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The Role of Language Assessment Data
in Diagnosis and Intervention
for Linguittically/Culturally Different Students

Introduction

Documented inapprqpriate special education placements
involving language minority students (Mercer, 1973; Shepard
and Smith, 1981), indicate certain professional limitations.
According to recent findings (Carpenter, 1983; Garcia, 1984;
and Maldonado-Colon, 1984). professionals involved in the
procese of evaluation are still not able to distinguish
be tween data/information neaded to diagnose a speech or
language or learning dﬁsorder among native speakers, and
information/data required to identify a disorder among
linguistically/culturally different children., Deviant
observations amohg this population require that a certajn
distinction be made to unquestionnably separate charatter~
istic behaviprs of a disorder in.thes? areas, from
overlapping characteristics of second lanquage acquisition
among non-traditional populations. | .

An indication that professionals'do nat understand the
characteristics of the second language acquisition process,
and their overlap wi'th characterictics of language disorders

or deticiencies among native speakers of English, is their

l) .
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treating children as pathologital cases regardless of a
lanquage background which reflects exposure to di{fereni
linguistic conditions, tha@ is, possibly to an environment,
ﬂf“d particularly a language, characterized by differencés.
In Canada} Cummins (1980)> found a similar pattern among
profecsionale invelved in the evaluation of immigﬁant
children. Cummins’ data suggests that {f a non-native child
speaks Englieh, regardlecs of its quality, he/she is
automatically considered ;o possess the same skills ;nd
linguistic background as a native speaker of the language.
That is, he/she is considered proficient enough to compete
with native speakers and is expected to perform as one.
Consequently, data interpretation, decisioning and program
assignment are based upon this misconcéption which has the
potential, eventually, lo limit academic learnings as
measured by standardized achievement tests, or woree, to
lead to learning difficulties and referral to special
education (Cummins, 1982),

- Acssessment, originally a scientific approach,urequires
optimal condftions,for fmplehentation. as well as careful
cselection of the moet appropriate procedures and toclse to
capture performance-- linguistic and cognitive. Language,
the most common medium through which performance is
estimated and predicted, and academic growth is agsesged;
requiree & certain level of linguistic skille to suppoart

optimal evaluation and performance. Df significance is, that




APA 84 Maldonado-Colon k 4

this factor crifical to the assessment process, can enhance o
or inhibit optimal performance. Thus, proféssionals which
diagnose problems, disorders or disabilities in linguistic-
ally/culturally different children, are expected to colleat
as much informaﬁibn as possible,.including, but not being
'limiteq ta: (a) the selection and administration of a
language prbficiency measure in each'language,c;long wi th
other measures or procgdUres considered appropriéte to
evaluate a suspected handicap . or disability; (b)
documentation of the lang;age of the home as well &s an
estimate of the quality of language usagej (c) documentation
of introduction to pre-academitc experiénces related to what
is bedng~evaluatgd; (d> infobmation.qn any previous
intervention in which the chjld was involved, and (e)
child’s linguistic prefe?énce.by set’.ng (e.g., home,
classroom, play area). In other words, it ie the input of
such language data sourcee which guides appropriate
assessment, and facilitates interpretation, ac well as the
selection of additional procedures, of measures; including

the collection of additional data from other sources in

]

order to develop a differential diagnosis (Méttes and Omark,
1984, That is, in order to distinguish defic{encies caused
by ?unctioning in a second }anguage, from disorders, or
deficiencies caused by diaorde?s evident in the native
language. This 1s a critical asﬁect also in relation to the

development of an appropriate and effective interventior.

o
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The literature ,suggests that the lack of descriptive and‘
normativue data for populations other than the traditional
English spe&kers,“along‘with inappropriate'qvaluation tools;
lack of trained bilingual specialists. and lack of clear
policy guidelines, are factorsz which affgcf'services,
assessment, diagnosis and imtervention for the
iinguistically/culturally dlifferent student (G&rcia, 1984;
Maldonado-Colon, 1984; and Ortiz, 1984). Within the field,
this paucity of data concerning a different population has
been traditionallysblamed for the inadequacy of the |
evaluaticone and diagnosies of langque minority students.

TaXing the previous caveats into consideration, this-
paper attempts to: (ad éuestiAn the selective use of
linguistic data obtained through a biased'process; (b)
underscore “that, based on a dearth of data, placement in
special education was recommended, and interventioﬁ
decicions were made, wifhout any corisideration to the
child’s exposure to a language other than English, to a duyal
language environment, or to the consequences of mislabeling
a student; and (c? increage a limited database related to
the bilingual and 1imited-Englich profici;nt (LEP)
handicapped gnd non-handicapped. A study (Maidonado-Colon,
1°84) conducted in a large metgopolitan school digstrict in
the Southwest, revealed that Hispanic children identified as
communication disordered exhibited characteristice of second

language iearners. Characteristice which were very similar,
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in most cases, to those evident among language disordered
native speakers of English. It is the over!hp between both
criteria-sets, as well as documented exposure to a langquage
other than English'whicg indicated further objective and
Qppropriate testing. To reduce'the’possibility of
misdiagnosis, additional ecological data, which could have
ascisted the pfofessionals making the distinction, were not
reques*ed or considered crucial at particular decisioning
points, suggesting that; both bilingual and monolingual,

professionals lacked the Knowledge-base necessary to make

such distinctions.
Me thodal ogy

'The exploratory desgscriptive study (Maldonado-Colon,
19684) from which this paper was developed was conducted in é’
lafge metropolitan school district in the Southwest. A
distri;t whose school population was approximately 75/
Hiépanic. étudents’ special education program folders, and
district policy manuals were egamined. Additionaly,
interviews.were éonducted with'administrative personnel to
cotain general demographical a;d procedural data.

The researcher investigated if given prevailing
theoretical and empirical knowledge about biliﬁgualism, dual
1anguége acquisition, language assessment of liﬁguistically/
culturally different studente, factors affecting second

language acquisition, and characteristics of Hispanics in

¢

"
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the Southwestérn part of the United States, professionéls
evaiuating Hispanic children concidered such knowtedge—bése
to makke the most appropriate decisions*whenever Hispanics
were referred to special education programs, and eventually,
assessed. The clinical case study approach was used to
analyze indtvidual program folders. Additionally, onlicy
and practice were examined to identify the concu;rence with

or divergepce from, what is intended to be instituted.

Research framework., Several categorical questions served as

the framework to gquide subject selectio&, data collection,
processing, analy;is, and interpr;tétiOH of findings. Since
thic paper focuses on only one aspéct of the data collected,
rather than listing the original research questions and
subquestions (Maldonado—Coloq, 1984>, several topical
questions were developed to present the concerns addres;éd
by this paper.l Content analysis, that is, analysis of data
recorded and preserved in the district’s sﬁecial education
program folders, was the me thodological épproach ¢elected to
best address the present concern of limited descriptive data
related to a bopulation barely addrescsed within the
literature, Tpe following questions were used to interpret
descriptive and inferential data obtained'from 73 of the 125
individual program folusrs studied:

1. How are the linguicstic characteristice of

HE. .
linguistically/culturally ditferent children
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evaluated to bes£ capture and portray each
child’s language abilifies? .
2. What are the réles of the first and the second
language in the acsessment of linguistically/
cul turally di%ferent children?
3. What factors reflect that diagnostic pérsonnel are
- cognizant of the unique characteristics of
bilinguale and 1imited-English proficient students?
4. What abilities and knowledge'do clinicians exhibit

in data analysis, diagnosis and intervention for a

-non—traditional population?

Subjects.. Students enrolled in the district’s sixty-six

elementary schools, in grades Kindergarten through fiﬁe, who
)

were identified and served as communicaticn disordered

comprised the population of the study. The district made

availgble to the researcher a domputeriiéd lisf of all the

students served as communication disordergd.HIDeterminat{on

of cample cize followed gu{delines in Polanski’s (19&0)

Social Work Research. Subjects were random sampled

utilizing Snedecor and Cochran’e (1%94672) random sampling
tables.

Seventy—-three Hispanice and a control group qf 24
Anglos and 28 Blacks comprised the study’s sample
population. A1l subrjecte were cerved for speech and/cr

language disorders as a primary and only handicapping

L
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condition. The unit of study was their individual program
folder. That is, the researcher utilized demographic,

statistical and descriptive'gisa, on each subject, Kept by

3

the specialists, assembled in what is known as the

individual program folder,

Data collection. Two questionnaires and a data collection

form were developed. One questionnaire was administered by
the researcher to the district’s program director, the other
to the speech/language therapis@g’ supervigsor, District

program policies and procedural manuals were requested and

analyzed based on the research questiong which constituted

.the framework of the gtudy. Individual student charﬁcter—

istics were trahsferreﬁ by the researcher from the program
i
folders Kept in each school to the data collection /form

. >
developed to capture data relevant to the purposes and

questicns of the study.

Data analysis., Two programe of the Statistical Package for

the Social Sciences (SPSS) were used to process data:

Frequencies Subprogram (Nie et al., 1973 and One~Sample

" Chi—-Square Analysis. (Hull and Mie, 1981>. Since the study

was descriptive and explorat~ry in nature, no hypotheses
were tested. Thus, the researcher selected frequencies and
& non*ﬁarametric test to analyze data aggregated under three
categories: district policies, district Eractices/

procedures, and student characterictices. ﬁdd%tional

i)

'
]
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ctatistical analyeics wa® not deemed necessary since
descriptive statistics, and content analysis of narratives

answered the six research questions posed by the study.
Resul ts and Interpretation

Th& appropriateness of data, the expertise of the
t\

professionals aggregating, selecting and interpreting
findings, as well as the role of the languages of the

bilingual and LEP student in the process, were investigated.

The following sectione summarize some of the findings.
£

Evaluation of lanquage skills. Clinical pémsonnel followed

certain routines prescribed by policy in an atfempt to
capture the linguistic skills of the children referrgd.to
them. Available data revealed that students were tected
mostly in English regardless of home language or firsf
lanéuage background., Test administration depended on
evident or suspected handicapping condi fion. Evaluation
ranged from use of a single measure to use of multiple
measures administered on the same day or within two days.
Required language proficiency measures for second lanquage
lesrners, or children from dual language environments, were
not adminictered by c]iniciana.'rather, professionale
accessed any 1nformation available to them which retlected

language proficiency. That is, clinicians considered any
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indication that the child was dominant in one,o? the

I3
?

languages as sufficient documentation to meet compliance of
the language deminance requirement-- e.g., "The teacher sar:

the child is Spanish dominant";"The parent says the child
. - . ’ )./"
speaXe Englieh at home". Since ascertaining dominant
4 e ' .
language, as well as characteristics of the home language,

1 critical to the assecement process of non-traditional

childten (Greenlee, 1981), it is significant that clinicians
\ .
and diagnoeticians, both bi'ingual and monoclingual, %ailed

to practice a more objective werification of language
dominance before proceeding withany in-depth analysie, and
[ ]

S
later on, diagnosis.

-, .
' To assess language skills in English, most clinicians

utilized the following megsures} Peabody Picture Vocabulal y

Test-- PPUT (Dunh, 1965), Test of Auditory ﬁomgggnbnsion of

-
Lanquage —-TACL-E (Carrow, 1973, and Test of Langlage

.Development --TOLD (Newcomer and Hammill, 1977).

A

‘Addi tionally, 1anguége samﬁ\es were collected through the

, \
uze of pictures or the retelling task in the Goldman-Fristgoe

Tést of Farticulati‘o’n GFTA (Goldman and Fr‘nstoe, 1972, .
Articulation was ascessed through thé GFTA. Results Qere
analyzed to d;termine error patterns.requiring
interventions, :

Modifications to the testiné procedufe, in response to

different conditions affecting the population under

‘ 4
evaluation, were not reported, Data sugoeszts tha® zecond
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language learnert, and/or eimultaneocus bilinguals-~ those
acquiring both lanquages within the one to three years ot
age period, were tested ac t+ they were native speakers of
the [anguaqe (Erigl 1ah) ., Interprefation gt findings
disregarded the status of tﬁe cﬁildren ag linguistically
d;f+erent from native %peakers not exposed to another
lanouaye ve.a, "The numercous articulation errors require
intervention.”y "According to results of the TACL-E, the
child exhibites a language delay of two earc."). Even
though, some clinicians did recognize that evafuatioa
reéuita indicated second lanquage learning characteristice
teLg., atcent, substitutions of English sounds by Spanish
sounds) and dialectal verations (e.g., sound
aubﬁt(tu‘umng), they proceded to recommend placement based °
o the misconception Pﬁat sound diagortioﬁs or substitutione
prevent succesafyl read;hq and affecttgg¢Z0mmun|catinnf

| 1f wus noted that 1n spite of the subjects’ Span{sh
devminiance . Spanish measures were infrequentiy administered,

regardiess nf gtate requilations which mandate testing

v Viregual e LEP children on their dominant language. From i

Fhoo v ved s ad o methade utilized to determine language #
deamiteaie et gL, gquestiong, checkliata, estimationsg), 1t

|
frs b b cans Yuded thaty, pyoror to the summer of 1982, therc l
‘I
s v dormal o opnrdelaines availablo andiecating how to
detepnrne o tral danguage domnance . The most drequent

petormad e thods solected were teachers  or parents’
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estimates of the child’s dominant laf-auage, and his/her

!

abilities in it, To test Spanish skills the TACL~ Spanish,

a translation of the PPRUT, normed in west Texas, the GFTA’s
pictures,'and the Austin_ Sganish ArticglationfT%st (Carrow)
1974> were utilized. Their results were not imterpreted.

A review of thﬁfﬁjterature related to&?h7 assessment of

fanguage minorities revealed that the Spanish TACL was

e

limited, and poorly constructed, that is, inadequate when
utilized as a single measure to determine Spanish lanauage
skille for Hisyanjcs, (Glass, 1979; Gonzalez, 1974; Rueda
and Perozzi, 1977). Concerning the GFTA pictures, this

'
author considers their cultural relevance questionable, as
in the case of nop*traditional populations. However, these
concerns did not prevent their utilization to evaluate the
linguistic skills of subjects of limited-Bnglish
pro{iqiency. Further, records of the plécement meetings
(Admissifn Commtttee Reports) evidenced that during place-
men t d;cieioning, the issue of inappropriatesutilization of
the least familiar language to de termine placemeng and
label ing was 6ever quectionned or addressed, lConcerning the
m:sconception that 1anguage differenees affect reading

performance, Wolfram (1979) states that, £0 %ar, there 13 no

conclusive evidence that dialectal speakers cannot develop

.,—:::_-':4- b

appropriate, effective reading and academic ekille, Hence,:
dialectal variation, and Spanish accent, are not reasons to

i
¢
'

:
N )
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label children as communication disordered or speech
handicapped.

From information available it can be concluded that, 'S
the linguistic characteristics of Hispanics,‘bi]ingual and
LEF, were evaluated using the same instrumeintation utilized
with native speakers of English. Further, their errors were
interpreted as errore of native speakers of the language,
and their pfacement was the saée as those of native
speakers, Parsimonious study of available cata revealed
that, the combination of linguistic restrictions of the
second language learner and phonological errors qualified
these children as communication disordered according to the
guidelines developed by the district to cerve native

speakers of English who by virtue of an existing disorder

require these specialized services.

Roles of first (L1) and second (52) lanqQuages in assess~—

ment. OFf the 73 Hiepanice tested, it was noted that

épproximatély 96.274 (n= 41) were from homes in which Spanish
wae cpoken, while 43.84 (n=32) came ?rom homes where
English was recognized as the only language. Given this
information, it could be predicted that a significant number
of children would have been tested in both languages,
Beginning with their dominant language. Instead, datva
indicates that all children were administered English

language measures developed to ascsese the language skills af

15
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native English speakers with no exposure to a second
language. The fact that sgme children (n=31, 42/%) were
administered Spanish language measures reflect certain
concern with compliance; vet, neither the measﬁfes selected,
nor the absence éf interpretation, indicate knowledge of the
most current ljterature, and practices, on language
assessment for non-traditional populations. Thus, it was
evident that, English, which possibly was the second
language (L2) for most children (52.2%), became the critical
unit of evalyation. Consequently, their ability‘to‘produce .
the structures of the second lanqQuage became the unit of
evaluation, hence,QEenadizing second language‘lsarners for
their inability to perform'like native speakers of the
language (English) by labeling them speech/language
handicapped.

The minimal role ascribed to the native (L1) language in
the evaluation pfocess was evident from the lack of emphasi s
it was given throughout the assessment, qiagnoéis anégplace—
ment processes. That is, whenever data related to the
native lanéuage wae ;vailable, or obtained through informa}‘
aszessment, it was consistently disregarded in favor of
Englicsh at decisioning points (e.g., reférr&l, placement,
intervention, evaluation of progress, and dismissal).

Moticeable as well was the absence of a sthndardized

procedure for testing through the native language.
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Professional cognizance of factors aftfecting linguisticallz

and/or culturally different populations. Analysis of

reasons for referral revealed that deviant English speech
and language production, and poor academic performance, were
the most significant variables influencing special education
referral. Upon examination of .placement decis}ons, it was
confirmed that English test berformance, along Qith teacher
referral, were the most significant variables determining
special education place- ment. Noteworthy is the fact that
Engliesh language test scores among the Hisp;nic population
reflected language delays which ranged from 1.0 years to

4.3 years, qualifying subjiects to receive sﬁecial education
services Gﬁder the category of communication disorders.

Such interpretations and_cbnclusions were based on: (1)
limited information-- home language models, pre~academic
éxperieéces, and previous language instruction were not
evaluated; (2) the premise that all qulish speakers
congtitute a homogeneous group~- no récognitiion of the
cﬁaracteristics of second language learners; (3) the
misconception that seconq language learners perform just
like native speakers—- deviant performance in L2 is equated
te disordered performance; (4) inappropriate test
selection—- tests for native speakers were selected, with no
allowaces made for L2 speakers, or dialectical variations;

measures utilized were not for bilinguals, or for LEP’s; and

17
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(5> misconceptions of how language dominance is determined,

or its role in the acscessment procese.

Professional abilities and Knowledge related to non-

traditional populations. Issues such as test bias, error

type, error interpretation and, additional critical
information required, were not addressed during
professionafa’ data analysis. Disregarded‘was the mandate
that language dominance is to determine initigl language of
assessment, and later on, interpretation of data.

"An examination of dates wheq tests were administered
reuealéd that information as 01& as two ryears was stil) used
in place of recent data. %hat is, students were not
retested for language proficiency, even though linguistic
data being used was more ihan orne and one-half yegrs old.
Rather, performancé on standard English meagures, developed
tor native speakers, served as measures of proficiency for
L2 learqers.

A combination of data gaps, and misconceptions related
to the evaluation of the linguistic abilities of second
language learners, evidenced limited professional'abilities
and knowledge related to special linguistic and culturally
different populations. Professionale focused on errors and

characteristics distinguishing'the chilg from mainstream

populat on. Of consequence was the res&{ting inappropriate

\z‘,‘
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labeling of students, who were in the transitional phases of
second languagé'acquisition, as communication disordered.
To conclude, it is possible that both, bilingual and

hbnolingual diagnostic personnel, had not been trained to

~¢valuate the non-traditional child, thus, failing to

identify critical indicatops of non-disordered perform;nce
ahong a different popWIatidB. Personnel development and
cognizance of current language assessment literature, as
well as best practices for non*traditionak populations are -
possibilities to be considered for {mprove%gnt of diagnostic
services to a population in need of édequatehéeruices.
Particularly, those related to the most effectiﬁg procedures
for the identification of language and learning disorderse.
Further, the result;:g% thig study suggest thét

\ -8
frofessionals should dgvelop, the ability to evaluate and
diagnose problems of linquistically/ culturally different

.
students, including awareness of linquistic characteristics

N

. N
of minority populations, particularly of second lanquage

learners; and the ability fo identify gnd gather appropriate
information necessary to distinguish languagé di sorders from
differences among non-traditional popula~ tions.

In order to distinguish betw;en what cohstitutes a
disarder euidgnt in a seg?nd language, and what is merely a

reflection of a'transitioaal process, thatadf second
|

language atquiaition. it is necessary, according to scholars

and researchers, for professionals to consider such
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information as: (1) home language usage; (2) type and
guality of home language modeling; (3 language of initial
instructional activities; (4) language related to
pre-academic experiences; (5) linguistic and academic
experiences which the chjla practices at home, including
language related to them; (&) length and type of
introduction to English, (7) ¢hild’s language usage
preferences according to situation and settings; aﬁd (8>
state of first language (L1i) ' (Burt and Dulay, 19783 Garcia,
1980; Hamayan, 1984; Mattes and Omark, 1984; and Wal ters,
1979). From sucp data pool a more realistic prﬁ?ile of the
child’s linguistic abilities can be developed. Otherwise,
dearth ofAdéta, combined with second language
chafacteriatics, facilitate placement of linguistically and
culturally different children, particularly, L.E.P. and
bilingual students, in gpecial education programs devéloped
to remediate disorders cau;ed by physiological, neurclogical
and other health related factors (Garcia, 19843 Maldonado-

Colon, 1984; and Shépard and Smith, 1981) .
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Recommendatione for Professionals

The follawing suggestions can be deduced from data
generated by the =tudy from which this paper was developed
(Maldonado7Colon, 1984), and are supported by the literature
related to bilinguals, éhildren of ]imited—Enélish profi-
ciency, and childrenﬂpf limited linguistic environmente:

L
b

( 1. Institutions of higher education should incorporate

-

in their training programs a strand preparing all
students which are to work with children, to work
most effectively with linguisticall»/culturally
different students.

2. Local educationcagencies should implement personnel
development plans which'inclﬁdé the careful selec~-
tion of training related to the unique character- .
istice of the non-traditional student and how
these characteristics affect test performance and
interprétation. 2 |

3. Diaghostitians required to work with populations
reflectiag characteristics different from those of
the average student should purcsue additional
.training intended fq facilitate an optimal assess-
ment of the specific population, to diagnose
appropriately and to develop effective interven-
tion according to diagnosed conditipns.

4. Concentrated efforts should focus on the iden-

21
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tification of best pra&tices for referral,
assessment, diagnosis, p\acement and interventioﬁ
of bilingual, and LEP students. ’
Whenever linguistically/culturally different
children are to be a;sessed fo# the purpose of
distinguishing disordqré or disabilities from
problems of second langyage acquisition,
in#ormation related,to the followiné areas should
be obtained, as it is understood to be significant
in diagnosis and interpfetationz (a> language of
the home, including usage and characterigtics;”(b)
time'and qual ity of exposure to English (L2)3; (c»)
tyaé and quality_of pre-academic experiénces
related to language and the.develophent of
linguistic skills; and (d> type. of instructional
interueniiong to which the child hat been exposed
and outéomes of such exp;sure. If possible,
personnel should also concider the linguistic
characteristics of the child’s immediate community,
in order to detérmine it those thargcteristics arE
reflected in the child’s languaqe p}oductions or |
linguistic behaviors.

Language information should be very carefully
evaluated in relation to date of elicitatioﬁ and

conditions of evaluation, since factors such as

lénguage development, Yanguage loss due to non-use

\ 22
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could affect interpretation of most recent data.

)
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