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Abstract‘. T

[ 3. .

Incidence figures for special education p]acemeht in a sample of

94 U.S. school districts.'were :ca1cu1afed. During ' the 1977-78, -

1978-79, and 1929-80 school ‘years, ‘about 5% of the students 'wére

. 7/ B . .
referred and evaluated; 3% were placed. in special education programs.

Wide variation was evident in the incidence figures for!individua]

school districts, with some reporting_p]acement_incidénce as high as

. 21% of the school population. The'nesp]ts are viewedlés evidence of a

need for proactive thinking in special education 'with'_regard to a

‘reasonable rate of growth relative to the likelihood of continued -

reductions. in financial support.




An Analysis of the Incidence of Special Ciass Placement:

The Masses are»Burgeoning"

'Schools are. 1nst1tut1ons estab11shed by soc1ety to instill -
ch11dren its. be]1eﬁ§‘and know]edge base. Ituts clear that either

schoo]s fail to educate .s1gn1f1cant‘ ‘numbers - of students, or

significant numbers of students fail to- protit sufficiently from
schoo]ing' (Copperman, 1978; Silberman, 1970; washington Research
Project - 1974; Ysse]dyke &-Aigozzine »1982) A var1ety of approaches o

have evo]ved as methods for -helping $chools’ cope w1th the failure of

America’ s schoo] children; spec1a1 educat1on is but one of these.‘

a]ternat1ves (Ysse]dyke & A]gozz1ne, 1982)

* A s1gn1f1cant number - of Amer1ca s fa111ng school- aged ch11drenf

are prov1ded special educat1on. The u. S. Department of Education .

(1980) addressed the ;questjon of how many children are receiving
serv1ces - -

_ Accord1ng to . the most recent child count (conducted in the
States and Territories each December 1), some 4,03 m11110n_
handicapped children ages 3 through . 21: were receiving = .-
special education and related ‘services under the -combined

" programé. of PL 89-313 and PL 94-142 during the 1979-80
school year. Based on this figure, special education:and‘:
related services are now being prov1ded to more than 9.5
percent of the children enrolled in schools. The number of
children served under PL 94-142. a]one has surpassed 3.8
m1111on. _ .

: That = means increases. of 117,000 in number . of
handicapped children ages 3 through 21 being served this
year as compared to last year under the combihed programs,
about 259,000 dur1ng the past two years, and nearly 328,000
since . the 1976-77 school year,.when the first child count
'was made, = At the time of that count the States were.
providing special education and, related services to 8.2
percént of children éenrolled in the public schools. . The

figure for - the 1979-80 school year was 9.5 percent--an
increase that has -occurred at the same time that public’
school enro11ments as a who]e in the Un1ted States dec11ned

‘.- . ) . Py - - RE R T S
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oL by an est1mated 6.2 percent, or by a]mostﬁ 2,78 million
3 - ~_ children: (pp 17- 18) _ ' , '

The report goes on to point out that "the magor1ty of ch11dren betweenr

thevages of 3 and 21 being served in school year 1979&80 were'e1ther7

1earn1ng d1sab1ed (32 percent of the tota]) speech 1mpa1red (29 5
percent), or menta]]y retarded (22 percent)" (p. 18) and that the
1argest 1ncreases occurred in the ‘catégories of learning d1sab1ed and
_ ser1ous1y emot1ona11y d1sturbed The,authors of the report believe
that "the increase 1n4serv1ces for emotionally disturbed children is
particularly noteworthy,'since these,children traditionally have been,
among the least - served“ (p. .18). 'However,‘they did not point out
“that thel federaL government 'recent]yl provided ,incentives. for
\identification/c1assification (i.e.,. counting) of seriously
emotionally disturbed'children. | |
| ‘gpecia1 education is BIG business;.pThe‘increases in numbers of
students identified;have been accompanied by increases_in the amount
of 'money spent in educating _.exceptionalr children.. Federali
appropriations under Public Law 94-142 doub]ed from fisca] year 1977vp
to 1978; over 800 million dollars was a]]ocated in 1979 (see Tab]e 1).
of course, the federa] government does not g1ve away money, a
s1gn1f1cant amount 1s routed to states oy congress1ona11y |nandatedv'

formu]as based on numbers of children served:

States which 1mp1ement PL 94-142 provisions are’ prov1ded :
financial support' in the form of a formula grant based on
the number of “handicapped children ages 3 through 21 they.
report serving, together with the national dverage per pupil

"~ expenditure. (U.S. Department of Educat1on 1980 p.- 18,
emphasis added) e :
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Publlc po]1cy with regard to hand1capped students has created a

_ grow1ng a]ternat1ve educat1ona1 system. Over 4 m1111on students

(i.e., 9.5% of.the school population) received speciai-educationoin
federally supported programs during the 1979-1980 schoo1 year; ”the'.

cost of . the federal support approached one . b1111on do]]ars andf

represented . approx1mate1y "12 percent of the average per-pup1T

’ expend1ture for each hand1capped child served“ (U -S. Department of

Educat1on, 1980, p. .19). The pres&nt rate of growth, fueled by

: powerfu] incentives (e.g., money), should be cause for concern among

professionals in special.education. . In fact, unless we develop a -

i proactive»stanceVWith'regard to the Question'of‘an'appropriate.and

reasonable ‘size for our system, we may find ourselves in an-awkward -

‘position. What do we do with the_burgeoning system if the money is

directed e]seuhere?“ Clearly, the money has had an impact,'albeit not

~always directly traceable to students (cf. _Donaﬁdson~ & Stephens, -

1979a, 1979b, 1979c; Haywood, 1979; Kauffman, 1980). We believe that
proaction should originate:from research that.describes the state-of-
the art rather than from theory or 111-gu1ded persona] op1n1ons.

The purpose of th1s research was to identify the 1nc1dence of

«

spec1a1 educat1on service 1n a sample of schoo] d1str1cts dur1ng the

-.1977-78, 1%%8 -79, and. 1979 80 school years. The comp1]at1on of th1s'

. information, _taken w1th preva]ence est1mates for the same- years, was

* considered. to be necessary as a first step in 1dent1fy1ng the state-

Y
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~ ‘of-the-art. To our-know]edge 'nb incidence fijuresrof:this nature are

" available except - by 1nterpo]at10n from preva]ance estimates, these

1 . figures are, of course, confounded by our lack of know]edge of. the

decrement (cure or. exit by age or death) rates in the _spec1a1
‘population. | N | | |
Subjects |

Data re]at1ve to the numbers of students. referred eva]uated and”
placed in special c]asses were obta1ned from 94 spec1a1 educat1on
directors from 37 states. Mo data were reqemved from 13 states:
Arkansas, Deiaware, Georgia, Hawaii, »Kentueky, New Hambsh{re; .New
Mexico, Oklgnoma, Oregon, thde Island, South Cardljna; South'Dakqta,
'and Utah. The number of sbeeial educatiOn direetorsAresbonding’from

each of the 37 states ranged from one to five.

The respondents were dlstr1buted fa1r1y even]y' across u. s.

regions” identified by the Bureau of Census. = Twenty-two percent were -
from the northeast regibn, 29% from the north centra] reéibn,’Z?%'from.

the south region, and 22% from the west reg1on OVer half of the'r

samp]e des1gnated the1r commun1ty as rural (55%), while 19% and 26%
| descr1bed the1r communlty as urban and. suburban, respect1ve1y
Procedure '

A postcard survey was sentd,to” a national samb]e of school

A

distrtct directors of special education. The postcard requested .

'demographic and .referra]/placement, information; ‘Respondents were

asked to’indicate'the,state in which they were located, the number of -

students in the'schpo] district, and_the type Of'community represented_

®g




(i.e.,-urban, suburban or rura]) Referra]/pTaCement information-was
addressed in three quest1ons ,(a)~how many“students Were referred for
’psychoeducat1ona1 eva]uatlon? (b) how many referred students were
eva]uated? (c) how many referred students rece1ved spec1a1 education
serv1ces? D1rectors were asked to prov1de data for three academ1c |
yearsi 1977 78, 1973 79 and 1979-80. ]

A 1etter exp1a1n1ng the purpose of the study and a postcard were
_mai]ed in AJanuary 198] to spec1a1 educat1on d1rectors random]y.
se]ected from a computer1zed nat1ona1 11st or a state prov1ded 11st
Directors from seven: states were_vnot_1nc1uded on the,computerrzed
_1ist;}therefore; these names wére obtafned from each state department :

 of education. The number of surveys sent to each state corresponded

‘to the number of representat1ves in the U. S Congress, resu1t1ng in

[

'; an 1n1t1a1 ma111ng of 435 postcards._ Each 1etter returned due to .

.change of address was subst1tuted w1th a- 1etter to another d1rector-
random]y se]ected from the same state. _ 7' _' |
After six Weeks, 51 postcards'were’returned:with correctlyvcoded
information; Th1s number. was cons1dered 1nsuff1c1ent Therefore, a
‘ dec1s1on was made to attempt to seCure data from at least 'twov
&hrectors per state.. A second ma111ng (N = 315) was undertaken based
on the need to’ fu1f111 th1s requ1rement “For each state, the
d1rectors were se]ected random]y from rema1n1n§ names: on the or1g1na1‘
11sts.' Spec1f1c cr1ter1a were followed for. determ1n1ng the number
mafied‘per state. If no postcards had-been returned from a state, s1x»f
- were. sent 1n the - second ma111ng, if one postcard-had been returned,

four ‘were sent in the\follow-up, and if a state had’returned'two

A -
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postcards two “were sent'-'In‘addition due to ‘the low return rate on

- the or1g1na] ma111ng, a statement request1ng return of the p tcard

even if the data were unava11ab1e ‘was stap]ed to each -of 'the 315

/
/

,postcards in the second ma111ng

| Data Analysis .-'

‘Nhi]e preva]ence refers to the total number of cases of a-

d1sease, disorder, or d1sab111ty present in a popu]at1on group dur1nq

a spec1f1c t1me 1nterva1 (usua]]y one year), 1nc1dence 1s the number

- of new cases occurr1ng 1n a popu]at1on dur1ng a spec1f1ed 1nterva] of

t1me.(Kramer 1975) For each director's responses, the numbers of,

students‘referred eva]uated and placed were d1v1ded by the total

school dlsty1ct popu]at1on to yxe]d three 1nc1dence f1gures for the

1977-78, 1978-79, and 1979-80 schoo] years. . The average,1nc1dence'
reported by.the 94 directors Was obtained'for'the tota] samp]e;3data

also were broken down by commun1ty type and geograph1c reg1on.~ A

descr1pt1ve data display was cons1dered appropr1ateqfor ‘this research;

all  figures were converted to percentages. ‘to 'fac111tate .

- interpretation.

Results -

The return;rate of .the postcards was -22%. Of the 164 returned .

“

'postcards, 35 Were returned blank 12 provided part1a1 1nformat1on;
..(e g., on]y placement~data) 23" were comp]eted 1naccurate]y, -and 94

'prOV1ded the requested 1nformat1on accurate1y., Two factors.1nf1uenced’

the return rate. 6Many d1rectors reported that they do not have_access

" to these data; -others completed the postcards inaccUrate]y-by giving -

‘data on the total number of students enrdlled in special education

o

4
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" (e. g., 415 'referred 400 eva]uated 3219 served). . Only the 94.

accurate Sets of data were - ana]yzed

- 1

- The re]at1ve numbers of studLﬁts who - were referred, eva]uated,- -

'and ‘placed in the samp]e states are,;1nd1cated in Tab]es 2 and 3;

'ranges of percentages a]so are indﬁéated.' In the ‘total. groUp of

’

respondents, approx1mate]y 5% of thelsohoor district popu]ation'was;

referred and evaluated duﬁhng the target school . years, <{'nnor

: var1at1ons -in these f1gures were ev1dent in d1fferent commun1ty types_

r

and geograph1c reglons, however, very ]arge ranges werezev1dentviné 3'

< . ¢

,'these f1gures.

The h1ghest percentages of the schoo] d1str1ct popu]at1on for
students referred and eva]uated were reported by some d1rectors in the .'ﬁ

western reg1on d1str1cts and suburban d1str1cts. Ind1v1dua] d1rectors‘f

-1in, -these areas 1nd1cated that almost one <third of the1r schoo]

o

d1str1ct popu]at1ons were referred and eva]uated durlng 1979-80.  The -

-

average 1nc1dence of p]acement (1 e., ‘number- of . referred students'b

p1aced) was cons1stent]y 3% per year; aga1n, on]y minor var1at1on‘was
evident in data broken down by communﬂt1es and geograph1c reg1ons:
"_However, ]arge variation ex1sted in the data reported by 1nd1v1dua]

districts: (e.g., at ]east one d1str1et reported ayp]acement 1nc1dence‘

’

above 20%). Again, individual” directors: reporting the highest-_'

incidence rates were in the Western regions and schools districts
. . y . . P « . B v‘ 4 .
‘classified as suburban. - o -

-
----------- e - - - - - - - - - -

Insert Tables 2 and 3 about here «

N
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| E _Discdssion

During the _1976-77 'school year, the - states were providing
"sP?Cial education,and related seryices.to 8L2 percent of.chiidren |
' enro]]ed’in the oublic.sohools;j The.figqre for the:1979480 school”
year has_9,5'percent" (U.S. Department of Eduoation, 1980, p. 18).
These figuresvarelestimates hased‘on the states requesting.federall '
support‘under PL‘94-142'and other similar fdnding-sourees..hThe'number |
of.nen oases (i.e;{ inoidence) requiring.speciai education;seryioes

R

during therperiod from 1977 to 1980 was 3% per yearvin'aasampie'Of.94

- ~ school districts.. We have no data on the decrement in those districts

or nationaliy We believe a 3% per year’ growth rate is dangerous. -
An ana]ysis of our data indicates that high percentageéL of

students who are referred a]so are eva]uated (about 92%). 'Simi]arly;ﬁﬁ

A .

referral/placement rates (i.e., 731) are high (Algozzine, € ~hristenson, S

& Ysseidyke, in pressi Considering the state-of*the-art in

- assessment/c]asSification deCision-making practices, this shou]d come

as no surprise. | The maJor prob]emS<in'current practices.have been

identified ~and discussed in Idetaili.j elsewhere' (cf, Xsse]dyke &

Algozzine, 1982). In generai; they are based on 1ogicai1y'fa11aeious

' grohnds, and 'definitions are -woefdlly sinadequate by sCientific

'standards, psychoeducationa] deCision making in spec1a1 education has

been ca]]ed "scanda]ous" by some (Scriven, 1981) o

| A]though the representativeness of our samp]e is unknown it is:‘“
'clear that - in some*schoo] districts, 1arge numbers of students are
4referred eva]uated and p]aced “in spec1a1 education programs. Thei A

system appears to- be driven by federa] incentives that require veryl




little' in terms of acCountabi]ity (e.g., each student must havé an

'1nd1V1dua11zed education program, but no contro] over 1ts qua11ty is

| k,ev1dent in pract1ce) or Just1f1cat1on of need (e.g., current system

pays for numbers of students 1n specific categor1es)

Data were provided on the numbers of new cases during three

| school years§ _dataf have not. béen" collected on -the numbers of -
terminated students.  The system* has _éonCentréted on eligibility
criteria;' howeVer, exit criteria aré. important too. Certéinlyr it -
wou]d"bé‘ ﬁnethicai to term1nate a "less needy" stﬁdent_ due to é-;..; S
d]Strlct S h1gh 1nC1dence rate. ‘While teams must address eltgibi]ity :
and ex1t_»cr1ter1a- for special education, efforts also must 'bef
channsled tqward improving majnstream instructtsn; We beljeVe'itris_

time to address the question of where wé are going before-we:ggt there

and are unable to come back.

D

e




'References

Algozzine, 'B.,‘Christensonv Sy & Ysseldyke J. E. Probabilities
associated with the referral to-placement process. Teacher
Educat1on and Spec1a] Educat1 N, in press. '

Copperman, P. The 11terac1,hoax' ﬁhe decline of reading, wr1t1ng,
and learning in the public schdoTs and what we can do about it.
~ New York: ‘Morrow, . 1978 o -

‘ Donaldson W. S., & Stephens T M.: Serv1ce de11very to the

hand1capped The role of.the federa] procurement’ process. -
Part I. Defining and funding programs in special education. %
Journal of Learning D1sab1]1t1es 1979, 12, 212-221. (a)

Dona]dsdn, We Sov & Stephens, T. M, ‘Service de]1very to the
~handicapped: The role.of the federal procurement process.
Part II. Selecting contractors by competitive award. :
Journal of Learn1ng D1sab111t1es, 1979, 12(5), 12-23. (b)

Dona]dson W. S., & Stephens T M Service de11very to the -
hand1capped The role of the federal procurement process.
Part III. . Appealing contract award, Journa] of Learn1ng .
D1sab111t1es, 1979, 12(6), 9 20. (c) -

Haywood H. C. Ed1tor1a1 What happened to mild and moderate
retardat1on7 Amer1can Journal of Menta] Def1c1ency, 1979,
83, 429-431. ~ . o '

Kauffman, J. M. Where speC1a1 education for disturbed children
is going: A personal view. Exceptiona]”Chi1dren, 1980,
46, 522- 527. _ '

Kramer M. D1agnos1s and c]assif1cat1on in ep1dem1olog1ca] and

hea]th -services research. In N. Hobbs (Ed.), Issues -in the
classification of children (Vol. 1) San FranC1sc0' '
Jossey-Bass, 1975,

Scriven, M. - Comments on Gene Glass. . Paper presented at-a. -

work1ng Conference.'on Public Policy and the Special Education
Task of the 1980's. Wingspread Conference Center, Rac1ne,
N1scons1n September 10 12, 1981 o ,

-Si]berman,.C..E. Cr1s1s in. the c]assroom‘ The. remak1ng of Amer1can

education. New York: Random House“1970

U »S//Separtment of Educat1on. To assure the free aggroprlate _
~ pubtic education of all handicapped children:  Setond annual’
‘report-to Congress on the implementation of Public Law 94-142:

* The Education for_Al1 Handicapped Children Act Washington,

,D C... U S. Department oF’Educat1on ‘1940




. ' . 11

)

Washington Research Project. Children out of school in America.
. - Washington, D.C.: Children's Defense Fund, 1974. .

" Ysseldyke, J. E., & Algozzine, B. Critical issues in special and
remedial education. Boston: Houghton-MiffIin, 1982.




12
Fobtnofe'
Bob Algozzine is also a Professor of Special_éddtation ét‘the "
University of Florida, Gainesville. The authors wish to thank V. |
Vaughan for professional ‘assistaﬁce in - the prépafation  §f“ this

manuscript.




Table 1

Federal Appropriations Under PL 94-142%

-

Fiscal Year

Total Amount

' ~ . - Amount :
in Which . Average Number of - Appropriated Average Allocated.
_ Funds Are b Per Pupil Children (Millions - Allocation (Millions of
Appropr1ated Expenditure (Millions) of Dollars) Per Child" Dollars)
1977 $1,430 3.41 6315 73 $254
1978 1,561 3,55 503 . 1s9¢ 564°
1979 1,738 3,69 804 218 -804 -
1980 1,900 13.80 845 230 - '

- Congress on ‘the Implementat1on of Public Law 94- 142

3This 1nfbrmat1on was reproduced from the u. S Department of‘Education Second Annua] Report to

: Act {1982).

d..

4

The funds are actually d1str1buted during the following year

Because of the hold- harm1ess provision, the average allocation is somewhat h1gher than the
maximum amount authorized per child by use of the allocation fbrmula

This figure includes a $465 m1111on appropr1at1on and a $38 million supplementa] appropr1at1on

®This figure includes $63 m1111on ‘that was not ob11gated from the 1977 appropr1at1on for wh1ch
jcarryover author1ty was given. ,

18
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Table 2 -

~ Percentage of School District Pdpﬁlétioaneferred, Eva1qated,

and Placed for the Total Sample and by Community

1977-78  1978-79 - 1979-80
A'Totél Sample _
Referred 4 (0-15) 5 (1-24) 5 (0-30)
Evaluated 4 (0-15) 5 {1-24) ~ ° 5 (0-30)
Placed 3 (0-14). 3 (1-19) 3 (0-21)
. Rural.Districts “ -
~ Referred 4.(0-12) 5 (1-16) 5 (0-20)
Evaluated 3 (0-12) 4 (1-16)- 5 (0-20)
Placed , 3 (0-9) 3 (1-10)- 3 (0-11)
Urban Districts o o
_ . b - |
Referred i 6 (2-15) - 7 (1-18) 7 (1-15)
Evaluated 5 (1-15)  ~ 6.(1-14) 5 (1-13)
. .Placed 4°(1-14) 4 (1213) 4 (1-9)
Suburban Districts S
Referred 5 (1-12) 5 (1-28) 6 (1-30) -
Evaluated - 4(1-12) 5 (1-24) 5 (1-30)
(1-10) 4 (1-19) 4 (1-21)

Placed.

(7




- Table 3
Percentage of School District Populations Referred, Eva]uéted;
. ) ' tog he ‘ » .;
and Placed for the Total_Samp]g and by Geographic Region = -

¥
K

1977-78  1978-79 - 1979-80 -

Total Sample . S

_ Referred \ 4 (0-15) 5 (1,.-24.) , 5 (0-30). o
-Evaluated C4(0-18) 5 (1-24)  5{0-30)0 .
- Placed K o | 3_(0_]4) 4 (1_19) 3 (0~21)‘., .

Northeast Region

Referred 5 (1-11) - 5 (1-10) 5 (0-11)
| Evaluated = 4 (1-11) 4(1-10) - 5 (0-10) .
. Placed . . 3(0:10) - 3 (1-9) - 3(0-7)
Northcentral Region | I |
Referred” - 4(1212)  5(1-16) 5 (2-20) .
- Evaluated . , 3 (1-12) 4 (196) 5 (2-20)..
Placed - 2(0-9) 3(-100 3 (1-1)
‘SOUth~Re§ioh o ' N . |
Referréd ' v' ‘ | : 4'(1-8) . 5v(159)':" ﬁ'(1-10)
Evaluated o 4 '(1-8) 4 1-9) -7 4 (1-10)
Placed . -~ - 3(01-7) 4 (1-8) "3 (1-9)
West Region | ' | | ', ?“
" Referred 4 (0-15) 6 (1-24) . . 6 (1-30)
Evaluated - C4(0-15) 6 (1-24) .6 (1-30)
" Placed : - 3(0-14) 4 (1-19) 4 (1-21)

e
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