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Proeess
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This study examined the extOpt to which sex, socioeconomic.
A

status, physical appearance, and nature of referral problem of a

4

referred child biased the psychoeducational assessment and decision-
.

r.s

r.

making 13socesa and its outcomes. A total of 159' members of Pupil

placement te4s were assigned to 16 conditions in a computer-simulated

dgcislon-making exercise. Test usage was consistent ,across condi- 4.

. ,

tions. Only the nature of thereterral problem influenced outcome

decisions.. Although test-results indicated average behavior, deCi.-.

sion makers classified students referred for,"behavior problems" as

.

embtionally disturbed significantly more often than any.other clas-

\ - I

sification. Decisipn makers perceived scores on int'elligelve tests,

achievement ttsts, and the disparity between the two as most influ-
fr

entifon their decisions. Personality test scores and behvior

(
rating data were seen as having a greater influence on outcome deci-

siOnslqben the student demonsrated behavior probl ms. Decision

1#

makers perceived naturally-occurring pupilocharaCteristics as

differentially influencing their decisions.

.0

a
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The Irifluence of Test Scores and Naturaily-accurring Pupil

Characteristics in Psychoeducatipnal Decision Making

School personnel reularly must decide who, amofig those students

.
1

dxperiencing academic and behavioral difficulties, should be declared
V

.

, eligible for and receive special education services. Considerable

time and effort'go ihto the collection of-dqta for decision making

and in the adtual deliberations that.lead to decisions. Yet, little is

loown about the extent to which ?specific kinds of data 'influence the

decision-makig process and its outcomes. ' r-

Professionals charged '$,Jith the task of making.psychoeducational

s'decisions 'about students routinelyaadmitister standardized tests or use
4

t

the results of pupili,perfarmance on ti4setests during the decitsion7making

.
, .

.' process. i'eSt datg are collected to facilitate the making of decisions

xelated to S'creeuing, eligibilitytclassification/ideptification/plaaement,

intervention, and evalhation, (Salvid& Ysseldyke, 1978)..YApparently, test

data Are collected because someone believes they are important to and useç
.

ful in decision making. While a number of investigators have reported

fhe frequency with which various kinds of tests are used in practice

(Lev'ine, 1174; Santamaria,,1975; Silverstein, 1963;'Thurlow & Ysseldyke,

in press), no investigations specifically report the kinds of tests.0 d

4
by different practitioners with the same teferred students, and no daLta,

exist on the extent to which decision makers perceive different kinds of

test inforthation #s influencing the decisions they make.

Considerable data do exist which demonstrate that both'professiohal-

student ihterpersonal ipteractions and the assessment process are differ-
.

entially aaected by naturally occurrirtg pupil characteristics (e.g.e race,

4
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sex, socioeconon(c status, physicaIlittractiveness, etc.). For

example, it has demonstrated that teahers interact differentlY

A
with.black and white st4dents (Coiks, 192, Rubovits & Maehr, 1973),

and with girls and boys (Meyer Thompson, 1956). It has also ,been

;reported that.pupils' sex diff entially affects the kinds of Academic

and social difficulties decision makers expect students to demonstrate

/(Algozzine & Ysseldyke, in press; Schlosser & Algozzine, 197§). Jackson
. t ,

. \) '

...,end Lahadyrne (1967) showed that pupil socioeconomic status differentially

c"

affects teacher-pupil interiktions, while several investigators

(Algozzine, 1975; Berscheid..& Walster, 1974; Ross,& Salvia, 1975)

demonstrdted that a,pupill's physical aAractiveness diffe

aftects both interactions and diagnostic outcomes.

Italy

This investigation was designed to ascertain: (a) the extent to

whith the assessment process differs as a function of differences in
.J

( '

'referral information on a student (i.e., diagnostic personnel actually

1

use different kinds 'of assessment information), (b) the extent toIhich

different naturally-occurring pupil characteristics influence the out-
*

Come decisions 'reached by diagnostic personnel, (c) the extent 'to which

decision mdkeyerperceived difent kinds of assessment information 4s

influencing their outcome decisions, and (d) the extent to which decision

makers perceived naturally-occurring pupil characteristics as influencing

theireoutcome decisions. The fklowing speciTic research questions were

addressed:

1:* Whet specific kinds of assessment data are used as a function
,.......,

of referral information (pupil s x, SES, appearance, ind type

1of Tirol:dem)?

_4
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t e4tent do specific pupil characteristics (pupil sAx,

SES, physical apAarance, type'of problem) bias outcome deci-
,

sions?

3. To what extent do decision makers perceive different kinds

of assessment data as influencing their decisions?

4. To what extent(do6decisionaakers perceive naturally-occurring

characteristics.as influencing thelir decisions?

Method

Subjects
v

Subjects were 159 educators and school ychologists in Minnesota

a
who partici,pated in a computer.simulated decisi -making program.

A11'participants were idrofessionals who had previousky participated
_

. .

in atIleast two placement team meetings. Subjects represented a b'road

spectrum pf disciplines And eXperience in provid4ng both direct and in-*

ddrect services in e ational settings, and included 22 school psycho-

logists, 44-specia1 education teachers, 52 regular educAtion teachers,

13 administrators, and 13 support personnel (counselors, nurses, social

workers, etc.).

Procedure

Each subject *as asked to read a case folAr description of a child

and then particiikte in a diagnostic simulation program-developed spe-:

.cifically for this research. The programpermitted the subject to

access.information from an archive containing
A
the results af a variety

Of assesgment devices. Specifically, scores were available for intel-

ligence, achievement, perceptual-motor, personalify, and language tes

performance on adaptive-behavior scales and the resulta of several 'fo



'

4

2tia

4

4

of behavioral observation or behavior checklists were also-included

%,
in tbe archive. The subjpct was allowed sto

r

select speciric tests

(e.g., WISC-R, ITPA etc.) from the seven &mains until he/she.indicated
*

readiness to'i1ce diagnostic decision;*the program then presented a

'
series of decision questions. RegardAsA gf the speciff, devices

selected, the simulation ro ram consistentl erovided the artici ants

.

fth data,indicating tht test performance was within'the average range.

-

The entire ,sequence of s}ctivities required approximately 45 minutes to,

cumplete and each subject was paid SlOefor partitipating.

Refefral Conditiops

Prior to.receiving the in itial case description, each pubject. was

randomly assigned to one of sixteen treatment conditions. The sex,'

suci6-economic status, type of referral problem, and attractiveness of

the child described in the case description were varied in the 16

conditions. The child's malne'was listed ap Phyllis or William, 'and

the problem was said to be either academic or behavioral in nature. In
-

eighti of the 16 tondtions,. the referral foldei contained informatioA

indicating that the student's father was a bank vice piesident while

the mother was a realtor (high SES ition)kz in the öther.eight condi-

tions, the student's father was a bank janitor, and thT mother wag .

employed as a chec-out-clerk at a local supermarket (loW SES condition).

Additionally, previougly judgedwhotographs were attached to the case
.

*

folders to produle.arr "attractive" or "unattractive"' child.

Dependent Variables. After reviewing the case folder and accessing
4

,

the desired assessment information, each subject answered d series of

!)
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questions. All *Sere in.Likert scale ormat nd asked the paYtictpant.

,three diagnostic questions-(eg., to what extent.do yot>believe the

%

4 . referred 'st4dent is learning disabled?),-three Prognbstic Cluestions, .

(e.g., to what exte4t-do you believe the referred.student'will have
.

$ .

Idifficulty acquiring math skills?), questleris asking them to rate.the

V 4.'.
perceived influence of.differdnt kind% of scores (e.g., -to what extent

.

,

.

. * 1,

did the pupil's scores onsinteliig. ence tests influence yodr decision?),
"

4
-.

and questions asking them to rate the perc eived influence of pupil

tharacteristics (e.g.,./to what extent did the pupil's sex influence

.

your deisioni).

'Data Analysis
;

The computer simulation program recorded Rach 'bf the specific tests
,

4

'used by each participant, and thct data were.treated descriptively.

The'effects ofilaturally-ocCuvring pupil eharacteristics (sex,

SES, appearand, and nature of presenting problem) on diagnostic and

prognostic dedisions were analyzed using two separate our=factor (2X2X2X2)

multivariate analyseskof,variance 0441.4(21.1.Q. Significant multivariate

1 effects were subjected to univariate analyses for each dependent variable

as apprbpriate; any further effects werp/analyzed using i tepts.

Research questigns on the perceived influence of assessment data and

'ndturally-occurring characteristics on-Aecdsions were addressed by/Multi-

variate profile aftalyses (Morrtson, 1976).

Results
"

The simulation p gram reccitded tile tests used by each pactic?pant.

These are listed by;eleferral condition in Table 1. In 14 of the 16

conditions, achievement tests Were the most frequently used asseAment

devices.
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Insert Table 1-about here

The second research ,questiori concerned the extent to which specific

naturally-occutridg pupil characteristics biasedoutcoMe decisions.
It

MANOVAs were run separately for the two outcome variables, diaoNis

and prognosis. The' MANOVA for diagnosis yielded one-significant effect;

the Wilk's Lambda for type of problem was significant (p.< .02) and sug-

gested that the muktivariate centroids differed for the child referred

for-academic or behavioral roblems. Univariate follow-up alyses

'yielded significant main effeicts only for t:he diagnostic decisioA.of

6

emotional disturbance. The ease stddy child tas more likely to be rated ,

as disturbed t4hen the presenting problem was behavioral (R = 3.2).than

when it was academic in nature (R = 3.8).

$ Visual inspection of the data'indicated differences existed in

4

.1

participants' ratings of the extent to which the\child was ED, LD, or "-

MR. A comparison of the overall means for each conditions suggested

that'subjects rated the Child as likely to be learning disabled

2.2)1.very unlikely 0) be mentally retarded (X = 4.8), and Onlikely

/ .

A
.

to be emotionally disturbed (R. = 3.5).
I-

t

The MANOVA for prognosis yielded one significant effect; the,Wilk's

Lambda fqr type of problem was significant (p < .01) and suggested that

the multiVariate centroids differed for the.chtld rabetred for Xcademic

or behavioral problems. Univariate follow-up anaPses yielded significant

mairi effects only, for the prognosis of math difficulty. The%hild" was'

'Tiredicted to have significantly more math difficulties if the redSdn
k

for refefral was academic (R = 2.6) than if.the'problem was behay oral

(R -= 2.1).
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A profile analysis was used to examine the extent to°which decision

makers perceived different kinds of assessment data as influencing their ,a

outcome decisions (-research question three). gex, SES, appearance, and

referral ,probiem were treated as independent ;variables, with dependent

variables being Likert ratings'on the perceived usefulness of scores

1

on intelligence, achievement, pev.ceptual7motoradaptive bghavior, per-
.

JO

sonality, and language'tests, ability-achievement diqcrepancies, an0

subtest discrepancieg:_ Table 2 'Usti the obtained means for the-pert

ceived influence of each of the nine sources ot information by referral

condition.

*
4

InSert Table 4 about,here

4An ANOVA was Conducted to look at the extent to which there were

main effects for types of assessmell a perceived as influential as

a function of the different kinds of re erral infoimation: Results revealed

no main.effects for stx, SES, problem statement, or appearance.

The parallelism of plots was examined to look at the extent to which

there were interactions between the referral in formation and the specific

kinds of data PerCeived as useful. The Wilk's Lambda for problem state-
,

ment was signif/cant; post hoc analysis revealed that data on personality

and behavior resprdings were seen as more influential in conditions in

which the student was referred for behavior problems.

The plot of means fof the perceived influence of different kinds of

infotat is reproduced in Figure 1. Inspection reveals that scores

'on meaur's of personality and behavior recordings were perceived as

having essentially a neutral.effect (neither sAgnificant nor insignificant

effect), when students were referred for academic problems. In those
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'instances whete-the student was*referred foy behavioral problems,,

1

'.data.from per.donaltty tests and behavior recordings were perceiv as

having treatert'influence on ddcision making, though the data still were
. ,

poTtteived-as having a gi,gnificant.influence.. IIIke ratings-wercldif-
, 6... p - . ..14

1

.

e

6 ferent;6 ough in ihe neutral range.. ..,', , ,_,

.

LI . - ..... - ...i r. - - -
. InsAct:FigurC 1 about here.,

.11; *

z . , \, A ,, , ". A. . .

.A.third analysis relative to reseaw&46qudistion three empiric?! tlre
_,,,i ,. , .-, .,' ,

. . * i ) .,
. .

r

e)ctent tiR which thereuwere nffe nces in the specific.kind-11.ff datta .

. '

..
...

.

. 2°that were perceive4.As useful. the 6nditions!. The obtained T,
,

6 - 4.
,

, .._

..i..
"iias signi,ficant (p <'.00401), indic ting thatthree kitateli arta' (stores

r

f,
- :

% . - '
..

.,

on dctiievement tests, scores on ivt dgence tests, and thesbil4.ty-
....

..'

achiveneml discrepancy) were perceived as significantly mee,influeritlal

4 ,

than other lands of data.

.4

t*

The fourtr) research question
..,

..--,rr'c'.

occurring(Oupii characteria
6

the decisions made. .Means

concerned the extent to WII;Air natufally- .:
.

%...
4.

icd Alfre perceived as havfng in fhfluence on
o"

" r)
for etch of the Condition& are listed' in %WV

..4
el

# 0-

,/

.. I
-,,,

I.,,, .-, -:,-----'
- -Insert Table , about here

.
..

- '
. .

e

.. The resultg of,an ANOVA used.to examine main effects ate gtmmarized

I.

\,
in Table 4. A significant main effectipb oaained forIES; post hoc

,ana4ysis indicilted that SES was,rated as having significently less per-

ceivecrinfluence when the.student wasnow SES than wbet he'or she was.

high SES'(X -64.08 v 3.67; t 2.35, p e .01).

* S.
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Insert T

-

'; A prafile analysip was

e 4 about here

nducted to examine thetextent to which the

profiles of,meani-yere parallel filtk the different:referral. conditions:
.

. The-means are graphica0:y displayed in Figure 2. MNOVA results,

summirived in Table 5, revealed that the Wilk's Lambda or probleirt,
I

statement was significant (p < .64). Post hoc analysis vealed that

4

the departure from paraliplism:courd be attribpted to the ge r 1 down

play of aPpearance'in the academic condition In contrast to the ively

greater imPortanee attributed to other variables in this condition.

Inset4 Table 5 and Figure 2 about here
.

,z

A final analysis for researcl.question four involved an examination

of the extent to which the mean rat/ings for perceived influence of the

natuTally occurring characteristics differed ove'r all conditions

Combined. Analysis via the T
2
statistic indicated that the means were

1 . r'

not equal (p < .00001). rost hoc analysis revealed that problem state-

ment was perceived as significantly more

attractiveness. Further, SES and at

nificantly more influential than sex.

Discussion

ntluential than SES, sex, or

iveness were perceived as sig-

Data collected in assessment should be functionally useful in

educational decision making. In this investigation edudational deciSion

makers were presented referral information.varied only in terms of

the' child's sex, socioeconomic status, physical appearakte, and type ..
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do

S.

of referral proftem. They were given an opportunity to select specific

kinds pf asseallmentodata (all,of which indicated pupil performance'and
4 -

behavior wirin tile average Ange),:were asked to make diagnostic and
:

.

.,
v..

.

pi-CI:gnostic decisions, an4 were asked to report-the extent to which spe-

cific kinds oftestidata and naturally occurring pupil information i

fluenced their decisiOns.

Decision makers did not Aisevalfferent kinds of tests as a function

.

of the sex, socioeconomic atatus, physical 'attractiveness; or reason for

refeiral. Rather, acrosa'conditiona, achievement tests were used' most

often

Referral information did affAt the outcome decisions lade, but
geglki,

only for one of the four Indepen4ent vatiables. The referred student's
,-,

- I
sex, socioeconomic status, and phYsic l appearance had no effect nn

' ":, -.: r.*
D. :

the diagnostic and prognostk decisions inade. *Reason for referral did

significantly affect the aecision. Although all assessment data indicatea '

average or normal performance, students referred for behavior problems

11.
were signiticantly more often diagnosed and labeled as emotionally dis

e

turbed than were students referred for academic problems. The statem nt
'

of referral problem biased outcome decisions.

Decision makers perceive different kinds of Assessment daea as ,4

affecting their outcome decisions. Overall, scores on achievement

tests, scores on intelligence test4, and the disparity between the two :

were perceived as most useful and influential. However, scores on par-

.

sonali4 tests and behavioral recording date were perceived as having'a,

greater influence on outcome.decisions when the referred student demon-:

strated pehavior problems than when he or she demonstrated academic

problems.

0

1
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Decision makers did perceive.naturally ocCurring pupil charac-

teristics as influenting the decisipns theyjmade. Specifically, socio-

, )

> economic status was said to influence decisions more when the student

was frbm a high than from a ow socioecpnomic environment. Secondly,

sex, socioeconomic status, and reason for referral were said to have

greater influence on outcome decisions than did physical appearance,'

but only when the reason for referral was academic in natute. Parti-

.

clic/ants reported that rea4bn for referral has a pronounced effect on

outcome decisions, having a significantly greater effect orr)decisibns

'than did sex, appearance, or socioeconomic status. .

hdferrai information biases the decisipns made about students.

While there was no difference in the kinds of tests used by decision

makers, different oiltcome decisions.were%reached under different referral

conditions. Furthertore, Ascision makers perceived different kinds of

data and pupil characteristics as having inftuenceAheiv-dectsionl,

and these differences were a function of the referral information.
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"Iable 1

Frequency and Proportion ot Test Usagl$ (by Do ain) as a Function.of ReferraY'Condition

Adaptive

- Sex SES PiOblem _Attribute Intelligence Achievement Perceptual ehavior Behavioraf Language Personality

Motor Scales% Recordings

1

2

Male High. 6cad.

Male High Acad.

, V
3 Male High Beh.

4 Male High Beh.

5 Male Low . Acad.

6 Male 'Low Acad.

7 Male 1.4bw .

(
.

Beh.

8 Male Low Beh.

Female High Acad.
0 ,

10 Female High Acad.
c,

0
11 Female High Beh.

12 Female High Beb.

13 Female-Low Acad.

14 Female Low Acad.

15 Female Low Beh.

16 Female Low Beh:

Acrual

Note: An asterisk (*) Indicates the mostfrequenify used doma f tests in . each condition.

Attraetil.li

UnuttractfVe

Attractive'

, 1

tUUattractive
,

Attractive

Unattractive

Wractisle.

Unattraciive

Aqtractive

Unattractive

Attractive

Unattractive

Attractive

Unattractive

Attraclive

14 .245 19 6 .105 , 6 .105 -4 .070 0 8 .140

115 .230 17 .261*. 13 .2 r 7 -.107 4, .461 4 .061 5 .076

--

11 .159 18 *.260* 5 .072 12 .173 16 .231 3 .043 4 .057'

10 .172 13 .22 5 .086 14 .241. 10 ..172 2 .034 4 .068

J

15 .25* 13 .216 . 7 cli.6 7 .116 7 .116. 5 .083 6 .10

16 .238 19 .283* 4. - 10 .141 10 .149 ' 7 .104 '2 .029 3 .044

9 .13 15 .217* 12 .173 12 .173 8 .115 6. .086 7 .101

16 .258* 16 .258*.. 7 .112 9 .145 7 .112 3 .048 4 .064 '

17 .246 19 .275* 12 .173 5 .072 '6 .086 -5 .072 5 .072

lk .233 20 333*
. . 9 .15 5 .083 5" .01i3 4 .066 3 .05

,13 .2 13 .2 5 .076 15 .23* 10 .153 '4 )061 5 .076

13, .185. 17 .314* 8 .148 .7 .129 5 .092 3 .055 4 .074

13 .240 19 .351* 7 .129 3 .055 3 .055 2 .037 . 7 ..129,

15 .22 23 .338* 14 .205 4 .058 3 .044 3 .044 6 .088

11 .174 24 .380* .079 10 .158 4 .063 3 .047 6 .095

8 .108 14 .189 10 .135 3 .040. 8 .108
Unattractive 10 .1i5 21 .283*

Totals

57,

65

69

58

60

67

-69

62

69

60

65

54

54

68.

63

74

209 286 133 140 109 52.

4

85 1014

2 I.

fis
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Table 2

Means for Influence of Asfmssment

Data 9n Outcome Decisions

-31-4'

.

-

Experimental Condition

Assessmegt Data
Sex

Male Fmale
SES

gigh- ow
Attr

Yes No
Prob.

Acad. ' Beh.

Overall ..
Mean

Intelligence 2.06
f

1.9% 2.11
II

1,493 Z.07

,

1.96

f

1.8Q 2.24 2.02

/"----

Achiediitlit .,

'

1.71 1.82 1.76 1.78 1.83 1.71 1.69 1.$5 1.77

Percept-Motor , 2.80 2.90 2.75 .95 2.90 2.79 2.6'6 3.04 2.85

-4

Adapt Behavior 2.89 2.96 2.82 3.03 2.86 2419

4

3.06 2.76 2.92

Abil-Ach Discrp 2.05 1.94

If.

1. 6 2.03 2.06 1.92 1.89 2.10 1.99

Personality

.

..

2.70 3.21 2.97 2.94 2.86 3.05 3.2le 2.65 2.96

Beh Recordings

1

12.23 2.61 2.33 2.50 2.40 2.44 2.69 2.14 2.42

Subtest Discrep T.68 2.63 2:65 2.66 2.78 2.53 2.54 2.77 2.65

Language . 3.09 3.27 3.16.. 3.19 3.01 3.35 3.04 3.32 3.18

Average 2:47 2.59 2.50 2.56 2.53 2.53 2.51 2.54

Note: Is= very significant influence, 5 = no fnfluence°

A
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Table 3

Means for Influence of Natural ygOccurring

4
Pupil Characteristics

6.(

C

Experimental Cpndttion

4

. . .

Characteristic
.

Sex
Male Female

,...,.., ,

i'SES

High
.

.Low.

--,
A

Yes
ti.

o
Prob.

bikAcad. Beh-.
.

Overall
Means

s-

.

Sex .

N

.

,

4.19 4.43 4.19, 4.43 -* 4.27 .34 4.29
,

4.33

.

4.31.

.-
e

SES 3,73
., .

4.01
I

31167

.1

4.08 3.90

.

3.84 3.75 4.00 3.87
,

Appearance
.

4.14
4

4.01
I

3.96 4.19

,

4.10 4.05 4.22 3.92

.

4.08 .

Referral
Problem

.

..
1.83 1.86

4

V
1.84 1.84 1.79 1.90 1.73 '1.96

4

1.84

Average ...

,

. 3.47
.

3.58 3.42 3.64 3.52 -3.:53 3.50 3.55

.

Note: 1 = very significanf influence', 5 = no influende

,

44
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Tagle 4

A9erysis Wyariance on Perceived Importance'of

Naturally-Occurring Pupil Characteristics

Efiect

Sex .26

SES .03*

Attractiress
_

.84-

Problem Statemeht .55

,

of

;
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Table 5

MultivarIate Analysis of Variance Lis ng Wilke Lambda:

to:rest Parallalismtnder Ac4A ic\aftd

Behavioral Referral Conditi
0

Effect P.

Sex .288

SES

Attractiveness .776

Probjem Statement .044

.

-

t.

19
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Signilidant
. 1.5

1.6.

1.7

%
N%

. 2.0

t,

Significant

(
4

Ndutral

2.5

' 4

3.0 '

3.-5

4.0

Insignificant

4.4

4.5

Very
Insignificant

-

.

Behavior Problem

-- Academic Probl m

t I t 1 1 I

IQ ACH DISC BEH ABS PERS P-1M SOB LANO

Type of Information -

Figure 1. 'Perceived Influence of Differeul_Kinds of Data
when Students were Referred for Different Kinds
of Problems.
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Sex SES

Import Import

j

Sehaidor.Probaem

Acedemic ptoblem

Appearance Referral

Problem

Figure 2. Perceived Influence of NaturallyOccurring Pupil
Characteristics for it.h-demiciend Behavior Problems.
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