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AbstractA |

Five years of research findings on assessment and decision making
for' LD vstudents are summarized through 14 generalizations. The_
_genera1i;ations» deal with the issues of (a) whov fo' refer for
béychoeducatioﬁa] eva]UatiQh, (b) who to declare eligible _for-'LD
services, (c) how to: plan specific instructional "interventions for’
individuals, (d) how to evaluate ‘the extent to which pupils are
profiting from instruétion, and (e) how to eva]uate'the éffectiveneés
of pa;ticu1ar riqstﬁuctiona] programs. Data supporting each
geﬁefa1ization are descrfbedfbrjef1y. The imﬁ]ications of fhe data-

based generalizations are discussed.
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Generalizations from Five Years of Research on

Assessment and Decision Making

The Minnesota Institute for Research on Learning Disabilities is

one of five federah}} funded learning disabilities research institutes

supported by a contract from the QQ S. Office of Special Education,

Departmént of Education.‘ Wheh the original -request for proposals was
issued, included .was the charge that each Inst}tute‘ would, within
three to five years, develop empirically demonstrated efféctivev
interventions for studenfs who were learning disabled.

‘In responding to the ofigfna] RFP, we stated that we believed.
such an activity was at best premature. To khow how to infervené with

learning disabled students, we needed to know the specific nature of

‘the students with whom the interventions would be employed. - We

pointed to the considerable variability at that time in the kinds of

_ students receiving LD services in different settings, to -the.

" tremendous variability in criteria used by state and local education

LS

agencies in decldring students eligible for LD services, and to the

fact that numerous effective interventions had been developed by the

Child Service; Demonstration Centers that served LD ,students; We

stated our belief that the interventions developed by earlier projects

and centers and found to be effective for learning disabled students

‘were incapable of being generalized to other settings. We stated that

personnel in the many child service ‘demonstration centers had
difficulty comhunicating their instructional interventions .beéause
they were serving' different kinds . of students . under the same
categorical label. We st?ted thaf it was our intent to engage in

systematic research on the assessment and decision-making process, and

fop)
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to try to fmpr&ve the ways in which school personnel hsed_asseésment
data to make decisions about students. LOurcinterventions were to be
limited to interventions in the decision-making practices of school
persohnel. . |

For five years now our research has fochsed on a set of issues in
the aﬁsessment and decision-making process with students considered
]earhing disabled. We consistently have defined assessment broadly as
a process of collecting data for the purpose of making decisions about
individuals, énd we have studied five kinds of decisions educators.
"make -about students. Specifically, we have been concerned with how
school pgrsonnel use assessmént data to make decisions about (a) who
to,rgfér for psychoeducational eya]uation; (b).who to declare eligible
for LD seh?ices, (c) how to plan specific iﬁstructiona] interventions
for individuals, (d) how to evaluate the .extent to which.pupils.are
profiting from instrqction, and (e) how to evaluate the effectiveness
of particular instructiona] programs. We have conducted our research
at three levels: | we‘ have described current practice, we have
déve]oped a}teﬁnatiVeA decision-making paradigms, and we have been
field testing those alternative models to: ascertain the so;ia],
political, and economic implications of their imp]ementation.. In this
papef we report a-series of generalizations from our descriptive and
developmental eff&rts. | Some field testing of alternative approaches
is still going on; thus, Qe cannof yet report the resu]fs of that
effort. | |

Throughout our research on assessment and decision making we have

used multiple methodo]ogies, studying the processes ffom. multiple
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perspectives. Specifically, we have used (a) eomputer simulations of

the decision-making process, (b) record searches, (c) psychometric

(R

comparisons of LD, low achieving, and ‘normal students, (d)
questionnaires and surveys, (e) ethologicai observation and”videotapes‘.
of placement  team meetiﬁgs, (f) longitudinal case studies of
individual students as they went through'thg assessment procégs, (9)
- .direct observation of both students and classroom ecology in LD and
regular classes, and (h) experimentaf:éontrol.comparisons. |
Our research has led to theipublicatiod of mbre than 100 research
reports and monographs. It is our purpose here to summarize our
efforts by stating genera]izafions from the reéearch. We'reéognize
the daﬁgers of simply stating genefalizations without going into
considerable detail on -the research data that lead us td'make those
p generalizations. Yet, generalizations can be made, and the
genéralizations lead to imporgant-implicétions for both‘training and
practice. We will stéte 14 geneﬁa]izations and briefly describe
aspects' of “our research fin@ings that - lead us to make the
genera]izations; Whenever possible, references -to journal articles
are given in the text; othérwiﬁe; IRLD rese;rch report numbers are
cited. |

Generalizations

[

The special education team decision-making- process, as

currently employed in public school settings, is at best
inconsistent. Our efforts to document specifically what v
is happening in that process revealed some instances of

what would be considered "good practice." However, in

most instances, the process operated to verify problems

first cited by teachers, and team efforts usually were

directed toward what Sarason and Doris call a "search for
pathology."




A§ we set out to study the placement team decision-making process
for learning disab]ed students, we wanted to observe and videotape
‘team meeﬁings. We wanted to documenf'specifica11y,the ways in which
team members used data .té make decisions about students. We had

| incrédibf@ difficulty findihg tea%lhéetings, or at 1e;st any'facsimile
‘of meetings representative of- the 'tyqjca1 deséribtion of teqm
meetings. Rafher, we found meetings to gef réady'for ihq meeting to
get ready for the‘meeting, It is clear, that seldom do teamfﬁembers
o sit down for the very first time with parents and déscribe; integrate,

"

. N ' ! » Y :
and discuss the implications for intervention of their respective

S~ .
assessment findings.:

¢ Most téém-meetings ére characterized by round-robin pfesentation | )
of test results. Each team member takes his or her turn and recites
™ the findjiings on a series of tests,administéred to thg‘studentf }he
.partiC1pt§ts”aré for the most part Ehose who have given tests to the
student. Regular c]agsroom teachers and 'parents paFticipate‘ very
“little in the process. (Vsseldyke, Algozzine, & Allen, 1981). Our
analysis indicated that teams seldom meet the criteria of effective
functioning - (Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Mitchell, 1982). The team

deciéion-making process is set in motion by a teacher's initiaf | ,
decision to refer a student, and teams serve ﬁrimari1y a function of

verifying the”existenée of problems first observed and attended to by

teachers. The team decision-making process is clearly test-oriented;
. l »\5

team members appear to function nearly entirely under the assumption

that it is their task to find out what is wrong with a student about

whom a teacher helieves something is wrong, and they use tests in

Qo : 8
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-actual decision reached by the team.- We found that the decisions made,

. 5
attempts to find problems. In the meetings we observed, emphasis was v'
on finding internal causes for behavio; evidenced by students, and we

found that.the more mildly handicapped a>§tudent was. the more.tests.

* team members administered. (though thgrefwas no relationship between

[2

the number of_tést’QiVen and the actual debisioh'reached; Algozzineb,"

Ysseldyke, & Hill, 1982).

. . "
Placement decisions made by teams of individuals have
very little to.do with the data collected on students.
We were able to demonstrate that the decisions that are
made are more a function of natually-occurring pupil
characteristics than they are data based. S

We. studied the relationship between the extent to which the data
presented at a team meetihg supported a particular decision and the
have ?1itt1e to do with the data presented '(Ysseldykeis A1gozzine;

Richey, & Graden, 1982). Rather, the decisions that are made are more

’ often a function of naturale—occurring pupil characteristics. wé

were able to demonstraté that sex, socioeconomic status, 'physica]
appearance, and reason for rgferra] influence the decisions made by
school peréonne] (Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Regan, & McGue, 1981). Our
other investigations indicate that availabiYity of services and the

power that a student's parents hold .in the school system also

~influence school. decisions (Christenson, VYsseldyke, & Algozzine, .

1982).

Very many non-handicapped students are being declared
eligible for special education services. When we’
provided decision makers with test information about
students, and when all data indicated normal test
performance, more than half of the decision makers
declared the norma] student eligible for special
education services. d L
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In our computer s1mu1ated investigations of the dec1s1on -making

)

process we presented dec1s1on makers with a statement that' a student

had been- referred for - either academ1c or behavwor prob1ems. The

schooT personnel were allowed to rev1ew test data on the- student We

<

controﬂled the data so’ that 1n a11 cases the data were 1nd1cat1ve of

ndrma1; behav1or and normal perﬁormance., Yet, 51% of the decision

‘makers declared the normal student eligible, for special education

the majority said the student was LD (Algozzine & Ysseldyke 1981)

* There currently is no defens1b1e system for declar1ng :
"students eligible for LD services. "Given this, what we
see happening is$ a series of efforts to* increasingly '
sophisticate the assessment process (development of "new"
formulas,. neuropsychological - assessment, etc.).

This generalization is based ‘on the . f1nd1nqs.\Yrom several

-

interrelated ftnvestigations. S1gn1f1cant numbers ‘of normal students

‘meet currént state and Tocal criteria for being. classified LD. LD and-

“low- ach1ev1ng students\cannot be d1fferent1ated accurately (Ysséldyke,

I3

def1n1t10n” incidence, preva]ence, or “criteria for LD{ In a.maJor
national survey of experts! be11efs -about LD, we found 1itt1e
concensus e1ther concethally or practjealTy (Iucker, Stevens, &
Ysse]dyke, in press): The'c1ass1f1cation 51earning disabi1ities" does

not meet the criteria for a- ‘classification system. If there is'one
1

;character1st1c that ) students have in common 1t ise low ach1evement

There are no characteristics.or'behaviors specific to LD that is,

there are no character1st1cs that students 1abe1ed LD ‘evidence that

services., . Of those who said the student’ was eligible for services;"

.Algozz1ne, Sh1nn, & McGue,,1982) Even experts cannot agree on the

are not demonstrated ‘with equa] frequency by ndn LD students“"
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Co (A]gozzine'® Ysseldyke, ir press; Ygseldyke & Algozzine, °in press).

The identification of a student as learning disabled
depends on what criteria are used. K When we applied
several commonly used definitions: of LD to low-achieving
students in regular classes, over three-fourths could be
~ classified as LD by at least one definition. On the
- other. hand, many school-identified LD students were not
classified as LD by at least one criterion.

./ *We searched the professional literature for 6peratﬁona1 criteria
suggested for use in identifying LD students. We found over 42
. definitional criteria. When we selected the 17 définifions gost often

used, and applied those. definitions to different categories of

sfudeﬁts, we found some surprising results. First, mbre thén 80% of | .
.normal students could be classified LD by one or more définition.
Over 75% . of. 1ow-achieving students met the criéeria for befpg
c]as§ifjed LD. Yet only 75% of theAstudepts labeled learning disabled

o

met at least one set of criteria for being Cohsidered,LD (Ysseldyke,
Algozzine, & Epps, in press). ' N
At presént, large numbers of students are failing to
acquire academic and social skills. Somé have been
sorted out as eligible for learning disability services.
Yet, there are no reliable psychometric differences
between students labeled learning disabled and those
simply considered to be low achievers. .

.Psychometric evaluations of currently 1abe1ed; LD students and
low-achieving students were compared, and no reliable &{fferences
between groups in either individual test scores or in prdfi]es' of
scores were found (Ysseldyke et al., 1982). . In fact, there was an
average of 96% overlap between scores for the two groups. Using

existing measures and Eriteria, we could not differentiate between LD

and low-achieving students,




It is clear that the most important decision that gets
made in the entire assessment process is the decision

by a regular classroom teacher to refer a student for
assessment. Once a student is referred, there is a high:
probability that the student will be assessed and placed
in special education. .

We conducted a national survey of Directo?§ of Special Education
and asked them how mahy students had been referred during a three year
4 period, how many referred students had been tesféd, and how many -
tested students had been -declared eligible for special education
services (Algozzine, Christenson, & Ysseldyke, in press). From three
to six percent of the school-age population is referred each year for
psychbeducational evaluation. Of those referred, 92% are tested. Of
those tested, 73% are declared eligible for -speciat} education
services. While one explanation for the large ndmbers of'students

declared eligible for services is that teachers are extremely accurate

in&theif referrals, it is more likely that this finding highlights the

over-identification QF students as handicapped. When teachers were
asked to identify the cause of problems evidenced by students, 94%
attributed those problems to either within-student causes -or to home
and family problems (Ysseldyke, Christehson, Pianta, & Algozzine, in
presé), When we asked these teachers what theyvexpected to gain from
. referra1, they told us they wantéd testing and placement. Ten percent
of feferring‘teachers assigned an explicit label (e.g., ED, LD) to the
student at the time of referral. Our research on referral indicates
that teachers' reasons Fof referral generally are stated in vague and
nebulous terminology. When asked the extent to which they had
intérvened directly prior to referﬁal, the majority of teachers

indicated that they had made no 'Systematic effort to alter

13-
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9
instructional plans for the student (Ysseldyke, Pianta, Christenson,
Wang, & {Algozzine, in preés). _ When we investigated the specific
determinants of referral, we" found .tﬁét teachers tend to refer'
students who bother them. This finding is idiosyncrat{c: different
teachers may refer different kinds of students bécause different kinds

of behaviors bother them (Algozzine, Ysse1dyke, & Christenson, in

press). | -
Students spend only about 45 minutes engaged in academic
responding during a typical school day while they spend
about 140 minutes in task management responding. On the .
average, students engage in silent and oral reading for " -
only 10 minutes each day. Even though LD students
receive more individual instruction, they do not spend
any more time engaged in active academic responding than
do regular students.
Our early research on team decision making and on referral
practices led us to look very closely at the specific kinds of
behaviors demonstrated by LD and non-LD students in regular and
resourée room settings. Specifically, we were concerned with the
amount of time that students were engaged actively in responding to
academic materials; Systematic observations conducted in over 100
elementary classrooms for over 260 entire school days revealed that,
overall, students spend only a small portion of the school day, about
45 minutes, actively engaged in academic responding (72, 73, 78,79,
86). Of major interest was the finding that although LD students >
received more time in individual instruction than did non-LD students,

the LD students did not spénd any more time actively engaged in

academic responding. In at least one important area, time spent—

R } - T~
responding to academic material, there are no significant benefits for

LD students.

A
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There are technically adequate norm-referenced tests that

can be uséd to make decisions about students. For the

most part, these are now restricted to the domains of

intelligence and academic achievement. There are no

technically adequate measures of specific processes and

abilities. There are no technically adequate measures of

personality. Most tests currently used in the

psychoeducational decision- mak1ng process are techn1ca11y

inadequate. . ——

Studies of the kinds of assessment devices currently used in the

process of making decisions about students indicated that for the most
part diagnostic personnel use technically inadequate testé (Ysseldyke,
Algozzine, Regan & Potter, 1980; VYsseldyke, Regan, Thurlow, &
Schwartz, 1981). It has been demonstrated that the kinds of tests
currently used most often have limited utility for instructional
planning (Thurlow & VYsseldyke, 1982). Yet, when students are
referred, considerable time, effort, and money  go into the
administration of large numbers of tests to those students.

Those who advocate "clinical judgmeht" in making

eligibility decisions about students are going to have to

rethink their position. Given profiles of scores on

psychometric measures, we found that .psychologists and

special education teachers were able to differentiate

between low-achieving students and students labeled

learning disabled with only 50% accuracy. Naive judges,

who had never had more than an introductory course in

ieducat1on or psychology, evidenced 75% accuracy

Some profess1onals in the f1e1d of 1earn1ng d1sab111t1es argue

that LD students cannot be identified by individual test scores, hut
that they, given ;he pattern or profile of scores that students earn,
can use clinical judgment to identify those who are learning disabled.
We asked a group of school psychologists, LD teachers, and

undergraduates who had never had a course in education or psychology

to review test information on 18 students. Some of the students met

15
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federal criteria for bejng called LD, others did not. vThe acéuracy‘in
teachers' and psychologists'. judgments was about 55%. The accuracy
for the undergraduates was 75%. Although thquschod] psychologists
genera]]y were inaccurate in differéntiating between LD. and non-LD
students, they stated that they had a high degree of confidence in

their judgments (Epps, Ysseldyke, & McGue, in press).

)
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Curriculum-based measurement is technically adequate
for monitoring and evaluating progress.on. IEP .goals.
Performance in reading, spelling, and writtem expression

can be measured validly and reliably in as little as 1

to 3 minutes. Simple curriculum-based measures of

reading, spelling, and written expression also are

sensitive to short-term and long-term changes in student
performance. The use of such simple measures provides

a viable alternative to lengthy assessments currently
administered.

One of our main goals was to investigate an alternative method of
decision making. One primary concern was to examine an.alternative
data base, which uses the curriculum rather than commercially produced
tests, to provide educators with technicdlly adequate information to
make decisions. Specifically, we wanted to identify measures that
teachers could use on a routine basis to monitor student progress and
evaluate the effectiveness of various instructional techniques. We
wanted these measures to be available to teachers in multiple forms,
" easy to administer, and inexpensive. - But, first of all, we wanted
these measures to be re]iablé, valid, and sensitive to growth. .In
order to be maximally useful to teachérs, the measures must accurately
reflect true student progress.

We were able to identify simple measures that yielded high

correlations with commercial tests in reading (Deno, Mirkin, & Chiang,

1982), spelling (21), and written expression (ﬁeno, Marston, & Mirkin,




progress over time.

12
1§82). These high corre1ations'were replicated over and over again in
other studies (56, 57, 88, 94). Therefore, we felt confident that we
had identified measures that reflected student,perfokmance accurately.
We also looked at test-retest reliability, parallel-form reliabi]ity,_
and interscoref agreement (50, 59;994). After many studies, we were
satisfied that we had identified;ﬁimple measures in three academic
areas that would yield consistent information about ‘student
performancé, be scored re]iably, and be available in multiple parallel
forms.

Sensitivity to change is aﬁ essential characteristic because use
of the simple measures in evaluating the effectivness of different

instructional techniques requires that they detect and -index small

fluctuations in.sf;dent performance. Students have been measured at ’ a
three points during the school year and at weekly intervals over five
and ten-week periods (49, 71, 75). In both long-term and short-term

studies, the simple measureé have been useful in depicting a student's

- Overall, the simple measures seem as reliable and valid as
commercially produced tests. . Moreover, the simple measures are

readily available in multiple forms, quick to administer, and,

therefbre, very useful for ..on-going decision making about -
instructional effectiveness.

Student performance can be improved by applying data
utilization strategies. Students make more progress
when their performance data are used systematically and
teachers are satisfied with the procedures. Collecting
more frequent data on student performance leads to more
accurate decisions.

We 1looked at Students' progress when teachers used their own

1/ S ¢
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judgment to decide when to try alternative instructional techniques
compared to when 4teachers followed - systematic rulgé for using the
data. We also studied different schedules of data collection to
determ{ne the extent to which daily or weekly measurement was optfmal.
We found that students make better progress When teachers apply
specific‘data utilization strategies than when using teacher judgment
alone (Mirkin, Deno, Tindal, & Kuehn]e, in press; 10, 64). Teachers
have used several different data uti1izatjon strategfés, all of which
‘yie1ded'gréater student performante gains than did teacher judgment
alone. No single strategy has emerged a§ more successful than the

others, although teachers prefer applying the simplest rules (64).

However, we also found that teachers were leery of using frequent

measurement due to the amount of time required by the proéedﬁfes (67).
But, an independent evaluation team verified that school districts
using the procedures are happy with them. Positive comments about our
system inclﬁded:' “

(1) They believed the system eliminated much of the jargon,
ambiguity, and vague descriptions once found in IEPs. !

(2) - They.were more confident that the system meets the real
intent of the law. . ST ,

-

(3) They noted that theif own testing is now relevant to the
instruction being provided in the classroom.

(4) They were confident in the reliability of their test,
making decisions easier and meetings shorter.

(5) Their testing was more meaningful because a student is
‘compared with peers from his/her own school and grade level,

(6) They believed students were more aware of their own progress
because of the frequent charting required by the data-based
system. This charting also increased the motivation of
teachers and students toward reaching goals and objectives.

-‘R %153 | -
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(7) They were more confident of their ability to measure the
effectiveness of their teaching strategies with any
particular student. The .system notifies a teacher when to
change his/her current intervention.:

K

(8) The system made'writing 1EPs much easier.

(9) - They were conf1dent because the system meant current
information always was available on any special education
student's progress.

Teacher satisfaction also was 1nd1cated by over 50 teachers who

had 1mp1emented the measurement procedures for at least a four-month

period. They were h1gh1y positive about the system; the vast ma30r1ty

indicated that they would continue to use the system. In fact,
approximately 90% of these teachers said that the procedures were
“helpful in developing IEPs and goals, measuring progress,
communicating to parents, staff, and students, and in deciding when to
change instruction.

We also have foundhthat although daily measurement is optimal,
teachers can  make satisfactory decisions on the basis of data
c011ected,.three times a week (61). However, data collected less

frequently (i.e., once a week) do not prdvide enough information for

making good decisions about instructional effectiveness. Thus, it

ahpearsrthat if teachers collect student perfcrmahce data three times
a week, and. apply data utilization ru]es to these data, they can
improve a student's rate of progress. |

In order to determinelhow much time teachers required to carry

out these measuremeht procedures, we taught teachers to time

themselves preparing for measurement , giving d1rect1ons, and scoring
and graph1ng the data. We found that initially teachers required

considerable time (3 1/2 minutes per task) to,conduct measurement, but

19
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with hpractice and systematic ~attempts to-'increase 'efficiency, they
.could significantly reduce the.time required (63). In fact, after
using these measures for seven months,.teachers could prepare for,
give directions, and score and graoh each task within an average -of
one minute (53) |

Little training is necessary to train teachers to

measure student performance. However, it is somewhat

more difficult to train teachers to eva]uate student

performance data and make educat1ona1 dec1s1on5'

based on the data. -

Basically, our program modification system has two components.

One - component, which we ca]) measurement, consists of the
egtab]ishment of a measurement system and the onégoing collection of
data. The .second component is the systematic use of the data for
judging intervention effectiveness and improving student performance.
We have used a variety of formats to. train teachers »to become
proficient in both components.f We have directly trained teachers via:
(a) a week-long workshop prior to start-up in the fa]]'end semi-weekiy'
workshops throughout the school year (63); (b) a self-instructional
manual plus four workshops (64); and (c) training. of"district
peroonnel who in- turn directly train fteachers, usinér the self-
instructiona1 manual (88, 98). "Regardless of the'tfaining format, we
have had simflar resu]ts'A ~Teachers become very proficfent at
estab11sh1ng goals and obJect1ves, setting up graphs and a measurement
system, &hd conducting routine measurement However, teachers find it .

more d1ff1cu1t to use the data systematically. We foond that they

seldom make changes in the students' instructional programs, and when

changes are made, they are typically either wunclear or too
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inconsequéntia1¢‘to make' any real difference - in the students'

performance. These results have led us to believe that we need to use

simple strategiés of data'uti1ization,'train teachers "to share their
students' charfs_with co]]eagqes and provide feedback to each other, :

and facilitate the use of a greater variety of dinstructional

techniques.

Clear and consistent differences exist between the
performance of learning disabled resource program
students and regular class students on one-minute
samples using simple measures of reading, spelling,
and written expression. Given that these measures
reliably differentiate students, they also are useful
for referral and assessment -decisions.

A]thdugh the simple measures were developed to make decisions

‘about instructional effectiveness, they also have been applied |

succeésfu11y to identification decisions. For the same group of LD
and low-achieving students for which nohpsychometric differences were
found, practical and significant differences were found on the simple
 measures (71). In fact, in a later study, these measures were able
to reliably‘differentiéte‘among LD, Title I, and non-LD students.

The simple measures  §150 have been used as an alternative to
‘traditional referral and .Aassessment Protedures (75). Firét, we

contrasted a traditional screening and referral procedure with a

procedure using weekly measurement of student performance in reading,"

writing, and written expression over a 10Fweek périod. The numbers of
students referred by the two methods were similar.  However,. the
alternative me;hod "led to a more even distribution of maleé and

females and reduced teacher bias in regard to females with behavior

difficulties,

-‘ . . - . N .l . ) . ’

Y Y




17
One school district has used discrepancy between target and peers
. on the simple measures as the sole indicator of eligibility for
spécia] eduéation services. Preliminary findings (89) suggest thét
~.this is a vfab]e alternative and does not subStantfa]]y'change the

number of students served in special education.

Implications

a

The major findings of our research over the past five years lead

-to several imp]icétipﬁs for improvements in current assessment and
decision—making practices. The goa] of the Institute in this final

.fund1ng year is to comprehensively summarize all research f1nd1ngs and‘
derive 1mp11cat1ons for educational policy. Pre]1m1nary indications
of important implications from the research are ‘discussed briefly

here; in-depth discussions of policy imp]ications and suggested
alternat1ves are one focus of efforts over this year.

It is clear that there are s1gn1f1cant ‘problems in current
assessment and decision-making practices. The special education
decision-making process is one in which a student is referred, often
3 for vague aﬁd 'subjective reasons, automatica]iy testéd, often. with
technically inadequate devices, a team meeting is held in which the
student usually is placed in special education, and decisidns are made
relying less on data than on subjeétive teacheq or student variables
’Jand reﬁying on inconsistent and indefensible criteria. It is clear
that we must consider alternatfves to this'situation; with the main
goal being improved services to students experiencing difficulty in

school. The extent to which students are benefiting frdm current

2
0

practices is questionable.

.I\D
Fa\l
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It is c]éa}'that many students are experiencing'dﬁfficulty in
school, énd ’these students ‘and their teachers need serv%ces to
facilitate student~1earﬁing and adjustment in school. The assumptién
that stuqenfs and teachers are best servéd by student placements in
special services must be questiongd, anq alternatives to th'- service
delivery system must be e§amined. By pérpetuating the turrgnt system
and its problems, we are avoidi;g the responsibiiity to challenge,
question, and change practices that are of questionable uti]ity at
best- and inequitab]e'to students at worst.

One implication for an alternative to current practices is to
implement classrbom—baséd intérventions at the point of referral;
rather than the cufrent practice of referral leading to placement, the
brocess would be from referral to intervention. A referka] should not
mean that a chi]& is aufomatica]]y tested and placed, as current
research indicates. Referral should not be a one-way- street to.
special.education. The focus of efforts when a student is exhibiting
a problem should be to help the student and teacher in the least
restrictive setting ‘and to provide appropriate intervention
strategies, ones that systematically are attempted before a
consideration of spegia] services eligibility is made. A model of
providing interventions instead of automatic testing and placement is
more parsimonious in.dealing with problems in the most relevant and
appropriate setting. Existihg personnel such as “school psychologists
g%u]d more effectiyely"be used to provide consultation rathér'than
testing at the pbint’of'referral. The IRLD islinvestfgéting the use

of this:type of referral-intervention system.

’%8
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| A second implication of the research is that‘time and resou?cesv
would be spent more appropriateiy'jn teaching'and instrqctihg rather
than in testing and labeling. . Cirrent practices include elaboraté
testing and dfagnosis, boéh'of which are of questionablé'uﬁility to
teachers instructing ,étudents.' Assessment should be a process of
collecting instructionally relevant information to facilitate iﬁbrﬁved
teaching.. The view of assessment should be broadened beyond "testing"
'to, include a cdmprehensive process of data lgathering that is

curriculum and classroom based. We think that the simple, curriculum-

based measureS'deécribeq earlier are an e;ample of assessment that is
relevant to instructional planning.

ReTated. to this implicatién is the need for adopting “an
ecological model o% stﬁaents' learning. and tbehavfora1 problems in
educational settings.  Current research demonstrates that teachers
attribute school problems to internal child causes. Student Tearning
and behavior problems are vieWed‘more appropriately in-an ecological
perspective that considerstthe contribution of child variables; home.
variables, classroom Qariables, and instruct{o;al variables to a
student's problem. The adoption of an ecological perspective in
assessing student problems would lead to more ecologically sound and
instructionally relevant interventions.

Another}méjorvimplication of the”reseérch is the need to consider
alternative approachesj given the significant problems of current
practices. One clear and pragmatic alternative is to devise different

special services delivery systems in which students who are served are

those who are experiencing the most severe learning and behavior

23‘1 ' 4“
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problems. The Minnesota Institute is involved-in 1mp1%mentiﬁ§ such an

n

_alternative delivery system, and efforts are‘continuing\this year to

«>

propose alternative approaches and‘their implications. ‘.

Research on the team qecision4makingfprqcess clearly indicates

+the need for awareness and training in effective team functjonjhg

.

Efforts should 1nc1ude incorporating full and mean1ngfu1 part1c1pat1on

“of parents and regular c]assr?om teachers, appropr1ate use. of

assessment information, and applying procedures for efféctive team

functioning. Deciéién-making teams should function more as resqurces

to develop 1nstruct1ona1 1ntervent1ons rather than serving to conf1rm”

the ex1stence of teachereperce1ved student problems.

Other important 1mp11gat16ns include the application of

| procedures that are- demonstratgd ‘to be effective in’ instructing

students. For example, one direct, simple area for instructioha1

improvement derived from IRLD and other research is in the area of -

. time engaged jn learning. It has . been _demonstrated that direct -

instruction and engaged 1earnihg are related significantly to student

achievement. The average of 45 minutes per day actively ehéaged jh"

v

+ academic practice by. both régular; class andvaD_ students could be

significantly increased withlprobpble significant effects on student

achievement, Time engaged in learning is an easily alterable resource

“available to all students. Efforts currently are underwayﬂat the IRLD

to develop ipd‘ field test -instructional strategies to increase
students' opportunities to actively engage in learning.
Finally, agd perhaps - MOstA.impohtant, we must raise major

guestions about the findings of those who have carried out research on

Pl
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populations ofaschool—identified LD students.  After five years ofl
trying to do so, we cannot describe, except with considerable lack of
precision, students cal{ed LD. We th1nk that LD can best be defined

as "whatever society wants it to be, needs it to be, Or w111,1et‘1t

be" at any point in t1me Who have other researohers studied7 The 1%

of the school-age population . that some experts think are LD, or the

85% of the school-age popu]at1on other experts think are LD? We think .

researchers have compiled an interesting set of findings on a group of

students who(are experiencing academio difficu]ties, who bother their N

regu]ar classroom 'teechers,‘ and who have been c]assi}ied by
societally-sanctioned. 1abe1ers 1n order to’ remove them, to the extent
possible, from the regﬂjar education ma1nstream.

The iRLD research has pointed to'significant:prob]ems'in current
assumptions and preotiébs> in the area of assessment and »decision
'making for 1earning ‘df;abled stodentsf“ _The challenge is- now to’
address  the prob]ems; kqhestion thei sumpt1ons, and - suggest
alternative approéches for providing needed serV1ces to students
having difficu]ty in school It 1s t1me io quest1o-. the current
system of dec1s1on making and to focus efforts 'on changing the
problematic, 1ncons1stent practices instead of attempt1ng to "f1:" the

Vproblem student.

+

0
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