwell as with the parent, ih follow-up intervicis. To protect the
identity of study participants, 2ll names and other identifying deta were

expunged from the file copies after data were collected.

Observer Effect

The existence of an observer documentating what transpired at the
meeting probably influenced, to some degree, what was discussed and how

information was presented. The presence of an observer might have had

0

«me 2ffect not only upon the meeting cbntent, but also upon the
rationale for the final placement decision, or perhaps even upon the
decision itself. Where districts had standing team members, the effect
of the observer's presence was diminished a2s the team conducted more
meetings with observacion data being collected. In such cases, the
parents were at more of a disadvantage because they did not have

sppertunities to become accustomed to being observed.

There was no way to eliminate the effect the observer might have on
the placement process. The observers were, of course, as unobtrusive as
possible. Furthermore, the interviewers were asked to note any

indications of possible effects such as glances or comments directed to

T

nem. The observers also occasionally inquired, as part of the follow-up

<

intepview, whetner the interviewee felt the observer's cresence made a

(o9
'

diffaprance. (iven that the problem could not be eliminated, our approach

w23 to minimize it and attempt to =valuate how extensively the observers

affectad the placement <Zecision-making orocess.



Study Instrumenctation

Six basic instruments were developed to collect data on placement
practizes and policies. The core of data collection activities was the
observation system designed to capture information exchanged during
meetings. Statewide and district information were also recorded frcm
written documentation and discussions with administiative personnel.
Each of the study instruments is discussed in the following section.
Copies of the observation system can be found in the appendix.

Observation System (Note Form, Ubserver Report Form, and Case Information
Form)

The research questions presented at the beginning of this chapter
guided the development of the observation system. Given the nature of
the data collection and the fact that no structured questionnaires were
used, the observation system itself hac to be very specifie. In zddition
to coding the proceedings of meetings withirn specific observaticn
categories, the field interviewer augmented the system with notes
regarding information which: (1) was not codable within the existing

observation system and/or (2) verified or clarified the use of certain

codes.

Prior to the development of the observation instruments, project
staff used an e:~nographic approach in observing meetings in several
school systems in the Washington-Metropolitan area. This approach
proviaced direct information about actual placement practices in different
localities. We also familiarized ourselves with written procedures
reiated to placement through review of position papers related to LRE,
P.L. G4-142 procedures manuals, and planning models for educational
placement. Through ethnographic techniques during instrument
development, and our increasing familiarity with the placement process,
we were able to construct an observation system whicn accommodated the
realities of a2 variety of local placement procedures. Actual experiences
tnus served to mediate what is oftentimes the "idezl" of a position paper

witn real implementation effcr-tis.

O
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Coding categories emerged from the literature and were validated,
expanded, or deleted based upon ethnographic observation. Field testing
followed a three-stage process. First, draft copies of the study
instrumentation were distributed to the consultant resource pansl for
their review and comment. Seccnd, the developers of the observation
instrument tested the coding system on local placement team proceedings.
Tnird, a simulation of actual observation conditions took place. Two
Applied Management Sciences' staff members were trained in"the
observation system (both coding and ethnograpnic notetaking aspects).
Following the training ; ~ocess, they field-tested the system at meetings
conducted in schocls in the metropolitan area. Through this method we
were able to fisld-test both the study instrumentation and the trzining

comporent.

The nature of the research questions and the data collectiop
methodology dictated that the study focus on the content of ‘
parent-teacner (PT) meetings. Consegquently, the orocess aspects and
interpersonal -’namics of group decision-making were not investigated
within the scope of this study. The observation system was constructed
to code what transpired within the context of the PT meeting as opposed
0 now information was communicated--the type anc patterns of
interpersonal communication which were ongoing within the group

discussions were not considered for purposes of this study.

The final observation system consisted ¢f three core instruments: =2
note form to record meeting proceedings, a revort form on which the
content of each meeting was coded, a2nd a case information form which
summarized all data collected on a case (meetings, files, supplementary
discussions). The note form consisted merely of blank sheets of paper

marked with five-minute intervals. (One set of note forms ran from n.50

minutes.) These forms were used during the meetings to capture importaent

elements of discussion needed tc complete the Observer Report Form.
Following the meeting, then, the note forzs were used as a reference to

11 out the Observer Report Form. This latter instrument contained the
hulk of information collected on site: atterd

ees, content of meeting,

(AN

b
%
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extent of discussion, options considered, and decisions made. One cof
these instruments was filled out fer each meeting observed on a case.
Tinally, all information on each student was synthesized on a Case
Information Form. In addition to datz collected through observaticns of
meetings on a case, the results of file reviews and any discussions with
relevant personnel were summarized here. This form captured background
information specific to each case (sex, age, handicapping condition,
orior placements, and assessments). In addition, a brief narrative of
the decision-making process and ultimate disposition (placement decision,

degree of rezstrictiveness) was included.

State and District Data Forms

These instruments were used to recorc state education and local
education agency demographic information. Most data were collected
through document reviews (Annual Program Plans, administrative manuals,
and other special education mateials). Other informaticn was gathered
through on-site experience or discussions with relevant state or local
personnel. Examples of information contained on these forms included:
enrcllment figures, funding, placement options, handicapping conditions

served, and written policies/procedur:s related to LRE.

Loz {notebock)

Daily entries were made in this notebook to maintain a permanent

record of such things as:

<) cases identified for study

o meetings observed

e persons interviewed

o interesting practices uncovered

o difficulties encountered

<) gZeneral reflections on placement practices and policies.

The lcg served several purposes. First, was it an essential scheduling
nd comnunication link between fi=2ld staff covering different cases
during the course of the day. Secondly, it kept a running account of *he

types of items +that would be discussed at debriefing sessions following



data collection. Rather than depend on -ecz2ll at the end of the
eight-week data co.lection period, the log reccrded immediate and
accurate impressions of ongcing occurrences. These included problems,
strong points, peculiarities. ete., assoclated witnh the placement cases
and the field work.

fond
13

inally., the log was an invaluable assistance to the subsequent
qualitative datz analvsis and retrospective conclusions wnich make up the
bulk of this report. O0ften the data collector on site witnessed much
potentially useful inlormation of an anecdotal nature which wculd

otherwise have been lost. The log, therefore, served as a forum for som

o

(D

a3

of the gualitative assessments which have been —a2de and conclusions whic
have been drawn.

Unstructured interviesws were conducted after the PT meetings. At a

inimum, the following participants were interviewed:

e parent

ol teacher

© zdministrative representative or principal
) s-hool psychologist.

hese interviews were used to verify the initial perceptions and
coservations of the field interviewer as well as to supply data to

complate gaps in necessary information. These interviews were of an

orocesses which were obser ad within the individual PT meeting. The
con’ at of these interviews was determined by information which the

arv

observer was not zble to record. For example, il was sometimes rzcess

to 2larify such information as:

2 implied decision rules

) final placement decision

9 perceived rationale for placement

2 sz=tisfaction with placement decision.
The content of interviaws relatzd to these areas was not the same Jor zll
2ases or Sor the 2T members of the same group. Ccntent was deternined on
an individual zacis. 2robes for Surther Information were only reguirsc

T~ T

lzted to a particular area wWwas necessary.
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izta ccllection, extensive trzining

a
. All field staff members hrad
acducation, counseling, or sociology.
sessions, observers were given 2 basic set of required readings to
~iliarize them with necessary content of the study. With this
sackground reading and through discussions during training, they

the ability draw implications about decision rules which

d
were operating within the context of placement meetings.

Thoroug:s training of the field staff was absolutely essential to the
zssurance of quality in data collection. Careful selection, development,
and oresentation of materials was the key to communicating the overall
study design to the trainees. This was extremely important since the
observation and interviewing required that they comprehend fully content
wnich would allcw them to make appropriate and reliable judgments about
meeting proceedings and the specifics of the indivicual unstructured

interviaws.

In addition to the required readings, training consisted of practice
in coding video-taped simulations of placement meetings. Hypothetical
cases were also positted to prepare trainees for the range of situations
waicn could be encountered. A variety of these sessions provided
sractice in coding an ethnograpnic notetaking as well as in follow-ud

interviewing.

411 trzinees were required to achieve a trainee-criterion reliapility
level of at least 0.75. In order %to assure that field staff were
2pplying the coding system properly and were recording other pertinent

nforma

ct

} o

ion, reliability was measured during training, as well as

O]

eriodi

(@]

ally thereafter, throughout the data collection periocd.
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SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

This chapter presents a description of sample characteristics for the
15 local education agencies which were visited and the 96 individual
cases (13U meetings) which were observed. Through examination of site
characteristics such as urban, rural, and suburban location; ethnicity;
and special education expenditures and case characteristics such as zage,
sex, and handicapping condition, this chapter provides background
information to a2ssist in understanding and interpreting the major study

findings in the remzining chapters.

LEA Sample Characteristics

As discussed in the Méthodology chapter, both states and districts
within states were selected to represent a brozl diversity of
characteristics of interest to an investigation of placement procedures

T

related to LRE. Four major contrast variables exhibited a fair degree of

independence:
] geo-social differentiation (urban, rural, suburban location)
) athnicity (above or below 20% minority enrollment)
o special education expenditures (greater or less than regular
education expenditures)
o locus of control (centralized/autonomous placement procedures)
. 31 ;
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An adcditicnal contrast variable, size of total enrcllment (regular
and special ecducation), was nhighly correlated with geo-social
diffapentiation. 4s would be expected, urbtan districts had the nighest
‘ ,861); and rural
(3,5895). Because of the strong rclationship between these two varliables,
only the geo-social distinction was used in cross-tabulations; the
enrollment variable, nowever, may be considered embedded in the

geo-soclial figures.

Table 3.1 presents 2 cross-tabulation of the four main conirast
variables across ae 15 districts. Inspection of this table suggests a

satisfactory degree of independence between contrasts. This situation

U

ermits using the four major contrasts as crossbreaks on other lccal
sducation agency characteristiacs of interest. Nevertheless, there were
some clear relationships witnin the contrast cross-tabulations, 211 in
the expected direction. The most striking of these was a close
associatic - petween locus of control of placement procedure (centralized

- autonomous) and geo-social differentiation.

It should be pointel out, however, that any associations should not

be interpreted as representztive of conditions occurring in a general
pooulation (i.e., public education on a national level). As was
discussed in the Methodology chapter, the selection of states, districts,
and individual cases was purposive rather than rardom. This factor, plus
“he very small numbers of exemplars (5 states, 15 districts, 96 cases),
strongly attests against the use of inferential statisties or
gene—~2lization of results to larger populatiocns. The purpose of
deseribing the sample characteristics was purely to define the samples
smployed in this study. On many educational and demographic items, the
aggregate characteristics of the 15 districts did conform toc national

data trends and this was intended. But on numerous others, and these

will become clear during the following expositions, there were important

(o8

jffarences which resulted from our purposive efforts to select divergent

and "interesting" cases.

Tach of “he four contrast variables shown in Table 3.1 is discussed

nelow, follcwed by an examination of tneir interrelationsnips.
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A ON CONTRAST VARIABLES

District Frequencies (Percent)

Special Educ. Placenent
Geo-Social Ethnicity Expenditure “rocedure
N Sub- High Low Low Per High Per Cen- Auto-
LEA Characteristics Urbarn urban Rural Minority Mincrity| Capita Capita tralized nomous
Geo-Social:
Urban 4 "4 (1C0) 2 (50 2 {50) 2 (50) 2 (50) 0 4 (100)
Suburban 3 3 (100) 1 (33 2 (67 1 (33) 2 (87) (67} 1 (33}
Rural 8 | 8 (10037 5 (63) 3 (38} 4 (50) 4 (50) 5 (63) 3 (38;
Ethnicity:
High-Mincrity 812 {25) 1 (13)'5 (63) 8 (100} 5 {63) 3 (38) 3 (38) 5 (63)
(Enrollment  720%) '
Low-Minority 712 (29) 2 {(29) 3 (43) 7 (1W00)Y 1 2 €2%) 5 (71} § (57) 3 (43)
(Enrollment  20%)
LEA Special Educ. ’
Expenditure:
l.ow Per Capita | 712 (29) 1 (14} 4 (57} 5 (71) 2 (29) 7 (100) 4:-(57} 3 (43)
{Less than Regular :
Educ.)
High Per Capita 812 (25) 2 (25) 4 {(50) | 3 (38) 5 (63) 8 (1C3) 3 (38) 5 (63)
{More than Regular
Edue.)
P1acement Procedures:
Centralized 7 10 2 (29) 5 (71) 3 (43) 4 (57} 4 (57) 3 (43} 7 (109)
{Totally Developed
by LEA, SEA)
Autonomons 8 14 (50) 1 (13) 3 (38) 5 (63) 3 (38) 3 (38) 5 (63) 8 (100)
(Some Control at
Building Level)
%
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Jeo-social Differentiation

Four districts were characterized as urban, three as suburban, and

1. These descripiisns were supplied by state directcrs of
tion (or their representacives) wheo selzcted the districts
to fit those categories. The high occurrence of rural and smaller
districts in the sample reflects the fact that such districts make up the
highest proportion of school systems in the United States. (In fact,
current estimates (DHEW, 1979) indicate that approximately 90 percent of
school systems have enrollments below 5,000 students, and about 77

percaent have enrollmenis under 2,500.) The selection of urban, subur-an,

)

nd rural systems ¥2s an attempt to achieve suitable representation of

istricts on geographic and population varizsbles.

&

£

Nationally, minority students comprise approximately 20 percent of
total enrollment in public schools (1977 figures reported in the 1979

National Center for Education Statistics report, The Condition of

Zducation). In our sample, the average minority enrollment (sum of

3lack, Hispanic, American Indian, and Oriental) across the 15 districts
was 24 percent, =lightly above the nztional figure. We dichotomized
districts on the ethnicity variable by subdividing them intc a high

minority enrollment group (greater than or equal to 20%) and a low

2]

inority enrollment group (less than 20%). This produced two groups of

irly equal size (seven low districts, eight high).

Special Education Expenditure

igures for regu_ar and special education funding were collected from
extant budgetary reports in the local education agencies. We tried to
obtain separate figures for federal, state, znd local allocations, but
the budgsets often did not include these distinctions; when these
breakdowns were requested, it sometimes proved undul:r arduous to extract
them. In fact, overall budgetary figures were often inconsistent and
required follow-up contacts with district accounting personnel to clarify

or verify the numbers. Consequently, the major effort was limited to



collecting overall <otals for public education funding and separate
tstals for special education funding within local education agencies.

et of varietiss and

[(]

The issue of special =ducation funding and thz =2ff
&N

vagaries in state funding formulze Is oore extensively discussed 1in

'™

Chapter 8 of this repor:.

For our preliminary analyses, special education funding was simply
subtracted from regular education monies. This remainder was interpreted
as funding for regular education. Within each district the separate
sources (regular and special) were divided by student enrollments to
provide per capita estimates of the expenditure on each. Surprisingly,
in some districts, less per capita money was spent on handicapped
children than on general education students. This outcome may reflect
the fact that zany spacial students received a large part of their
instruction in the regular classroom. Consequently, only a small part of
their educa ion was supported by special funds. This fact, and the
differences in accounting practices among school systems, worked to
produce a deflation in the per capita funding for special education.
Nevertheless, and as subsequent anzlyses demonstrated, there still
remained marked differences in funding related to contrast variables and

they operated in the expected directions.

For purposes of the funding contrasts. the 15 districts were
subdivided into two groups: low per capita and nigh per capita. an
arbitrary but convenient criterion for determining membership in these

s the relative degree of per capita funding for regular or
special education. Low districts were those (seven cases) in which less
w#as spent on the handicapped student (at least in terms of "excess" cost )
than on the regular student. Conversely, there were eight high per
capita distriets. Admittedly, this criterion was only a crude
approximation but, given the irregularities and inconsistencies of the
available data, it was the best that cculd be developed, zand served to

Zenerate 2 useful crossbreak on this variable.

)
N
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A finzl, major contrast varizabdl in this ana’lysis of

(0]

rative and crocedural control

=]
cr

sraracteristics was the locus of adminis
over the placement process. As was previocusly mentioned, this construct
«2s 2n important consideration in the seleciion of states. Through a

-~ I

content anzlvsis of state authority cdatz {(statutes, constitutions, court

-~

cpinions), Wirt (1978) ranked the 50 states oxn school centralization of
CUsing his rankings, and confirmatory contacts with the Office
of Zducation and individual state representatives, we had selected three
states as being highly centralized and two as low. During datas
collection, however, we discovered tha: the degree of centralization (or
autonomy) varied greatly within states and was not especialliy related to
Wirt's overall rankings. In a given state, some districts might play
trong central roles in the determination of placement procedures while
others exerted lesser or only minimal control. Sometimes procedures were
determined individualistically at a building or, even, Dlacement team

level,

We contrasted those districts where policies were completely uniform
and standardized across buildings and meetings (centralized: seven
districts) with those where varying degrees of self-direction and
interpretation were allowed (autcnomous: eight districts). Although
nighly subjsctive, these distinctions were -ased not only on a synthesis
of State, distric:, ard building level documents but alsc on multiple,
direct observations by our field staff of actual procedures.
Furthermore, ocur deductions showed that the resulting breakdowns were

reilated to other districts' characteristics in an anticipated fashion.

Relaticnsnips Between Major Contrast Variables

Returning to Table 3.1, one can see that most of the intersections
setween the crossel contrast variables appear relatively independent. 1In

a few areas, however, some interesting relationships are suggested.
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Perhaps the most striking relationship iIs that Detween geo-social
ategory and placement procedure (lccus of control). It contains the
1y empty cell in the table: thare were 10 centralized urban

distriects. At first, this may seem surprising because urban districts

re the ncst zeograpnicallv centralized. On the other hand, they are

iments. Tor

3

so the largest; and their scheools have the highest enrol

these rezsons, each building (and, in some cases, subdistrict) has th

O
O
‘O
o
"3
ct
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to develop & major degree of self-control. Within
burezuocracies there may be an inverse relationship between size and
degree of control. As individual components {schocols, 'in this instance)
hecome larger. they develop their own centralized structure and internal
operating procedures. It should be pointed out, however, that "autonomy"”
=s measured nere is not total, but refers only to some degree of
self-direction. Autonomous districts in our sample differed from
entralized in that the latter used placement procedures that had been
totally determined at a centralized level. And, of course, what 1is
reflected here was true only for this sample of districts and should not

eneralized to other situations.

(e2
(]
1]

Among the other cross-tabulations in this table there were also some
interesting relationships, though not quite as clear-cut. A majority o:
“he high-minority enrollments were in rural distriects. This bears noting

hecause it diffsrs from current national trends which find increasing

minority enrollment in urban areas. Further there was some
correspondence between funding and minority enrollment. High minority

LL

districts had slighly less spending per capita while low minority

Zigtricts had somewhat higher levels of per capita spending.

Relationship Between Major Contrast Variables and Other District

Characteristics

Several other interesting relationships emerged when the major
sontrast variables were examined in light of other sample characteristics

septinent to the study. These additional district characteristics

(&%)
~



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

o special education enrcllment and slzcement options {specizl
scnhools and cross-distriet placements)

Fo) special education funding level (per capita expenses)

o special education staifing {(cupil:iteacher ratic)

o nandicapping conditions served

Tach of these characteristics is discussed below.

Soecial Education Enrollment and Placement Options. Table 2.2

presents enrollment characteristics in the sampled districts. Total
regular and special education enrolliment varied according to uroan,
suburban, and rural location and according to locus of control

{centralized/autonomous). The high enrollment of urban school districts

was largely responsible for the higher enrollment in autonomous

districts, as these two variables were related.

The percent of students enrolled in special education across a1l
districts (10%) was higher than the current national average (8%) but
less than the optimal figure often mentioned by the Bureau of Education
for the Handicapped (12%). Differences in the percent served conformed
to expectation: nigher percentages of students in special education were
fournd in districts with high minority enrollments (12.5% vs. 7.1%), and
in districts with low per capita spending for special education (12.4%
vs. T.9%).

One-third of the local education agencies (5) had separate special
education schools; this characteristic was most closely related to size
(urban) and autonomy of the district. Three out of four urban districts
nad special schools, ar 2ll districts with special schools were
autonomous. The presence of special schools may partially explain ctne
non-centralization of those districts containing them. Special schools
are zore likely to develop their own separate policies and procedures
than special programs contzined within and spread throughout lccal

education agencies.

(S}
.
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e azverage numbers of cross-district placements were alsc related o

distr =t size in an 2xpected pattern. More ocut-of-district placements

Ik

cceurrec in smaller rural systams, wnlle more into-district placements
cccurred in the larger systems. In our sampls, thers was also a
suggestion of lower cross-district clacements (both intc and cut-of) in

niga minority Jistricts. However, the figures for all of
cress-district measures were very small, ani zinimal importance should te

attr.outed to them.

Speciar Tducation Funding Charzcteristics. Tabliz 3.3 provi.es a

description of general funding charactsristics across the 15 local
ecducation agenciss. Total aducation funding is presented to point out
the very large sums of money spent on public education at the current
time (the average expenditure per district was $26,829,000). Of greater
interest to this study were the per capita figures for regular and
special educaticn and the ratio between those figur:zs within the 12
districts. The average per capita ratio across all districts was 1.37;

thar is, ©

V3

the average, 1.31 times as much money was spe... on 2
nandicappec student as on a regular education student. As wes noted
earliier, this figure dees not control for the amount spent on regular
eduecation services for many handicacved chili:ren and is, therefore, an
underestimate of the cost of serving handicapped students. Available

data 4id not z21low for a correction based on tnis "excess™ cost factor.

Special Zducation Staffing. Table 3.4 contains information on

special education staffing across the sampled districts. The averags
ratio of special education students to teachers within cur sample was
20.2, very close to the national averaze of 19.7 (computed from 1977-7&
data supplied by the Bureau) as was the r-tic of students to total
special education personnel (sampled districts - 11.7; national average -
.3). Some of the staffing variations between district contrasts were
Interesting. For example, the averzge percent of self-contained teachers
5

over all 15 districts was 51.4. However, the percent of self-contained

(6N
.
pos
D
-
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TARLZ 3.3 L3 FUNDING CHARACTEZRISTICS AND SELECTED CROSS~TABULATICNS
: LIZA Charzac- ?lacement K
i teristics Geo-Social Ethnicity Procedure Averag
1 n
i ; < us , ;
i : Sub~ ! High Low i Cen= Auto- {Mean)
- i Urban  urban Rural i Mirority Mino:ity | ¢ralized ncmous
furcing Characteristics . N=¢ N=3 N= | N=3 N=7 P N=7 N=8 N=18
i 1
- vz - - 3 - : - - ~ i - -
gtal Zaucation Funding: 72,484 20,018 6,357 21,428 52,002 ¢ 11,733 40,020 25,829
Thousands of Dollars ;
iy m e Ly = . crp | " -
Soecial Zducatica Fuading: Q,327 i,544 566 | 2,%0¢ 2,481 | S48 3,118 3,1M
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Per Capita Funding Ratio: 1.98 1.27 1.00 .97 171 i.04 1.%8 ! 1.31
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ers in nigh zinority districts waé 36.9; in low minority districts
it was 58.0. In comparison, the percentage of resource-room teachers was
£1.9 in nigh minoriv- school systems and 23.3 in low minority systems,
wicn a sample average of 43.9 percent. This suggests 2 very different
use of self-contained and resource-room services between districts that

had high or low minority enrcllment.

Yandicapping Conditions Served. A broad variety of handicapping

condizions was identified and served by the districts in our sample.
Table 3.5 arrays the percent of children served by hancicapping
conditions across tne contrasting variables. Figures are derived frcm
loczal education agency child court data. A separate sub-table below it

shows “ne number of classification options used in different districts.

I+ should be moted that the cverall percentages from our sample
districts differed a good deal frow current rational figures as well as
rom sxpected levels of occurrence. Table 3.6 shows the current national
averages. =he district (sample) averages, and the expected levels
{consensus of authorities) of the incidence of handicapping conditions.

A most notable difference occurs in the category of specific learning

'
(@)
|-
0]
1]
r
b
’.J

:1ities. The sampled districts had an average incidernce of this
condizicn of 4.8 percent, which wz2s 10 percent above the level

norities projected and 13 percent higher than the current national

)
1
(83
73
]

27orage.  Smaller, but noteworthy, differences existed for other
condizions as well.

“itain the sample, minor variations occurred across district
sztegories in the percent of students served and the variety of labels
2s2d. In general, urdban and low minority districts reported nigher
“avals of less common handicapping conditions and used a brcader range of

~lz2ssifization nomenclature.

o~

(@%]
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TABLE 3.5: PERCENT OF HANDICAPPING CONDITIONS SERVED

i National District Expectedl/
i Handicap Classification Average Szaple Incidence
E Specific Learair_ Disability 21.5 354.8 25.0

l

!

! Speech Impaired 35.2 27.7 29.2
Mentally Retarded 26.1 21.1 19.2
Severe/Zmotional Disturbance 7.8 10.3 16.7
Visuzlly Handicapped 1.0 1.1 .8
Orthopedically Impaired 2.3 2.0

4,2
Healtn Impaired - 3.8 .3
Hard of Hearing .8 1.2
2.4

~ Dezf .3 .5

|

; Otner - 2.3 .5

— Percents interpolated from Office of Education, DHEW, estimates, 1975S.

)
.
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Case Caracteristics

The major activity of this study was the observation of meetings on

3% individual (student) placement cases. This section of the chapter

describes in brief the basic characteristics of the cases selected. Of

primary interest and discussion are the reasons for case selection,
nandicapping conditions of the sample cases, and demographic

characteristics (sex, ethnicity, and type of case).

Reasons for Case Selection

Given the anticipated difficulties in acquiring the range of cases
desired and the variety of selection criteria used, the reasons for
choosing particular cases were carefully documented by the field staff.
Table 3.7 provides an actual case-by-case description of the primary
selection factors used in the sampling. As was previously mentioned, the
purposive selection of cases by issue-oriznted factors wes severely
constrained by the actual availability of placement cases during the
iimited observation period and within the small sample of districts.

This tznle reflects these ccnstraints as well as our attempts to sample

anusual and difficult cases.

Handicapping Condition

A central feature of the sampling approach was the selection of cases
that would represent both a broad diversity of handicapping conditions
and a variety cf procedural complications. For these reasons, the actual
cases selected were neither representative of national nor even local
Aistributions. Table 3.8 makes this divergence from norms clear. Four
types of handicapping conditions were sampled much more than their
aatural ocecurrence: Severe/Emotional Disturbance, Visually Handicapped,

Orthopedically Impaired, and Health Impairec. The first condition was

O

ver-selected because of the potentially controversial nature of this

r

yoe of case as well aa the possibilily of greater discussion regerding

poropriate placement and district. For similar reasons, in reverse,

m
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REASONS FOR SELECTING CASES

PERCENT OF CAsES)/

2
Je

REASQON
(N=96)
o
Jne of first cases selectad in LZA 26
(n=25) :
To nalance number of initial referrals 14 |
and re-evaluaticns {(n=13)
Child is severely handicappec 13
(n=12)
To balance grade level distribution 13
{n=12)
lacement is iikely to be an issue 11
(n=11)
To salance distribution of handicapping 3
conditicns {n=9)}
Child is blind, deaf or seriously 3
amotionally disturhed <n=8)
JQtner 4
(n=38) i
/Multiole responses were allowed.



TABLE 3.3: SAMPLED CiSES COMPARED TO LEA AND NATIONAL DISTRIZUTIONS

LEA

g6 Distri- National

g Cases butions Averages

Handicapping Condition: (N) (%) (%)
|
. Specific Learning Disability 28 34.8 21.5
| Speecn Impaired 3 27.7 35.2
Mentally Retarded 21 21.1 26.1
Social/Emotional Disturbance 24 10.3 7.6
Visually Handicapped 4 1.1 1.0
Ortnopedically Impaired 8 2.0 2.3
Hezltn Impaired 8 2.0 2.3
Hard-of-Hearing 1 .8 2.4
Deaf 0 .3 2.4
ther E 2.3 -
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Speech Impaired cases {3) were under-sampled. Visually Handicapped,
Ortnopedically Impaired, a2nd Health Impaired cases were sampled more than
their proportional representation because they involved less common
olacements. Low incidence conditions, because of their infrequency,
present novel and unfamiliar conditions which could challenge the pro

forma operztion of 2 staading placement team.

Demographic Characteristics

Table 3.9 gives general demographic characteristics of the sampled
cases. There were more males (56) than females (40) which is typical of
general trends in special education. The distribution of minority
student cases (26%) was fairly representative of their general occurrence
in the sample districts (24%). Type of Case refers to the causative
source of the referral for each of the 36 cases which were followed.
Comparison figures were not available but the lower figures for Scheduled
Reevaluations (15) and Reviews (13) in our samples did not reflect the
high occurrence of these types in gZeneral practilue {especially at the end
of the school year, when data collection was conaucted). Because these
cases were typically pro forma in nature and rarely resulted in placement
changes or controversies, Initial Referrals and Reevaluatlons for Change
in Placement were purposively over-selected, resulting in

snderrepresentatisn of Annual Reviews and Scheduled (3-year)

Tn observing these sample characteristics, 1t should be noted that
they reflect a non-representative selection {relative to national
fizures). Less frequent nandicauvping conditions and uncommon types of

cases were represented more “han they would be in a rardom sample. Tnis

=5€e
situation wes 2 direct result of the case selecticn design which was

f L

svised o obtain cases representing a brcad diversity of variables.

Mow that an overview of district and case charza

1

c
given, the following chapters present our study findings whicn should be
intaroreted in light of tr: limitations thus far discussed.

e
.
¥



TABLE 3.9: G

m

NERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CASES

CASE INFCRMATICHN CHARACTERISTICS PERCENT OF TOTAL
(N=96)
A. Sex: Male 58
{n=508)
Female 42
n=40)
TOTAL 100
(N=386)
3. Ethnic Group: Non-Minority 8¢
(n=66)
§lack 17
(n=16)
Hispanic 7
(n=7)
Otner Minority 2
(n=2)
Unknown 5
(n=5)
TOTAL 100
(N=96)
C. Type of Case: Initial Referral 40
(n=38)
Reevaiuation for 34
Change in Placement (n=33)
Scheduled Reevaluation 16
(n=15)
Revyiew 10
___In=10)
TOTAL 100
(N=386)

(A
~N
O
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PLACEMENT DECISION-MAKING: THE PROCESS

This chapter describes the processes and procedures local school
districts use to determine‘educational placements for handicapped
children. t begins with an overview of the requirements of Public Law
94-142 regarding educational placements and continues with a description

of the way local districts place students.

In addition to the background section addressing Federal guidelines,
four other organizing categories are used in presenting the findings:
standard operating procedures, determination of placement, ancillary
activities, and constraints. Because this chapter deals specifically
Wwith placement determination, the majority of information is contained
under that organizing category. Within that subsection, primary areas of
discussion include: the nature of placement meetings; consideration of
input data; consideration of options; criteria for placement; and
categorical decisions. Highly specific anecdotal information is
dispers2d tnroughout the discussions to facilitate understanding of the
data.

3ackground

ten parental consent must be obtained vefore conducting a
i

iecement evaluation.

O
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A full and individual evaluation of the child's educational
needs must be conducted before any action is taken with respect
to the initial placement.

wl

. The eligibility and placement decision is made by a group of
seople including people knowledgeable about the child, the
meaning of the evaluation data, and the placement options.

L. The eligibility and placement decision is based upon 2 variety
of sources including aptitude and achievement tests, teachers'
recommendations, physical condition, social/cultural background,
and adaptive behavior.

un

Information must be documented and carefully considered.

Oh

The placement decision is made in conformity with the LRE rules.

-

The placement decision must be made on an individual basis.

[8:0]

. If 2 determination is made that a child is eligible for special
sducation and related services, an I1EP must be developed for the
child.

Written parental consent must be obtained before initial
nlacement in a programn.

0O

10. Reevzluations of the child are conducted every Cthree years, or
rore frequently if conditions warrant, or if the child's parents
or teacher requests a reevaluation.

11. Written notice must be given to parents 2 reasonable time before
the public agency pr doses or refuses to initiate or change the
identification, evaluation, or educational placement of the
child or the provision of a free appropriate public educaticn to
the child.

n

. A continuum of alternative placements must be available to meet
the special education and related service seeds of handicapped
children. !This continuum is defined specifically to include
instruction in regular classes with resource room or itinerant
services, special schools, home instruction, and instruction in
nospitals and institutions.)

Additionally, local education agencies are given direction regarding

tne need to "insure that handicapped chilcren have available to them the
7ariety of educationzl programs and services available to nonhandicapped
children served by the local education agency including art, music,
industrial arts, cor-umer and homemazking ecucation and vocational
sducation.” This varisty of educational progrzms and services available

‘s not confined to those listed, but includes the right of access o any

programs or activities iIn whiah nonhandicapped children participate
e}

{Section 127z2. 305).
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.306 *he 2nabling legislation further evpands those

activities in which hardicapped children have @ right to be involved.
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acurricular and nonacademic services, recreational

activicsies, special interest g:oups or c¢lubs sponsored by a public zgency.
J 2 J (

S

Furthermore, the Regulations require that in arranging for thess
nonacademic and 2xtracurricular activities (meals, recess periods, ete.)
eacn public agency is responsible to insure that each ha.dicapped child
participates with nonhandicapped children to the maximum extent

aporopriate to meet the neeaw of that child.

Standard Operating Procedures

"Standard opserating procedures" refers to guidelines contained in

district documencs regarding placement Cecision-making. At some sites,
stricts had their cwn set of policies which tney had written and
pudiished. In others, the only informaticn on policies that the
cbsarvers cou.d obtain were state arplication forms which the districts
were required to sign when applying for P.L. 9U-142 funds. Most state
zpplications cit the Law or the Rules and Regulations verbatim and
required the districts to give "assurances"™ that these procadures were
being inplemented. In those districts in which no other policies and
prccecdures were Dublished, these state applications nad to be accepted zs

22ing representztivs of the districts' standard operating procedures.

Revisw o7 district plans submitted to the state education agency
provided information on local procedures related to placement
decision-maizing and the LRE principl In general, the districts
included references to Tederal znd state laws as they rslated to these
‘ssues. In most cases, however, districts did not go much beyornd

o
*rming or concurring with the pniloscophnical intent of state and

reconfl
Taderzl requirements. Tror example, a distriet would simply affirm its
cermitment To M"z2pply the deoctrine of Least Restric Altematives 0

- ~ - -~ < T A -~ -~
c.acaments. On the other nand, there wx@re isolated 1nscantes wnere =z
!
5.3
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district was zuch more comprenensive in its assurance that LRE was a

meaningful consideration which influenced educational placement decislons
for nandicapped students: "handicapped students are to be educated wita
ncnhandicapped students except when the handicapped student's educational
crogress would be slowed, the quality of his or her educational services
would be narmed, or the student's behavior is repeatedly and demonstrably

disruvtive of other students' programs.”

The formal name of the Dlacement committee usually varied across

states with such labels as Educational ~lanning and Placement Committee

{EPPC), Identification, Placement, Review, and Dismissal Committee

3

(IPRD), Child Study Team, and/or the Individualized Educational Plan
Committee. More informally, meetings were referred to as scnocl level

staffings, central committee, pre-placement staffing, or Just meetings.

In reviewing the district arnual plans, it was difficult to identify
a seguence and number of distinct meetings associated with cthe placement
orocess. Meny of the less formal meetings were bullding specific and
convened at the direction and discretion ¢f the local administrator.
They were, therefore, not required across all schools and were not

svsically inciuded in the form of written policy.
v

<

Some districts plans specifically identified participants cf the
slacement committee meetings. These typically included: the student’
szoner, special education supervisor, parents, student and, for an
izl referral, a member of the evaluation team. Usually there was no
mer-ion of distriect staff representatives who were required to attend or
now many members of the committee in attendance constituted a quorum. In
our of the five states, the parent seemed to be the crucial member of
tne tezm who should e present in order for deliberations to begin. One
limited the number of voting (or decision-meking) committae
members S0 no mare than seven persons, stating that others may serve as
resource persons only. in ancther district the policy regarding
sartisipaticn in placement meetings limitsd to three the number of

Jarscns Yhe parents were permitied to invite.



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

In general, district materials did not discuss how a placement
decision should be made. Little was detailed about the types of
informational data which must be presented or shared by the placement
group. To the extent that the group included an individual who was
involved in the evaluation or was knowledgeable about the evaluation
results, it could be inferred that evaluation data would be a topic of
discussion in the meeting and therefore considered in dete~mining

lacement.

All fifteer districts indicated that a continuum of altermative
placements did exist wichin the district. The mcdels in use included:
itinerant, resource room, self-contained, and residential placements.
Some districts described in writing each of the special education and
related service progrz-s available within the district. 1In one of these
program descriptions the criteria for enrollment were specifi:d: "the
student must be able to work at the 50 percent production le 21 or
above." Usually private facilities within the district werc not included

in descriptions of azvailable altemative placements. This zay be an

»
o]

indication that such private placements are not routinely considered in

olacement deliherations.

wnen describing now the placement decision should be made, one
district stated, "for students with special needs, the decision for
special accormcdations and services must be set cut in a consensus
decision supported by the balarnze of evidence and argument." One other
district specified that decisiorns ~f the committee would be determined by
a consensus of professionazl mempers of the committee, and further defined
consensus o mean "all professional persons are in agreement." If
parents disagreed with the eligibility <zcision they could: (1) submit a

ainority report for consideration by the superintendent or {2} request in

writing 2 cue process nearing.

-1

’n nearly all districts the standard operating procedures met the
requirements of the Law, and in a few cases they exceeded the Law. For
axample, P.L. §<=142 reguires parent consent for preplacement evaluation
and f

initial placement, out only written rnotification when proposin

~
~
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A
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is for the zcotual ce..luet of the meeting, meost distrists did nrt

crovide written details zbout the nature of and order Zor presenting
sr-aticn. A review district Serms which documant t<he meeting 1id

-rovide scme ~luzs as to the types of data wnhich must ce presented and

L)

{

-n2 deciszions whaic) must de macde 2% cach kind of meeting. The cortent o

ir:d, 2%t 2 minimum, the general topies which should de

recording Cata and could nelp guide the group in the placement
“ats~minmation crocass. To the extent that all dblanks were fille? 1in and

=22 form signed bDv the parents, the placement decision (or Individualized

Q]
[p%
5.
O

ztional Plan) could be considered completed.

Dsterminazion of Placement

Tre na=ure of the decision-making process at the local leve. make it
2ie9iault to identify who actually determined placement and wnen that
dscision was really made. It seemed that onlv onz or two distriect staff
mamhers decided where the handicapped ciaila -..culd be placed; this

end

ation was then presented to a committee for pro forma approval.

Tnless 1ere was obvious disagreement about where a child should be

nla~ed, there really was anot much need to convene the placement committee

stmer than to dresent the decisior to parents and/or other professional

s2z27f who would be involved.
‘Tni3 finding i3 supported by results of a study of placement
~Asmmittees conducted .n the 3tate of Connecticut, where researchers

2 1uded that decisions were made by one or two members of the
s.zcement committee and not "r-ougn he group <2cision-making »rcless.
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The Nature of Placement Meetings. Our studyv included observations of

of placement related meetings: (1) formal pre-placement

»

q
staffings; (2) planninz committee meetings (because with initial

referral, the subject of eligzibility was often a part of the committee’s
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Placement Meeting Procedures. Placement committee meetings were

sometimes conducted 2% as many as three different administrative levels
Wwithin the school system: at the school bullding level, the regional
office, and at a central (district) committee. That is, several
placement meetings had to be convened before finzl abproval of the
recommended plecement. Parental approval of the placement in such
instances was parallel to district approval; parents, however, were not
involved 2t each juncture in the process. Once the district was in
agreepent with thz recommended placement it was presented to parents; or
cnce parents hac essentially agreed with the placement, the case went

through the decision-mzking process at the district level.

411 15 districts in the sample conducted at least one meeting which

ctr

focused or tne determination of =ducational placement for the child
and/or the development or the Indivicdualized Educational Plan. ZParents
were Invited to attend at least one meeting of this type. Parents weres

rarely invited to pre-planning meetings conducted by district personnel.

A~

‘When tnese meetings were ~f a formal nature, they typically were convened
to discuss a rnumber of cases and/or to share the progress on cases which
ware within the referral system. In a large district such staffings
ded -~epresen-:tives c¢f several disciplines (social work, specizl

u
=ducation, speech and n ~ing, occupational and physical therapy); as
2

zany as 20-20 4different czses would be discussed. Frequently, in thase
sLaffings professionals directly involved with 2 case would begin %9

informally consider a child's eliginility ’or special education services

-

or 20Ssibls placemen

~

3. L1n some districts this type of neeting was ne’ il



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

2c Sne building level: it included orofessional stalf assigned to that

“uilding and covered cases of students currently attending that

“n 2% least “ive sitas, district personnel neld preliminary meetlings
:m =ne ahsence of the parents to discuss eligidility and plecement. At
~imes, tnese preliminary meetings invclved a muit.-disciplinary group of

seople, but at othar times one or two individuals made the final
decisions. It was not unusual to find that the psychologist's
recommendaticn cetermined wnether or not a child was eligible for specizl

scucation services. Thne initial placements were often decided by the

-

slacement team chairperson with the a2ssistance of perhaps the referring

or receiving teacher.

School staff held these meetings to resolve intemal conflicts waich
might exist among .:e school personnel, to discuss sensitive issues which
may be inappropriate to discuss in the presence of the parents, and to
give the staff 2 sense of unity when they did make formel .lacement
recomrmendation to the parents. Although parents were given an
opportunity to par cipate in 2 formal placement meeting hela at a later
time, there were seldom any changes in the eligionility and placement
decisions which had been predetermined. The net result was that in some

cases the group decision-making process advocated the Law had not been

n
stilized to the fullest extent and the el igibility and placement

decisions were frequently made by only one Cr WO individuals.

In summary, preplacement and placement meetings were often conducted
at several different administrative levels. Parent invoivement was
1imited to one meeting, typicallry the p-zcement meeting, and
orofessionals wno participated usually included the schocl psychologist,

soecial education teacher, and regular education teacher. ?Placement

[oN
[{]
(0]
}
[0}
'J

ions were often made at preliminary staff meetings by one or two
ipdividuals; at a2 formal placement meeting, parents were presented with
-he schcol's predetermined recommendation. Most of the meetings did not

-

4-ilize an agenda, although almost all of the meetings had someone who
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a0k notes concerning the meeting activities. Written parental consent
~as a2lways obtained prior to any preplacement evaluation, although soxne

sitec also used informal dizgnostic plagcezents.

14, the staff attending, and the nature of d2liberations.
nree case Saciors appeared to have major influencs: (1) the szverity
level, (2) the handicapping condition, and (3)
carent acceptance cof the suggested placement (likelihood of parental
rejection of the plzcement recommendation). In addition, the type of
referral “ne case represented (e.g., annual review vs. initial referral)
21s0 2ffected the number of meetings held. Across the 356 cases in our
sample, :here were slightly fewer than 1.5 meetings per case. Over half
of zhe initial refarrals had twc meetings per case. Only one of the ten
znnual review cases nad two meetings. Three-fourths of the 35 scheduled
reevzluations nad only one meeting; however, one reevaluation case had

“he maximum number of meetings - 4. (See Table 4.1.)

Attendees. The average number of participants who attended a
placement meeting was six. The four members most frequently present in
the 134 mes-ings were: She school psychologist (59%), the mothar (56%),

pecial education teacher (48%), and the regular
sducazion teacher (43%). In zbout one-third of the meetings, the

col in which the chnild was currently enrolled,
sar-icipated in the deliberations. An important characteristic of thosse
crofassionals who participated in determining placement was their
familiarity with the child. Almost three-fourths of the time the

orofessional participant Xnew who the child was.

Meeting Activities. In 125 out of the 134 meetings observed, there

was no z2genda of proceedings presented to participants. In the seven
zestings which did include an agenda this agenda was presented orzlly.
n zeneral, meetings began with a brief overview of the purpose of the

meating or 3cme detalls of the jarticular nase(s) co be discussed. In
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the meectings participants were introduced.
attendees already knew each other so introductions we

was thare

innecessary.) For only one meetin
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ames of participan

es observed, som20one was writing or
majority of these meetings the writing was related
rinted form which documented the proceedings (Table

4.2). Thuis documentation process was usually completed by a member of

the co tee, as opposed to = recording secretary whose main functi